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Reviews:
Rose (ebook reader, California) says -
“I Just finished reading Peter Salisbury's "Passengers to Zeta Nine" which reminded me of when I was a kid and the excitement of discovering science fiction through Arthur C Clarke's "Against the fall of Night," which was written in the late 1940's about a young Alvin of Loronei, who lived in the city of Diaspar a billion years into Earth's future, and how he discovers other civilizations.
This book created the same excitement for me.”
 

Richard (Editor, Authorsonline, UK) says –
“Passengers to Zeta Nine... the quality of the writing is very much up to the standard of Passengers to Sentience. The detail and the descriptive passages are absolutely top notch. Also the characters were well developed... The technical stuff, which is very much your forte was again absolutely spot on and very well thought out. In fact it bordered on brilliant.”
 

Blurb
Raife and Doctor Nancy Zing’s electronic DNA records and mind patterns have been travelling for one hundred and twenty years. They will be the first humans to see Zeta Nine, a beautiful Earth-class planet covered in lush vegetation, warm seas and having an apparent absence of predators. Everything looks perfect, or is it too good to be true..?
 

***
 




Introduction
The process of ‘Passengering’ is the method of using remote pair tunnelling electrons to travel great distances in a very short time. An individual’s mind is stored electronically, then transmitted almost instantly to the body of a host, which might be someone you are swapping with, or a clone of yourself. The tunnelling electrons allow the transmission to be virtually instantaneous over many light years.
The novel Passengers to Sentience, first published in 2009, told the story of cyber detective Ben taking a holiday by swapping bodies with criminal prosecutor Lori. In the future they both inhabit, transferring mind patterns between bodies over huge interstellar distances is relatively commonplace. It is the transfer process which allowed human colonisation of an outer arm of the galaxy. The system is highly secure and there is no possibility of ending up in the wrong body, or so everyone thought.
Passengers to Zeta Nine
is a story set in a quiet backwater, a part of space remote from Ben and Lori’s struggles. Human colonies are spread thinly but there are still new planets to find and colonise. For pioneers Raife and Doctor Nancy Zing, the computer aboard their Explorer-class ship has made an exciting choice.
Explorer 5017 set off almost a hundred years before Ben and Lori were born. The ship finally located a habitable planet at almost exactly the time Ben and Lori made contact with the Sentience. Thus Ben and Lori, Nancy, Raife, Riajh and Tinc are entirely contemporary, if not by birth.
The sequel to Passengers to Sentience, Sentience Revelations, will explore Ben and Lori’s involvement with cultural and commercial exchange between humans and an alien culture. The fact that each race breathed an atmosphere poisonous to the other is thought to be protection enough against invasion of each other’s space.
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Chapter 1
‘So, we survived the vat,’ Doctor Nancy Zing said.
‘The question is, where are we?’ Raife’s voice drowned in the sound of the showers flushing growth medium from their bodies.
‘Later! My first question is does the food processor work?’
As soon as the warm air blowers had dried her, Nancy cracked open the side of her birthing vat and pulled on a one-piece bodysuit. She headed straight for the equipment that was giving off an aroma of something potentially edible.
‘What’s making that almost appetising smell?’ asked Raife as he cut his blower. He fastened his bodysuit and strode across the cabin to where Nancy was juggling trays and tumblers.
‘Looks like warm cubes and nutrient milk.’
‘Oh, I bet they’re delicious!’ Raife was not at all hopeful. He crumbled his cubes straight into the tumbler of thick, milky drink Nancy gave him, then downed the first half in a couple of gulps.
‘Peasant!’ Nancy said, taking a surreptitious sip, followed by a cautious nibble of one of her six cubes.
‘As I thought.’ Raife licked his fingers. ‘Soup cubes. They taste exactly like stewed vegetable stock and this so-called milk is... well, what is it like? Mine’s got soup in it.’
‘The ‘milk’,’ Nancy said, ‘has a curiously neutral flavour.’
‘We have to survive off this indefinitely?’
‘At least until we make planet fall, assuming that’s even possible.’
‘We wouldn’t have birthed if Explorer hadn’t checked it already. We’d still be in storage and on our way to somewhere else.’
‘That’s the plan.’
‘How far’ve we come, where are we and what’ve we got?’
There were no windows in the cabin of Explorer 5017. Windows were an unnecessary luxury in an automated ship. For more than a century it had sped amongst the stars, to find one that had a planet in its habitable zone.
‘That’s a lot of questions for someone who, until minutes ago, was a mindless, vat-grown clone,’ Raife said.
‘Not so mindless now.’ Nancy poked him in the ribs. ‘Just give me the answers.’
‘Hey, OK.’ Raife flexed his right hand, signing in the direction of a control sensor. It responded to his authorisation and he spoke the command that opened the main viewscreen.
He and Nancy sat on the pristine white bunk. They nibbled and sipped, skipping through the various views and scans Explorer had recorded of its approach to the planet.
‘The computer is still arguing with itself over exactly how far we’ve come,’ Raife said, ‘but it is telling me it took almost a hundred and twenty years. This planet has been named Zeta Nine, apparently, and so far it’s looking good.’
‘Yes, I can see blue bits and green, brown and white bits in the usual places: oceans, atmosphere, cloud, land and poles. Nice, fuzzy equatorial belt with what is presumably forest. All within tolerance.’
Raife and Nancy’s very own, brand new planet glowed with sunlit colour, suspended in the viewscreen. It was what they had spent years training for.
‘This is going to take some getting used to,’ Raife said, lying back on the bunk with his hands behind his head, his gaze still focussed on the image of Zeta Nine. ‘Until ten minutes ago, the last thing I actually remember was that personality download cubicle on Home Turf.’
‘It’s weird being born wide awake and grown up!’
‘And remembering everything.’ Raife tried to collect his thoughts, his memories of before. The shock of birthing kept coming back in waves, interfering.
Explorer’s computer was programmed to make humans. When sufficient equipment had been assembled, parts for two clone vats were extruded and assembled by Spiders. The vats were then prepped, primed and loaded.
Raife sighed heavily, trying to push away the thoughts of birthing. When neither of them was talking, he noticed the soft clicks and whirring of machines, the swish of a Spider’s muscle bundles. He’d expected a new, plastic smell but instead the cabin smelt old, with a whiff of growth medium, like meat jelly and a dash of disinfectant. Catching him unawares, his mind began playing tricks again, jerking him back twenty minutes, to when a jolt of stimulants had pushed him into wakefulness.
‘You seemed to have a bit of a hairy time, coming to in the vat,’ Nancy said, sensing his discomfort.
‘I was OK once the shower started.’
‘Not right away though.’
‘It’s the dull pop as the lid goes up. You feel it as much as hear it.’
‘All that stuff in your ears.’
Raife remembered hopping onto tiptoe, straining to get his chin clear of the growth medium while it glugged away down the drain, an ugly rumble he’d felt through the base of his vat.
‘You’re scared you won’t catch your first breath,’ he said out loud. The memory of it was so vivid Raife’s mouth opened like a fish. He’d gasped for air, coughing the glutinous medium from his mouth and blowing it from his nose.
‘And you can’t see properly,’ he added.
‘Was that when you panicked?’
‘Hard not to. You looked like your head was rotting from the top down. It was horrible. I tried to shout but my mouth was full of stuff.’
‘Even so, you should have kept calm. You looked the same to me.’
‘Sounds easy when you say it!’
Where Nancy’s hair should have been, Raife had seen sickly green, with a sharp ridge above her brow. The cylindrical shape of the vat hadn’t helped. It formed a giant lens and Nancy looked three times the width she should have. Horrified by the sight of her bulging head, his heart had begun to pound.
The thick liquid had stuck to his body, increasing his alarm. He’d used his hands to scrape away as much as possible, flicking it onto the walls and floor of the vat. All he could hear were muffled thumps and squeaks. Raife felt helpless, spluttering and spitting growth medium as he stared wide-eyed at Nancy.
‘Raife, are you alright?’ Nancy said bringing him out of his reverie.
‘Oh, yes. It’s just I don’t want to be doing that again for a long time.’
‘Best to think about something else, then.’
Raife tried. He stared at the image on the viewscreen but it did not distract him. He hadn’t realised how difficult and frightening the birthing would be.
He’d been still groping for words when he wiped his eyes again and saw that Nancy’s head was not crowned with diseased tissue. It was a close-fitting cap, with faintly glowing spots of colour. Unsupported by the liquid in the tank, he had collapsed with relief.
His whole body twitched at the memory.
‘Raife!’
‘I can’t relax until I’ve gone over it.’
As soon as Nancy had peeled off the layer of green latex, the lights went out. She’d pointed at the screen behind him. He’d struggled back on his feet.
Remove personality download cap now
flashed in large letters. As soon as Raife had slid his cap from his head the display changed to
Clip cord. Threaded loosely around his umbilical, Raife had found a red plastic clip, which he slid to within two centimetres of his belly. He squeezed hard, wincing as the clip simultaneously cut and sealed the cord. On the screen
Start shower
showed as soon as he was free of the machinery and warm water sprayed from above.
Nancy watched out of the corner of her eye, while Raife sighed and sank lower into the bunk. She let him be for several minutes.
‘You’ve been quiet for a while,’ Nancy said finally.
‘I was just thinking,’ Raife said. ‘We were given our personality download while we were still in the vats. The way I remember our training, a Spider would have prepped us one at a time, getting a download from a machine, with wires everywhere.’
‘Upgrades, I guess.’
‘Upgrades! When I first saw you with that green thing on your head!’
‘You looked pretty weird, too, but I could read the screen from where I was.’
‘I’m glad you haven’t gone mouldy,’ Raife said.
‘So am I!’ Nancy held him close.
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Chapter 2
Explorer 5017 was a huge vessel that had been assembled in space and was not intended for trans-atmosphere work. It had an ungainly appearance, with all manner of protuberances which would be burnt to a crisp if re-entry were attempted. All the external equipment was essential for long range scanning and data transfer. The only way to get preliminary data about the planet was by remote scans and by sending off tiny, disposable recon ships.
At Nancy’s command, Probe One dropped, flared suddenly in the atmosphere, opened balloons and drifted slowly down, sending back a full chemical and biological analysis of the air as it fell. It finally splashed on the surface of a lake, releasing its balloons which jumped quickly upwards. More data followed as the probe sank through the water, into the mud below.
‘The readings from Probe One are very encouraging. No toxic gases in the air, rich organic sediment under the lake,’ Raife said, smiling at Doctor Nancy Zing.
‘There are great herds of wildlife. Directly below, herbivores, for example,’ she said, brushing aside a stray strand of her dark hair as she looked up from the visible light telescope.
Raife glanced around the small cabin, closely packed with equipment. He shivered slightly as he took in the cloning vats the pair of them had so recently emerged from and looked at his hands. His whole body was only a few days old.
‘Nancy, how long do you think it will take before we’re in reasonable shape?’
Doctor Nancy Zing was sitting between the nanofactory and the view screen, which showed a broad segment of what they hoped would be their new home. Behind her, the bunk was folded into its sofa position. The walls and fabrics were all white, the equipment gleamed stainless grey, only the holographic viewscreen showed colour.
She wore a white, stretch-fit bodysuit. Raife saw Nancy had the vertical contour lines switched on. The intelligent fabric subtly changed colour to produce narrow vertical stripes that had a slimming effect. She was tall and lightly built. Her skin was a deep olive from top to toe, protection against UV. Her jet black hair was at least six inches long and her dark brown eyes flashed brightly.
‘Back when the Explorer started out, a clone fresh out of the vat would have to work for several weeks on getting fit.’
‘Yes, but that was around a hundred and twenty years ago. I feel good already and it’s been what, three days?’
‘Only two days,’ she said, looking into his big, blue eyes. ‘I’ve found terabytes of new software have downloaded.’ Nancy touched a control and data streamers displayed the latest updates.
‘There must have been quite a few advances then, since we set out.’
‘Of course. We should be up to full fitness within two weeks maximum, as long as we exercise.’ Her eyes sparkled.
‘Alright but if they can grow us to adult size in a number of weeks and our hair is about six inches long, how come our finger and toe nails weren’t six inches long when we woke?’
‘I don’t know, any more than I know how you’ve developed such good muscle tone already.’
‘Have I?’ Raife glanced at what he could see of himself in his own bodysuit.
‘You certainly have.’ She turned away for a moment, smiling to herself.
‘But how...?’
‘If I knew all the answers, I’d be a vat expert, we’d probably have never met and I would not be here on the Explorer. Which would you prefer?’
‘Here,’ Raife replied. His eyes dipped to linger along the lines of her suit.
‘Meanwhile...’
‘Yes, Nancy?’
‘Meanwhile, there are plenty of ways we can exercise together.’
Raife felt the familiar lift as he looked into her face.
‘Well, right now it’s time for Probe Two,’ he said.
Nancy touched her control screen to release the cone-shaped object. ‘Drop Two on its way.’ It span away from the Explorer in a smooth curve, minutes later flaring with atmospheric heating.
She had lost count of how many times her heart had leapt since she’d birthed, gasping for air in the vat: clearing her eyes to see Raife’s sturdy new body; waking in the bunk from real sleep to find him near; watching each probe flare off a hot streamer as it touched atmosphere; catching a glimpse of her new planet when she wasn’t expecting it.
The scope automatically tracked the probe onto the view screen. Active chutes directed this one to a dry landing. No sooner had it settled than sections of its conical plates flew back. Out sprang a smooth, shiny device on spidery legs. Its short, black body was carried about half a metre from ground level. Eight legs gave it a fast, purposeful gait.
Raife touched a control at his console and split the view screen image, a quarter becoming the view from the Spider rover’s eye. The probe had touched down less than a kilometre behind a huge flock of Nancy’s herbivores. First the Spider scanned the immediate vegetation: narrow, blue-green leaves standing out five centimetres from the soil. The tops were chewed flat. Nancy made a note.
Spider Rover One scuttled on, automatically selecting a feature nearby. Raife laughed as its ‘eye’ zoomed on what was clearly a neat but lumpy pyramid of fresh dung, still steaming in the morning sunlight. He tapped in a command and the Spider took a sample, returning to Probe Two, its conical sections now opened out to form a one metre diameter platform for intricate machinery. The sample was placed in a receptacle and immediately data began to flood down the right hand side of Explorer’s main screen. The Spider plucked a short length of the vegetation the herbivores had fed on and placed it in a second receptacle. Immediately Probe Two’s analysers made comparisons, determining what food values had been absorbed by the herbivore, water content, pH, mineral content, potential toxins.
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Chapter 3
A flashing red symbol appeared in the bottom right hand corner of the screen. Nancy pointed and opened the alert.
She answered Raife’s raised eyebrow. ‘Another software download for the nanofactory.’
‘Scan to make sure it’s legit and run it.’
The computer stalled while the data streamed in through the ether. Raife took the opportunity to embrace Doctor Nancy Zing. Together they gazed at the view of their new planet.
Neither one of them had any recollection of the journey, no sense of the years they had travelled. Only computer readouts and the time-lapse cameras gave any indication. For a hundred and nineteen years, six months and fifteen days, they had existed as no more than sterile raw materials, waiting to be re-constituted, cloned and downloaded from the personality store.
At the same time, the equipment visible now in such profusion around the cabin had remained as solid blocks of waxes and metal bars. It was not until a trip signal activated the dormant nanofactory that anything at all had moved inside the cabin. The factory, not having been used since the day it was installed and very thoroughly tested, was as new and ready to run as it had been at the inauguration ceremony.
First fabricated was a tiny ‘Spider’ construction device. It had spindly legs and multi-fingered ‘hands’ on each leg. This was programmed to build a second, larger version, and that in turn a heavy duty model capable of moving equipment around Explorer. Each component was built up from microscopic particles.
Raife found the Spiders unnerving. The smallest one, Tiny, as Raife had decided to call it, was always here and there, picking up crumbs and dust and taking them to a recycling chute. Spider Two, the medium sized one was curled up, flattened against the ceiling out of the way. Raife knew it was all in his mind but it looked ready to pounce.
All three Spiders had a plastic exoskeleton. Though constructed entirely of polymeric materials, they had a metallic, orange-peel texture. Their electronics were organometallic, and they had elastomers for muscles. Machine language downloads enabled the factory to upgrade the computer processors and build a massive new memory store. All that had been rapidly completed before the cloning vats were made and brought online.
‘I don’t like them either.’ Nancy shivered, following Raife’s glance. ‘Useful, though. The big one’s prepping the next probe sequence in the loading bay.’
‘So I see,’ Raife said, watching the largest of their helpers at work via the camera feed. It was capable of reaching over two metres and when fully charged was stronger than Raife and Nancy together. He tried to decide what was the most disturbing feature. Was it the pseudo-metallic skeleton, the visibly twitching, synthetic muscle bundles, or its unselfconscious but purposeful movements? The number of legs didn’t help either. His reverie was interrupted by a sudden hunger pang. Right on cue, the food processor hissed and chirruped to indicate the presence of a fresh-made snack.
Dr Nancy Zing looked up and licked her lips. ‘That’s a welcome sound.’ She smiled at Raife. ‘I seem to be hungry all the time.’
‘Must be the accelerated development we’re experiencing.’ He passed her a small, plastic tray.
‘Thank you.’
‘I wouldn’t be too thankful. It’s cubes again.’
‘Tasty and so full of goodness!’ Nancy giggled, sniffed tentatively and took a bite. ‘Soup flavour.’
‘It’s always soup flavour,’ Raife said. He doggedly chewed his three cubes and washed them down with a phial of the fermented, milky fluid the food processor had partially warmed for him. Tiny hovered, trying to catch crumbs.
‘Come on Nancy, can’t you get the thing to make chocolate, using your advanced doctorial programming skills?’
‘Oh, chocolate! How could you? You know it would tie the computer up for days synthesising anything like a real, dark chocolate that just melts in your mouth and spreads like a soft, warm tide over your tongue.’
Raife leaned against his console, trying to look nonchalant. ‘I just thought...’
‘You beast! You did that on purpose, didn’t you, reminding me of chocolate,’ she added, briskly crossing the cabin.
‘Maybe, maybe not.’
‘Don’t think you can get away with that mischievous smirk, either. You’re going to have to kiss me for quite some time to make me forget about chocolate.’
‘Or until the next alarm goes off,’ Raife smiled.
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Chapter 4
The following morning, Raife and Nancy woke to find the new software had upgraded the food processor. The breakfast cubes were now available in porridge or soup flavour. There were also two new functions for the nutrient milk, they could now choose ‘strawberry’ or ‘plain’.
‘I wonder what this will actually taste like.’ Raife selected plain nutrient milk, taking it warm and dropping in a ration of porridge-flavour cubes. ‘Don’t you think it’s incredible?’
‘What, that we can have a whole choice now of either porridge or soup?’
‘No. Effectively we’ve both been dead for a hundred and twenty years, yet I can remember exactly the smell of porridge.’
‘I can remember the smell of synthetic strawberry, and this is it.’
‘Well, if you’re lucky, they might send us...’
‘Don’t you dare, don’t you mention that word,’ Nancy wagged her finger, ‘not this early in the morning.’ She tipped her nose over her mug, drawing in large draughts of strawberry-style aroma.
‘I was just going to suggest carob, that’s all. I believe it’s only a bit more complicated than strawberry.’
‘Well, you’d better be careful, that’s all,’ she smiled. ‘What’s the programme for today?’
‘You want a programme, do you? Is there any more software due in?’
‘Not unless it’s unscheduled, like the last lot.’
‘Right, then after breakfast, we set the variable gravity ring to run at point five gee. Then we try to outrun each other going counter-rotation until the computer tells us we have to stop. By the time we’ve showered after that, it’ll be time for a snack.’
‘Raife! All your programmes are punctuated by snack times.’
‘Yes, well we’ve got to make sure we take enough exercise and the right nutrients to get in shape. We don’t want to set off on a jaunt across the plain down there and find we’re struggling after a couple of kilometres, do we?’
‘OK but how do you know this is where we’re going down?’
‘If Explorer has parked up over this spot, then the computer has determined it to be the most advantageous for landing.’
‘But what about other parts of the planet?’
‘We can see them on the recorded scans Explorer did while we were in the vats.’
‘Let’s see one now!’
‘Right, Morning, Day Three, Programme Revision One: we take out half an hour for sightseeing. After that we run round the varigrav suite, shower and snack.
‘I think I could use my advanced doctorial programming skills to make the view screen keep up with us in follow mode. That way we could run and watch at the same time.’
‘Go for it.’
‘I wonder if there’s any undersea footage.’
‘Bound to be. Set the AI to find it while we view a high orbit tour.’
‘And what do we do for the rest of your schedule?’ laughed Nancy.
‘You’re full of questions today, aren’t you?’
‘Better than being what you’re full of!’ Nancy shrieked as she dodged past Raife and ran out of the main cabin into the starboard corridor. ‘Follow,’ she shouted and a projection of the viewscreen shot along the white plastic wall beside her.
‘That was quick programming,’ Raife said, catching her up.
‘Not really, I already knew it could do that!’
They ran the half kilometre to the varigrav suite in silence, watching the slowly turning image from the viewscreen. When they arrived, they lay down on the resilient plastic flooring while they caught their breath. The viewscreen image hovered above them, showing the remainder of the spiral scan which started at one pole and arrived finally at the other.
Raife span up the varigrav ring, then he and Nancy jogged while watching a submersible probe exploring in the top ten metres of Zeta Nine’s deep ocean. Sunlight flickered down in shafts through blue water. They could see an occasional jellyfish-like creature that dragged around an AI label saying ‘non-toxic’ and a data ribbon displayed information about different types of plankton.
‘I can’t see anything big and fishy,’ Nancy said.
‘Perhaps they’re shy.’
Nancy rested her head back on the deck and with her eye trained on the viewscreen, began some fancy hand movements. First she drew down a menu where she chose ‘vertebrate’, then ‘aquatic’, then ‘video file’. There was nothing.
‘That’s very odd,’ she muttered.
‘Then they don’t have backbones, they’re very shy, there aren’t any, or the AI was having a bad day.’
‘None of your suggestions are very likely, are they? Maybe they don’t live near the surface.’
‘Sounds like sea-bathing could be safe then!’ Raife, made off down the corridor back to the cabin. He’d noticed a tell-tale indicating snack time in a corner of the screen. His shower would have to wait. Nancy guessed his intention and quickly followed him.
 

Two weeks of cabin work passed, exercising, running tests and planning for descent to the surface.
Raife had instituted named days. According to his schedule it was Sunday afternoon, so he and Nancy were doing nothing much. Raife was studying a recording of the night sky and Nancy was watching the landscape turn slowly through the view screen.
‘Back to work tomorrow,’ Nancy said.
‘Don’t be glum! I’ve set the Spiders on extra duties prepping the lander.’
‘Are we going down already? Tomorrow?’ Nancy jumped up, smiling broadly.
‘Unless you want to run more tests,’ Raife teased.
‘No, I’m fully tested up, thanks.’
‘The soil viability assays show over ninety percent compatibility for cocoa plants. That would mean chocolate within two years.’
‘Two years!’ Nancy shrieked, skipping across the cabin. ‘How much of Sunday is left?’
‘About two hours.’ He smiled into her sparkling eyes.’
‘So, plenty long enough for you to make me forget that thing you just mentioned.’
‘But what about packing our things?’
‘How many personal belongings do we each have here, on this ship?’
‘Er, let me see.’ He held up his right hand, little finger extended. ‘Number one, there’s... hmm. Or there’s... No, that would be exactly none. Each!’
‘That’s the same number I came up with, too,’ Nancy breathed, close to Raife’s ear. He shivered as her tongue tickled his neck.
In the morning, full of youthful exuberance they sprang straight from the bunk. They quickly shared a shower, laughing over how it saved energy on recycling the water, then dried, dressed, ate and departed for the docking bay. An hour after dawn, they were inside the lander and casting off for the drop to the planet’s surface.
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Chapter 5
Fourteen weeks later, Raife and Dr Nancy Zing birthed a second time. Even as they kicked against the medium to reach the air, they knew. They knew their first attempt had failed. In silence, they shook the growth medium from their limbs and wiped it from their bodies. They pulled the personality transfer caps reluctantly from their heads, snipped their umbilicals, silenced the birthing alarm and let the warm showers wash over them.
In a sombre mood, they donned their coveralls and made their way across the cabin to the food processor, drawn by the odours to which their bodies responded with instinctive force.
‘Explorer’s calling them Alphas,’ Nancy said. ‘The ones that died.’
‘We’re Betas, then.’
‘I guess. Do you think the Alphas felt much pain?’
‘I doubt it,’ Raife said.
Not if they had the sense to use the medical kit.
The Betas ate in silence and shared a steaming mug of liquid nutrient to wash down the fibrous soup-flavoured cubes. Again Nancy spoke first.
‘Let’s compare notes. We got the update from the Alphas with our personality download but I want to make sure I’ve got it straight.’
‘OK but we should check the computer to be certain there’s no contamination on the ship.’
‘You’re right,’ Nancy said, switching the main screen over to interrogation mode.
They spent an hour going through the computer log and checking the ship’s systems, kept the Spiders busy prowling the ship, searching for anything amiss.
‘Everything looks in perfect order to me,’ Raife said as he glanced around the cluttered cabin. ‘The vats are going through their cleanse and reset cycle still, as you can hear.’ He and Nancy listened briefly to the gurgling, splashing and hissing coming from the vat controller. One of the data ribbons on the bottom of the view screen showed that the cycle was about half done.
‘I hope they won’t be used again for a while,’ Nancy said with an involuntary shudder.
‘We’ll have to be less carefree than the Alphas, then,’ Rife replied.
Nancy tapped her temple lightly with her finger. ‘So what I’ve got is that the Alphas ran all the system function checks and physical tests on themselves.’
‘Then after two weeks they were fit enough to take the lander down and set up camp.’
‘On the plain near the herbivores, hoping the creatures would make a good food source and provide useful raw materials for clothing and such until petrochemicals were found.’
‘They landed in the early morning and by midday, they’d been attacked.’
‘I see it as infected.’
‘Let’s watch their video log and decide. Either way, we avoid what killed them.’
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Chapter 6
The lander’s heat shield was still smoking when Alpha Nancy and Alpha Raife stepped from it carrying as much equipment as they could hold. The smoke obscured the camera lens on the lander for a moment or two, then was carried away on a warm breeze. A medium Spider unfolded itself and sprang out behind them.
The two humans put their crates on the blue-green carpet of vegetation that stretched on a gently undulating plain to each horizon. While they turned back inside the lander to take out more, the Spider ferried crates to a safe half a kilometre away.
‘There’s a warm rain shower nearly every evening for thirty to forty minutes,’ Alpha Raife said, unable to find a single cloud across the wide, blue sky.
‘That’s convenient. Around tea-time?’
‘Yes, but there’s plenty to do before then. We need a water-tight shelter for a start.’
The human pair, with the assistance of the Spider, opened the three vacuum packed parcels that contained the skin of their shelter, letting the air expand the compressed material.
‘This has been on the ship for years, right?’ Alpha Nancy said.
‘No, the nanofactory made everything after the ship arrived. The computer ordered the Spiders to shrink pack it to save space.’
‘Speaking of Spiders,’ Alpha Nancy nodded in Alpha Raife’s direction, her eyes focussed further afield.
He looked behind him and saw their little helper, gripping plastic tubes with four legs and using its other four to fit together sections of a complex framework. Its eerie, rapid movements made quick work of the sectioned struts. In a few minutes it had finished and was dragging the water-repellent sheeting over the frame, while the Alphas secured a seal between the walls and the base.
‘I like this place,’ Alpha Nancy smiled happily.
‘It’s not just the place, there’s something else,’ Alpha Raife said, his eyes scanning to each horizon. He took a deep draught of air. ‘Something certainly smells good.’
‘When this shelter’s up, let’s have a quick snack then go and explore straight away,’ Alpha Nancy said.
‘OK, I’ll program the Spider to arrange all the kit in the shelter.’
The Betas exchanged a brief smile as they watched the view screen. It showed the Alphas tucking into a ration of soup cubes and nutrient milk. They were excited, chatting while darting looks in every direction.
‘Raife, there’s so much sky!’
‘I’d say that means it’s kind of flat around here.’
‘There are some bushes over there. It’s difficult to see how big they are. Either they’re small and not far, or as big as trees and further off.’
‘Not too far. Look to the north, you can still see the last of the herd that passed this way.’
‘I see them.’ Alpha Nancy breathed deeply. ‘The air is so fresh and warm. It feels welcoming.’
‘Are you finished eating?’
‘Let’s go.’
Next, the lander’s camera showed them bounding off across the plain towards one of the shrubs.
 

Beta Nancy touched her control and froze the image. She turned to Raife, her eyes brimming.
‘They were so full of life,’ her voice quavered.
Beta Raife swallowed. ‘They were also full of wild enthusiasm and foolishness,’ he said after a pause.
‘I know the way they felt but all I feel now is sadness and defeat.’
‘It’s hard not to be sad.’ Beta Raife said. He held Beta Nancy close as her tears flowed freely. His voice was ragged and he took a long, deep breath. ‘The fact that we are here proves that we are not defeated. New worlds are dangerous places but the Alphas were us, we are them. The thrill to discover, to learn new tricks, that will return.’
‘It’s true,’ Beta Nancy said, drying her eyes. ‘This ‘Alpha’ and ‘Beta’ designation is only necessary for the official log. Between us we should just be Raife and Nancy, agreed?’
‘That’s a sound idea.’
‘Then let’s continue.’ She touched the control to restart the video file.
 

On the viewscreen, Alpha Nancy ran the last few metres to the plants. The lens zoomed to close-up.
‘The smell is gorgeous,’ she said.
Bunches of silky golden bells hung from the dense growth, wafting an irresistible, musky fragrance at every touch of the warm breeze.
‘It must have been what we could smell at the camp,’ Raife said. ‘I feel...’ His voice trailed away. ‘I remember when we first met, that Monday morning in Astrophysics.’
‘Oh, yes? I expect you sat next to me by chance.’
‘Not at all. You know perfectly well I saw you the moment I opened the door.’
Nancy laughed. ‘So you say.’ She reached out and lifted a single fragrant bell. Golden pollen fell onto her hand and she caressed the flower. Suddenly she withdrew her hand.
Raife barely noticed, he was so lost in his waking dream, drunk on the deep, musky perfume from the flowers.
‘That hurt.’ Nancy winced.
‘What was that?’ Raife said as he, too, caressed the mesmerising blossoms. Within seconds he was also stung.
Subtle changes began immediately in each of them. Raife and Nancy backed away from the plants and moved towards the shelter.
‘The flowers don’t smell so good anymore,’ Nancy said, rubbing her fingers, which already showed bright red spots.
Raife’s fingers were also marked and he found the flowers’ smell to be repellent. By the time they reached the shelter both the Alphas were feeling sick.
‘We did bring the medikit, didn’t we?’ Nancy said.
‘I don’t feel top notch myself,’ Raife said, searching the drop-boxes that had parachuted down with the lander. He scoured their tented shelter for the clearly marked container. The Spider helped, turning over box after box, each one printed with a computer code and a label a human could read. ‘I need something for a headache, that’s for sure.’
‘There’ll be an analyser, too, won’t there?’
‘Sure, standard kit.’ He continued rummaging, while Nancy coaxed a brew out of the wet rations machine. ‘Here it is. Painkillers first, brew and then we strap up to the analyser, OK?’
 

***
 




Chapter 7
The analyser was a compact piece of equipment. It had been placed at the bottom of a stack of crates by the Spider. Its AI had determined that there was a low probability of it being needed so soon. Raife walked unsteadily outside, folded open the solar panel on the ground and slid the plug through a grommet in the shelter wall. Once back inside, he connected the power cable to the analyser and the analyser to the data upload antenna.
‘I didn’t expect a minor exertion like that to bring me out in a sweat.’ Raife mopped his brow on his sleeve and sat on a crate.
Nancy gave him a sympathetic look. ‘Here’s your brew.’ She initialised the analyser and the pair sat quietly, waiting. Nancy had finished her brew before it beeped its readiness to begin, She put on the face mask, attached the heart and breathing monitors and the temperature probe, slipped the blood sampler over her finger and then lay down between the fold-out scanning plates.
Raife watched as Nancy’s data was accumulated by the analyser. The scanner was made of three flat plates that folded out to make an open box. Each plate functioned as both stimulator and receiver to produce a 3D image. They had brought a short version, so the plates were less than half a metre long. For full body coverage, the subject had to shuffle along for the next section of scan. By the time it was Raife’s turn, he was glad to lie down. Each scan was uploaded in real-time to the Explorer’s main computer.
‘I feel much better after a rest,’ Nancy said. She began busying herself around the shelter, instructing the Spider to set up the rest of the equipment and putting up the camp beds. After Raife’s scan, he also felt a surprising boost of energy.
The pair of them agreed to instruct the computer to give them a full diagnosis as soon as the data was processed. They set a time for their evening ration of cubes and planned a schedule for the coming days. The Spider was sent to collect samples from the plant.
Within two hours, the ship signalled the camp that the diagnosis was complete. It was dire. Something from the plants had infected the Alphas while they were thoroughly seduced by the perfume.
During the scan, strange new molecules found in their noses turned out to be odour-generating compounds. These had exceptionally powerful narcotic and psychotropic properties. But that was the least of it: isolated clots of foreign material were growing rapidly in each of them, more than one to every major organ.
The Alphas’ rush of physical activity had been prompted by nodes in some of the organs producing stimulants. But the stimulants also increased the growth rate of the foreign matter.
Nancy spoke directly to the camera to give her personal impression of how she had been affected.
‘The enigmatic odour teased up memories of past loves and sensual delights. It was so vivid, I felt as though I was really meeting Raife again for the first time. I remembered every second of our first days together. It was so intense I had to reach out. But it wasn’t Raife drawing me closer, it was the plant. I didn’t realise it until after I had touched it.’
She paused, rubbing absently at her hand where the red spots remained on the ends of her fingers. ‘The perfume was so strong, so mesmerising that it overcame all caution. Then I felt the sharp sting and tingling ran up my arm.’
‘That happened to me, too,’ Raife added. ‘Almost immediately the perfume changed. It was sickly. I just wanted to get away from it.’
The view screen image switched to a dissection of one of the flowers the Spider had collected. Behind the petals were thorns. Under micro-section, the thorns were hollow and loaded with tiny seeds. These, plus a carrier fluid were what had penetrated the Alphas’ skin. The seeds entered their bloodstream and began a stealthy dance of life and death within them.
The Alphas pored over the results.
Nancy sighed. ‘At least we know how we got contaminated.’
‘What to do about it is the next question. Has Explorer’s expert system come up with anything?’
‘There’s a list of suggestions, what we can achieve practically, I’m not sure.’
‘What have we got?’ Raife said, peering into the portable viewscreen.
‘The best thing would be DNA differentiating drugs but we’d have to extract samples from ourselves and the alien material.’
‘Sounds good, can we give it a shot?’
‘Take biopsies? I don’t think so! On Explorer we could be sedated and one of the Spiders could do the microsurgery. Not here, though.’ Nancy shuddered.
‘Ah, OK, what have we got in the medical kit?’
Raife reached over the compartmentalised box and began rummaging. There were hundreds of phials, bottles, pills, sprays, tubs of salves for abrasions, dressings, a suture kit, one scalpel, a pair of tweezers and a single, small artery forceps. He started reading the labels.
‘Hello, what’s this? Antihistamine. Isn’t that supposed to work on allergies?’
‘We haven’t got an allergy, we’ve got a plant growing in our organs.’
‘Well, we’ve got spots, we could try it on the spots at least.’
‘It’s best if only one of us tries it, then we’ve got a control specimen. That’ll be me, you rub on some antihistamine ointment, just on a small area. Then we’ll see what happens.’
‘Right, here goes.’ Raife applied some cream to his fingers and rubbed it in. ‘Can’t we manufacture something, a specific drug?’
‘Yes, on Explorer. The closest thing down here to a nanofactory, is the food processor and we don’t have the facilities to reprogram it, nor the parts to augment its capabilities. And again, we’d need to have samples taken.’
‘OK but we must have drugs here, chemical treatments. There’s lots of stuff.’ He dug out a handful of bottles and phials.
‘We do but they’re not intended for combating a major invasion of our systems. It’s hopeless,’ Nancy sobbed.
Raife massaged Nancy’s shoulders, kneading away some of the tension. When he felt her relaxing, he turned to rooting around the tent. He had no idea what he was looking for but it felt better than inactivity.
Nancy was silent for several minutes. Then she had an idea. ‘We can get the Spider to examine the plants.’
‘How will that help?’ Raife said from behind a pile of crates.
‘There might be something that attacks the plants. A mould, fungus, anything. Just get the Spider to look for a sick plant. If there’s any kind of plant pathogen, it might help us.’
Raife programmed the Spider to look for plants showing any sign of decay or disease. The Spider took off at full speed. In an hour it had covered several square kilometres. For want of anything more constructive to do, Nancy set up the portable view screen in projection mode, so they could see it from any part of the shelter. It wasn’t easy for either of them to find positions that were comfortable for very long. Some of the time they sat or rested on the bunk, other times they paced restlessly. All the while, they studied the Spider’s progress.
The Spider found not a single plant that was other than thriving.
‘I need to call it back,’ Raife said after another hour. ‘It’ll be useless if its power pack is depleted. When it returns I’ll get it to recharge itself from the solar collectors.’
‘How’s the antihistamine working?’
‘It doesn’t seem to be having any effect, I’m afraid.’
‘I didn’t think it would. I’m just going to lie down for a while.’
An hour later a loud tapping on the outside of the tent shattered the quiet. Nancy sat up suddenly. ‘Raife?’ she said, ‘what’s that noise?’
‘Probably rain.’
‘But it sounds like something running about over the tent.’
‘The Spider’s on guard outside. It should have alerted us if there was any danger.’
Raife negotiated stacks of crates and stepped over open boxes until he reached the entrance and pulled open the flap. The Spider was just outside, immobile. The slight noise Raife made caused its camera to swivel at him sharply, then it turned back to looking straight ahead. He smelt wet vegetation on the breeze and saw a grey, hissing band of rain moving across the immediate area towards the tent. The noise of the drops on the skin of the shelter increased rapidly. Raife shut the flap to keep out the water.
‘Just the rain.’ He made his way through the maze of equipment back to the bunk. ‘Can we take anything more for the pain?’
‘It’s about all we can do.’
After sunset, the Alphas were overcome by tiredness. However, they slept fitfully and when they returned to the camera to record an update in the morning, the red rash had spread over their upper bodies and faces.
‘Either the painkillers we took yesterday are very effective, or the pain is subsiding. It’s just uncomfortable to move around much,’ Nancy said. Her face was pale and tense.
‘And we’re so thirsty all the time,’ Raife said. ‘We each got through about three litres of water last night. But the very thought of food makes us nauseous.’
‘Don’t even mention those square things we have to eat, or that supposedly nutrient stuff,’ Nancy said, pulling a face and holding her stomach.
‘We’ll do more scans. I’ll go first this time,’ Raife said.
Two hours later, the results from the scans showed they were both gravely ill. Different forms of nodes had developed and their blood chemistry was changing. It showed massive doses of natural anti-inflammatory substances and opiates were being generated from the new nodes.
Raife and Nancy sat still, slowly sipping water, viewing Explorer’s conclusions from data the Spider had collected the night before. It had roved around in the dark, its way lit by night vision. The reason for the change in the scent from violently attractive to repellent was found. All of the shrubs occurred as isolated plants widely spread; there were no clumps and certainly no forests of them. Animal remains were discovered surrounding the main stem of each plant.
The Spider located and dissected a ‘poisoned’ herbivore in the afternoon. It had been dead for a few days and blue-green shoots sprouted from all over its body. Flower buds had already formed.
‘We will study the plants and report on our condition as long as we are able,’ Alpha Nancy said with determination but with little strength.
‘After that,’ Raife added, ‘The Spider will complete the task. Meanwhile, we don’t appear to need any painkillers from the medikit. I’m concerned about the level of opiate analogues, though. If they rise much further, they’ll finish us off before anything else.’
At dusk, Alpha Nancy lay down in the analyser once more. The imaging system showed her body to be completely infested by fibres and what could only be described as roots penetrating her organs. She did not have the strength to get up from the analyser, so Raife helped her and took her place.
When the analyser pinged to let Raife know it had finished the scan, he couldn’t see Nancy anywhere.
‘Nancy?’ He called. ‘Nancy, where are you?’ There was no reply. The Spider helped him to his feet and he limped unsteadily outside the shelter. The Spider scampered off and lit Raife’s way to where Nancy’s body lay inert, under the stars. With a great effort, Raife lay down and curled up against her still warm form. Within a few minutes, he was also dead. By dawn, a mass of blue-green shoots had broken out all over their stiff and bloated bodies. They were unrecognisable but, unusually, the plant stems wound one around the other.
There was nothing more to be done, Explorer’s automated systems recalled the lander and restarted the cloning vats for the birth of the Betas. Only the Spider remained behind, sheltering in the tented structure and collecting further data.
As part of a non-contamination protocol, the lander settled in an orbit close to Explorer, without actually docking. If the lander had picked up any foreign material, it couldn’t be passed to the main ship.
Nothing much happened on board for the next fourteen weeks, then the birthing alarm sounded for the Betas and the vats popped open.
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Chapter 8
‘I’ve found another file on the Alphas,’ Nancy said over breakfast the next morning. ‘Between the Alphas and us, a lot of data flew back and forth via ultra radio and tunnelling laser about the viability of this planet.’
‘How did the discussion go?’
‘Oh, Central Coordination organised a seminar of relevant scientists. They picked over the pros and cons, did simulations, made comparative studies, the usual stuff.’
‘I’ve found a different file, too. It’s a list,’ Raife said, reading aloud.
1. Neither of the Alphas could be given a burial because of the speed with which sprouting branches erupted from their corpses and roots penetrated the terrain.
2. The plants, fed by the Alphas richly varied biology, took on a vibrant spurt of growth.
3. The Alphas stumbled on the reason there are no animal predators for the vast herbivore populations - the plants take up that niche.
4. Instinctive characteristics keep fit and youthful creatures away from the scented lure. It is only the sick and elderly animals and humans that cannot resist its infectious trap.
‘That’s all on that one.’
‘So what happens now,’ Nancy said. She was taking her time over chewing on a breakfast cube.
‘There’s an official message to us from someone called Baker at Central Coordination.
I, the undersigned... Threats to human life are not deemed to be... Cost-benefit analysis has shown... Risk factors are concomitant with... subject to... etc, etc.
In case we didn’t understand all their jargon, at the bottom it says in bold type
Good work. Carry on.’
‘I don’t think you’re allowed to be a politician unless you’ve got some built-in desire to show off,’ Nancy said. ‘What does it mean?’
‘It means they’ve decided it’s too early to abort the mission. If they’d decided to abort we wouldn’t be here of course.’
‘No, we’d be somewhere else, years from now.’
‘Exactly.’
‘We aren’t somewhere else, years from now, are we?’ Nancy said, her face in a deep frown. She peered intently at the viewscreen which showed a familiar-looking segment of blue-green landscape. ‘You know, getting a lesson on how not to go about exploring a new planet.’
‘No, I checked. It’s the same place. And it’s been fourteen weeks and a few days, not years since the Alphas died.’
‘That has a good side, I take it?’
‘Yes. It means Central Coordination think this place has distinct possibilities. Don’t forget, humans evolved amongst poisonous plants, venomous snakes and insects, diseases and parasites of every variety.’
‘Evolved, yes, not were suddenly thrust against hidden dangers with no co-evolved immunity to them.’
‘Calm yourself, Nancy. We’re pioneers. This is what we signed up for.’
‘True but they didn’t tell us it would hurt, that we might die.’
Raife studied Nancy’s young face, as beautifully elfin as ever. He smiled inwardly at the unruliness of her spiky hair.
‘Come here,’ he said, holding her close. ‘Of course they didn’t tell us. We knew that already. Remember what happened on Kyle Six?’
‘I just know you’re going to tell me.’
‘It was months before plague broke out. By then the population was nearly a thousand and they all died before a cure was found.’
‘You’re not making me feel any happier, Raife.’
‘Sorry. There will be more hazards but with care we can overcome them and make this place our home.’ Raife smiled encouragingly. ‘Besides, we’ve barely scratched the surface. There will be more to discover than we can imagine.’
Nancy put her hands on her hips and stared hard straight ahead. ‘Maybe so but we should wipe those plants out.’
‘What?’
‘They’re too dangerous, Raife. The Alphas were as good as dead the second they touched the things. They’re lethal. We should kill the lot of them.’
‘Nancy!’
‘How is anyone going to survive with things like that down there, they lure you in, stick you with their poison or seeds or whatever and then you’ve had it.’
‘We can’t just destroy a whole section of the ecosystem. We have no idea what effect doing something like that might have.’
‘They are deadly and I don’t want them on my planet.’
‘We don’t have to settle this area. There’s a whole planet full of other places to go.’
The food processor chimed and Nancy sat down on the edge of the bunk, a set expression on her face. Raife passed her one cube at a time. He could tell by the way she bit into each one that her mood was slowly changing.
‘Pass me a drink?’ Nancy said after a long silence. She took a deep draft and sighed. ‘At least we know they didn’t die in pain. Those chemicals the plants put in their bloodstreams stopped them suffering.’
‘I can’t get that out of my mind, Nancy. It seems such an odd thing to evolve. Why would a parasitic plant develop something that protected its victim from what would have been an agonising end. It’s as if the plant cared about what it was killing.’
‘I understand what you’re saying but please stop. I can’t bear to think about it.’
To distract themselves, the Betas agreed on an exhausting run round the varigrav suite, then they showered, ate and slept for an hour or so. After that, they watched more data that had been collected by the Spider left on the ground. It had witnessed an old, lame herbivore drift gradually closer each time it passed a Thorn Of Death plant (as Nancy named it,
picus mortis
being its official title). Before two more days had passed, the lame creature, lagging behind the herd had finally blundered into one of the shrubs, rubbing its moulting hide against the branches bearing the deadly barbs. It then falteringly plodded for several kilometres before, in an open stretch of graze land, it fell motionless. Several more days passed until the green eruption from its body, which was then gradually absorbed to feed the new shrub.
At this point, Beta Raife and Nancy decided it was time to conduct the ‘Rite of the Dead’ ceremony. They spoke the traditional words together, recording the occasion for the official file.
For a while longer, the Betas found it difficult to concentrate on their new orders. Beneath the ship, a vast storm enveloped the eastern half of the continent.
It seemed to the Betas that the weather mirrored their forlorn sense of loss over their previous selves. Torn, grey rags of clouds dragged past below, unloading a raw, blustery downpour across the plain. The Spider’s camera at the abandoned camp showed sodden herds, with heavy, dripping fleeces huddling against wind-driven rain. Animals snorted and stamped, angry at having to graze the water-laden meadows. Lightning flashed, while thunder boomed and rolled day and night.
Only after two days of this, did a widening chink of sunlit land show in the west. The spirits of the Betas lifted and they committed themselves to finding a safer area to explore.
‘Ouch!’ Exclaimed Nancy as she rolled over to face Raife. ‘There’s something sharp here.’
She lifted the covers to find she had been lying on two umbilical clips. Raife scooped them up and tossed them out. Before he had chance to say ‘Tiny can deal with those,’ Tiny had scuttled out from where it was lying in wait under the kick-plate of a console somewhere, and was heard scampering off with the discarded clips.
‘Have you been cloned before?’ asked Nancy.
‘Once. Have you?’
‘No, I’ve never been cloned. It’s my first time. Well, second time now.’
‘My parents had me done when I was twelve. Like an idiot, I’d been climbing on the roof, chasing after the cat.’
‘What happened?’
‘Apparently I fell badly, died before anyone could do anything about it.’
‘So your mum and dad made a new you?’
‘Yes, it was very different in those days, took months in the tank, and the transfer was a twenty-four hour job they told me afterwards.’
‘I see,’ Nancy smiled, ‘so you’re actually a Gamma Raife.’
‘If you put it that way. But as far as we’re concerned I still think of myself as a Beta.’
‘How romantic!’ Nancy smiled again. ‘You know I’ve been reading up about these accelerated clones.’
‘Yes?’ Raife studied Nancy’s face intently.
‘Do you feel any different this morning?’ Nancy’s smile widened.
‘Apart from having a proper belly button now?’
‘I bet if we were to look more closely,’ Nancy added, moving in, ‘we’d find those clips you tossed out drop off at exactly the time these new bodies pass puberty.’
‘No wonder we’re always hungry!’
Sometime later, Raife and Nancy finally untangled themselves, showered and took breakfast.
‘That was a lovely way to start a new day,’ Nancy said. Raife hugged her close while Tiny scampered off with the tray and crumbs.
The Betas spent a full day going through all the data logs. That evening while relaxing on the bunk-as-a-sofa, Nancy looked deeply into Raife’s eyes. ‘Chocolate, I remember something about chocolate. It’s driving me nuts. Is that déjà-vu?’
‘I’m not sure. I remember something about chocolate, too. The Alphas did do a mental backup immediately after they were affected.’
‘Maybe we’ve got the backup they made.’
‘No, because otherwise we wouldn’t have had to do all that research to find out what happened to them, we’d just know. And I, for one, am very pleased I have no recollection of being cannibalised by a plant.’
‘What if the computer programmed us with the backup they made before they left orbit.’
‘I see. I don’t believe so, we’d remember waking twice, all their research, etcetera. We’d actually remember it, not have to read up about it.’
‘I suppose you’re right,’ Nancy agreed.
‘The last thing I have a concrete memory of is the big send off and being chuffed to bits about having passed Advanced Training. On the subject of chocolate,’ Raife grinned, ‘maybe there’s been some sort of memory bleed-through, though.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘Don’t know, I just made it up. But there’s a thing called crosstalk, something about how data can get transferred from one line to another if they’re too close. Maybe, where they store our backups...’
‘Well, I’ve just thought of something else.’ Nancy pulled herself up close against Raife. ‘Now you’ve got to find a way to make me forget about that thing I can’t have.’
‘That sounds more like the Nancy I remember!’
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Chapter 9
‘So, if the mission is still on, where do we start? Did Central Coordination send out any tips?’ Nancy said. She was sitting next to Raife at a tiny fold-out conference table. They had a tablet computer each and the main viewscreen was hovering nearby. Each screen was displaying a different set of data.
‘Actually they did. The boffins there suggest we try by the sea. There’s a promising section of rocky coast nearly a thousand miles southeast of where the Alphas landed.’
‘Do we know all we need to about the plains before we leave, Raife?’
‘The boffins say to go back to it later.’
‘OK, so what about this coast, then?’
‘Explorer has already begun manoeuvring us over there. ETA is in around twenty minutes.’
Nancy and Raife spent the rest of the day scoping the area over very thoroughly, comparing it with previous automated scans run by Explorer and its probes.
The most prominent features were a sheer cliff of sedimentary material rising to one hundred metres above a basaltic shelf which ran at a shallow angle for a couple of kilometres until it met the sea.
‘I’ll call up any scans that were done right back to when Explorer was on its approach.’
‘Good idea, Nancy. Put them on the big screen.’
‘Right, there’s a time-lapse from high orbit, taken over a couple of months. I’ll zoom the relevant area, then run it at double speed. We should be able to get an idea of periodic changes that way.’
The Betas studied the same section of coast for several minutes. They could see the stroboscopic flickering caused by night and day but apart from that they could not detect any significant change in the view.
‘What about tides?’ Nancy said. ‘There seems to be virtually no movement. The extent of the shelf has remained constant, at least for the period of observation so far.’
‘Let’s see,’ Raife said. ‘You get regular tides when there’s a large mass of water and a sizeable moon. How are we off for moons here?’
‘There are three. All small, probably captured proto-planetary debris.’
‘That’s it then, no large moon, so no tides, just windblown waves.’
‘That makes sense. Here’s the current view of the shelf, now Explorer is directly overhead.’
‘How big is it?’
‘Given the length, around a thousand square kilometres.’
‘And what’s it got?’
‘Scattered loose rocks and boulders and an apparent complete lack of vegetation.’
‘It looks like the vegetation doesn’t start until halfway up the cliff. Maybe there’s something about the seawater it doesn’t like.’
‘Good point. Interesting geologically as well.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Look inland, from the top of the cliff, the land is level for one to two kilometres, then the scanners are giving inconclusive results.’
‘Sounds like a good excuse for a probe drop,’ Nancy said. ‘I’m not about to land near anything fuzzy. In fact, I think we should do a couple. One on the shelf by the sea and one further inland.’
‘Hold off on the inland drop until we’ve got the results of some more scans. Explorer can do sideways and ground-penetrating radar, can’t it?’
‘It hasn’t so far because no-one’s programmed it to.’
‘If you set that up, I’ll program Explorer’s big Spider to prep a probe. I want a twenty-four hour AI scan using a fish-eye lens for the Spider on the coastal shelf. It can park itself for a few days there. If we decide to put the lander down on the shelf, I want to have a pretty good idea there are going to be no unpleasant visitors.’
‘Unpleasant visitors?’
‘Anything decides to jump out of the sea or is roaming along the shelf, I want to know about it.’
‘So what are the radar scans for, then?’
‘We’ve got a sedimentary layer a hundred metres deep overlying a basaltic shelf. It’s very old and the annual rainfall is close to two hundred centimetres.’
‘There could be caves, fissures, any number of internal features in the sedimentary layer.’
‘That’s it. These features are ancient, so there’s been plenty of time for hydraulic effects. Hopefully your radar scans will find them.’
‘With any luck we’ll get more data on what’s happening inland too, that area where the previous scans start getting fuzzy.’
Raife let Nancy activate the drop for the probe as she seemed to enjoy it so much. He thrilled to see the sparkle return to her eyes while she finalised the launch sequence. As usual, the view screen followed Explorer’s tracking camera right the way down. The probe landed in the middle of the shelf and once the Spider had hopped out, it carried the probe shell up close to the cliff face.
‘I’ve added a couple of refinements,’ Raife said. ‘The fish-eye lens is going to be on the probe camera, which has night vision capability, too. The Spider is programmed to roam the shelf. In the first instance, it will do a sentry circuit enclosing an area two kilometres square surrounding the probe. If anything shows up, we’ll see it.’
‘And if my radar shows anything interesting, the Spider can go check it out under the watchful eye of the tracking camera up here and the probe camera down there.’
‘How’s the radar coming?’
‘Ready to start in about five minutes.’
‘Excellent, we should go take a run round the varigrav suite and have something to eat while all this lot is processing. If we sit around peering at it in the meantime, it’ll be like watching paint dry.’
‘Agreed.’ Nancy said. ‘I’ll see you in the varigrav suite as soon as I’m done.’
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Chapter 10
Two hours later, Nancy and Raife took their rations from the food processor and sat on the retracted bunk. Tiny hopped up, its primitive, on-board AI having recognised that food was about and therefore there might be crumbs to scoop up.
‘Do you think there’ll be anything to see yet?’ Nancy asked.
‘From down on the shelf, I’m hoping not. My preference is for an uneventful story, with no sudden movements and no creatures lurking about. And I’d like to get my food down before I get any surprises.’
‘OK,’ laughed Nancy. ‘But I can’t wait. I’m going to take a peek at the radar and see what’s come up. You don’t have to look if you don’t want.’
‘Fine. Keep it to yourself until I’ve finished, alright.’
‘Promise. I’ll use my tablet.’
Within less than a minute, Nancy’s eyes widened and she jumped up, carrying her tray and the tablet to the furthest corner of the cabin. Raife did his best to ignore her and chewed stolidly through his soup cubes. By the time he’d demolished the last of his meal, Nancy was practically hopping from one foot to the other.
‘That’s not good for the digestion!’ Raife said, resisting the urge to go and peer over her shoulder.
‘Yes, I know.’
‘Have you finished your soup, yet?’
‘Forget the soup. You’ve got to see this!’
‘Go on, then. Put it on the main screen.’
‘I’ve combined the sideways and the ground-penetrating scans to make a 3D image. Here we go. So far the scan goes ten kilometres north and south of the probe’s position. Just look at the internal structures.’
‘Am I seeing caves or different rock densities?’
‘Caves. There’s one huge one starting only a few hundred metres beyond where the Spider’s been roaming around. There’s an entrance onto the shelf. Behind the cliff it opens right out into a massive void, then there are side tunnels, some with their own, smaller chambers, see. They all run back into the sedimentary rock, gradually climbing. My guess is, they’ll come out as sink-holes on the flat area behind the cliff.’
‘There could be anything lurking in that lot.’
‘Pessimist! Has the Spider or the probe come up with anything?’
‘Absolutely nothing since they landed.’
‘There you are, nothing to worry about,’ Nancy said.
‘The camera AI’s have been running only two hours. With all those caves, there might be something nocturnal getting itself ready to go prowling around.’ Raife paced back and forth across the cabin. ‘I’m as keen as you are to get down there but I keep reminding myself what happened to the Alphas. It would be all too easy to let our enthusiasm lead us into danger.’
‘You’re right of course.’ Nancy let out a long sigh. ‘The terminator’s moving in now. It’ll be dark down there in an hour.’
‘We’ll leave the scans running, document what we’ve found so far, tidy up and get an early night. In the morning there might be something even more interesting.’ Raife didn’t mention it to Nancy but he extended the Spider’s circuit of the area around the probe to take in the cave entrance.
In the middle of the night, Raife woke to find himself in the midst of vivid dreams about the cave behind the cliff face. He got up and went through the AI log for the Spider. To his amazement, although the only light along the shore was starlight, a glow was emanating from the cave entrance.
Despite its size behind the cliff, the outlet of the cave onto the shelf consisted of a short tunnel in the form of a two metre high arch. The Spider hadn’t been programmed to go in, so it didn’t. Raife was determined to do things by the book, so he didn’t interrupt the Spider’s circuit, even though his imagination was running wild. It took considerable concentration to get himself back to sleep.
‘That’s an odd expression you’ve got on your face, Raife,’ Nancy said over breakfast. As usual, they weren’t fully dressed, choosing to eat before showering. According to its habit Tiny was getting in the way, skimming up crumbs and fluff.
‘Have I?’ Raife said, taking his choice of plain flavour nutrient milk with porridge cubes and sitting on the edge of the bunk. He was toying with the idea of getting his head down again for another hour’s sleep.
‘And you look a bit pale. You were awake in the night, weren’t you?’ Nancy said.
‘Not for long.’ Raife managed a guilty grin.
‘You peeked, didn’t you?’
‘Only a little.’
‘Underneath that pseudo-serious expression, you’re worse than I am, aren’t you?’
‘Is that possible?’
‘Look at him smirk! Come on. Out with it, what did you see? Was it alive, was it big, did it have teeth?’
‘I saw,’ he paused for a mouthful of porridge, ‘quite a lot of light coming out of your cave. The entrance at the foot of the cliff is big enough to walk in.’
‘So, there is something alive down there!’ Nancy sat down next to Raife on the edge of the bunk.
‘Maybe.’
‘But you said there’s light in the cave.’
‘Yes, but that could mean any number of things.’
‘You extended the Spider’s circuit. Didn’t you send it in?’
‘No. I’m determined to do this strictly according to standard protocols.’
‘Alright but show me what you saw.’
Raife reached for his tablet and entered the relevant commands. On the main view screen an eerie glow loomed closer as the Spider approached it. Raife paused the replay just as the Spider was about to turn on the seaward leg of its circuit.’
‘That’s bright, Raife,’ Nancy said, her eyes wide. She gripped his arm. ‘It takes intelligence to make light like that, surely.’
‘It may do. But look at the luminosity readings, the brightness is relatively low and look at the colour. Outside on the shelf it’s virtually pitch black. There’s no moonlight, only starlight.’
‘OK. But what about the colour?’
‘From the spectral range, I’d say it might be chemi-luminescence, or more likely bio-luminescence.’
‘You think it’s a natural phenomenon, not something made or constructed.’
‘Exactly.’
‘So, why are you sitting around looking dozy?’
‘Because I couldn’t get to sleep straight away, going through what we’ve just been discussing. How about if I have a bit of a nap for half an hour or so while you shower and check over the new radar results. Can you be patient a little longer?’
‘OK, you never did like mornings much, did you?’
‘Thanks. You can show me what you’ve come up with and then we can both watch while I send in the Spider.’
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Chapter 11
‘You are really going to want to see this.’ Nancy turned to smile triumphantly at Raife as he padded into the cabin after his shower.
He pulled on his coverall and joined Nancy at the central console. ‘Go on, let’s have it. Is it better than a well-lit cave?’
‘Could be, look. Now the scan’s extended, you can see some of the tunnels do meet up with sink holes from the top of the cliff. Not only that but some penetrate the sedimentary rock going the other way. There’s an escarpment dropping down sharply only a few kilometres inland.’
‘I see. That’s not what I expected!’
‘Me neither, it goes right down to the basaltic substratum again and levels off. What’s more, some of the caves, like this one and this one,’ Nancy pointed them out, ‘link up with ones from the other side. It’s possible to go right through underground.’
‘So why didn’t any of the earlier scans show this?’
‘Because, my dear, covering the escarpment and for a so-far indeterminate distance beyond, there’s a dense covering of vegetation that’s about twenty-five metres deep!’
‘You can’t see what’s beyond that?’
‘No, still scanning. Besides, it’s time we got your Spider in that cave to see what’s going on.’
‘OK, but I want to check the AI log carefully first for any movement.’
‘What’s the matter, Raife?’
‘I don’t know what to expect and I don’t know what I prefer.’
‘And?’
‘I can’t decide what is the most likely or what I’m hoping we’re going to find.’
‘Go on.’
‘The possibilities range from glow-in-the-dark mould, luminous worms or bugs, right through to radioactive rocks or even some highly evolved intelligence using arc-lights or waving torches around.’
‘I see. But there’s only one way to find out!’
‘You’ve got it. Here goes.’
Raife ran the AI log for changes. Apart from a predictable movement of the stars and the stealthy creeping of the Spider, there was nothing.
‘I was hoping for that,’ Raife breathed at last. Mind you, it seems mighty odd there appears to be nothing living down there.’
‘It does. So far it’s only been a single species of herbivore, well-grazed pasture and deadly plants.’
Raife interrupted the Spider’s progress around the basalt shelf. He then directed its movements manually. Now that there was full daylight below Explorer, the cave entrance showed dark. The iris on the camera adjusted as the Spider crept forward into the tunnel leading from the shelf. Nancy sat next to Raife. She slid her arm around his waist and held him tight. They were both tense with anticipation.
‘Raife, is it in stealth mode?’
‘Yes, it should be completely silent.’
The Spider’s iris retracted to let in more light and the darkness reeled back the further it penetrated the tunnel.
‘The light is a shade of green,’ Nancy said.
Already, the floor of the cavern was visible. Another two metres and the Spider would be able to show them the full view.
‘That’s incredible!’ Nancy gasped, as soon as the Spider emerged from the tunnel into the cave.
Raife pulled the zoom back more and more, until it would go no further. Even then, the full extent of the cavern could not be taken in without panning left and right and up and down.
‘It is kind of huge.’ Raife’s shoulders dropped a full inch. He shook his head to break the tension. ‘And better yet, the Spider hasn’t been pounced on by anything hostile.
‘Hey, you were really worried, weren’t you?’
‘I had no idea what to expect.’
‘The cave looks even bigger than I imagined from my radar scans.’
‘I know. The scale can say kilometres and it’s not until you actually see something...’
‘But where is the light coming from?’
Raife checked the data ribbon for luminosity and colour temperature.
‘It’s in the green part of the spectrum and about equivalent to moonlight on Home Turf. Easily bright enough to see without additional light. Every surface is radiating.’
‘Come on, radiating what?’
‘Just light, look at the data ribbons, the only radioactivity is coming from the basalt floor and that’s absolutely negligible.’
‘OK. Right now, I don’t care what’s making the light, I just want to see more of the place. Look at the height of it!’
‘Never mind the height, look at the width,’ Raife panned the Spider’s camera right and left. I’m going to turn up the contrast and try some filters. We might see more features.’
Raife fiddled with the camera and display options, stepping through a range of contrast and brightness combinations. Then different colours wiped across the screen until features began to emerge from the glow.
‘Even more incredible!’ Nancy said, pulling the main screen closer and expanding it to stretch across the entire cabin. ‘Those hydraulic formations are fantastic. Do tell me all this is being recorded.’
‘Of course.’
Enormous curtains of stalactites merged with each other. Every surface glistened with moisture through the gloaming. The solid feet and legs of gigantic stalagmites seemed to strain up to meet them. Solidified calcite fountains festooned the floor. Everywhere the sounds of water dripping and trickling echoed.
‘It is so beautiful. I can see subtle colour differences now,’ Nancy breathed.
‘Yes, indeed. Look there and there,’ Raife pointed, ‘you can see the entrances to your tunnels leading off from this one.’
‘I see them. Oh, Raife, what a place!’
‘I’ve never seen anything like this. I have to know more about the glow. I can’t believe it’s artificial.’
‘I agree. Is the Spider equipped to take samples?’
‘It is. I’m going to take a couple of scrapings from the wall and a small core. The probe’s got the usual analyser kit on board, so we should be able to get some results.’
While the Spider scuttled about taking its samples and dodged out to take them to the analyser, Raife spilt the main view screen so they could watch a playback of the cave view and keep an eye on the Spider. As soon as it returned to the cave, Raife switched back to live view, keeping a small corner of the screen for the probe’s view of the shelf outside.
From then on, every hour brought new revelations.
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Chapter 12
Nancy worked on fitting the video log to the radar scans she’d obtained earlier, while Raife analysed of the source of the light in the cave. It wasn’t long before he had some results.
‘Nancy, The glow is bioluminescent, a surface layer of something extracts nutrients from the air and rock. It feeds and grows and gives off light.’
‘Fantastic! But what is it?’
‘All I can tell is that it’s alive, what it feeds on and that it gives off light.’
‘OK. Well that’ll do for now!’ Nancy grinned.
‘Oh, and it’s not poisonous, venomous or dangerous to humans in any way I can detect. Explorer has checked the data and has come to the same conclusion.’
‘Even better.’ Nancy’s eyes widened as she stared at the entrance to the cavern. ‘That means if we were on the ground we could just walk in.’
‘Not so fast, my excited little floozy,’ Raife laughed.
‘Hmm, “floozy”, eh? That’s giving me ideas,’ Nancy said.
‘Me, too. But concentrate for a minute. You’ve got a fantastic brain, so use it. Let’s see what else there is.’
‘Over there, Raife, isn’t that water?’
‘This place is dripping with water!’
‘No,
here.’ Nancy pointed at the viewscreen.
‘Oh,
there. Yes, it looks like a pond.’
Raife sent the Spider scuttling towards what looked like a small, flat area of water. It took longer to get there than he thought. It turned out to be a lake almost a kilometre long.
‘Test the water.’
‘Give me a chance.’
The Spider extended a leg on which it had a number of sensors, and dipped it in the water.
Raife read off the data ribbon. ‘Neutral pH, no dissolved substances.’
Nancy reached past Raife and pushed a control to make the Spider move right down until the camera dipped into the water. She zoomed the lens through the full range of its optical microscope.
‘There, nothing! This is like pure, filtered water. The lake bed is glowing with your luminous stuff but there’s not a living thing in the lake itself. I don’t understand it,’ Nancy said.
‘You expected to find something living in the water?’
‘Of course, why not? But there isn’t. There’s not much in the sea, either. The undersea probe showed only a few creatures like jelly fish and some plankton. There’s definitely something odd about this place.’
‘Right, so far we’ve seen the parasitic plants, the herbivores, the short plant they graze on, jellyfish, plankton that Explorer tells me is of only one type, glowing stuff that’s barely alive in a cave and some vegetation the other side of this finger of sedimentary rock.’
‘Six distinct species so far, in how many weeks?’
‘Not a lot, is it? Perhaps there’ll be more variety over the other side of the cliff.’
‘Well, each landmass is covered in some sort of vegetation which could conceal all manner of wild beasts, I suppose but I expected there to be more already.’
Raife smiled. ‘You always want more.’
‘You know what I think,’ Nancy purred seductively, ‘I think we should go down and look for ourselves. And if you want to stop me, you’ll have to catch me.’ Nancy leapt up before the words had left her mouth and ran off down the starboard gangway.
By the time Raife caught up with her, Nancy was way up high on the arc of the varigrav suite. He jogged onto the moving platform and chased after her. They ran on until neither could go further.
When he’d sufficiently recovered his breath, Raife said, ‘I’m all for going down. That’s what we’re here for. But we must be careful. I don’t want to lose you again so soon.’
Nancy didn’t reply but simply looked back at him with an expression he couldn’t read.
I wonder what that means, he thought.
They showered on the way back to the main cabin and took a snack in thoughtful silence, watching the Spider roam around, trying the first two hundred metres of some of Nancy’s tunnels. Each was the same, twisting and turning, lit from every damp surface and with no end in sight. Nancy pointed out one she thought from the radar might lead to a sink hole and Raife directed the Spider to follow it all the way to the end. After eight hundred metres of winding passages, it looked as though there was a dead end.
When the Spider reached the end of the tunnel, Raife swept the camera around. The passageway had opened up into an area ten metres in diameter. In shape it was like the end of a ladle, with the passage being the handle and the bowl forming a water-filled cavity. Then he panned up and found they were looking up a chimney with blue sky beyond.
‘A sink hole. I thought so,’ Nancy said. ‘Can the Spider get up there?’
‘Of course.’ Raife sent the Spider darting nimbly on its eight legs to the top. After a climb of twenty metres, it hopped out into daylight.
The cliff top was patterned like crazy paving where it had been weathered into slabs and blocks of different shapes and sizes. Raife sent the Spider towards the cliff face, where it peered down at the probe and out across the featureless sea. He then sent it back in the opposite direction, towards the escarpment, its on-board computer ensuring it didn’t slip and get trapped in the cracks. Between the cliff and the escarpment, the Spider found another two sinkholes.
Raife and Nancy sat and stared at the view across the valley which stretched away into a misty distance.
‘That is some view,’ Nancy said. Then a chill seemed to pass over her. ‘All that vegetation. Hundreds of thousands of plants, millions more likely. And every one could be lethal.’
‘Let’s hope not. Listen, I have a plan.’
‘A plan?’ Nancy doodled on her tablet. ‘That’s always good!’
‘Right, obviously, we’re going down there, probably the seaward side. We set up a base camp, either on the basalt shelf at the foot of the cliff, or on the top of the cliff.’
‘Will that be safe?’
‘We have the probe on constant lookout. It’s plugged into its own dedicated AI system. If anything moves within five kilometres, we’ll hear about it. The whole time we’re preparing, it’ll be watching, collecting data.’
‘There won’t be much to see, will there? The breeze ruffles the sea with a few gentle waves and hundreds of kilometres of bare rock stretch out right and left.’
‘That’s the plan.’
‘That’s it?’ Nancy was incredulous.’
‘That’s the plan for surveillance on the shelf. Unless something hops, crawls or slithers out of the sea, we’re going to be going either through the cave system into the tunnels linking the seaward side with the escarpment, or over the cliff and down the other side.’
‘It makes sense, I suppose. We’ve got to explore that forest, it’s not like anything on the plains.’
‘Exactly but we ought to be finding out more about the sea.’
‘Sounds a perfect opportunity for more probes,’ Nancy said.
‘What do you suggest?’
‘We’ve got the probe already on lookout. I’ll design a special one to sit on the shore. It can be half in and half out of the water, with a whole bunch of sensors, so that over time we get feedback on the water temperature, anything living in the water, dissolved gases and chemical substances, organic material. I’ll have to work up a full set of input devices.’
‘Great. You might drop a probe some way out, too, one that goes to the bottom.’
‘Yes, and if I attach a line with a float on top, I can have sensors at different depths.’
‘Now we’re getting somewhere.’
‘Where are we going to be?’
‘To begin with, up here, prepping the expedition.’
‘Can we use the cavern for our base camp? It’s so spectacular in there.’
‘Two problems with that. One is it’s so damp, there’s moisture everywhere. It could play havoc with our equipment over time. Secondly, we don’t know if that bioluminescent material will grow over everything. It’s very pretty to look at but it could be mighty inconvenient if it grows quickly.’
‘I see. So, as you said earlier, if nothing hostile appears on the shelf, that’s probably the best bet.’
‘Yes, or up on the cliff top, though it’s rather exposed up there.’
‘Alright, so the plan so far is we set up probes and continue surveillance. After we land, we build a base camp, then we travel through the tunnels and explore the potentially extremely deadly forest beyond.’
‘That’s what I thought. So next we need a list. I reckon number one has got to be a nanofactory.’
Nancy pointed at the one in the cabin. ‘That’s a substantial piece of kit and it’s integral with the ship.’
‘This one is but I can program it to make a smaller, low power version. When we need anything bigger, the small one, plus a Spider can build it.’
‘OK number one, a nanofactory, number two, obviously is the food processor.’
‘Three. Full biosuits for the forest side are going to be essential. You know, I can’t believe how incautious the Alphas were!’
‘I have a remedy for that. We can drop another probe on the forest side.’
‘I’m not sure we need to, we’ve got a Spider already on top of the cliff and you say the sink holes connect with that side.’
‘Raife, we can go and look right now!’ Nancy’s hands fluttered at the command pickup that covered the cabin area.
‘OK, you do that. I’m going to attend to the food processor, all this thinking is making me hungry.’
Nancy directed the Spider to a sinkhole she selected from the radar scan. It slithered down into a world of softly glowing, glistening curves.
With its onboard locator linked to the radar image, the Spider picked its way through the bowels of the cliff. It still hadn’t emerged by the time Raife and Nancy had finished their delicious meal of nourishing soup cubes.
‘Isn’t it there yet?’ Raife grinned, glancing at the viewscreen. What he saw might as well be on a continuous loop as the Spider wound its way through a seemingly endless tunnel.
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Chapter 13
‘There!’ Nancy said.
The Spider was suddenly at the tunnel mouth, looking, and almost falling down the escarpment. If not for its many legs, it would certainly have slipped out on the damp rock and tumbled twenty metres to sure destruction. It wasn’t a sheer drop but the incline was steep enough to require Spider legs or climbing gear for humans.
Once the Spider had stabilised itself and levelled its camera, the view had Raife’s rapt attention, too.
‘That’s incredible,’ he said. Nancy for once was speechless.
The scene that met their eyes was even more fantastic and unexpected than the view of the cavern so many hours before. The scene was not brightly lit because the exit from the tunnel was below the level of the tree tops. In fact the tree tops were hidden from view by a layer of vegetation several metres above the height of the tunnel exit. It seemed to be supported by the trunks of long, slender trees which grew up from the ground twenty-odd metres below. Light filtered through the canopy, which allowed small chinks of blue sky to show through.
Straight ahead was a maze of tree trunks spreading in every direction away from the escarpment. On the valley floor, outcrops of rock and strewn boulders which had broken away from the scarp were covered in the green, glowing substance.
‘I’m calling that biolight, for now,’ Raife pointed at a luminous rock.’
‘Works for me.’ Nancy was transfixed by the images before her.
Between the rocks and tree trunks which rose out of a tangled mass of roots were plants and flowers of amazing variety. Delicate swathes of colour spread out like an enormous filigree carpet. Lianas hung from above in strings and loops, air roots dangling palely. Yet everything was as still as death and the lack of any sound cast an eerie pall over the surroundings.
‘It’s gorgeous to look at, but scary.’ Nancy shivered.
‘It’s way too still,’ Raife said. ‘It looks as though it should be cold but its twenty seven degrees out there and the humidity’s practically bending the needle round the end-stop.’
‘Stop a minute. What exactly does that mean? I’ve heard you use that expression before.’
‘Oh that,’ he laughed. ‘You know I have an interest in ancient technology. Well, hundreds of years ago, they used to have these things called radios to listen to what passed for entertainment in those days. An electromagnetic signal was broadcast from an aerial, what we’d call a radiant element, only much bigger and usually on top of a huge tower. Each home would have a radio receiver and to help the owner to tune in to the right station there would be a thing called a meter.’
‘OK, I’m following so far. This radio receiver used to emit sounds broadcast from a central source?’
‘That’s it but there were lots of signals transmitted, all carrying different information, talk, music, theatre etcetera. The meter was a circular device with a needle to indicate the strength of the signal.’
Raife rummaged around in his personal image files and found a picture of a radio set with a shiny wooden cabinet, complete with control knobs and light-up dials.
‘There you go,’ he said. ‘When a really strong signal was received, the needle would move to the full extent of its travel and be stopped from going further by a little peg: the end stop. So it was a jocular expression said of something that was more powerful than expected, that it was...’
‘... bending the needle round the end-stop,’ Nancy said. ‘Honestly, Raife, you amaze me! The things you’ve got hidden away in that mind of yours. Junk, the lot of it!’
‘Watch it, mate! You never know when some little detail is going to come in handy.’
‘If you say so,’ Nancy said. ‘You’ll be telling me next it’s what makes you such a renowned inventor.’
‘And why not?’
‘OK, Ace, what next?’
‘Investigating this forest is going to give us plenty to think about while we get ready for landing.’
‘Landing is good. Very good.’
‘It is as long as we know what we’re in for, unlike the last expedition.’
‘OK, I get it. What do you suggest?’
‘If we leave the Spider where it is and hook it up to an AI system, it can monitor the whole forest area for as far as the light will allow, and after dark with infra-red. Meanwhile I take it your radar scan is still running, Nancy?’
‘Oh, I’d forgotten all about that. I’m too excited to look at the moment. I need some way to use up all this nervous energy.’
‘I have just the thing for that.’ Raife smiled warmly.
An hour later, the Betas rested with mugs of cold, clear water from the processor.
‘I hardly dare look at the radar scan.’ Nancy spoke quietly, trying her best to keep calm. ‘Every time we find something amazing, there’s been something even more amazing round the next corner.’ Her cheeks were pink, her eyes bright and her hair was tousled.
‘You look lovely, Nancy,’ Raife smiled.
Nancy linked her arm with his and carefully rested her cheek against the dark stubble on his face. ‘All the more reason to be cautious.’
From the Spider’s view point, nothing had changed, the AI reported no movement, other than the slow growth and decay of vegetable matter. The green, twilit arena was as enthralling and as frighteningly silent as before. Even the steady drip and trickle of water was absorbed by the profusion of leaves, trunks and petals.
‘Come on, let’s do some more on the list. The sooner we start the less we’ll forget.’
‘Right, then, item four, the medical scanner. This time I vote we take a much more substantial medikit, too. We’ll have at least two Spiders with us, so we can do some of the things the Alphas couldn’t.’
‘You mean the biopsies for instance?’
‘Any sort of surgery. I don’t want to die again because something could have been done but there wasn’t the equipment.’
‘Agreed. We can keep on getting reproduced but it’s time-consuming and distressing.’
‘The time factor we can cut down by prepping the vats and growing another pair of us, just in case.’
‘I don’t like to think that way.’
‘You’re a bit of a sentimentalist on the quiet, aren’t you,’ Nancy said.
‘It isn’t just that. I want to do this properly, scientifically. If I die a second time, I have to admit I didn’t do things right.’
‘There are always unforeseen dangers, Raife, besides, you know that touch of sentimentality is one of the things I like about you.’
They continued the discussion until nightfall without deciding on whether to clone again or not. At the tunnel mouth on the escarpment and the seaward side of the shelf, neither camera’s AI had anything to report.
 

‘Nancy! Wake up! Nancy!’
‘What? What is it?’
‘There’s scuffling,’ Raife said. He was pacing back and forth across the cabin.
‘What are you talking about?
‘There’s scuffling.’
It’s three am. Can’t you keep still?’ Nancy said.
‘I’ve told you! There’s scuffling.’
‘Where? On the ship?’ Nancy grabbed at the covers, hugging her knees.
‘No, the AI linked to the Spider on the forest side has picked up sounds.’
‘Sounds? Scuffling? It’s the middle of the night! You could at least try to make sense, Raife.’
‘Alright. The Spider’s AI has identified sounds, not unexpected in a forest full of plants but until now there was nothing other than a barely audible drip, drip of water. The AI has flagged a new sound with “scuffling”. That means movement.’
‘What sort of scuffling, scuffling and scurrying type scuffling or fighting scuffling?’
‘The former, listen, it’s like a creature moving around looking for something to eat.’
‘It had better be a small creature and it had better not be looking for us!’
‘It can’t even see us. The AI has tracked the sound. It has detected no visible movement, so it must be under the lowest level of vegetation, that means small.’ Raife dabbled with the spatial command pickup and filled the viewscreen with an infra-red image. Trunks and leaves stood out in weird colours from the background and superimposed was a dotted line.’
‘That line’s not really there, is it?’ Nancy said, rubbing her eyes.
‘No, the AI has put the track of whatever it is over the image. It must be very small not to be disturbing any of the plants along the way.’
‘If it climbs up the escarpment and comes to look at the Spider, grab it, otherwise tell me in the morning. I’m going back to sleep.’
Raife refined the AI, so that by morning it could more accurately characterise the sound, the type of movement and the most likely size and shape of the creature wandering about below. Then he, too, went back to sleep.
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Chapter 14
As soon as he woke the next morning, Raife checked the AI logs. Apart from the mystery creature, nothing else had disturbed the tranquillity of the night. Nancy perched, yawning, on the edge of the bunk and watched Raife, who was hunched over his tablet.
‘Did we finally get a picture, Raife?’
‘Not exactly but it’s amazing how much the AI system has been able to work out just from the sound.’
‘So? Do tell.’
‘Well, firstly the fact that it didn’t cause any movement of the undergrowth and the rate at which it travelled indicated that it was small, probably between two and four centimetres long.’
‘I like small,’ Nancy said, only half listening while she brushed her hair and wondered about how long she would let it grow.
‘Small is good for me, too,’ Raife said. ‘It has some sort of shell, carapace, or hard exterior because it apparently tumbled over a number of times and made a noise the AI could identify as a small crawling creature with a protective shell. That also gave a clue to its shape, which is most likely to be short and fat, rather than long and thin.’
‘All this from a few sounds?’
‘There’s more! At intervals, its progress stopped and it appeared to be eating.’
‘I suppose everything has to eat. Any idea what?’
‘Plant matter: leaves, roots, tubers, that kind of thing.’
‘I was joking!’ Nancy said.
‘The AI isn’t. There were noises of tiny, serrated mandibles tearing through fibrous plant material. This small, ungainly bug with a light protective shell, and small teeth, is probably entirely vegetarian. It bumbled around for a couple of hours looking for a snack, giving us all this highly illuminating data, then turned round, wandered off and became silent again, probably because it had crawled back into its burrow, or similar hiding place.’
‘Speaking of snacks, I’d rather have breakfast than talk about bugs and beetles. And on the subject of breakfast, there’s been another upgrade to the food processor, so we now have...’
‘Not ch...’
‘Careful!’ Nancy stopped Raife immediately. ‘It’s too early in the morning to go mentioning things like that.’
‘I just...’
‘Never mind. We do now have three exquisite new flavours; chicken, carob and golden syrup!’
‘Only flavours, though, I mean golden syrup’s not good for you, is it?’
‘And chicken isn’t very good for the chicken either, so yes, they are of course only flavours.’ Nancy grinned while making her selection.
After a hearty meal taken from the selection of exciting new breakfast varieties, Raife returned to the subject of the ground-penetrating and sideways radar.
‘Time to look at your radar results, Nancy.’
‘I can’t believe I keep forgetting,’ Nancy exclaimed. ‘It must have covered five hundred kilometres in every direction by now. I was dreaming about it last night.’
‘There should be something interesting to see, then.’
Nancy took up a tablet and began to access the program.
‘Is it Friday today?’ she asked as she worked.
‘Yes, so unless we’re so keyed up by what we find today that we just have to keep working, we can take either one or two days off.’
‘That’s good, because now we’ve got carob and chicken flavour, I thought we could have a nice evening with one of our favourite old movies from a hundred and twenty years ago, as I’m sure we’d have difficulty following whatever they’re making these days. We could enjoy a chicken flavoured dinner and I could show you my surprise.’
‘I must say I like the sound of that, although I cannot imagine what will surprise me more than a radar scan I’ve been waiting to see for nearly a day and a half!’ Raife’s voice became more meticulously enunciated and emphatic towards the end of the sentence.
‘OK, OK. This is it!’ Nancy said.
The main viewscreen immediately filled with a semi-transparent aerial shot of the top of the cliff taken by Explorer. Superimposed over it was the radar scan showing the lattice-work of tunnels and the main cavern in 3D.
‘Which way do you want to look first?’
‘Seaward.’
‘This is seaward, then.’ The view on the screen scrolled to the right.
‘I’d never have guessed that!’
‘What is it? It looks like there’s a massive hole in the shelf.’
‘If it wasn’t submerged, I’d say it was a harbour.’
‘Impossible, there’s no-one here to build harbours. How many ships do you see?’
The scan clearly showed the main part of the basalt shelf smoothly falling away at the same rate as the foreshore. For five hundred kilometres north and south, the gentle slope was exactly the same and the coastline was almost straight. Raife and Nancy both knew from Explorer’s orbital scans that after another two hundred kilometres north the coast began to curve west, further south, it swept eastwards. The exception was a circular basin almost a kilometre in diameter, its outer edge being open to the sea because of the drop in the shelf. The basin was pretty much right outside the tunnel leading to the cavern behind the cliff.
‘I’m not sure I want to know, but how deep is that basin?’ He was hoping it was either too shallow or too deep to be anything like a harbour.
Nancy tilted the view to edge on, with the plane of the shelf sloping diagonally across the viewscreen, and applied a scale.
‘Twelve metres, the base having the same slope as the shelf. It’s like the rock in that circular area just dropped twelve metres, as though something fell away beneath it.’
‘Hmm. My guesses are either a silted up lava tube or a volcanic plug eroded out because it contained material less substantial than the surrounding basalt. What do you think?’
‘They’d be my guesses, too. I think the lava tube is the more likely, though.’
‘Right, mystery solved. Can we look up at the cliff as if we were standing on the deck of a boat out to sea?’
‘Simple. There we go.’
Nancy span the display through ninety degrees. It was immediately apparent that the cliff was lowest at the point where the probe had landed near to the cavern entrance.
‘The cliff is not as high here because there’s a layer of harder sandstone running along the top both north and south of here. It’s just this section which has been more exposed to weathering,’ Nancy said.
‘That’s what dissolved out the caves and tunnels?’
‘Exactly. A very long time from now, the roof of the cavern will collapse and there’ll just be a huge gap through here, connecting the forest side with the sea.’
‘OK.’
‘Do you want to see a section going east west and starting from the southern end?’
‘Fantastic, do it.’
Nancy rotated the display once again and what appeared as a rift valley sprang out across the screen.
There was a diagonal line showing the original plane of the basalt layer. To the right was the basalt shelf underlying the cliff and sloping out to sea. On the left, the entire landscape for thirty kilometres had dropped by the height of the cliff, though it still continued the gentle upward slope of the basalt shelf as it moved inland. Rock density readouts showed that both the sedimentary rock and the basalt beneath had sunk by around a hundred metres to form the valley.
In the far west, the ground level rose sharply on the other side of the rift.
‘I’m going to roll the scan northwards, now,’ Nancy said. We should see very little erosion of the cliff until we get to the unprotected area where the probe landed, then we’ll be able to see the cavern and all the tunnels in cross-section.’
‘It’s just like a giant wall,’ said Raife. ‘The cliff is only one to two kilometres wide along the whole scan. I thought it would widen out or narrow and disappear.’
‘Maybe it does but we’d have to scan further to find it. Ah, here comes the cavern. This cross-section is perfect for seeing where the tunnels go.’
Several tunnels went up to sink holes and some of the sink holes descended to the western, forest side into the rift valley.
‘Look, here’s a good one, it’s nice and wide and leads almost directly through from one side to the other.’
‘I see it and there’s a large sinkhole above the east-west midpoint. That does indeed look useful,’ Raife said. ‘Continue the scan northwards.’
‘Here goes.’
Moments later, Nancy leaned forward with the scan locked in position.
‘What’s that on the left?’ Raife asked.
‘That’s what I’m trying to see. It looks like a pile of blocks. Maybe there was a rockslide of crystalline basalt.’
‘No, too regular, can you zoom it over there.’
‘Raife?’ Nancy gripped his arm. ‘Aren’t those...’
‘If they aren’t walls and windows, I don’t know what they are. And there, see, there’s a dome and a broken spire.’
‘But...’ Nancy was open mouthed, staring in astonishment at the last thing she expected to find.
‘Explorer checked this place out!’ She tittered nervously. ‘The Alphas checked it, there’s absolutely no sign of advanced civilisation. There’s no electromagnetic radiation, no power sources.’
‘I’ve just checked it again, there is still no technological activity. No artificial light, no smoke, no industrial gases in the atmosphere.’
‘And this, these buildings were hidden from all Explorer’s visual scans because they’re beneath the forest canopy.’ Nancy’s eyes were wide with incredulity. She felt dizzy and short of breath. ‘This even tops a cavern full of glowy stuff, tunnels, forest and an off-shore basin!’
‘I can’t believe what I’m seeing either!’ Raife said. ‘Do a high resolution scan of that area. What is it, about eight, twelve kilometres square and about six metres high?’
‘That should cover it but high res will take another couple of hours.’
‘Do it. We need to know for sure what we’re looking at here. I’m going for a turn round the whole ship, that should take about two hours. Coming? It’ll give us time to think.’
‘I’d rather stay and watch.’
‘You’ll be biting your nails up to your elbows watching it appear an inch at a time.’
‘Is that another of your archaic sayings?’ Nancy laughed.
‘No, I just made it up. All set?’
‘Yes. Let’s go.’
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Chapter 15
The Betas were silent for the first ten minutes, completely lost in their own thoughts.
They always seemed to pick the starboard corridor for some reason that hadn’t occurred to them and it certainly passed without notice this time. Neither did they pay any attention to the resilient, black polymer walkway, the white, windowless outer walls or the closed lockers and doors on the inner wall.
The ship was shaped like a long, thick sausage one point seven kilometres long and two hundred metres in diameter, with two smaller sausages each one hundred metres in diameter on opposite sides. Its surface was protected by scales or plates which self-repaired and ‘grew’ back if damaged.
To help maintain hull integrity and protect the interior of the ship from radiation, micro meteor strikes and any of the many hazards that could destroy the mission, there were no windows or openings of any kind. All exterior views were transmitted inside by cameras. Every square metre of scaly surface, apart from the motors at the back end of the ship, was covered with cameras, sensors and energy collectors of every imaginable type.
Raife and Nancy padded on past the varigrav suite, giving its high arch no more than a brief glance. Had they stopped to look, they would have seen their own footprints, from many days of exercise, following the curve of the narrow cylinder. The suite consisted of two concentric rings each close to one hundred metres in diameter. When the outer one was spun up at speed, it created artificial gravity, with the speed determining the strength of the field. The speed of the inner ring could also be varied, to provide a moving running track. There were no footprints on the walkway from thereon. Only the Spiders had passed that way previously. The homely, human smell, mixed with kitchen odours faded into a new, dry, non-smell of one hundred and twenty year-old plastics and polymer webbing.
Eventually, after several failed attempts at conversation, the Betas reached the engine room. It was a vast cavern, the full diameter of the main section of the ship. A maze of pipes, conduits, switchgear, control systems and machinery of every description, it included a machine shop where the Spiders could undertake repairs. There Raife and Nancy turned back, this time taking the central companionway. They both tried to speak at once.
‘You go first,’ Nancy said.
‘I think this planet is very old, much older than anywhere else humans have visited so far. If it turns out those really are complex structures and not some optical or scanning anomaly; if this place ever was inhabited, I think it was a very long time ago. It looks entirely abandoned to me.’
‘I was going to say the opposite. We know so little about this planet. There could be intelligent life under any number of jungle canopies, even purposely camouflaged or disguised in some way.’
‘But if there were, there’d be signs of industry, technology. It doesn’t have to be advanced. Think about it, even making clay pots requires firing in some sort of kiln. The basic physics and chemistry of fusing clay particles together can’t change. The same would be true for making glass. Any sort of manufacture beyond wood or bone tools requires large amounts of energy. And, as I said earlier, there are no traces of industrial gases, there are no fires, no heat sources, no radiation.’
‘Alright, so look at human history: there have been cultures that were vegetarian, they lived in warm to temperate zones, so there was no really cold weather, and stone implements were used. They made utensils from wood and containers from woven leaves. There may be no fire because there is no need for it. Over thousands of years of human history entire civilisations rose and fell. Some were obliterated by natural disasters; rains failed, crops died, entire cities abandoned to crumble to dust or be overgrown. But still life went on in other places and in other ways.’
‘So, despite a complete absence of energy sources, bearing in mind, not a single flicker of light can be seen at night, other than from lightening storms, you believe there is an indigenous population, Nancy?’
‘No. I’m simply proposing that, no matter how scary a thought it is, there just might be intelligent life here.’
‘OK. I can go along with that. I think it’s incredibly unlikely but I agree that it’s not impossible. Maybe we’re looking in the wrong places. For example, Explorer is completely sealed. There are no windows, so to an outsider seeing it hanging in orbit, it would look uninhabited.’
‘That’s true, though the moment they turned on a scanner, the multiple data signals and temperature fluctuations would be immediately recognisable as artificial.’
Raife put his arm around Nancy.
‘We usually do agree, in the end,’ he said.
They ambled along together, surrounded on every side by equipment for storing, controlling and distributing enormous quantities of energy for maintaining the ship’s systems and life-support. The pipes, conduits, cables and storage gels were safely concealed behind low mass, high resilience walls.
‘Besides, we won’t know for sure it was dwellings we saw until the high def scan’s complete.’
Later, they passed a control sensor. Nancy did her fancy hand signals and checked on progress.
‘It’s got about half an hour to go.’
‘I’m too shocked to make sense of all this,’ Raife said. He stopped and leaned against the cool wall of the corridor for support. ‘The whole business has knocked me sideways.’
‘If there are, or even only were, beings here capable of building what at low res looked like a town...’ Nancy said.
‘Quite, what do we do? Pack up and leave? Make contact?’
Finally their curiosity got the better of them and a nervous hunger drove them to hurry back to the main cabin. As usual, Explorer’s physical status monitors had silently assessed their reduced energy levels. Thus the food processor had prepared two steaming mugs of extra thick nutrient milk, waiting to be taken from the dispenser. The Betas folded the bunk to give a back rest and sat down side by side.
After a few sips of strawberry and carob, Nancy extended the screen to fill the cabin in 3D mode.
‘Let’s take a look,’ she said.
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Chapter 16
‘Those are buildings, all right.’ Raife said, biting the knuckle of his forefinger.
‘Long since abandoned,’ Nancy said. She raised her hand to point but the scene that scrolled past was very clearly one of simple stone architecture many hundreds of years old, crumbling and overgrown with plant life. Tree trunks had broken through where there had once been roofs, walls had collapsed and carefully placed stonework had been eroded by the action of water. Some buildings were curiously intact but still there was no sign of occupation. The resolution of the scan was sufficient to allow features inside some of the buildings to be discerned. However, it was impossible to make out what their purpose might be.
‘Explorer is going to have to effect a complete ground penetrating radar scan of the entire planet.’
Nancy sighed. ‘That’s going to take days. No, in fact it’ll be weeks.’
‘I’ve been thinking; life here is totally alien. If there are intelligent, sentient creatures here, they might even be cold blooded. If their culture or civilisation doesn’t require heat, technology or industry, I can’t think of a single scan that would differentiate them from any other animal here. Even infra-red scans might not locate individuals. The only things we can locate are the structures they make.’
‘We’ll have to hope that’s not the case, then. Highly developed cold-blooded creatures are a lot less likely than warm-blooded ones.’
‘True but we can’t keep all this to ourselves. At some point we are going to have to inform Central Coordination.’
‘I agree,’ Nancy said. ‘But I’m going to find out what’s happening first. I came here as a pioneer and explorer, so I intend to do some exploring before Central Coordination gets involved.’
‘I’m with you all the way. We should keep the probe and the Spider cameras running. Right now, we can start the full planet radar scan. Low res first to see what else there is and then high res where we find any trace of civilisation or settlement.’
‘Raife, you said “where we find”!’
‘Of course. Do you believe there is going to be only one village?’
‘It could be a failed colony.’
‘One of ours? I’m checking.’ Raife scanned the database. ‘No, this is the only ship that’s ever been out this far.’
‘So who or whatever built this isn’t human. If we find no sign of activity in this area, I think we should go down there and take a closer look.’
‘And if there are “signs of activity”?’
‘That’s when we make the call to Central Coordination.’
Saturday and Sunday were forgotten in the rush of excitement. Raife and Nancy picked over the recording of the rift valley high res scan, while a preparatory low res topographical scan rolled over the rest of the continent. As soon as that was completed, scanning of the next landmass began.
Friday night, however, was not forgotten. The Betas feasted on chicken flavoured cubes, followed up with carob nutrient milk and an old movie.
Nancy’s surprise turned out to be a short, flower print, natural cotton dress, one of three she hid while the ship was being built. The other two were a long, black silk one and red velvet one. She had made friends with a technician called Alex and they plotted to hide three different dresses, hermetically sealed in a conduit behind the varigrav suite control system.
Raife was impressed both by the deception and by seeing Nancy in something other than her bodysuit, not that he would ever say he tired of seeing her in the bodysuit.
Despite the short break from work, Raife and Nancy suffered a restless night, as their minds struggled to come to terms with their discoveries.
As dawn broke across the cabin viewscreen, Nancy sprang from the bunk.
‘I love the sunrises here,’ she said, rousing Raife from his sleep. ‘Just look at that big, reddish-gold disk rising out of the mist.’
Raife rolled over but couldn’t see because Nancy was in the way. ‘Which camera have you got?’
Nancy stretched her slender limbs between Raife and the viewscreen. ‘The camera on the shelf, looking out to sea. It’s wonderful, the glow in the sky is salmon pink, spreading over the water.’
‘Should be a clear day, then,’ Raife said, rubbing his eyes and peering over Nancy’s shoulder.
‘I wish we were down there, waking up in the fresh air.’
‘Patience, my dear, a few more days and we’ll know.’ He looked at the cabin clock. ‘You’re up early, what’s new?’
‘I’ve had an idea,’ Nancy said. She turned to look Raife in the eye. ‘We don’t need to scan the whole planet.’
Raife signalled to the control sensor that it was time for an early breakfast. ‘Why not?’
‘Because there are many areas that are not obscured by forest. There are the plains, for instance, millions of square kilometres of them. Those don’t need to be scanned because we’ve already seen what’s there: herbivores and deadly plants.’
‘OK, open graze-land, the odd
picus mortis
and no sign of herders, dwellings or ruins.’
‘So no need to scan that. There are plenty of barren, rocky areas and mountain ranges that Explorer has scanned in the visible spectrum. Not a sign of habitation was found. We don’t need to scan the sea.’
‘I wouldn’t rule the sea out entirely, now that we’ve found a settlement, it wouldn’t take a lot to convince me that was a harbour we found on the shelf. If sea levels have changed, then there may be remains under the surface.’
‘True, but they’d be associated with something on land, just like the buildings we’ve found.’
‘OK, I’ll go along with that, at least for now. Your idea should cut down the time considerably and I’m all for getting the results as soon as possible.’
‘Are you wondering about Central Coordination?’
‘If we find there are no longer sentient inhabitants here, it takes the pressure off and Central can wait. Otherwise, it’s out of our hands and we have to put in the call.’
‘The minute we inform Central, I know what will happen. The nanofactory will go into overdrive producing cloning vats. That will give us fourteen weeks to the day before a whole army of scientists and diplomats pop out and start giving us a hard time.’
‘Exactly, so I want to know how we stand.’ Raife handed Nancy her breakfast tray.
‘Thanks. I’ve just been looking at how quickly we can scan what is necessary. About two thirds of the landmasses are open areas. If animals were being managed or crops grown, Explorer would have found them even before the Alphas were seeded.’
‘Populations could have retreated to covered areas but it seems unlikely. I have a feeling we’re only going to find traces of past occupation.’
‘I agree, thinking about it, but we have to be sure.’
‘How long will the new scans take?’
‘The whole rift valley area has been completed now,’ Nancy said between spoonfuls of porridge. ‘I’m not even going to look at the results until I’ve finished setting up scans for the areas we need to check. It should take about another four days.’
‘I wonder if we can speed that up.’
‘How?’
‘What is the limiting factor?’ Raife said as he allowed Tiny to remove his empty tray.
‘The actual scanning itself. Explorer’s got plenty of spare processing capacity.’
‘I thought so. If we drop a couple of extra satellites and station them over strategic areas, we should be able to up the data collection rate considerably.’
‘Excellent idea. Let me recalculate, then.’ Nancy sat completely absorbed on her tablet for the next ten minutes. Raife took the opportunity to use the shower.
‘We should have all the data we need by this time tomorrow.’ Nancy smiled at Raife shaking water out of his ears.
‘Great! The suspense is giving me a headache!’
‘That I can do something about,’ Nancy said. ‘Take a look at last night’s scans in the rift valley.’
The main screen switched from general planet view to a view of the valley. Superimposed over the now familiar landmarks was the new scan. Nancy started the scan from the southern end and rolled it north, as before. There were no signs of settlements until a couple of dozen kilometres north of the first one they’d found. Once again, outlines of buildings appeared on the screen, then another village and another. After an interval, the valley itself met the coast, the cliff wall ended and the coastline took its westward curve.
‘What are those parallel lines?’ Raife said. He pointed to where, at the northernmost end of the valley, two indefinite straight lines appeared to lead out towards the sea.
‘I have no idea, only a visual inspection on the ground will reveal their secret,’ Nancy said, ‘and they don’t look that interesting from here. They run parallel to the fault lines, so I guess they’re geological.’
‘I see. So the best we can tell is, we’ve got three new settlements, centres of population, call them what you will, and they are as apparently deserted as the last?’
‘That’s right, four settlements in all, now that we know what we’re looking for. Even at low res, you could see the buildings are crumbling and damaged, with collapsed roofs, just like at the first village we found. Another thing is there are no current signs of cultivation, animal farming or industrial activity.’
‘Are you sure? I don’t want to go getting all relieved and then find we’ve missed something.’
‘Certain.’
‘And there are no signs of track ways or roads of any sort?’
‘No, all we’ve got is isolated villages with some ancient surrounding field boundaries. They must have had low walls but they’re mostly broken down, because we only have a sketchy outline.’
Raife scrolled the scan across the viewscreen. ‘I’m seeing remains only?’
‘Yes, of mainly small to medium size dwellings, all single or at most double storey, with a central area in each village having slightly more ornate buildings. Nancy pointed them out. ‘Here and here.’
‘OK, I’m not seeing anything lived in, either.’
‘Each village seems to be an isolated, self-contained unit, though I don’t think they were like that when they were occupied. It’s just we can’t see any lines of communication between them, because they’ve been lost in the undergrowth over time.’
‘Good news. If we find any signs of life in any of these places, we might as well pack up and leave.’
‘Leave the place to Central Coordination to pick over!’ Nancy paced nervously in front of the viewscreen. ‘Raife, Can you set up the satellites we’re going to need to extend the radar coverage and I’ll program the actual scanning?’
‘Sure.’
‘We need one over that string of islands running roughly north-south in the middle of the ocean, here,’ Nancy pointed. ‘That should be a fairly quick scan because it’s a narrow strip, unless we just go straight to high res.’
‘Do that, Nancy, I suspect even if there are no settlements to be found, there may be some interesting geological data.’
‘Why do you say that?’
‘Could give us evidence of tectonic activity.’
‘Next up is the band of equatorial forest from coast to coast on the larger continent. That’ll be a slow one, it’s over five hundred kilometres wide and stretches half-way round the planet. Look, there’s our rift valley.’ Nancy pointed to an insignificant-looking smudge extending north along the coast from the eastern seaboard. The other spot is that area of darker forest, up on the northern end of the second continent, the small one that doesn’t quite reach down to the equator.’
‘I made a quick evaluation of that through the telescope the other day. It’s too dense for habitation. There might have been something in the past but we’re looking for active occupation now, and that isn’t going to be it. We can scan it later but it’s not a priority.’
‘Thank goodness for that!’ Nancy said.
 

***
 




Chapter 17
Raife and Nancy were determined to remain positive. While the radar scans were in progress, they spent the rest of the day preparing for descent to the surface. Explorer’s computer was set to produce an alert each time the AI system found anything with a regular structure.
‘Right, back to that list,’ Raife said.
‘So far we’ve got a portable nanofactory, full biosuits, full medikit this time and a full-size medical scanner-analyser. How about a food processor?’
‘We can get the nanofactory to make one, the less delicate equipment we have to transport the better.’
‘OK, we can pack a couple of days’ provisions,’ Nancy said, scribbling onto her tablet. ‘What do we use as raw materials for the nanofactory?’
‘That’s a good question.’ Raife rubbed his chin. ‘The food processor is going to need raw materials, too. I suspect the sea will be a decent source of both inorganic minerals and biological material.’
Nancy laughed. ‘So we just put a pipe in the sea and suck it up?’
The alert bleeped, indicating another settlement found. Then another and another. Raife and Nancy anxiously scrutinised the screen.
‘All ruins again.’ Raife said, peering at his tablet. ‘Where is this?’
‘Equatorial belt. I thought we might find something there. But you’re right, so far there is absolutely nothing to indicate current use.’
‘The nanofactory, then. No, you can’t just plug it directly into the sea. We’ll need some equipment in between; osmotic separators and membrane systems for the minerals. Biological matter can be collected using a relatively small filtration device.’
‘Sounds complicated.’
‘Not really, the food processor will run off any biological material, as long as there’s enough of it and from what we’ve seen the plankton is sufficiently plentiful. Recovery of dissolved metals can be handled by the nanofactory once the seawater has been processed to concentrate the minerals. It can re-process cellulose, even plant materials. We just feed it with leaves and crushed stems.’
‘So, how will you know what to give it?’
‘We program in what we want it to make and it gives a readout of possible and potential raw materials, with options.’
‘Marvellous!’ Nancy said, finding little amusement or interest in the nanofactory side of things. ‘You can be in charge of that. Now, back to the list. How about more of that sheeting the Alphas used for their shelter?’
‘Good idea.’
The AI alert sounded off again, six times in quick succession.
‘The settlements are grouped by the look of it. Has there been anything big yet?
‘See for yourself,’ Nancy said. ‘These equatorial centres are larger than the rift valley ones but still hardly a city.’
No sooner had the words left Nancy’s lips but the AI let out a prolonged signal.
‘Now, that we need to look into,’ Nancy said. ‘Come on, there are several hundred square kilometres here, we both need to give it our full attention.’
‘OK, this is big.’ Raife sighed and enhanced the image intensity. ‘There could still be a pocket of habitation in there somewhere. There are larger buildings in the centre, too. Does any of this at all show up on visual scans?’
‘No, because it’s all completely overgrown, look.’ Nancy superimposed the visual sweep which showed kilometre after kilometre of overgrown forest canopy.
‘I haven’t found anything in this that looks inhabited at all, what about you?’
‘Not so far, keep looking.’
Finally, Raife and Nancy satisfied themselves that none of the structures looked new, nor were there any that didn’t have a tangle of vegetation growing over and through them. In other words, as far as city dwellers went, this place was as dead as the last.
‘That is definitely what you’d have called a city,’ Nancy said at last. ‘My guess is we’ll find some more of those.’
‘Although they’re bigger than the rift valley ones, being in the equatorial region means the vegetation has done more damage. At the time they were inhabited, they must have been carved out of the jungle. Either that or the climate has heated up several degrees.’
‘That would explain why the harbour by the shelf is flooded.’
‘Good point. I’ll log it. It might help explain why the Zetans died out.’
‘I’ve thought of some more items for the list, Raife.’
‘OK, hit me with it!’ Raife laughed, swinging his arm as if bowling a ball towards Nancy.
‘Mad as a hatter!’ Nancy giggled.
He’s only trying to relieve the tension. Without a bit of humour, we’ll go crazy fretting over whether this planet still belongs to a handful of Zetans.
‘I’ve come up with water purifiers,’ she said. ‘Plus solar power packs and laser cutters.’
‘Laser cutters?’
‘Yes. That undergrowth down there is pretty dense, even in the rift valley. A laser cutter each will make short work of the tangled undergrowth.’
‘They are light and they are powerful but how do they work?’ Raife said, waving his arm in an expansive manner. ‘Let me explain.’
‘I didn’t ask,’ Nancy said, smiling to herself.
‘No, but you were going to.’
‘Only because I know you like explaining things. And I do like the sound of your voice.’
‘Then I shall continue. The handle contains a high capacity, rechargeable energy source, a variable power switch, control circuits and three to seven laser diodes, depending on calibre. The control circuits modulate power to the diodes, so that they emit laser light according to a special configuration. Thus the light beam is projected as coherent helices, not in a straight line. That is very important. The duration of each pulse of light determines how many turns of the helix and so how far its reach extends.’
‘Why is the helix business so important?’
‘If the beams weren’t constrained into a helix of set duration, the laser would reach right out into space. A little inconvenient if you just wanted to trim a branch off a tree a couple of feet away.’
‘And what controls the cutting power of the beam?’
‘I’m so pleased you asked,’ Raife said. ‘You are such a good student. The cutting power is determined partly by the number of light emitting diodes and partly by the tightness of the helices. Tight helices concentrate the power more. I believe the idea for laser cutters like this came centuries ago from a science fiction story.’
‘I knew that!’
‘And what was its name?’
They were interrupted by another series of alerts from Explorer’s AI for the radar scans. Raife and Nancy stopped to inspect the screen. There were five more villages, a town and another city. By the time they had determined there was no active habitation, the food processor chimed for lunch. The same routine continued until dusk, when Nancy turned off the alert signals. The scan carried on regardless and produced a large number of results by daybreak.
The Betas decided it must have their full attention, so they didn’t attempt to check the scans until after a run round the varigrav suite, breakfast and shower.
‘I’m going to reprogram the AI system so it can help out with all of this,’ Nancy said. ‘Since we checked all those alerts yesterday, the AI can compare the settlements we checked for habitation against the new ones. If it finds anything that doesn’t fit the pattern, we’ll give it the once-over manually.’
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Chapter 18
The AI produced a couple of fresh alerts but they turned out to be false alarms. All the scans came back negative for occupation. As an additional precaution, Raife set Explorer to keep a low threshold scan running planet-wide in the infra red and visible light wavelengths to see if there was anything which indicated artificial heat or light being used at night. There was nothing.
‘I’m sure none of them are active now,’ Raife said, ‘but we should ultra-high res all the centres we’ve found for future reference, then the computer can simulate 3D walk-through.’
‘Makes sense,’ Nancy said.
‘How many did we get at the final count?’
‘More than six thousand altogether, some linked by clearly defined tracks, probably once paved roads, others with the curious parallel lines identified in the second scan of the original rift valley.’ Nancy paused, re-checking the data. ‘This is interesting, the high res scans show that the previously unidentified parallel lines are in fact the entrances to tunnels.’
‘Tunnels now? Well, there’s not much we can do about those. Maybe they were used for storage or shelter. With all this excitement, I’d forgotten to keep checking the results from the Spider at the tunnel mouth overlooking the rift valley and the probe on the basalt shelf.’
‘Did they find anything?’
‘That bug has wandered around a bit more and has been joined by a friend.’
‘Raife, how soon can we get down there?’ Nancy snapped suddenly.
‘Hey, where’s that coming from?’ Raife said with unusual ferocity.
‘I thought our lovely new planet wasn’t ours anymore! I thought we’d find it still inhabited.’
‘But luckily it’s not. So we can spend a couple more weeks...’
‘Weeks,
weeks? I’m sick of being stuck up here. The Spiders have more fun than we do.’
‘Spiders don’t have fun,’ Raife said, drily.
‘Well, I’m not having any fun.’ Nancy banged her fist on the console.
‘We didn’t come here to have fun. That’s what got the Alphas killed.’
‘Thanks for reminding me! I came here to explore, to be the first to plant my feet on alien soil, not prat around with listening to bugs.’ Nancy grabbed up her tablet, and hurled it across the cabin. It shattered against the wall and sent Tiny scampering to pick up the pieces that rattled across the floor.
‘Are you crazy?’ Raife shouted. ‘It’ll take the nanofactory hours to rebuild that!’
Nancy threw her beaker at Tiny, making it dodge under a console. The Spider that was curled up on the ceiling flexed its legs and its camera swivelled. ‘If I don’t get out of this high tech cocoon, I’ll go mad!’ she said.
‘What you need is a run round the varigrav...’
‘The nanofactory! A run! That’s your answer to everything.’ Nancy slumped down onto the edge of the bunk, sobbing.
‘Well, it happens to work, usually,’ Raife replied, his voice shaky. He watched Nancy steadily, while he took deep breaths. Her head was bowed, her shoulders shaking as her tears splashed on the floor.
‘Well,
I’m
going for a run.’ Raife strode out with a scouring glance round the cabin. It seemed to have shrunk during the argument. It felt cramped and claustrophobic. The white walls were scuffed and equipment was littered everywhere, despite the best efforts of the Spiders to keep the place tidy.
Raife jogged away down the starboard gangway. After a couple of dozen metres, he realised how tense his whole body was. He stopped and shook his shoulders, twisted his head from side to side to free up his neck. Then he spent the next few minutes punching the air, bouncing on his feet, as if fighting an invisible adversary. Feeling calmer, he ran on to the varigrav suite.
Raife was about half-way through his run and high on the arc by the time Nancy joined him. She looked angry and disconsolate.
She lifted her tear-streaked face and shouted ‘I’m leaving!’ Then she ran on down the corridor.
‘Nancy! Nancy? Raife shouted after her. It took him a while to run down the arc and halt the spin. By the time he entered the aft section of the corridor, she was long gone.
Raife knew there were a number of spare berths scattered around Explorer’s bulk. He also knew they were little more than cupboards with a single bunk. They didn’t seem the sort of place that would be a cure for claustrophobia. He never thought for a moment Nancy would leave the ship itself.
Raife passed two days alone and ended up talking to himself. Most of his time was occupied by preparing the lander for its drop, and trying to monitor Nancy’s whereabouts. She was crafty and clearly didn’t want to be found.
It was an extraordinary thought but the last time they had quarrelled had been more than one hundred and twenty years ago. Again, something he’d thought trivial. His mother had offered them her antique sofa, still perfectly serviceable, when she’d downsized. Nancy’s taste didn’t run to antique, she wanted new, always new. Experience told him it was best to leave her alone until she felt like coming back on her own.
He remembered the first time he’d seen Nancy. It was during the three weeks of limbo after his exams and before space academy. Raife was in his usual downtown bar. He’d been having a quiet drink with a novel. Sitting in the corner furthest from the door, he looked up when a rowdy group burst in. He saw the barman draw himself up to his full height, so the newcomers would know that besides the fact that he liked to sell drinks, he wasn’t going to stand for any nonsense.
Nancy had been at the centre of the group of half a dozen students all out to celebrate passing another batch of tests. Right away Raife noticed her vivacious laugh, bright eyes and slender form. There were two other girls in the group but neither of them he found as attractive.
Raife did not see how expertly Nancy scanned the bar as she entered. Within a second she knew Raife was by far the handsomest man she’d seen in a long time, with his athletic body and unselfconscious good looks. In that instant she took in his unruly black hair, his kindly eyes and fashionably stubbly chin.
After a rapid round of drinks, Nancy left with her friends for the next bar. Three weeks later they joined space school and found each other in Astrophysics 302. Raife saw Nancy perched on a seat halfway up the lecture theatre near the end of a row. He casually took the steps up to her level and sat next to her. When he introduced himself, she smiled and the effect of it was to ensure he didn’t lose her a second time.
Five years later they were still together: inseparable, their friends said. It was Nancy’s sole ambition to apply for pioneering on an Explorer ship. Left to himself, Raife would have become a ‘groundy’, staying put but taking on one adventurous research project after another. His expertise was not so much focussed in one particular discipline but in being able to make connections between disparate lines of enquiry, to come up with something new and original.
Then there were another ten years proving themselves doing frontline science, and training in their spare time for the mission. Nancy’s pioneering spirit drove her to research in evolving scanning techniques which enabled more precise analysis of data to find habitable planets.
They proved themselves sufficiently well to be a Vat One couple: the first pair out of the clone vats when a habitable planet was found.
Finally, they were allocated a ship, Explorer 5017. Their minds were scanned and stored on the ship’s computer, their DNA sampled, sequenced and stored electronically, too. From that moment, they were unconscious of the time and distance their ship traversed.
Having lived and worked with Nancy for more than fifteen years, he knew her well enough by now not to be too concerned over her need for a bit of space. He knew only too well how she felt; he wanted to be down there breathing the fresh air of their new planet. It was everything they had trained for but the discovery of the towns and cities had thrown everything into turmoil.
Raife comforted himself with the fresh knowledge that the planet was uninhabited. It was not necessary to contact Central Coordination. That would come later, once they’d had a chance to explore first hand.
The second morning after her disappearance, Raife nearly caught Nancy accessing the food processor while he was in the shower but she was too quick. He made no attempt to chase after her but smiled to himself, knowing it wouldn’t be long before she was back.
It was now more than three weeks since the lander had returned to Explorer’s orbit. That was long enough in isolation for hard solar radiation and the vacuum of space to kill anything it brought up from the planet. Raife programmed the on-board Spiders to prepare the equipment for transfer to the lander. The lander docked and the Spiders began loading, while the nanofactory produced more components ready for assembly. He was meticulously careful about the preparations. He didn’t want to be scraping vat slime off himself a third time.
Half-way through the third morning, Nancy returned, driven as much by hunger as anything else. Raife was chewing on a porridge cube in the vain hope he could convince himself it was a reasonable substitute for toast. It wasn’t but he was suddenly aware of Nancy behind him. He stood up and looked round. She was very near.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘I’ve done nothing but mope about in the dark corners of the ship, feel sorry for myself and watch you work.’
‘Someone had to do it.’
‘What? The moping or the prepping?’ They both laughed. ‘I should have helped you but I don’t have the right genes for this. I’m a born explorer. I need open spaces.’ She sighed heavily. ‘I know it’s what killed the Alphas but I need to get out there.’
Raife smiled. ‘That’s lucky, because the prep is about done.’
‘Raife, if it wasn’t for you...’ Nancy reached up and put her hands on his shoulders.
‘I know,’ he said holding her close, ‘I know. And if wasn’t for you, I’d still be stuck in a lab somewhere, knocking out patents and vying for funding.’
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Chapter 19
‘You’ve loaded the lander with a second Spider, haven’t you, Raife? I’d feel a whole lot safer with two.’
‘Of course, the lander has a Spider rack as standard, it would be foolish not to use it.’
They were watching the Spider that had earlier explored the basalt shelf, the cavern behind the cliff and which had monitored the nightly progress of the bugs around the forest floor. The Spider descended the scarp with meticulous care. It needed its full complement of legs to negotiate the loose scree that extended ten metres down the scarp below the tunnel exit. Under Nancy’s guidance, it found the direct tunnel that connected the forest side to the seaward shelf. It made its way through to the cavern via a set of surprisingly spacious passageways without ever returning to the surface. The Betas watched its camera feed closely.
‘This has been artificially widened, I would guess,’ Nancy said.
‘If it has, the tool marks have all been obliterated by now.’
‘I can’t believe this wasn’t used every day by the...’ Nancy paused awkwardly. ‘What are we going to call them, these...’
‘This is Zeta Nine, so they’ll have to be Zetans,’ Raife said.
‘OK. I bet somehow that was a harbour and once there were ships and trade and people thriving there.’
‘What an imagination! I must say, I can’t wait to get down there and find out more about them.’
‘Speaking of imagination,’ Nancy said, I didn’t imagine a conversation about another probe, did I?’
‘You did not. We agreed to put one in the sea, just off the shoreline. I had the on-board Spiders get one out for you to do the special prep for underwater use.’
‘Raife, you marvel. This is why we’ve been together so long.’ She smiled and hugged him before skipping off to calibrate the drop.
 

Less than thirty-six hours later, the Betas stepped out of the lander. Guided by Explorer, it had touched down on the shelf not four hundred metres from the watchful eye of the probe and its Spider, and handily placed for the entrance to the cavern. As before, the heat shield was still smoking when the new arrivals stepped out of the small craft to take their first breaths of Zetan atmosphere.
‘Oh, that smells like proper sea!’ Nancy shouted, delighted at her voice echoing from the cliffs.
‘Indeed it does. And I am going straight to that cavern.’
Nancy caught his arm. ‘Careful, now, send one of the Spiders in first. And don’t think for a moment, you’ll be going without me!’
They left the Spider that had come down with the lander to pull out crates and stack them on the shelf and followed the first Spider to the mouth of the tunnel that led into the cavern. Raife monitored its progress on a portable screen, while Nancy peered over his shoulder. The Spider went through into the cavern and scanned the whole area that was lit by its own curious, green glow.
‘There, no-one and nothing moving. Let’s go.’
‘You’re sure that, what did you call it, ‘biogloam’ or something?’
‘Biolight, though biogloam is good!’ Raife said. ‘And, yes, before you ask, it’s safe,’
The Betas stepped warily into the tunnel and after a few more steps, were inside the cavern.
In contrast to the full sunlight outside, the light in the cavern surprised the Betas with its immediate lack of brightness.
‘I suppose the Spider’s view we saw before gave an immediate impression of brightness because the camera was able to adjust its sensitivity?’
‘That’s right,’ Raife said. ‘But we humans take a little longer. We’ve just come in from full sun outside, so give it a few seconds and our eyes will adjust. Meanwhile, I’ll send the Spider over to the tunnel that leads directly through to the forest side.’
Raife entered some commands on his tablet and the Spider bounded off, disappearing at intervals as it dodged round the rock formations within the cavern. It came to rest five hundred metres away on the back wall of the cavern. Raife and Nancy’s eyes had largely adjusted by then but there was no tunnel entrance to be seen.
‘I can’t see a tunnel,’ Nancy said.
‘No but look, here on the screen, the Spider can see it. The inside of that tunnel is covered with the same biolight as everywhere else, so it won’t be so easy to find until you’re right on top of it. Luckily, the Spider already knows the exact coordinates.’
Nancy gasped. ‘OK, OK but just look at this.’ She stared about in amazement, overcome with the gigantic size and splendour of the cavern. ‘I knew it! I knew actually being here would be the most incredible experience. Just look at those formations.’
In every direction it seemed there was something more fantastic than the last thing the eye alighted upon. Every surface sparkled with glistening, ghostly green light. Each shape looked as if an opalescent cascade of liquid rock had frozen in the act of gushing down from above.
Raife and Nancy moved forward towards the position occupied by the Spider. They were both silent, lost in the wonder of the spectacle before them. The floor of the cavern was undulating and wet but not at all slippery. They followed an eroded track that lead to the back of the cave. A few minutes later, they were standing next to the Spider and looking back towards the tunnel to the sea. Nancy took Raife’s arm and turned back to find the entrance to the tunnel that led through to the forest.
‘Look, here it is, she cried,’ expecting to be able to see right through to the forest beyond. ‘Oh, you can’t see the other end!’
‘It’s almost two kilometres, and there are a few twists and turns.’
‘I want the Spider to lead us and to run right through to the other side. I want to do it immediately.’ Nancy’s eyes were bright with excitement. ‘But I know we must set up camp first. Let’s go back and get all our stuff out of the lander.’
‘Good thinking!’ Raife said as they returned across the cavern.
He commanded the Spider to accompany them and soon they were blinking in the bright sunlight on the dark, blue-black basalt shelf. It looked nowhere near as flat as they had imagined it from up on Explorer. There was the gentle slope down to the sea which rippled gently in the near distance. Many rocks and small boulders were scattered around, where they had fallen from the cliff above.
‘There’s a bit of overhang here. We should be safe to put our shelter underneath, rather than out on the shelf. The overhang will protect us from falling rocks.’
‘My scan says the cliff is stable enough,’ Nancy said, ‘and it’s as well to be out of the way. As you anticipated, the cavern is too damp to use.’
‘We’ve got two Spiders, why don’t we just sit and watch and soak it all up,’ Raife said.
‘I was thinking that exact same thing!’
Nancy beckoned over a Spider that was clutching a crate with three arms and walking on its other five. The Betas sat on the crate and watched the progress; felt on their faces the warm, gently buffeting breeze for the first time in a hundred and twenty years, and were silent, lost in thought.
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Chapter 20
Within an hour, the Spiders had disembarked all the equipment from the lander. Raife had spent half that time pottering around, picking up bits of rock, peering at the cliff face and busy with his tablet.
Nancy was still sitting on her crate, holding a packet one of the Spiders had brought her, just taking in the air.
Raife said, ‘I’ve been looking at the cliff.’
‘I did notice that,’ Nancy said.
‘It’s a type of limestone. And it’s full of fossils, mostly small but plenty of bigger ones, too.’
‘And what does that tell you?’ Nancy said, feigning boredom.
‘It means, my incurious little ball of fluff, that this planet had seas once absolutely bursting with creatures! This sediment was laid down over the shelf of volcanic rock at the bottom of a sea. Over millions of years, this whole cliff accumulated from the shells and bones of underwater animals.’
‘Fluff, indeed! What’s so remarkable about your fossils? All life-supporting planets have rocks like that if they’re old enough?’
‘Probably, but where’s it all gone?’
‘You just said they died and made this cliff.’ Nancy smiled to herself, being purposely obtuse just to prolong the conversation and hear Raife’s voice.
Raife realised Nancy was pulling his leg when she held up a shard of rock, saying ‘While you were wandering around, I’ve had this under the microscope. What you don’t know is that these are a particular type of fossils. Their complexity means that some of these creatures will have evolved to make it out of the sea and onto the land.’
‘Alright,’ he laughed. ‘We can each enjoy our new planet in our own way. But seriously, this is why I think this place is so old. There’s not much in the sea, we’ve found a bug, flocks of herbivores on the plains, plants and that’s it. Even the sentient beings that built towns and cities have been and gone.’
‘Unexpectedly devoid of life.’
‘But mysteriously so, like a ghost planet.’
‘I know what you mean. Although it’s warm here, there’s a cold, emptiness about it.’
‘Yes, old and almost dead. Not that it’s putting me off. This is just what we wanted, a whole empty planet all to ourselves.’
‘The sun does have a reddish tinge,’ Nancy said. ‘It’s bigger than I expected. Maybe it’s on its way to going red giant.’
‘Indeed, let’s hope it’s got a couple of million years still to go.’
‘Explorer wouldn’t have dropped us here if it didn’t. What’s the plan now, then?’
‘According to Maslow’s hierarchy, we shouldn’t be having this conversation until after we have food and shelter.’
‘That sounds about right. I can feel a snack coming on. One of the Spiders put the nanofactory over there but of course it’ll need a load of piping to bring in seawater before it can start on making a food processor.’
‘Good thing I took your advice and ordered up a crate of rations, then!’
‘Good boy, let’s get stuck in.’
While they were eating, Raife noticed the package Nancy was holding.
‘What’s that?’
‘Oh, it’s my dresses. While I was hiding out on Explorer, I vacuum packed them and got one of the Spiders to stow them away in the lander. You didn’t notice because you were asleep.’
‘That’s nice. Do I get to see you in one anytime soon?’
‘They’ll be totally crumpled but I thought if we bunked down in the empty lander on our first night here, there might be an opportunity.’ Nancy grinned. ‘A girl can’t spend all her time in a stretch-fit bodysuit, no matter how intelligent it is!’
‘That’s the sort of pioneering spirit I like,’ Raife said. ‘If we’re spending the night in the lander, the Spiders need to get a shelter put up over the stores, just in case of a shower. As far as a more permanent base is concerned, I’ve had some ideas,’ he said, signalling to the Spiders to begin setting up a frame shelter like the Alphas had used.
‘Do I usually like your ideas?’
‘I thought we could build up some stone walls and just use the tenting for the roof. Somehow I feel a bit exposed out here.’
‘I have that feeling too,’ Nancy said. ‘I can’t think why, the probe and the Spider between them have surveyed this shelf continuously for weeks and seen nothing. Even so, now I’m here it just seems too eerily quiet. How exactly do we build walls?’
‘When I was wandering about earlier, I noticed there’s plenty of loose stone around and I happen to know how to make dry stone walls.’
‘Sounds hideously draughty to me.’
‘Not at all. My dad showed me when I was a kid. It takes years to learn to do it really well but in principle it’s relatively straight forward. You have an outer layer, where all the stones slant outwards, to stop water penetrating, then you have an inner layer and between the two an in-fill layer.’
‘Do we have years to learn how to build walls, Raife?’
‘No, but I can put the Spiders in student mode, demonstrate how to do a short section and let them complete the job.’
‘This I have got to see!’ Nancy said.
Raife signalled the Spiders to begin collecting rocks. When they’d built up a supply, he carefully selected the first two and carried them underneath the overhang and placed them in a row perpendicular to the cliff face. Then he took another two and another two, showing how the rocks had to be selected for size and shape. Positioning was critical to get a stable wall and it took Raife an hour to make only a short section half a metre high. Then he turned the Spiders loose to see what they could do. He was impressed.
‘My dad wouldn’t approve of this at all,’ Raife said with a smile, watching the wall growing steadily.
‘Don’t we want something more house-shaped, though, not just a wall?’
‘Absolutely, I’ve programmed the Spiders with the shape I want, they’ll be turning the corner in a couple of hours, the rate they’re going. If all goes to plan, they will bring the wall out five metres from the cliff face, turn south, continue the wall for ten metres, then back to the cliff.’
‘Fabulous! I’m going to check over the AI log on my probe. The one I put in the sea over there. Can you see the float? Look out there, you see that red dot?’
‘I see it. Let me know if you find anything interesting.’
Nancy wandered off beyond the lander in the direction of the sea. Her probe was sitting under nearly twenty metres of seawater. The line reaching up to the float was in fact a bundle of reinforced fibre optic cable. Suspended at intervals were the sensors Nancy had chosen. There were three cameras, plus sensors for determining dissolved oxygen, concentration of salts, pH, conductivity, and a whole range of other factors, including an optical counter cell to determine the numbers of plankton.
The first thing Nancy did was look through the visual log to see if there was anything other than plankton or jellyfish. There was a high density of plankton but not even a jellyfish had drifted within range of the camera lens. Water pH was at a safe level and the number of elements existing as dissolved salts would please Raife greatly. She sent the data to his tablet and heard his whoop of delight echo from the cliff some hundred metres away.
By dusk the shelter walls were all but complete, with the temporary shelter covered the supplies and equipment. Raife put both Spiders out on the shelf to keep lookout, set for immediate alert if anything should disturb the complete isolation of the shelf.
Raife and Nancy remained outside while the sun set behind them and a faint glow began to emanate from the tunnel that led to the cavern. As twilight deepened a shooting star shot across the sky, followed in quick succession by six more.
The Betas retired to the lander for the night. Nancy changed into her crushed velvet dress. It hadn’t been crushed velvet when she had hidden it a hundred and twenty years ago but it very definitely was now. Nonetheless, Raife was very impressed and confessed that he, too, had a surprise for after their meal of chicken soup cubes and carob milkshake.
Raife’s surprise was a highly illicit quarter pint of liqueur which he had hidden on Explorer during a tour of its facilities before launch. The pair passed a very satisfactory evening together. They talked long into the night about plans for what and how to explore next, then slept peacefully until awoken at dawn by the Spiders.
 

***
 




Chapter 21
Nancy was first out of the lander, back in her bodysuit, clutching a bag of porridge cubes and a flask of nutrient milk. She set out their breakfast on the top of a crate in the centre of Raife’s stone hut, just inside the doorway, where they could eat and watch the sea. Raife followed and sat on a crate beside her. The walls were high enough to prevent them seeing over, so they had to huddle close to both see though the doorway.
After a night of passion, Raife felt full of life and energy but one question he didn’t really want to ask irritated him.
‘Nancy, these bodies are sterile, right?’
‘Men!’ Nancy laughed. ‘Don’t worry, we’re safe for now. We’ve both got all the bits, they’re just switched off, that’s all.’
‘And it saves you from any ‘inconvenience’,’ Raife said, with a nod in the direction of Nancy’s middle.
‘You can say that again. Thank goodness for modern technology! When we,’ she gave Raife a significant look, ‘decide to have natural children, we each take the drug that turns everything back on again.’
‘Yes, I thought it was something like that. No wonder alcohol is banned on board Pioneer ships, I’m a bit hazy about last night.’
‘Honestly, Raife, if that’s a ruse to get me to remind you, you can forget it, I’m way too hungry and keen to explore.’
‘That isn’t what I was thinking. I meant remind me because I’m not sure I didn’t fall asleep before we’d finalised the programme last night.’
‘OK,’ Nancy laughed. ‘The last thing I remember was the list went as follows: first, take a trip through the main tunnel to the other side. We don’t go all the way out unless we take the full biosuits. Second, we come straight back and set up the nanofactory and the food processor, so they have viable input feeds to generate sufficient output to satisfy our requirements. Third we take our biosuits and go explore on the other side.’
‘Did I say we take both Spiders and the laser cutters?’
‘You did and I agreed it was an excellent idea,’ Nancy said. She sat with her eyes closed and her face towards the sun for a minute. ‘I am so happy to be here and feel the warmth of the sun on my face at last. It’s so quiet and peaceful.’
‘I know but it’s unnatural. There is virtually no sound, nothing moving around but us and the Spiders.’
‘I try not to see it like that. I prefer to imagine, even if it was hundreds of years ago, there were other beings here, purposefully moving about their daily business. I wonder what they looked like, did they wear colourful garments, what did they do here, what were the sounds they made?’
Raife put his arm around Nancy. ‘You do have a wonderful imagination! But was there any more to this plan of ours?’
‘Let me see. Yes, fourth, we hack our way across the valley and see what these Zetans have left to show for their past endeavours.’
‘I guess that was it then, though I’ve just thought of another. I’m not sure how you’ll react and it would take fourteen weeks to effect.’
‘I think I know what your idea is. You’re referring to Tinc and Riajh.’
‘Our friends from space school, the next pair out of the cohort stored on board.’
‘They could have had their own ship but I was thrilled when they decided to come on ours, even knowing they wouldn’t be the first ones out of the vats. It’s less than fourteen weeks now, though. There’s been another upgrade.’ Nancy gave a superior smile. ‘It’s down to ten weeks now.’
‘No? That’s unbelievable. How do they do it? OK, no need to explain, Pioneer Corps have had a hundred and twenty years since we went into data storage. I’m surprised we’re not obsolete ourselves.’
‘There’s always going to be a place for humans,’ Nancy said.
‘We hope!’
‘Alright, then. Are you going to send the signal or am I?’
‘Are you sure? I think their skills would be useful. After all, Tinc was a mining engineer and minerals surveyor in his previous life before Pioneer Corp. We could definitely do with Riajh, bless her. I should have thought of her before. If this place turns out to be any more hostile than it has been so far, her medical skills will be extremely useful!’
‘Which reminds me, there was a population here once and we don’t yet know what happened to it. I didn’t manage to get a definitive answer out of Explorer’s computer but the population was at least into hundreds of millions, just from the number of buildings.’
‘All the more reason. Go on, send the signal.’
Raife entered a long sequence of authorisation codes and commands through his tablet, completing the instructions to Explorer to start on birthing their friends.
‘The vats will be occupied for another ten weeks. We should do a personality backup, just in case something happens to us. It would be silly to lose all we’ve learned so far,’ he said.
A Spider passed Raife and Nancy the equipment, then stood guard over them while they spent an hour in trance-like states, backing up every scrap of what had happened since their birthing.
‘I just got confirmation that Explorer has verified the backups in the databank and seeded Tinc and Riajh,’ Raife said.
Nancy nodded to indicate she’d received the same message. ‘It’s the beginning of a new phase.’
‘That it is!’
‘So, it’s pack a snack, grab the suits and a two kilometre hike to the other side?’
‘I’m halfway there already,’ Raife said on his way to opening the crate marked Biosuits.
Ten minutes later, Raife, Nancy and the two Spiders were traversing the cavern in the direction of the tunnel leading to the forest side. They made slow progress across the cavern floor, not because it was difficult to walk on but because they were so engrossed in the scene; wholly wrapped up in the astonishing variety of shapes and glowing, glittering surfaces, let alone the sheer scale of the place. In the distance, they could see one of the lakes, its surface reflecting light back onto all the rock nearby. Each time a drop of water splashed down into it, ripples of light fluttered back and forth.
‘This place is magical,’ Nancy said. Raife was too absorbed to reply.
It wasn’t until they were well inside the wide tunnel leading away from the cavern that Raife spoke again.
‘I’ve had another idea, it’s probably not a good one but see what you think.’
‘Alright, hit me with it.’ Nancy said.
‘OK. These Spiders have a massive memory and processing capacity. Look how quickly they built that stone hut yesterday, it would have taken the two of us more than a week.’
‘Yes, so?’
‘Instead of waiting ten weeks, we could have Explorer transfer Tinc to one Spider and Riajh to the other.’
‘Put their personalities inside Spiders? You’re mad!’ Nancy said loud enough to make the lead Spider stop in its tracks and swivel its camera.
‘I am? I thought it would be doing them a favour. They’d wake up in their real bodies and remember being here with us as well.’
‘Absolutely barking! You clearly have not imagined what it would be like to wake up in your own real body, a hundred and twenty years from when you last remember anything, except for ten weeks spent living as an electromechanical contraption!’
‘I did say you might not like the idea,’ Raife said. ‘And it was only a suggestion.’
‘Let’s keep it that way. I won’t tell them if you don’t!’ Nancy’s laughter echoed up and down the passageway.
Raife and Nancy studied the walls and floor of the tunnel for any signs of alteration, or even decoration. There was no evidence of decoration and the only detectable sign of the tunnel might have been worked on was the fact that it was wider and higher than any of the others leading out of the cavern, and that it formed a fairly direct route from one side of the cliff to the other.
No evidence that is, until the party burst out the other side, suddenly finding themselves under the different green glow of filtered sunlight from the canopy above. They were standing on a rock cut platform that was immediately recognisable as an artificial feature, especially as it had a ramp and parallel steps leading from the far edge down a metre or so to where the tangle of jungle vegetation began.
Nancy flipped her faceplate down and sealed it. Raife did the same.
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Chapter 22
Raife quickly scanned his tablet for airborne pollen. There was plenty.
‘I hope we got our faceplates shut in time,’ he said over the suitcom.
‘What’s the matter?’ Nancy said.
‘There’s a lot of pollen about. I’m checking for toxic, narcotic or hallucinogenic molecules, now.’
One of the Spiders traversed the distance between the mouth of the tunnel and the far edge of the platform where it met the forest. Back and forth it went three times. An electronic sensor in its head, a nano-nose gas analyser, transmitted data to Raife’s tablet and also up to Explorer. They waited patiently for the results.
‘Nothing harmful,’ Raife said at last. ‘But we need to be more careful.’
‘I didn’t smell anything before my visor came down,’ Nancy said.
‘I thought I caught a whiff of something but if I did it wasn’t anything dangerous.’
‘There must be some things here that are both pleasant and harmless.’
‘Let’s hope,’ Raife said. ‘OK, we’ve looked. We should go back, there’s plenty to do.’
‘I’d like to stay awhile,’ Nancy said. ‘We’ve travelled years to see this. I just want to look.’
All Raife could see was a tangle of undergrowth varying from ankle to shoulder height, with the wide trunks of massive trees disappearing, branchless, up into the canopy. The trunks were wound around with intricately patterned bark and there were flowers scattered about. He was wary of flowers.
‘OK but keep the suit fully closed and I’m leaving one of the Spiders with you. I’ll take the other and get the stone hut covered and the gear stowed inside.’
‘Thanks. If I’m not back in an hour, you’d better come and find me,’ Nancy said.
Raife left Nancy with the Spider carrying a laser cutter and felt fairly safe in leaving her. She would be in radio contact the whole time if she needed him.
Twenty minutes later and back in the cool air of the cavern, Raife was keen to take off his suit. Five minutes into the tunnel he’d prised open the faceplate and removed the helmet. Once back on the shelf by the sea, he stripped off the remainder of the suit and took his one-piece off, too. He laid both out on the black basalt slope to dry in the sun. The microscopic impregnations got to work cleaning from the inside out the fibres and membranes that had absorbed his sweat.
He commanded the Spider to cut a section of tent membrane, then mould and fuse it into a bucket shape that would hold water. The Spider then scampered off to the edge of the sea and came back more slowly carrying twenty litres of seawater to prime the nanofactory. The nanofactory produced pure water for drinking and washing which Raife stored in another bucket. Everything else, both organic and inorganic, was saved up for manufacture.
Raife leaned against the solid front wall of the stone hut and watched and reflected. Several buckets later, some progress had been made and Raife showered himself in the spray of excess pure water produced by the nanofactory. Between collecting buckets of water, the Spider had been partially disassembling the tent covering the supplies crates and reassembled the pieces into a criss-cross lattice to form roof struts for the hut.
When the lattice was constructed to Raife’s satisfaction, he helped the Spider lift the geodesic design of polymer and carbon-fibre tubes into position, supported by the walls that had been built the day before. The Spider then clambered around, fitting the tenting membrane over the top and sealing it along the base of the frame.
Pleased with his work, Raife checked the time. It was more than two hours since he’d left Nancy. With an anxious grimace, he pulled on his one-piece bodysuit. The intelligent fabric at once became operational and transmitted his voice on a short range frequency.
‘Nancy, where are you?’ he called, trying not to sound alarmed. ‘Nancy, what’s happening?’
There was no reply. Raife reached for his tablet which could communicate directly with Explorer. He used the ship as a relay to bounce the signal from one side of the cliff to the other. No reply.
Raife raced to fasten himself into his biosuit and, imagining all manner of horrors, entered the cavern.
He jogged, Spider alongside him, his splashing footfalls echoing all around. In his blind haste, he would have run headlong into a tall calcite column. The Spider’s AI anticipated and pulled him aside in time to stumble around it. They ran on to the tunnel connecting with the forest.
When not in stealth mode, the Spider’s feet made an alien clicking on the stone floor. Together with Raife’s own footsteps, the tunnel was full of noise. The pair clattered on until they were two thirds of the way through. As they rounded a blind bend, they ran into Nancy and her Spider. Raife tripped and almost fell but his Spider helped him regain his balance.
‘We certainly heard you coming!’ Nancy said.
Raife leaned against the tunnel wall. Gasping for breath, he sank down into a sitting position.
‘Raife, are you alright?’ Nancy checked his vital signs via the telltales on his suit.
‘Yes,’ he replied at last. ‘But I’ve been worried sick. I couldn’t get you on the local frequencies and not even when I used Explorer as a relay. I suppose you must have just gone out of range into the far end of the tunnel.’
‘I’m fine, really,’ Nancy said. ‘Look at you getting all in a lather.’
‘I didn’t realise how much time had passed. I’ve primed the nanofactory and it’s processing seawater, then the Spider built a roof for the stone hut. I was really worried when I couldn’t raise you.’
‘Raife, try to keep calm. Here, stay still for a few minutes and recover properly before we go back. I’m hungry and thirsty but there’s lots to tell.’
‘OK,’ began Raife, ‘I know you had a Spider with you but we must stick together. From now on, we do everything as a pair, agreed?’
‘You’re right. It’s much safer that way. I’m sorry I was gone so long.’ Nancy looked contrite as she helped Raife up and they moved off in the direction of the cavern and their base.
The Spiders basked in the sun, topping up their charge while Raife and Nancy stripped off both their biosuits and bodysuits, enjoying the sunlight on their skin while they took their midday meal from the rations box. Their hunger satisfied, they hosed down in the exhaust water from the nanofactory.
‘This is fun,’ Nancy said, her infectious laugh echoing from the cliff. ‘Look at the rainbow!’ She splashed in the arching shower where sunlight refracted through the droplets.
‘You look better every day,’ Raife said.
‘You look pretty good yourself, Mister.’
They strolled around arm in arm in just their boots, letting the sun and breeze dry their bodies, then zipped back into the bodysuits and watched the Spiders. Raife set them to move the crates from where they had been under the tent into the stone hut, putting them around the walls in an order which would hopefully be the most useful.
As soon as they were done, Nancy described what she had found on the other side of the cliff.
‘For quite a while, I simply sat on the platform and stared at what there was in front of me.’
‘And what was that? It looked like a never-ending screen of vegetation to me.’
‘That’s what I thought at first.’
‘Continue.’
‘I realised the margin between the forest proper and where it met the scarp and the platform was different, like a screen. I wanted to see further into the forest, so I instructed the Spider to clear a path ten metres to the first large tree trunk that went up into the canopy twenty metres above.’
‘OK. It had to be done some time, though I wish you’d waited for me.’
‘I’m really sorry, Raife. You frightened me when we crashed into each other in the tunnel, you were so upset.’
‘I was very upset! I couldn’t contact you and I thought something very serious had happened.’
‘We’ll stick together all the time from now on, Raife.’ Nancy clung to his arm.
‘OK, so the Spider started cutting into the shoulder-high stuff?’
‘Right. Believe me, you do not want to get near one of those Spiders when it’s waving a, what were they called, a light sword? It was ruthless, smoky and best viewed from a distance!’
‘Actually ‘light sabre’ but we call them laser cutters because it’s a more practical name.’ Raife was trying to moderate Nancy’s exuberance. He loved her dearly but she had an impetuosity second to none. And that could be dangerous.
‘Not as exciting, though, is it?’
‘No,’ Raife sighed, impatient to hear the real story.
‘So, it was a dreadful tangle and even with a laser cutter, it took some time to make much headway. I just stood back and watched. By the time the Spider had finished cutting a two metre path to the tree, it must have taken nearly an hour.’
‘That would have been a good point to come back.’
‘I know but I realised that to get to the ruins it was going to take days and days. Then I had an idea, what if that platform the tree trunks supported was stable enough to travel over?’
‘I see.’
‘Yes, instead of hacking through the forest, we might be able to move more quickly twenty metres above it.’
‘So?’
‘So, I sent the Spider up the tree. I couldn’t go because I wasn’t equipped.’
‘And hopefully had considered the effect of a twenty-metre fall!’ Raife said.
‘Of course!’ Nancy said. ‘I kept the Spider’s view on my tablet the whole time. It had to cut a hole through the canopy but it finally got right out on top. The canopy itself is a tangle of branches, like on the forest floor but just stems. When the Spider popped its camera through, there was a springy plane of flat leaves stretching right across to the other side of the valley. It should be really easy going!’
‘As long as the canopy is consistently strong all the way across.’
‘The trees have huge, broad leaves up there with a springy, waxy surface to throw off the water when it rains. Yet they’re translucent enough to let light through to the floor of the forest. The whole lot is supported by an infrastructure of branches. Why shouldn’t it be strong?’
‘Why should wonderful-smelling flowers contain narcotic substances and have deadly barbs concealed behind them?’
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Chapter 23
A suitably chastened Nancy accompanied Raife back through the cavern and the tunnel to the forest. With biosuits sealed they walked the path the Spider had carved to the tree that led up to the hole through the canopy. Raife calculated that two Spiders together had sufficient strength to carry them each up one at a time. That would overcome the difficulty of a twenty metre climb up a bald tree trunk.
They sat on the top step leading down from the platform and thought over what the expedition would entail.
‘We should leave one of the Spiders on top of the canopy overnight,’ Raife said. ‘Although Explorer hasn’t detected anything other than a green platform, I’d feel happier to have at least one overnight survey before going up there tomorrow.’
‘I’ll send this one up,’ Nancy said. ‘We should get back, sunset is in less than two hours.’
They watched the Spider pick its way up the trunk until it disappeared through the hole in the canopy, then turned back to the tunnel with the remaining Spider.
That night, the Betas took a meal with the shadow of the cliff lengthening in the evening sun.
‘Time to bed down,’ Raife said, as he picked crumbs off the front of his body suit.
‘Can we sleep in the lander again? It’s cosy in there and it feels more secure than out here. I know we’ve got the Spider on guard and your hut is solid but...’
‘My thoughts exactly,’ Raife said. ‘I’ve had enough fresh air today and why take any risks?’
First thing in the morning, the reports from the Spiders and probes were checked. The canopy top Spider and the shelf probe, the shelf Spider and Nancy’s underwater probe streamed their data: other than the stone hut and the lander, it was a totally deserted landscape. That suited Raife and Nancy very well and they felt confident about traversing the canopy. Nancy recalled the treetop lookout to help with preparations.
‘Today’s going to be expedition-class, so we need to prepare carefully,’ Raife said before they’d finished breakfast.
‘OK,’ Nancy said, immediately entering into the spirit of careful preparation. ‘We need a plan and kit to fit the plan.’
‘Mission objectives before plan. How far and by what means?’
‘The Spiders go up first, affix one of the safety lines we had the foresight to bring down in the lander. We go up one at a time with two Spiders and the line. When we’re all at the top, the Spiders drop down to retrieve the kit. Then we leave a stash of water, food and first aid equipment. We trek the twelve kilometres to the location of the ruins, the Spiders cut a hole next to a trunk, drop a second line and we go down one at a time to take a look around.’
‘That sounds like mission objectives and plan combined,’ Raife said, squeezing Nancy’s arm. ‘Good work. We should leave another stash of provisions and first aid equipment at the foot of the drop into the ruins. Also where do we make the descent, on the fringe or in the centre?’
‘In the centre of the village, there are bigger buildings with less damage there.’
‘Sounds good, let’s checklist the kit and get going. It looks like an all day job.’
Raife and Nancy made haste with their preparations, the Spiders taking up separate packs having the right equipment in each and with weight distributed according to capability.
The short first leg through the main cavern and tunnel to the forest side passed without incident, as expected. Each time they travelled through it, Raife and Nancy found the walk across the magnificent cavern had the power to put them in good spirits.
Raife was keen to see again the area the Spider had cleared with Nancy the day before. They were both interested to see how quickly the forest regenerated itself.
Rounding the final bend with the end of the tunnel and the rock platform in sight, the Betas could see there had been no rapid growth overnight.
‘We need to take some measurements for the record. I’m pleased to see there’s nothing really fast-growing here,’ Raife said.
After ten minutes, neither of them had found a plant that had new growth of greater than a millimetre. Meanwhile, a Spider had climbed the exposed tree and securely attached a safety line. It hung down, parallel with the trunk, like a bizarre, gold and black striped liana.
‘I will go first, if that’s OK with you,’ Raife said, ‘then I know you’re not scampering about up there exploring and getting yourself into trouble.’
‘That’s fine with me,’ Nancy said with a laugh, ‘but don’t you dare let me catch you having a lark, either.’
‘Do I ever?’ Raife said.
The Spiders had already carried his bulky form several metres up the trunk. It was slow going because the Spiders were only the medium sized ones and Raife was covered head to foot in his biosuit with its breathing apparatus and filtration equipment. He was attached to the line by a harness with an automatic braking system that would slow his rate of fall and bring him to a gentle stop within a couple of metres if the Spiders dropped him.
Fifteen minutes later, Nancy heard Raife’s voice in her suit.
‘OK, come on up, then we’ll get the Spiders to ferry up the kit.’
Nancy looked out at the cliff and the forest floor as she went up. The scarp was steep but there was little sign of erosion because it was covered in wiry vegetation. It was mostly of a single type, low growing with short stubby leaves and some very small purple berries. Higher up she could see one or two of the tunnel mouths. She checked on her Heads Up Display and noted the one the first Spider had almost fallen out of when she and Raife were exploring the tunnels remotely from orbit.
The forest looked completely uniform in all directions, a mixture of shoulder height and ground cover material, many with coloured flowers or strangely shaped fruits. Unlike the multitude of golden bells on the deadly barb shrubs of the plains, flowers were spread thinly across the forest floor plants.
At around eighteen metres from the ground, a thin layer of mist hung like an ethereal plain. Slow eddies circled within the smoky miasma. While Nancy was observing this new phenomenon, a hissing and rattling started up from the canopy above.
‘Raife?’ she called quickly.
‘It’s OK. Just a brief squall, blown in from the sea. It should be over shortly. One of the few times I’ve been glad to be inside a full biosuit,’ he said.
‘What a relief! I thought you were being attacked.’
‘Not likely! Has any water penetrated yet?’
Just as he asked the question, fat drops began to fall from the underside of the canopy. Water flowed down the trunk of the tree from the hole they’d cut.
Nancy quickly checked her harness, just in case either of the Spiders lost their grip on the trunk. Five minutes later, she climbed out into full daylight to find Raife grinning, while lounging in a puddle of water at the centre of a leaf that was a good metre from side to side.
‘Raife! I thought you weren’t going to be larking about,’ Nancy said with mock disapproval.
‘I didn’t move a muscle the whole time you were coming up. Look, there’s the line of rain moving away across the valley.’
Nancy saw a hazy, grey band receding across the flat green expanse that spread out in front and to either side. Every surface glistened wetly in the spreading sunlight.
‘Now we’re up here, do you think it’s really safe to walk on, Raife?’
‘I had a good look on the way through the canopy. It does all look pretty sturdy and these leaves are thick, with several layers of overlap. Did you see anything interesting on the way up?’
‘Yes, I saw the tunnel where the first Spider broke through, the one we used from orbit. The scarp looks stable, it’s covered in some tight wiry plant that must have good roots that bind it all together. Apart from the bit of scree below the tunnel I just mentioned, it all looked safe.’
‘Excellent. And are you ready for a hike?’
‘Slow down. Let me have a good look round first, now I’m up here for the first time.’
‘I don’t think there’s much to see. Apart from the rain, nothing’s moved while I’ve been here.’
Nancy followed the rolling plain from the cliff top way across into the distance, where the squall was dissipating itself now several kilometres away. She saw that it was surprisingly flat, with one or two higher spots and some shallow indentations. Nearby, steam rose from the thin layer of remaining rainwater as the sun beat down on it.
‘It looks so uniform, so green,’ she said.
‘It’d be easy to get lost up here if you were in the middle of it. You can almost see the far side of the valley now but it just goes straight on to the horizon north and south.’
‘I know it’s usually your job to mention this,’ Nancy said, ‘but I feel a snack coming on. There’s time, while the Spiders sort out which kit is going to be left here and divide up our packs.’
‘Good idea. Pity all the expedition rations have to be liquid, so we don’t compromise the integrity of our suits. It may not be necessary but I’m not taking any chances around vegetation.’
The Betas plodded across the canopy, relieved to be carrying lighter packs. Both Spiders had heavier packs and led the way. A safety line joined each of the Spiders and Raife and Nancy were joined as well. They didn’t anticipate falling through but it was just as well to be prepared.
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Chapter 24
The Betas’ HUDs showed they were at last above the centre of the derelict town. Raife and Nancy directed the Spiders to scan the immediately surrounding area for a suitable tree to use for descent. The Betas each followed a different Spider as it meandered around, their HUDs superimposing the Spiders’ scans.
Nancy found herself staring at the surface of the leafy plain. Each leaf was at least a metre at the widest point. Some were two metres long. Thick veins radiated from the centre of the leaf. They were all roughly oval and spread out almost completely flat. A waxy finish to the leaves enabled any rain that fell to quickly drain away and run through to the ground below. However, the surface had rubbery properties which prevented their boots from slipping.
‘I think I’ve found something,’ called Nancy. They were thirty metres apart by this point.
‘What’ve you got?’
‘There’s a tree directly under me. It appears to be near the middle of an open area, with larger than usual buildings on three sides. It would be a good place to drop down because we wouldn’t be going into a pile of rubble.’
Raife strode over and his Spider confirmed the scan.
‘Great, I’ve been looking forward to this. I guess we should stand back, I haven’t seen the Spiders using the laser cutters yet. As soon as they’ve done cutting a hole they can make a secure anchor point and drop the line.’
The Spiders’ AI positioned the units on well-supported leaves near the trunk, making the cut amidst a flurry and hiss of smoke and steam. Chopped sticks and leaves landed smoking on the surrounding canopy.
‘That was fun!’ Raife said. ‘Do you want to go first?’ he asked, moving towards the edge of the hole.
Nancy tugged him back sharply with the line that joined them. ‘I do, but...’
‘This time I’m the one that’s too eager!’
‘Exactly. It looks deserted but we have no idea what else may be down there. Send a Spider down to see how it looks.’
Raife and Nancy stood clear, watching the Spider on their HUDs as it went down to the rocky floor which looked to be some sort of plaza. Apart from where the tree had broken through the paved area, it was completely clear of vegetation. On one side was an overgrown street leading away in a straight line to the west. The other three sides of the plaza were lined with buildings, one having columns, three of which were still supporting a portico. On the other two facing sides were less grand-looking edifices with what appeared to be markings over the doorways.
Nancy’s heart leapt with excitement and Raife felt his pulse quicken as they watched through the eye of the Spider’s camera. Apart from the Spider, nothing moved; the scene was of a town centre, doubtless once busy and noisy, deserted as it stood, left to the ravages of unchecked vegetation, erosion and the slow passage of time.
‘Yes, I will go first,’ Nancy said, moving closer to the edge of the hole through the canopy. She took hold of the line. ‘Do you think it’s safe?’
‘Depends what you mean by safe,’ Raife said, struggling with an overwhelming desire to investigate up close. ‘You could go down just on the line but wait until the Spider comes up and they can both take you down. I wouldn’t want you to drop onto that stone pavement.’
Minutes later, Nancy’s face, lit with anticipation, disappeared beneath the canopy. Raife, lying flat, peered over the edge to watch her descent, having attached his safety line to the anchor point. From the bottom, he saw Nancy look up and wave as the Spiders climbed up for him. ‘Your turn,’ she called.
‘OK, stay right there.’
On the way down, Raife passed once again through the thin layer of mist and took advantage of the height above the ruins to do a quick survey. Beyond the buildings that lined three sides of the plaza were streets and smaller buildings.
A puddle of bright sunlight shone down onto the pavement below. Elsewhere, the tumble of buildings was bathed in an unearthly twilight. All was still, apart from the drip, drip of water; silver slivers falling past him from above. The street that led off from the paved area ended after a hundred metres in what might once have been a park or garden, now a disordered tangle of spreading plant life.
On each side, what had once been terraces of small buildings lined the street. They were simple, single-story structures which, in a human town would have been shops or small offices. Now their roofs had fallen in and creepers tumbled over the walls. In every direction he could see rectangular or broken stone shapes huddled under brown, mossy cloaks.
Raife slowed the Spiders’ rate of descent to try to see more but the light was poor and it was impossible to make out the outer edge of the town for the throng of branches.
The Spiders released him onto the broken paving around the base of the tree and he looked about. Nancy was right next to him. He listened again intently. The Spiders had stopped moving completely, standing by for new orders. Nancy seemed entranced.
The frequent drops of water splashed down from above, pattering in a slow but deliberate shower. Water from the hole above trickled feebly down the trunk of the tree and seeped between the cracked slabs of paving. For a moment, Raife held his breath and turned the sensitivity right up on his suit’s audio sensor. He could hear a whispering wind ebbing back and forth. Then he realised it was Nancy’s breathing. Underneath that, there was nothing but an ancient, deathly silence, interrupted by the plop, plop of water drops.
Now that he was on the ground, Raife could see none of the angular shapes the radar had shown, as he surveyed the moss-covered stonework. Unlike the cavern and its tunnels, there was no biolight to brighten the scene and what little light there was seemed to melt into the sodden carpet draped over all before him.
Between the lolling columns under the portico of the most important-looking building was an open doorway. Any door that might once have filled it was long since rotted away and turned to dust. The interior looked completely black from lack of light, indicating that it had a roof that was at least partially intact. Raife pointed towards it, Nancy roused herself and they moved slowly forwards.
Nancy was inspecting the entrance. ‘It looks solid enough to me.’
‘Yes, it’s still standing, which either means it is unlikely to suddenly collapse right now, or is held up by the merest thread of plant fibre and is waiting until the smallest breath of movement by us will send it crashing down around our heads.’
‘Raife! Nancy stamped her foot. ‘Are we going in or not?’
‘One of the Spiders can go in first,’ Raife said. He activated its headlamp and gave the command for it to enter. A sudden flood of light sprang from the Spider’s head as it stepped through the doorway.
Further inside what looked like an ante-chamber, the brown moss thinned and stopped, revealing alternate blocks of white limestone and black basalt. The ante-chamber in turn gave way to a hallway that was lined with further doorways. Beyond that it was too indistinct to see at first. Raife swivelled the Spider’s camera. That was when he saw that beyond the reach of the moss, the biolight had spread across the ceiling and over the limestone blocks.
‘Odd how the biolight doesn’t grow on the basalt,’ he said to Nancy over the suitcom.
She simply nodded in response, as absorbed by the Spider’s camera image in her HUD as Raife was.
The Spider passed on down the hallway, turning right and left to shine its light into empty, stone-clad rooms on either side. At the end of the hall another doorway opened into a large room, with further doors in each wall.
‘OK, let’s go.’ Raife’s voice breaking through the silence made Nancy jump.
‘You think it’s safe?’
Raife grinned. ‘The Spider hasn’t come to any harm.’
All the rooms were empty and lit by the biolight which allowed the two explorers to see into every dusty corner. They followed the Spider’s tracks until they reached the largest room, at the centre of which was what appeared to be a dried out sculpture of abstract construction. There was nothing but dust in the stone-cut bowl that surrounded it, and biolight showing through a dusty coating.
‘Someone spent a lot of time on that,’ Raife said.
‘It’s beautiful.’
‘Might have been once.’
‘You’re not looking properly. It just needs a clean. See, it’s got carved branches, leaves and little niches, like flowers.’ Nancy brushed away some of the dust. I wonder if it was a fountain, except if it was, I can’t see any holes for the water to come out.’
‘They’re probably blocked up after all the time it’s been there. I can’t see how it could have been anything but a fountain.’
‘There you are and it must have been a very fine one at that.’
‘It’s odd to have it inside, though. Fountains are usually open to the sky, aren’t they?’
‘Human ones, maybe, but we’re looking at something made by Zetans.’
‘Perhaps we’ll get it going again one day.’
Nancy continued to study the patterns and shapes in the carved stone, while Raife turned around to find there were three more doorways leading off the main room.
‘I’m going to take a look over here.’ Of the three new doorways, Raife chose the left hand one and found himself in an empty room. He strode to the centre of it, circled around and was about to return to the fountain, when with no warning, he vanished with terrifying swiftness.
His cry of anguish was immediately swallowed in the sound of falling stonework. Raife and a number of pieces of masonry made a clattering rumble as they smashed onto an unyielding surface somewhere below. The sound echoed ominously through the building. Nancy span round and ran to the doorway in time to see a plume of dust billow up out of a large hole. ‘Raife?’ she screamed.
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Chapter 25
Nancy’s spirits sank to her boots as the silence lengthened and the dust settled. The Spiders bobbed and hopped, their toes tapping a staccato rattle, their AIs struggling against conflicting data:
rescue human - stop - localised approach hazard - rescue human - stop - localised approach hazard. It was a logic loop only Raife or Nancy could break.
Suddenly a clatter of stones and a scraping sound came up from below, followed by a loud groan. Nancy desperately wanted to run to the hole but knew it would only lead to her toppling in. The earpiece in her suitcom hissed and crackled.
Her mind span with visions of her beloved Raife half crushed on the floor as she fell in too, pouring more blocks down on top of him.
Then a ghastly thought occurred to her. If he died here, she would have to go back on her own. She would have to spend ten weeks on the lonely shelf by the sea. There would only be the soulless Spiders for company for long, empty days, until Tinc and Riajh were birthed and then another ten weeks before Raife could follow. Tears began to fill her eyes.
There was further scraping and then a grunt. ‘I’ve fallen through the floor.’
‘I can see that!’ Nancy shouted back, entirely forgetting they could converse quite naturally via suitcom. ‘How bad are you?’
‘The suit monitor has detected a hole, I’m putting a patch over it now.’
‘Is that all?’ Nancy cried, her heart in her throat. She began shaking with relief; Raife was not dead, at least not yet.
‘No, I’ve done something to my left leg. The lower section is at a funny angle,’ he groaned. ‘The suit painkillers have cut in but I can hardly bear to move it.’
‘Why didn’t you let the Spider go first, you know they’re on scan mode from crossing the canopy. They would have detected an unsafe floor.’
‘Yes, thank you, I realise that now. I assumed it was solid. Talking of Spiders, has anyone up there got a medical kit? I’m going to need it before I can get out of here.’
‘Naturally,’ Nancy said, shifting her pack off her shoulders. She sighed heavily. ‘I’ll get a Spider to scan the floor to see what state it’s in. Are you able to move away from under the hole?’
Several moans and grunts later, Raife replied that he was and that he’d dragged himself a couple of metres clear.
‘OK,’ Nancy continued, ‘I’m sending one of the Spiders across. It’s going to scan the floor to make sure it’s not going to collapse further, then if it’s alright, drop a line and bring the medical kit down.’
A Spider tentatively circled the hole in the floor, medical kit on its back. It paused, rocked to and fro, side to side, all its sensors peering at and through the floor. As if stalking prey, it took a step or two forward, stopped and set off again. Like a hunting spider it trailed a tether. Nancy shivered as she watched its stealthy progress and wondered how long it would take.
Using a spiral pathway, the Spider drew closer to the brink at each circuit, leaving a trail in the dust like a web. Suddenly it stopped and changed tack, finding a safer route. It darted to the edge, looked over, dropped down the tether, slithered into the hole.
The Spider’s camera gave Nancy her first view of the scene below. Raife was sprawled on his back beside a pile of broken slabs. A fresh suit patch showed on his shoulder and his helmet was scuffed and scraped where he’d caught it on a jutting corbel on the way down.
‘Are you sure you’re not concussed?’ Nancy cried when she saw Raife’s helmet.
‘I reckon I was out for a few seconds. I’m feeling a bit dizzy,’ he said ‘the worst thing is I’m in a lot of pain with my leg. ‘If you can spare the second Spider, that would be great.’
‘Sure, I’m sending it now.’
Raife had been looking around the subterranean room into which he’d fallen. It was empty like the others and looked little different, apart from the fact that the floor, now cluttered with debris, glowed with biolight, as did each wall and the ceiling.
Between waves of pain, he wondered if the floor had glowed in ancient times when the place was built, or if it took a long time to form. If the pain hadn’t kept coming back, he might have found it beautiful.
The first Spider approached him with a medical injector, firing it as soon as it made contact with his suit. The instant it withdrew, the suit resealed itself.
Raife felt the pain subside instantly. He lay as flat as he could on a bed of rubble and let the tension ebb away while the Spiders used their scanners to survey the damage to his leg. They also took a routine scan over the rest of his body, then all was still while the data was relayed up to Explorer’s diagnostic routines.
‘How’s it going up there, Nancy?’
‘I’m just standing in the doorway to a room with a large hole in the middle,’ she said. ‘I’m watching what the Spiders are doing on my HUD. How are you feeling?’
‘Significantly better now I’ve had something for the pain. Did you see the scan?’
‘Yeah, you’ve done it this time. That’s a bad break.’
‘Not so clever, eh?’
‘No comment.’
Explorer’s diagnosis scrolled across their HUDs moments later, together with a list of instructions. The Spiders were to leave the biosuit intact and apply traction. The foot and leg to fifteen centimetres above the knee were to be bound with webbing and sprayed with hard-setting foam. This would fuse to a rigid, protective covering that prevented movement. After that, it was up to those on the ground to find a way of getting Raife out of his hole and back out across the canopy. Treatment of the damaged flesh and bone would have to take place later.
While the Spiders attended to Raife, Nancy quickly skirted the fountain room and took the doorway into the next room, cautiously creeping close to the walls. She reasoned that there was less likelihood the floor would collapse from the edge. This led her to a third room, where she found a stone cut stairway going down. It glowed with biolight at either side but she had no intention of going down unaided.
‘Raife, have the Spiders finished fixing you up?’ Nancy called through her suitcom.
‘Almost. I only need one to complete the job if you need the other.’
‘Please,’ Nancy said. ‘I’ve found steps leading down a level but I’d rather a Spider took the lead. I’m hoping I can find a way to you without you having to be pulled up through a hole in an unstable floor.’
‘That’s a good idea. The Zetans must have had a way down here somewhere. There is a doorway in the corner here but of course I can’t see where it leads. I have to stay put for at least another twenty minutes until this web and foam splint sets solid round my leg.’
The Spider not bandaging Raife’s leg hitched itself up the line and over the lip of the hole, took the safe path to the doorway, then followed Nancy’s directions until it found her.
The Spider scanned the floor on the way. It showed that there were rooms below but that the floors were sound.
Just Raife’s luck to wander onto the floor that wasn’t, Nancy thought to herself as the Spider found her at the top of the steps. Its headlamp scoured the foot of the stairs and showed another doorway. All looked safe on the scan, so it proceeded ahead of her.
At the foot of the steps, they took the single doorway to the right, which opened into an underground room. It was smaller than the one above and had two exits, one leading in the direction she estimated she would find Raife. Before putting a foot inside, she made the Spider scan the floor. This time it was solid rock.
Curious to know what lay through the second doorway, she sent the Spider to take a look. The image in her HUD showed an even smaller room. It had the look of a rustic pantry, with waist height stone shelves built into the walls. All the walls reflected back white limestone but the biolight was fainter than usual. Nancy recalled the Spider, knowing Raife could also see the view she was receiving on her HUD. The Spider scuttled across to the exit she hoped would lead to Raife. It led to another small, shelf-lined chamber with a further doorway at the far end.
Nancy followed the Spider but it wasn’t until they passed through another similar room she saw her goal. Beyond the next doorway Nancy discerned the glow from the room into which Raife had tumbled. She quickened her pace. So intent was she on getting to Raife that she almost missed the spark of light.
Nancy stopped at once and called the Spider back. She was certain she had seen a glint of reflected light from the dusty corner of a shelf as the Spider passed by. The Spider rotated its headlamp. Again a metallic glint. With a rush of excitement, she knew at once it was something that had been left by its owner long ago.
‘Found something interesting?’ Raife called. He was following Nancy’s progress via his HUD.
‘Could be. There’s a shiny something covered in dust. I can’t wait to see it uncovered.’
‘Be careful,’ Raife said.
‘Ha! You should talk, mister. Don’t worry, I’m not touching it until the Spider has given it the once over.’ The pile of dust containing the object was scanned and the data relayed to Explorer’s powerful computer.
A detailed analysis came back shortly:
Metal object; flattened cylindrical shape, fifteen centimetres long, four wide, two thick; metallic finish; coloured, synthetic crystalline buttons or decoration in upper surface; no chemical contents, no explosive capability; largely depleted power source, four millijoules; non hazardous; may be handled; suggest retrieval.
Nancy sprang forward. Holding her breath and with a trembling hand, she picked up the object. Her heart thumped in her chest. Even through her suit, her fingers tingled.
I am actually holding a totally alien artefact! No-one has touched this in hundreds of years.
Its weight was considerably less than she expected. It certainly wasn’t solid metal. When she’d picked it up, the dust fell away from it easily and there was no tarnishing or apparent discolouration after all the time it must have lain there.
Nancy recorded its precise location and took it through to the next chamber. Despite seeing the injured Raife, propped up on his elbow and with his lower left leg encased in a mould of black, shiny webbing, she was grinning from ear to ear.
‘Who’s a very silly boy?’ Nancy exclaimed when she reached Raife’s side. ‘Is it safe to hug you?’
‘I am extremely silly and, yes you may.’ His face showed the smile of someone heavily sedated. ‘But be quick about it, I want to see your artefact.’
Raife took the device from Nancy and turned it over and over in his hands, resisting the incredible temptation to press all the buttons. ‘This is fantastic!’ he said, holding it up so that the Spider’s headlight reflected from its surface.
‘Isn’t it beautiful,’ Nancy said. ‘I can’t believe it was only for decoration, though. It must have a purpose.’
‘Oh, you can be sure of that.’ Raife’s lopsided grin broadened.
After they’d given it a brief inspection, Nancy packed the find into a padded sample box to be carried by one of the Spiders.
‘Are you OK to walk on that leg now?’
‘Not really.’
‘I didn’t think you would be.’
‘Why?’
‘Because, assuming we can get you out of here and up the tree, there’s a twelve kilometre hike ahead of us.’
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Chapter 26
As soon as the webbing around Raife’s leg set hard, Nancy and the Spiders helped him upright. The two Spiders picked him up using three of their legs apiece and stepped cautiously over the rubble from the ceiling. From there it was a short hop to the room where the steps led up to the floor above.
‘I could get used to this,’ Raife said.
‘I thought we were intent on not making a habit of taking risks,’ Nancy said. She didn’t need to try very hard to sound severe. They weren’t out of the woods yet, neither literally nor metaphorically.
Next came the difficulty of negotiating Raife through the doorway and round the corner at the bottom of the stairs. Once again he was glad of the number of legs the Spiders possessed. Even with them it was difficult to navigate the tight space without allowing weight on his foot. As soon as they had prised him round the corner, the Spiders were able to carry him up the steps. Nancy followed.
Raife’s mind raced ahead as he was carried out of the building and deposited in the plaza, considering how to make the trip back to the shelf. He had devised several versions of laser cut wooden poles strapped together, upon which he could be carried across the canopy.
‘OK,’ Raife said, ‘we know the Spiders can hoist us up the tree to the canopy but there’s the twelve kilometres back to the scarp. I’ve been thinking about cutting some poles and making some sort of sled, like a travois, that the Spiders could drag.’
‘Why not just get them to carry you, as you seem to enjoy it so much?’ Nancy said, a note of sarcasm in her voice. She was not looking forward to having an invalid in the way of her doing more exploration and now that she’d found a genuine relic, she was keen to see what else there was to discover. In the back of her mind was the concern over something Raife seemed to have forgotten.
‘These Spiders can carry either of us over short distances,’ Raife said. ‘Probably as far as several hundred metres but their power cells and servos aren’t heavy duty enough to take sustained power drain over twelve kilometres.’
‘Something else is bothering me,’ Nancy said.
‘What’s that?’
‘You tore the biosuit, didn’t you?’
‘I see. Hopefully the slight pressurisation they have and the fact that I slapped the patch on fairly quickly means there wasn’t chance for any foreign material to penetrate. Don’t worry, I’ll get a full scan in the medical analyser as soon as we get back.’
‘Don’t worry! It’s a good thing I made sure we brought down a more sophisticated setup than the Alphas had.’ Nancy was not to be cheered. ‘Our boots grip OK on the canopy surface but the suits are made of slick material that is meant to repel water. I think we could just see if the Spiders can drag you, never mind going to the trouble of constructing some sort of fancy framework.’
‘It’s worth a go. And it would save having to get all the materials up to the canopy.’
‘You always want to complicate things. Let’s try to keep it simple.’
‘OK, OK, we’ll try your plan first.’
The Spiders retrieved the lines that had been used for the rescue and carried the supplies back up top, while Nancy took some liquid rations. Raife said he didn’t feel hungry.
Nancy’s idea proved to be very effective. As the canopy was so flat on top, one Spider could hold up Raife’s leg, while the other just dragged him along on his back. The upper surfaces of the leaves were still damp and the suit material slid over them easily: Raife was ingloriously dragged the twelve kilometres to the scarp.
Conveying him down the tree at the other end was no more difficult than getting him up the tree in the centre of the town. However, the slow limp through the tunnel to the cavern was rather more tedious. The Spiders did not have sufficient power to carry him all the way.
By the time they arrived on the shelf, it was late afternoon. Raife said he still didn’t feel hungry, so a rather worried Nancy insisted he be hosed down, got out of his biosuit and had himself scanned. This in itself posed some difficulty because the webbing cast round his left leg was moulded over the suit. The suit had to be cut free in the hope it could be re-joined later.
As soon as the biosuit was off, Nancy studied the area under the patch. It did not appear to be affected by the tear in the biosuit but she took samples from the surface. She then insisted he had a full body analysis, with uplink to Explorer’s diagnostic system.
‘If any contamination got through that hole in your biosuit, I want to know about it,’ she said, making a point of keeping her biosuit on until she knew Raife was not in danger. Nancy’s anger still simmered over Raife’s foolishness, especially since he’d given her a hard time about being careful.
After the scan, there was more than an hour of anxious waiting for the analysis. During that time, Raife confessed he was beginning to feel hungry again. He also needed another dose of painkillers.
‘The results are back,’ Nancy said, pouncing on her tablet and reading them through. ‘First thing is you’re clear of anything having infected you through the suit when it was ruptured. So that’s a massive relief.’
‘What else?’ Raife said.
‘A flooring block must have fallen on your leg because you’ve got bone splinters from crush damage. Major blood vessels and nerves have been disrupted. You’ll need to be operated on and as long as that’s successful, Explorer says we can do something about the recovery time.’ Nancy’s eyes widened and a smile spread across her face as she read on. ‘Explorer has devised a special regimen of drugs which will stimulate re-growth and cause your bones to fuse and the torn muscles to repair within a week.’
‘That’s fantastic!’ Raife said, ‘I thought it would take at lot longer than that.’
The Spiders cut the solidified webbing from Raife’s leg, while holding it in traction. Their multiple legs allowed them to maintain tension and operate at the same time. After sterilising their feet, the Spiders cut through Raife’s skin to the damaged interior of his leg. Then they began repairs, gradually stitching and laser suturing their way outwards.
Raife pored over the microsurgery with interest. Nancy on the other hand, found other things to occupy herself in the lander. Finally, the Spiders closed up the leg and re-applied the webbing and foam direct to his leg, maintaining tension until it had set.
‘If there are no complications, recovery time is still estimated to be one week,’ Raife called to Nancy once the webbing was fully hard.
‘It’s a long time to be stuck here without being able to go and explore!’
Raife apologised but other than that, he thought it best to keep quiet, so he made no further comment, unless Nancy asked him a direct question. It was late by the time the Spiders finished with Raife’s leg, so they decided to get an early night.
 

‘How’s the leg?’ Nancy asked as soon as they were awake.
‘Painful. I didn’t sleep so well.’
‘Then it will serve to remind you not to be such a clot in future!’
Raife was silent.
As usual, Nancy’s mind had not been entirely inactive during her sleep and she woke with an idea for cataloguing the settlements they’d found with the radar. Over breakfast, she told Raife what she had come up with.
‘It’s pretty obvious, really,’ she said. ‘Villages will all begin with V, followed by three numbers denoting longitude and three numbers denoting latitude. The village we visited yesterday is therefore V107282. Towns and cities can be listed in the same way with the prefix letters T and C, respectively. It should be a five minute job for my tablet.’
‘Go for it,’ Raife said with a cheerfulness that hid his immediate concerns. He’d made a real fool of himself with one careless error. How long would it be before Nancy started getting itchy feet and wanting to be off exploring again?
‘After that, I’m going to check the AI log for the sea probe,’ Nancy said. She put on an outward show of being cheerful. ‘What are you going to do?’
‘There’s not much I can schedule for today. I’m withdrawn from active duty at the moment. But don’t worry, I have some ideas.’
‘I thought after I’ve checked the probe, we could do some more exploring in the cavern. It is so gorgeous in there, Raife, and I’ve been longing for an excuse to see more of it. Until now we’ve had the distractions of going further afield.’
‘It seems pretty safe in there,’ Raife said. Right then, he didn’t have much enthusiasm for exploring.
‘You can come with me. The Spiders can get you in there and put you in a strategic position, then I’ll go off with one of the Spiders for a look around. That way you can enjoy the view and keep an eye on me.’
‘I always like keeping my eye on you!’ Raife said.
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Chapter 27
When Nancy checked the sea probe results, she found they were no more inspiring than the last time. Nothing big but still plenty of plankton, despite the amount used up by the food processor and the nanofactory. Raife and Nancy began the rest of the day in the cavern. It lifted Nancy’s spirits and gave Raife time to think.
They kept in touch using the short range coms in their ‘intelligent’ bodysuits.
‘I’ve been having some ideas,’ Raife said when Nancy was five hundred metres down the cavern. After walking slowly, looking left and right at the twisting columns and glistening spires, she’d decided to sit down on a low formation and gaze at the wondrous shapes around her.
‘Go on,’ she said. ‘I’m somewhat distracted here but I am listening.’
‘We can send the Spiders over to V107282 to scan with metal detectors and tune their scanners for fused mineral concentrations that would reveal pottery or glass.’
‘On their own?’
‘Why not? We can follow them on our tablet screens.’
‘OK. Anything else?’
‘Yes, the reason I thought of sending them is they’re a lot smaller and lighter than us and won’t be hampered by the undergrowth. They could even go on to the second village, V107282, and take a look around.’
‘Now that is an idea!’ Nancy said.
‘I thought you might like it. Plus, you know I get my leg scanned twice a day in the medical analyser?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, I could put your artefact in it and starting at minimum power, we could scan it over to see what’s inside.’
‘I thought we already knew what was inside.’
‘Explorer said there were no chemical contents but I mean a really detailed scan. It does have a power source.’
‘If you start at zero power and work up it should be safe. You’re not thinking of pressing any buttons, are you?’
‘Certainly not, although it’s incredibly tempting.’
‘You’re not kidding. I’ve had to put it away every time we’ve had it out with my fingers twitching to press them all to see what happens.’
‘It could be perfectly harmless or it could be a weapon.’
‘We have no idea what it might do once activated.’
‘Right, that’s precisely why I want a more detailed high frequency scan, to get a better idea.’
‘Raife, if you put it on minimum power and slow scan, Explorer’s computer can analyse it in real time via the uplink.’
‘I’m going to do that now, if that’s alright with you? I can’t see you coming to much harm in here.’
‘I’ll be fine. If not, you’ll hear me scream!’
Assisted by the Spider, Raife returned to the stone hut and set up the medical analyser, then gingerly removed the silver artefact from its box. He checked the uplink and made the necessary adjustment to the equipment, then placed the item between the scanning plates and retired to a safe distance.
Gradually Explorer increased the power on the analyser until every part of the ‘device’ had been penetrated with no ill effect.
‘Nancy?’ Raife called her and in a moment of panic wondered why there was no reply. Then he remembered the shielding effect of the rock and realised that, having been in the cavern for a couple of hours, she must be quite some distance away. He sent his Spider to the cavern entrance to relay the signal and called again. To his relief he got an immediate response in his bodysuit com.
‘Hi, Raife, how’s it going?’
‘Very well. Explorer has done a full scan of the artefact and it hasn’t blown up.’
‘Did you think it would?’
‘Not really but it’s a genuine alien device. You never know.’
‘Tell me you started on minimum power.’
‘Of course! Explorer controlled the whole scan in special slow mode, so if there was any change in the device at all, it would have shown up immediately.’
‘So, what did it say?’
‘I’ll send you the results. Where are you by the way?’
‘On my way back. I’ve been to the far end of the cavern and it is just the most incredible place. I’m surprised there isn’t a turnstile at the entrance and a charge to come in!’ Nancy said.
Raife transmitted the Explorer’s analysis to Nancy’s tablet.
Metal object; flattened cylindrical shape, fifteen centimetres long, four wide, two thick; metallic finish; coloured, synthetic crystalline buttons or decoration in upper surface; no chemical contents, no explosive capability; largely depleted power source, four millijoules; non hazardous.
Object status unchanged since retrieval.
Outer shell: alloy of silver, gold and platinum, providing stainless qualities, high polish. Structure of shell: thickness three millimetres, homogenous metallic foam cross-section, giving strength with reduced weight. Two areas in the shell near the decorated end are more porous than other parts.
Synthetic crystal ornamentation: ten items arranged in oval pattern; opal, sapphire, ruby, white diamond, pink quartz, citrine, azurite, onyx, emerald, topaz. Each item bears small carved symbol on upper surface (symbols unidentified). Ornamentation appears to be functional.
Internal scan: gold wire connections from the buttons to a depleted power source of unknown type, and a one centimetre cube, multilayered silicate item.
Microscopic scan of multilayered silicate item: internal layers show interconnections possessing semiconductor properties. 3D analysis of layers displays configuration of ultra high frequency transceiver.
Additional internal features: attached to underside of the two more porous portions of the shell are two sonic transducers, one for input and one for output.
Accumulated data function analysis: communication device (ninety-nine percent probability).
‘Raife, it’s a hand held communicator! Those diamond buttons must represent numbers.’
‘Yes, some sort of transceiver device and we can infer more from it, too.’
‘How’s that?’
‘Ten buttons indicates base ten mathematics.’
‘Possibly, that’s very likely, unless some of the buttons are for on and off and transmit and receive. And also, it means they used discrete devices for distance coms, not dispersed electronics built into clothing, like we have.’
‘Exactly what I thought but I’m still not pressing any buttons. Just a thought, I could rig a remote device to try the buttons way off down the shelf.’
‘And risk destroying the sole item left by an ancient and advanced civilisation?’
‘Like I said, just a thought.’
‘Well, keep it that way! Maybe if we find a dozen, you can play with one.’
‘I’ve got a better idea,’ Raife said.
‘You’re full of them today,’ Nancy said, stepping from the tunnel onto the shelf. Before I hear it, though, I want something to eat. This exploration lark certainly builds an appetite.’
After a filling but uninspiring lunch of chicken soup flavour cubes, they returned to the subject of the device.
‘Alright then, Raife, what’s your idea?’
‘Simple, Explorer has microscopic scans of the internal workings of the entire device. The only bit that’s inconclusive is the power source. So, we get Explorer to program the nanofactory down here via the downlink. Then the nanofactory builds a replica of the device with a plastic shell and buttons but with full, working innards, apart from the power source.’
‘Then power it from one of our own microcells.’
‘You’ve got it.’
‘Hmm. Only with extreme caution about a kilometre up the shelf from here and with the original one in a triple-layer metal shielded box a kilometre down the shelf, preferably in a blind cave.’
‘Agreed,’ Raife said with a mischievous grin. It was exactly the sort of project he liked.
When the plastic version of the alien artefact was almost finished, Raife had another idea. Nancy was enjoying the fresh air and sunshine while scrolling through and cataloguing the recordings of her journey round the cavern that morning. She had an almost permanent smile on her face which was only slightly dimmed by Raife’s interruption.
‘I can’t stop looking at these images. Yes, this place is too quiet, yes it’s almost scarily empty but this cavern is just so incredible I may even have to go back inside. So what is it that’s so important you have to disturb me?’
‘We might need two synthetic devices.’
‘Why?’
‘Because we’re going to put the original one out of range, so it can’t be activated, even with its depleted power unit. If it is a communication device, we will need another one to communicate with.’
‘I see. What frequency does it work on?’
‘I think I see where you’re going with this, Nancy.’
‘If you can, you’ll be nearly as clever as me, then.’ She laughed. ‘Either it’s within the range our bodysuit coms use, or the multiband equipment in the lander will pick it up.’
‘You like to think you’re pretty clever, don’t you!’ Raife said.
‘It helps. Is it ready yet?’
‘About another half hour and another fifteen minutes for an actuator to press the buttons remotely, unless you want to risk a Spider.’
‘Risk a Spider?’ Nancy’s voice rose. ‘Don’t you dare!’
‘Right, forty-five minutes, tops.’ He returned to watching the nanofactory and the assembly Spider at work.
As soon as it was ready, one Spider carried the new device and its actuator a kilometre northwards up the shelf from the stone hut. The second Spider carried a crate packed with the original artefact inside two further containers, like a Russian Doll. It took the crate almost a kilometre and a half south, until it found a cave with a dead end fifty metres inside the cliff. The Spider waited outside on the shelf to monitor the shielded device.
The first Spider set up the replica on a large rock and attached the actuator to press the buttons. On a final signal from Raife, the Spider attached a tiny power cell and returned to the lander to monitor signals. Explorer was primed for recording via the uplink.
The Betas retired to the nearest thing to a bunker: the stone hut. When they decided they were ready, Raife held out his tablet and Nancy pressed buttons at random via the screen. Nothing happened after she’d slowly pressed the first, second or third buttons, so, with a nod from Raife, she continued.
Raife and Nancy almost jumped out of their skins when a thin reedy warble was emitted by their bodysuit coms. A short, ethereal alien melody repeated three times and stopped. Raife commanded the remote actuator to disconnect the power. Then he received the frequency analysis data from Explorer.
Pulse code modulated electromagnetic transmission with digitised audio signal superimposed. Audible notes are within human discernible range. Not on known chromatic scale. Base frequency of transmission: two seventy-six megahertz. Device capable of transmission of audible messages. Spurious multiple signal emissions. Range undetermined. No other function observed at this time. Further testing possible.
‘See, a coms device!’ Nancy said. ‘Well done on the replica. If it wasn’t for the leg, you really would be as clever as you look!’ She hugged him with excited delight.
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Chapter 28
Raife’s last project that night had been to put the tireless Spiders and the nanofactory to work on some rudimentary furniture. On full charge, they could do light work through most of the night. He programmed them to make a couple of chairs and a small table. It would be a nice surprise for Nancy to wake up to. They would be able to eat breakfast in a more civilised fashion than served up on the usual upturned packing crate.
The nanofactory occupied a stone structure of its own five hundred metres northwards along the shelf. Originally, the unit had been no more than a free-standing seventy-five centimetre cube. As more had been demanded of it, ancillary equipment and extra plant had been fitted. Raife had woken one morning to find the second hut with its own crown of geodesic tenting. Inside it was warmer than ambient temperature, smelt of oil and was filled with humming and gurgling noises. Two pipes ran down to the sea almost two kilometres away. One brought up fresh seawater, the other was the outflow after everything useful had been extracted. Part of the outflow went to maintain a fresh water supply for use by the Betas, for washing and drinking.
Each time Raife went to inspect progress in the nanofactory hut, he found more and larger bins and sealed containers of every useful element contained in the seawater. Raife surveyed the accumulated stockpile of raw materials. There were plenty of metals and a bin full of plastic chips derived from the plankton. As an afterthought, he programmed up a footstool to support his leg.
‘What’s all this?’ Nancy said as she exited the lander the next morning. She ran over to where some new, gleaming constructions were shining in the morning sun, next to the stone hut.
‘Surprise!’ Raife called from the lander’s main hatch.
‘Oh, what a lovely picnic set,’ Nancy said with a wicked twinkle in her eye. ‘I hope the chairs are stronger than they look! And this table is so stylish, even if it is wobbly.’
‘Stop complaining, woman, telescopic table legs are an extra! Now get the breakfast on.’
Nancy smiled to herself as she collected the morning rations from the food processor. The Spiders carried Raife and set him down in one of the chairs facing out to sea, with his leg up on the footstool. The chairs and table alike were constructed of light tubular metal. For a table top, the Spiders had fused layers of non-woven plastic fabric, and the seats and backs of the chairs were made of woven plastic thread. Altogether the set weighed only a couple of kilos and was readily transportable because Raife had designed each item to be collapsible.
The sky was clear and there was a warm breeze. It had rained in the night but everywhere was dry, apart from a couple of puddles. Neither Raife nor Nancy had noticed the short but intense shower from inside the well-insulated lander and it hadn’t interrupted the Spiders’ tasks.
The Spiders set out early for their study of V107282. The Betas then spent a second lazy morning relaxing while Raife’s leg made indeterminate progress. They watched the Spiders make a detailed survey for more underground chambers, while picking through the rest of the ruins with metal detectors and sensors tuned to fused materials.
It was fascinating viewing but there was little real excitement: no other buildings had subterranean rooms, and there were no metallic artefacts, no pottery and no glassware.
The brown, mossy carpet extended over any surface open to the canopy above. Buildings were found to contain a no metal components. All the parts which formed struts, lintels, floor and roof beams turned out to be stone or wood which had gone long ago.
The Spiders had scanned around doorways and other apertures looking for traces of fixings or other remains. No hinges were found and only two items that might have been some form of door fastening. They were no more than five centimetre lengths of copper-tin alloy wire. However, the scan revealed that under the moss, each doorway at the front of a building had symbols carved into the wall.
The symbols were unrecognisable but were clearly some way the Zetans had used to identify each building, as each building used a different combination of symbols to its neighbour. Nancy catalogued the image of each symbol and its location. Only some of the buildings could be explored by the Spiders because of the amount of dilapidation. Of those that were explored, all were made with stone walls and many had stone steps up to a second floor that had collapsed. There was nothing that could not have been built with elementary tools and simple scaffolding. Other common internal features were stone platforms and shelves.
In the centre of the village, an artesian well had been bored, although no way of extracting the water any longer existed.
Raife and Nancy were puzzled by the lack of any further evidence of occupation, other than the buildings themselves. The stone had been expertly worked but none of the stonemasons’ tools were to be found.
The first village took the Spiders all morning to explore and upload images. Nancy and Raife ate lunch after the Spiders returned to the canopy roof and began the trip to the second village. Once arrived, they had surveyed above the centre and cut a hole, then descended as before.
In the second rift valley village, the layout was almost identical to the first, and the degree of decay and dilapidation was the same.
Halfway through the afternoon, an alert sounded though the suitcoms.
‘Hello, what’s this?’ Raife said, waking from a snooze. He reached for his tablet in the same instant Nancy grabbed at hers.
‘The Spiders have found something!’ said Nancy. She scrolled through images relayed from the Spiders’ cameras. ‘Look, these must be coins!’
‘And that other thing looks like a small set of weighing scales.’ Raife indicated a hinged device. ‘If I’m right, the Spider has got it upside down. It should be held by the ring on the chain. Then those small cups would be the right way up to hold something. Maybe your coins are actually weights.’
‘I see. It’s difficult to tell, though, until they’ve been properly cleaned up.’
‘Where did the Spiders find this lot?’
‘They had to do some excavation. The metal detectors indicated small metal objects and they had to be dug out from underneath a fallen door lintel.’
‘Is there any more to investigate at this site?’
‘No, the Spiders found the location of the objects, then returned after they’d ensured there was nothing new anywhere else.’
‘What about the main building in the centre? Does it have underground rooms?’
‘Yes, they checked all that,’ Nancy said, ‘but there were no interesting artefacts. On this site, however, the floors appear to be sound.’
Raife ignored her comment. ‘All artefacts are interesting. We’ve got something unexpected, this time. In fact, finding items using a different technology might tell us more. I’m going to recall the Spiders.’
‘No need, they’re already on top of the canopy and heading this way! I can’t wait to see firsthand what they’ve found.’
‘Neither can I. Have they been scanned?’
‘Of course!’ Nancy said, ‘they’re just simple metallic objects.’
The Spiders returned as Raife and Nancy were about start their evening meal. Nancy wanted to inspect the finds immediately but she could also see that Raife had been getting fidgety.
‘What’s the matter, Raife?’ Nancy said.
‘The leg doesn’t feel too good.’ He ran his hands over the surface of the hard carapace covering his leg and grimaced. ‘I can feel pressure which means that it’s swollen. Before we start looking at artefacts, I think I’d better give it a good scanning over. It’s been getting more painful and it should be getting less so.’
The Spiders brought a section of the medical scanner out to Raife and quickly set it up. It was placed on the footstool under his leg. He slipped the thimble of the blood sampler over his finger. Within seconds, data was streaming up to Explorer.
Raife and Nancy waited anxiously for the results. Nancy slowly picked at her food; Raife had lost his appetite. Neither of them had much to say and the new finds were forgotten. In less than half an hour they had their questions answered.
Internal structure of wound poor. Blood vessels not responding to repairs as predicted. Bone fragments not responding to catalytic agents. Lower leg unlikely to be recoverable.
Nancy paused the download. ‘Raife! This isn’t what I expected. Only yesterday everything looked so hopeful.’
‘Well, I had an idea the pain wasn’t a good sign. Explorer had better have thought up something other than termination,’ Raife replied grimly. ‘Let’s hear the rest of it.’
Blood clots blocking vessels; flow to lower leg seventy percent restricted. Advise immediate action to prevent termination. Alternative: immediate termination and re-cloning.
‘I knew it!’ Raife shouted.
Nancy’s eyes were filling up but she willed herself to be calm. She rested her hands on his chest. ‘Raife, stay calm. We need to hear the full report.’
Immediate action requires removal of lower leg and stem cell implantation. Ninety-seven percent chance of full regrowth in three to four weeks.
The Betas stared at each other in disbelief. Nancy’s heart sank at such a dent in their exploration programme but she was not as low as if she were to lose him altogether. Again and again, this planet was teaching them that they were not exercising sufficient caution.
Raife’s pulse quickened in a mixture of fear and relief. On the one hand, he was dreading another operation, one that would take away half his left leg and incapacitate him for weeks. On the other hand, he realised he had been terrified of being terminated and re-cloned. That would have left Nancy on her own for more than ten weeks. And then he would never be the Raife she loved now. A new Raife would never quite feel the way he did. It shook him to realise how desperately he did not want to leave her. At least he still had a viable, although unpleasant alternative.
Action must begin immediately if secondary and tertiary effects are to be minimised.
It was getting late but they had to start at once. Nancy squeezed Raife’s hand and left him to help the Spiders prepare.
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Chapter 29
Raife had no interest in the surgery this time. As he hadn’t eaten for several hours, he elected for full anaesthesia. As soon as the preparations were complete, Nancy shut herself up in the lander, while the Spiders took samples from Raife under sterile conditions within a plastic bubble inside the stone hut. Stem cells were extracted from Raife and adapted in the nanofactory. The modified stem cells would be subsequently implanted in the wound, after amputation of the lower leg.
As soon as he had lain down on the impromptu operating table, a Spider hit Raife with an injector shot. He felt as if his mind was immediately punched into another dimension. Under the anaesthetic, Raife was obliquely aware of things going on around him. He was completely unable to move but floated somewhere not entirely real in a parallel world of blurred lines and colours. At first he saw the Spiders dancing. Then his mind really began to wander.
He dreamt of a tiny, floppy rubber leg being attached to the stump of his real leg. The horrible, white toes all bent the wrong way and they had tiny faces that mocked him in a squeaky chorus. Raife struggled, trying to recoil but could not. His body would not move. A terrifying creature loomed over him and he tried to make his rigid body fight against it. When he felt he would burst with the effort, he toppled backwards into a black sea of nothing.
On his way out of the anaesthetic, Raife drifted through a much gentler dreamscape. He saw a miniscule bud grow into the shape of a tiny foot, then gain solidity as it got bigger. Around it a plastic lattice in the shape of his leg allowed him to move around. The vision did not disturb him like his earlier nightmare and he was content to enjoy a sensation of weightless floating.
Explorer signalled Nancy when the operation was complete. She went straight from the lander to peer through the bubble inside the stone hut. Raife was naked and she stared intently at the slow, regular rise and fall of his chest, at the heartbeat telltale, pulsing steadily like a flashing jewel on his neck. When she had looked long enough to convince herself that he really was alive and stable, she took a deep breath and looked at his legs. The left one was missing just below the knee. She didn’t even want to imagine what the Spiders had done to dispose of the part they had taken away.
The Spiders had made a special container to fit his stump. It held a growth medium that would nurture the stem bud as it developed. The container would grow and expand as the new limb extended. It would finally split open and fall away like the shell of a chrysalis when the leg was fully grown.
Nancy sighed heavily. This was her real Raife. Alpha Nancy had had her Raife and they had died together. This one was hers, he had birthed the same instant she had. They had gulped at the exact same air and showered off vat medium together. She had hugged his vat fresh body, already knowing the Alphas had failed. She would not lose him if she could help it.
At once, Nancy drew in a sharp breath and straightened her back. As a pioneer, she should not be so sentimental. She knew that.
She also knew either one of them could be dead in an instant and remember nothing until they found themselves breaking out of the cloning vats for a third, or fourth time, or more. Shuddering at the thought, she watched the Spiders gently rouse him.
Raife turned and blinked, smiling weakly. Nancy raised her hand to him through the bubble as the Spiders helped him to a sitting position.
Once he was dressed in his bodysuit with the empty leg folded up, Raife used one of the Spiders as a crutch and sat down on the shelf outside the hut in the fading sunlight. Nancy sat beside him and held his hand while the Spiders cleared away the medical kit.
Before it was fully dark, Nancy and a Spider helped Raife to the lander. It was very quiet. One Spider stayed inside the lander with them to maintain an unblinking vigil over Raife as they slept soundly after the ordeal.
It was Beta Raife’s last chance. Both Spiders and Nancy were to monitor his progress very closely. He woke without pain and with a raging hunger. Very good signs. Explorer demanded a scan while Raife ate. Nancy laughed to see how quickly he gobbled down a double ration of porridge chunks and strawberry milk. He looked very comfortable reclined in his new chair and with his stump resting on the stool. When he heard the whole operation had taken only ten minutes, Raife could not believe it.
Explorer’s analysis showed the second operation was immediately more successful than the first.
The Betas held each other close as they looked out across the shelf, past the lander to the sea with its barely ruffled surface. Raife thought about his dreams under anaesthetic and planned to begin work on a plastic leg as soon as possible.
Nancy’s mind produced a bustling port. Being human, she imagined a human population. To contrast with the plain, stone houses, her people wore brightly coloured, hand-made clothes. They moved purposefully in a constant babble of noise and conversation. The shelf she saw as wider, with a lower sea level, revealing the harbour. Along the shelf were warehouses and workshops; wooden structures made from materials brought through the cavern. She saw the cavern as having been a very special place for travellers to the villages beyond.
Wooden ships filled the harbour, which bustled with daily activity. Piles and stacks of goods were everywhere, some for immediate sale, others for transport inland. To Nancy, everything worked perfectly, based around simple materials and technology; stone and wood; an idyllic society built on honesty and trust in a warm and welcoming climate. Nancy smiled as she imagined how much life must have thrived here but so long ago that no trace remained, and she hoped that with Explorer’s help, life would thrive here again.
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Chapter 30
That morning the Betas felt different. Raife’s injury and narrow escape changed them, reminded them how fragile they were and, for all its benign appearance, how alien a planet Zeta Nine was. Reminded them also of how essential it was to plan and take precautions. The importance of the full medical kit and the nanofactory, neither of which the Alphas had taken with them, was all too clear, especially given the extent to which the nanofactory had extended itself.
It was still too early to feel secure but the lack of pain in Raife’s leg, together with perfect scan results, lent them cautious encouragement. Their pace relaxed but they picked over every detail.
‘Nancy, I’ve been thinking...’ Raife said.
‘So have I,’ Nancy said, ‘but invalids go first.’
‘OK. While I was under, I had some weird dreams. The first was just an anxiety nightmare, complete with singing toes!’ He shivered at the thought. ‘The second dream I had was that I could walk using a kind of plastic exoskeleton. It would be like the Spiders are constructed.’
‘With a powered joint, like the Spiders’ legs?’
‘No, simpler, just a socket my real leg could slide into and a stiff lower section, so I could limp around. I’ll probably need a stick at least to keep my balance.’
‘I doubt you’ll be limping very far on something like that.’ Nancy laughed. She was learning to temper her pioneering zeal with a longer term vision and was trying hard to dissipate her frustration about not being able to forge ahead with a rapid expansion of exploration. She had experienced enough of the deadly consequences of over-enthusiasm to last her a long time. The next cloning of either Raife or herself, she wanted to be by choice in old age.
‘Which brings me to my second idea,’ Raife said with emphasis, having noticed Nancy wasn’t really listening.
‘What? Sorry, I was drifting.’
‘So I noticed. I was about to say,’ he paused for effect, ‘that my second idea was for a conveyance.’ Raife watched Nancy’s eyebrows shoot up and carried on quickly. ‘So I could get about more easily.’
‘Oh, really?’
‘Yes, a cart, a rickshaw, a trotter type of thing. Perhaps I could put a couple of wheels on this chair.’
‘And how many guesses do I need as to the poor fool intended to push or drag you about on your lordly contraption?’
‘Only one if you were thinking of a Spider,’ Raife said with a smile. ‘I certainly wouldn’t expect you...’
‘I should hope not.’ Nancy laughed. ‘Because you’d be out of luck!’
‘Well that set of parameters established, my witty friend, what are your ideas? Are they any more outlandish than mine?’
‘Not so much. Look, here are the new artefacts. The Spiders have cleaned them up.’ Nancy showed Raife three substantial gold discs, four millimetres thick, three centimetres in diameter and stamped with intricate designs.
‘What about the gadget?’
‘Scales, you thought.’ Nancy held them up, using a finger-sized ring at the end of a short chain. I think you’re right. Analysis shows they’re a copper-tin alloy.’ She passed the object to Raife.
He held it by the bronze ring and watched a slender needle swing to and fro between two uprights ten centimetres long, leading to a hinged joint connected to two small pans that oscillated back and forth.
‘That must be it,’ he said. ‘But what were they for? Something precious, herbs, medicines? Probably we’ll never know.’
‘It would be massively useful if we could find some sort of text. A wall frieze, anything.’
‘If we could decipher it!’
‘This makes yet another puzzle, though,’ Nancy said. ‘These items are nothing like the technology of the communicator, how could they be contemporary?’
‘A very good question.’
Explorer could not have timed its next download more perfectly.
‘Raife, look at this!’ Nancy said, showing him her tablet. ‘Explorer has analysed all the symbols. The ones on the houses and on the electronic coms device are the same. It says they’re numbers.’
‘Has it given any indication how the number system works?’
‘Yes, ninety-nine percent certainty we have a base ten system. Explorer had found that each street is numbered in the same way, so it was able to work out the number sequence.’
‘Excellent, what we need now is to find out what the other symbols mean.’
‘Yes, indeed! The longer strings are letters or hieroglyphs. There aren’t enough yet to tell.’
‘It sounds as though you’ve got quite a puzzle to work through, my dear. I need to get started on the designs for my leg.’
‘Then you had better understand that you are not getting out of that chair until I say so!’ Nancy said. ‘You can work from there.’ She handed Raife his tablet. Nancy hugged him and stroked his hair before wandering off for a thoughtful stroll along the shelf. Her mind was quickly filled again with bright fragments, images of a culture, lives long past.
Raife smiled as she moved away, watching her graceful movements that stirred him still after all the years they had been together. Then he turned to his designs in earnest.
A light, convenient device could be constructed by making small additions to his folding camp chair and attaching wheels. That way it would function as both a chair and a cart. He would make it so it could be quickly converted and would need no power because with the addition of a pulling bar, the Spiders could easily move it.
The design Raife settled on had three additional light-weight strengthening struts for two, eighty centimetre diameter wheels with rubberised rims and six wide spokes. Once attached to the chair with quick release fastenings, the wheels would turn the chair into a cart that could carry him easily. If necessary, there was room for him to be carried wearing a biosuit and a standard exploration pack.
Happy with his plans, Raife set both Spiders to work immediately. The nanofactory produced raw materials and the Spiders used the new machinery to build the required components.
By lunchtime, he was very hungry again and had all the parts he needed arranged around his chair. He saw Nancy sauntering back towards the camp after her stroll. Raife quickly directed the Spiders to fit the gleaming new parts, so that by the time Nancy arrived, his ‘chariot’ was all ready to roll. One of the Spiders took him for a quick spin between the lander and the stone hut.
‘If we both had one of those, we could think about the trip to the third village,’ Nancy said, as Raife was manoeuvred into position by the table.
‘Why do you need one? You don’t have a missing leg!’
‘Do you know how far it is to the next habitation?’
‘It’s not that far, is it?’
‘Only around eighty kilometres. Raife, if you’re going to be riding, I’m not walking that distance carrying a full pack! Plus we’ll need equipment for an overnight stay.’
‘Alright, calm down, Nancy, there’s the question of resources for building these things.’
‘Don’t talk to me about calming down and don’t make resources an excuse, there’s two of us and a whole planet full of raw materials.’
‘Sorry, lack of lunch.’
‘You always did get grumpy when you needed feeding,’ Nancy said, laughing. ‘Give me a hug, you big fool.’
‘I’m sorry, I’ve always been a fool for you.’
‘I know, and I for you. Come on, there’s a Spider hovering with nothing to do. It can bring us some of those delightful rations.’
‘I don’t suppose we’ve had anymore downloads on the flavour front?’
‘I’ll check. Oh, indeed we have, now there’s couscous flavour and pear flavour. How did you know?’
‘Just psychic, I suppose.’
‘Yes, but not reliably so, unfortunately.’ Nancy laughed again.
If only he could have foreseen the danger of falling through a floor and losing half his leg!
‘Do we get to have couscous and chicken flavour cubes?’
‘What, double rations?’ Nancy checked her tablet. ‘Hmm. Apparently you do, as you’re growing a new leg but I don’t because I’m just the right size!’
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Chapter 31
After lunch, Raife returned to the subject of resources.
‘What I meant about resources, Nancy, was it’s not so much about what’s available as what’s been processed so far.’
‘So is there enough for another cart?’
‘Barely. Most of the reserves have been used by the nanofactory to build new manufacturing equipment. The nanofactory itself supplies the raw materials and microstructural components but you then need filter beds, catalysers, distillation equipment, presses, not to mention power generation. I’m surprised we haven’t woken up one morning to find a windmill on top of the cliff.’
‘So, we take it steady. I’ve had a lot of time to think recently and you know, we don’t have to rush things. It’s pretty idyllic here, apart from your leg. And it’s rushing around that got the Alphas killed.’
‘I see but I’ve been worrying that I’m holding you back from forging ahead with exploration.’
‘Honestly, what a pair we are,’ Nancy said. ‘No, we should take our time. We can’t expect to explore a whole planet in one life-time. The harder you try, the more likely it is something is going to get you. Besides, I intend to have several lifetimes here!’
‘I agree. And the further afield we travel without proper preparation, the more hazardous it’s going to get because we’ll be further from our base.’
‘Precisely.’
‘You’re sure about this?’
‘Absolutely.’
‘OK, then how about this for an idea? While my leg is re-growing, we could have the Spiders do some more interesting research on one or other of the two nearest villages. There might even be something interesting underneath that thick layer of moss.’
‘Fantastic, maybe more hieroglyphs or even text.’
‘Yes. But the Spiders we’ve got are a bit underpowered. If you’re happy to take the time, we could make a heavy duty one, like the one we left behind in Explorer.’
‘Then we could do some proper excavation, even reconstruction in the villages.’
‘I thought you might like the idea.’
‘OK, Raife, I’m hooked, how long’s it going to take?’
‘Several days for the construction at least, that’s if I can speed up the nanofactory and the processing plant.’
‘Let’s start now. What can I do?’
‘You could research what we’ll need when we do begin an overnight expedition and have a think about any special excavation equipment we might want for looking at the first village. Start planning your whole excavation schedule. Be ambitious.’
‘Oh, I like the sound of that. This is definitely the Raife I’m used to.’ Nancy hugged him tightly, taking care to avoid the leg.
‘As for me, right now, I’m going to get both Spiders on beefing up the processing plant to produce more raw material.’
By nightfall, the materials for Nancy’s chariot, as she had begun calling it, had been sacrificed temporarily for doubling the supply capacity for bringing in seawater. Two more gurgling pipes ran across the shelf. All four pipes twitched and writhed with the rate at which they were carrying water. Raife had put the system into high gear, taking care there was an ample safety margin. It was pointless to wear everything out by over-running it.
When the Spiders weren’t busy attending to the manufacturing facility, they worked on extending the factory hut to accommodate the new materials. That in itself used up more raw materials extending the geodesic cover. So far everything had been run off solar cells but power requirements were increasing beyond their capacity.
The following day, the Betas woke to find the shelf whipped by high winds and a torrential downpour. In the night, the Spiders had needed to anchor the pipes to stop them being blown away. Inside the lander, the Betas had been oblivious of the change in the weather. The storm continued for two days. Raife and Nancy were completely ‘housebound’ in the lander, as it was dangerous to go out. It took two Spiders working in tandem to securely cross the shelf from the supplies hut with the rations each mealtime.
 

Before the storm had hit the shelf, the Spiders had managed to erect a two kilowatt power-generating windmill at the foot of the cliff.
It’s as if they overheard me, Raife thought.
Normally there wouldn’t have been enough wind down on the shelf to power the turbine but he guessed Explorer had decided to anchor it close to the factory until the storm blew itself out. Raife couldn’t see the windmill directly, he had to view it through the lander’s viewscreen. It had vertical rotors with its curved blades flashing in rapid rotation. There were three stout guy ropes bolted to the basalt shelf to hold it down and the blades were trimmed to reduce rotation speed to a safe level.
Raife had been in the vat on Explorer when the original Spiders had been constructed, so he had never seen how they were made. While Nancy reviewed her image files to find the most interesting looking places to dig, Raife watched through both the small Spiders’ cameras how the large Spider was put together. He was surprised to see that a partially constructed torso was fitted at the earliest point with two legs. These legs then began assisting with the rest of the construction. Thus the new Spider began assembling itself.
Raife made it bigger than the largest one on Explorer, as there was no size restriction now that they were off the ship, so it was twenty percent bigger, giving it a reach of two point two metres. However, without difficulty it would fold down into a one metre cube packing crate, and could crawl through a gap of only half a metre diameter. Raife decided to call it Hercules.
The continuing storm gave the Raife and Nancy plenty of time to talk. Meanwhile, the twice-daily scans showed that the stembud had taken well and there were no complications resulting from the second operation.
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Chapter 32
‘We’ve had a lot of changes to deal with, you know,’ Nancy mused on a second morning of lashing rain. She was propped up in the bunk on one elbow and had woken in a philosophical mood.
‘Yes, falling down a hole was a pretty dramatic change!’
‘I don’t mean that sort of thing so much as new things we’ve had to think about. Discovering an ancient civilisation, for one.’
‘And a particularly enigmatic one at that, on the one hand they live in stone houses but on the other, they have advanced coms devices.’
‘Perhaps there were two races, one more advanced than the other.’
‘Two races co-evolving and living in close harmony? Is that theoretically possible? It didn’t work for Neanderthals and humans did it?’
‘No, but perhaps it did here. I wish we could find some texts or inscriptions. In my experience people like to express their philosophies publicly. There must be something.’
‘It does seem likely.’
‘And I think we should keep quiet about it too.’
‘Not inform Central Coordination?’
‘What are they going to do, sack us?’
‘You’re right. It’s a totally different mission now. It’s gone way beyond our original brief but I’ve spent so much of my life doing cutting edge research, I want to be right at the front line with this. The idea of giving it all over to bureaucrats to pick over, without getting some more answers first, is a non-starter for me.’
‘That’s exactly how I feel,’ Nancy said. ‘We’re as certain as we can be that there is no-one left here and hasn’t been for at the very least hundreds of years. So that’s the main hurdle over with. If there had been anyone left, we wouldn’t even be on the ground.’
‘How much longer is this storm going to keep us in here?’
‘Explorer’s telemetry indicates it’ll be blown out sometime this afternoon.’
‘We’ve been so busy since we arrived here, I’ve hardly stopped to think for a minute,’ Nancy said.
‘That means you’ve just thought of something,’ Raife said.
‘Yes. I was thinking about how a month after we were assigned a ship, we had our personalities stored and backed up and our bodies terminated. Why didn’t we carry on with our research until Explorer found this place, then have our personalities beamed over?’
‘Two reasons, one being regulations. That is if for some reason coms was lost between the Explorer and Home Turf, we could still carry on the mission because there would be us, Tinc and Riajh, plus a few hundred others around to carry things on until coms were re-established. Being stored in Explorer’s hard memory, we could start and re-start when necessary.’
‘And secondly?’
‘We didn’t want to. It’s much better to begin again here with the same enthusiasm we had when we left.’
‘If I remember correctly, that’s exactly what you said a hundred and twenty years ago!’
Raife and Nancy worked through as many tasks as possible in the confined space of the lander. Raife couldn’t move much anyway, so he kept an eye on what was going on in the factory hut.
By lunch time, Hercules was fully built. Raife had given his full attention to the way it adjusted its own circuitry, optimising systems to make sure it was operating within design parameters. As soon as it was completed, his attention turned to the construction of his ‘leg’.
‘What’s that you’re working on?’ Nancy asked him.
‘Just going over the final specs for my false leg.’
‘The real one is doing well. I can see it’s grown a couple of inches already.’
‘Yes, the scans keep on coming back fully as predicted. Now the weather is brightening up, I’m going to need the plastic leg, though.’
By the time lunch was cleared, Raife’s leg was ready to try out in the thin sunshine that was burning its way through the cloud in the wake of the storm.
Nancy helped him to the lander hatch and he clambered out to be greeted by the two smaller Spiders and a towering Hercules.
‘Wow, I didn’t know it’d be that big!’ Nancy said, holding onto the hatch.
‘Didn’t I tell you I stuck an extra twenty percent on the spec?’
‘No!’
‘Sorry, I thought I’d mentioned it. The extra size and power has got to be useful. It can lift three hundred kilos on full charge.’
‘I’m not surprised.’
‘We might well need that additional power down here and we’re not restricted by size, like on Explorer.’
‘That’s true but please don’t go planning anything bigger, this one’s scary enough.’
The two smaller Spiders slid a padded plastic lattice tube up over Raife’s thigh. He pushed down into it, then with his weight on his good leg, tentatively bore down on the plastic leg. It seemed to hold but was a bit too long.
Raife stepped out towards the stone hut and limped away from the lander. ‘Come on, Nancy,’ he called. He made it half way across before Hercules had to pick him up.
He sighed as he settled into his chair. ‘It’s good to be breathing fresh air again.’
The three Spiders set off through the cavern.
‘This is going to be too good to miss.’ Raife grinned. I’m going to get Explorer’s ground scanning scope to follow their progress.’
‘What do you expect to see?’
‘I’ll let it be a surprise but I can guarantee it’ll be fun.’
Only fifteen minutes later, the lander viewscreen showed the three Spiders hop out onto the top of the canopy. The smaller ones climbed onto Hercules’ back around half a second before it set off at full tilt.
Nancy’s jaw dropped. ‘Did you know it was going to do that?’ she asked as Hercules ran across the canopy at an alarming speed. It covered the twelve kilometres in under half an hour.
Nancy’s jaw would have dropped again if she’d let it and Raife was unable to turn his hand to anything else as the Betas watched what happened next. Across the whole area above the village, the Spiders cut up the canopy. Laser cutters flashed and smoked as they carved up what minutes before had been an uninterrupted expanse of smooth, green plain. A large, rectangular hole appeared, with sharp cut edges and smouldering pillars.
Severed leaves and branches were piled up on top of the fan of stems reaching out from the top of each tree trunk and burnt in situ. Towers of smoke drifted up and followed the disappearing weather system as it buffeted the far wall of the valley. Raife thought the damp leaves wouldn’t easily burn but they contained rich plant oils and soon caught to make self-sustaining conflagrations. He programmed one of the Spiders to take samples and relay the data up to Explorer to see if the plant material could be used as a source of raw feedstock to the nanofactory. Another possibility was that the sap in the trunks might have useful properties.
Once the smoke had died down, Explorer’s scope showed the whole village laid out from above. All that remained of the canopy that had covered it was the trunks of the trees, looking like ancient lamp posts sprouting up from the streets below.
Raife and Nancy studied the view with consuming interest. It was the first time this scene had been revealed for many centuries. Hercules, with the smaller Spiders on his back, jumped from one charred trunk top to the next, until they were able to drop down into the centre of the village.
As soon as the Spiders hit ground level, they began clearing the moss and other vegetation from the stonework. All the plant material was brought to the central plaza and burnt in the hot flares of the Spiders’ laser cutters. Smoke rose again and blew across the canopy. In a feverish flurry of activity, the Spiders took all day to clear the vegetation from what looked like a hundred and forty-six buildings.
By six o’clock the ruins were clear down to the bare stone. It was going to take another day to fully research the place. Raife recalled the smaller Spiders, leaving Hercules at the site.
Nancy was watching progress on the viewscreen in the lander. ‘If Hercules has a name, we should call the other two something.’
‘How about minions?’
‘The minions. Yes, that will do.’
Raife and Nancy passed a pleasant evening eating and chatting while being waited on by the minions. They adjusted Raife’s plastic leg and he exercised it round and about the stone hut. The thing was stiff and awkward but he persevered. While taking a break, he programmed the minions to use the nanofactory to make a set of wheels and convert Nancy’s chair overnight. Hercules continued with detailed measurements and record-keeping.
Around sunset, the Betas returned to the lander, with Raife making it half way across again under his own steam, and settled down for a peaceful nights’ sleep.
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Chapter 33
The next morning, Raife and Nancy breakfasted in a leisurely fashion. After they’d finished and cleaned up, Nancy clipped the new wheels to her chariot and took off in the direction of the lander, pulled by a minion. She called out and waved majestically as she was whisked away. Raife watched her disappear inside and just sat back with his eyes closed, letting the gentle morning sun warm his face. He felt happy and replete.
Raife must have dozed off because the next thing he was aware of was music. He sat up and opened his eyes to find Nancy in her cotton dress dancing enticingly to a sprightly tune.
‘Well this has brought a smile to your face!’ Nancy laughed, swirling close and twisting away out of Raife’s reach. He was delighted to see her looking so beautiful, so relaxed and full of joy. She danced until she was breathless and then gently alighted in Raife’s lap.
It wasn’t until mid morning that Raife got around to checking on Hercules.
‘Oh, Nancy, you’re going to want to see this!’
Hercules had been doing some reconstruction work overnight. As soon as the daylight penetrated the new gap in the canopy, its fuel cell recharged and it had proceeded with renewed vigour.
Raife received a progress alert and through Explorer’s scope, saw Hercules standing in the plaza, looking down towards what had once been a park and was now a less unruly tangle of well-pruned shrubs. Raife switched over to Hercules own camera. Down each side of the street, the single storey buildings had been resurrected. They had no roofs but the walls were all upright in what Raife assumed was the most logical configuration.
This situation was unlike conventional archaeology, where often stone has been robbed out from an old site and re-used for another purpose. An educated guess would have to be made as to how the building might have been constructed. Here, there was nothing missing. The stones, where toppled were still nearby. Because there had apparently been no large-scale quakes, there was little damage also. Blocks had been pushed aside by the slow infiltration of branches and roots.
Explorer and Hercules’ AI between them had solved the first part of a complex, three-dimensional jigsaw and replaced every stone segment back in its original place.
To Raife the scene was even more eerie than before because all the stonework was now cleaned off. The street looked brand new but was utterly deserted. Hercules had done a fantastic job and the street now looked as though one day the population had simply failed to turn up.
Nancy leaned on the back of Raife’s chair and peered at the tablet over his shoulder. She gasped in amazement to see the transformation. In her mind, she imagined an early customer being greeted at a shop doorway. Outside one shop there was a display of exotically coloured, woven fabrics; outside another there were sacks of spices; by one further along, pots of grains and baskets of fruit. Children and adults moved busily along the street, calling at one shop and then another. Nancy smiled happily to herself.
‘It looks so peaceful, Raife. I think the Zetans enjoyed a good life here.’
‘I feel that, too. But if that’s the case, why did they suddenly disappear? Now you can see more clearly, it’s obvious there wasn’t any fighting. No weapons were used. They always damage buildings one way or another.’
‘I would really like to see it first hand,’ Nancy said.
‘You are not the only one!’ Raife was filled with surprise at the way the street had been put back together, as if it were a set of child’s blocks.
‘But I don’t want to put you in danger, just when things seem to be going so well.’
‘If we’re careful,’ he paused to consider, ‘we should be OK. I think with help from the minions I can make it from the cavern entrance here across to the mouth of the tunnel going through to the other side. The chariot will be no use until we get to the smoother floor of the tunnel. After that the minions can pull me through to the other side.’
‘Then they can carry us up to the canopy as usual, bring our chariots up and drag us over to the excavation site.’
‘Sounds great! How about lunch first?’
‘Good idea but your safety is paramount.’
‘And so is yours!’
It wasn’t until the Betas reached the edge of the hole in the canopy that they saw the real extent of what had been revealed.
 

‘This is just like a readymade village.’
‘Perhaps we can use it, fill it up gradually, as the others are birthed.’
‘Yes, indeed!’ Raife said. There will certainly be a need for accommodation when all the scientists start arriving. Central Coordination will want this planet gone over with a fine tooth comb. I imagine it will get populated very quickly, unless we find some hidden setback.’
‘Or some sinister reason why it is so completely deserted.’ Nancy shivered despite the warmth of the midday.
‘There is danger on this planet, some of it mysteriously concealed, as the Alphas found. But so far, nothing in this area, apart from my stupid accident.’
Hercules had not stopped in its tireless task and was working its way down another street. The minions dropped down to assist, while the Betas remained above to enjoy a better view in safety. With the minions in support, Hercules progressed at a greater rate and soon the ancient site echoed with the clink and scrape of stone blocks as buildings grew back out of the chaotic tumble.
On available evidence, the village was laid out according to a grid pattern, each street containing ten buildings, with a central plaza, a small park and the larger buildings in the centre. On each corner was a two-storey building. At first this presented a problem because there was no way to replace blocks that had originally been above Hercules’ reach.
‘The two-storey buildings must have had wooden floors and maybe were built from the inside with the workers standing on the floor,’ Nancy said.
‘Or,’ Raife added, ‘they used some sort of scaffolding inside or outside and put the floors in afterwards.’
‘Either way, unless the Spiders do the same thing, we can’t replace the second level blocks.’
‘It doesn’t matter, the blocks can be stacked up neatly inside each building ready for use later, if necessary.’
‘I see they haven’t gone near the fountain house.’
‘That’s a good name for it.’
‘Well, we don’t know what it was used for. It could have been for public meetings, storage of provisions, warehousing, art, theatre...’ Nancy’s voice trailed off.
‘Hmm. Once bitten!’ Raife said, biting a finger as he remembered the pain. ‘Looking at that portico now, I’m amazed we risked going inside at all. I’ve instructed the Spiders to keep away from it.’
‘It doesn’t look at all safe in full daylight, does it? Talk about over-active enthusiasm!’
‘I guess we were asking to fall down a hole, or worse.’
‘It would be safe outside, though, surely. Can’t they clear the moss off the external stonework? The south side looks pretty stable.’
‘I think you’re right but I don’t want to risk anything further. Not here anyway. The next village has a more stable fountain house.’
By this time, the Spiders had worked their way to the edge of the village and appeared to be engrossed in some sort of unanticipated activity on the far side of the clearing.
‘Raife, what are they doing over there? Do you think they’ve found something?’
‘Something is going on, that’s for sure,’ Raife said. He switched his tablet over to the view from Hercules’ camera and the Betas studied the data ribbon chasing across the screen as it was being relayed to Explorer. A minion was in the act of slicing open what looked like a large, purple fruit. A thick skin parted to reveal an orange-red interior, clear fluid dripped juicily from the flesh. Raife zoomed the screen. ‘That’s odd, it looks like a fruit with no seed, like most of the plants Explorer has in the computer’s memory ready to recreate.’
‘Perhaps the fruit and seed are separate.’
‘That is not what has been found on any planet so far,’ Raife returned.
‘OK but plants can propagate in other ways, via roots for instance. If it hadn’t, that fruit must be from a tree centuries old at least.’
‘Now what are they doing?’ Nancy said, as they watched the minions cut long, thin leaves from a palm-leaved shrub. When a number of leaves had been collected, the minions wove them into a basket. Inside ten minutes, two baskets were constructed and each was filled with samples of a dozen different varieties of fruit.
One of the minions carried the baskets back through the street to the plaza and brought them up to where Raife and Nancy were sitting wide-eyed with amazement. Raife motioned the minion over.
Inside the baskets, there were whole fruits and ones which had been cut open. The smell was absolutely mouth-watering.
‘Oh, it all smells delicious,’ Nancy cried.
Raife could feel his stomach rumbling in response. ‘It does, which must mean it’s time for our snack. We’re not going a centimetre nearer this lot, so you had better stop drooling!’
‘Why has the Spider brought it here, then?’
‘Because I wanted to take a look first. It’s on its way back to the lander. Explorer wants each sample put through the medical analyser to find out if it has any use.’
‘It would be wonderful if fruit that looks and smells so good was actually safe to eat!’ Nancy exclaimed as she hurriedly broke out the dry rations. They watched the basket-carrying minion scuttle at a reduced rate back towards the scarp.
‘A hundred and twenty years is an awfully long time not to have tasted fruit,’ Nancy said.
‘We didn’t exist for a hundred and twenty years, apart from in electronic storage. It’s only been a few weeks since you tasted fruit!’
‘It’s still feels like a long time.’
‘And it’s likely to be even longer until the horticulturalists are birthed and start growing what we know is safe. Now pass me those cubes before I faint from hunger!’
The Betas thought of the luscious-looking fruit as they tucked into their afternoon cubes with unusual vigour.
‘Can we get Hercules to skim off that south wall of the fountain house, now?’ Nancy said after they’d finished. Hercules was at that moment cutting its way around the perimeter of the village.
‘I think we should let it make a full circuit, then have a go. Why are you so keen to clear the wall?’
‘If we could just find some more text, Explorer might be able to make more progress with the symbols.’
‘And you think there could be something there?’
‘It’s as good a place as any. There could be an inscription, even graffiti.’
‘Graffiti, in a place as sedate as this?’
‘Sedate? Raife, we can’t judge any of this by our standards. We’ve tried and look where it’s got us. I remind myself every day that no matter how safe or familiar this place appears to be, it is a potentially lethal alien planet.’
‘OK. Hercules is half-way round now, I’ll redirect it back to the fountain house.’
Hercules clambered over the intervening ruins, stripping off vegetation as he went. By the time he’d arrived at the plaza, it had four armfuls of material for burning. Without further ado, it deposited the mass and set fire to it with the laser cutter, then turned its attention to the wall. As the moss was scraped away it was added to the fire. Smoke billowed and blew around, obscuring Raife and Nancy’s view of the wall.
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Chapter 34
Nancy was anxious to keep a close eye on any revelations there might be. ‘If we move fifty metres to the right, we should be able to get away from the smoke and have a better view of the wall,’ she said.
The remaining minion shimmied up the nearest trunk and pulled Raife’s chariot into position. Nancy pulled her own and the pair began once more to watch the action.
The helpful minion disappeared over the edge again and reappeared next to Hercules, carrying off the moss the larger Spider had cleared from the wall. The left and upper portions were completely bare and flat stone, with not even a scrap of carving or embellishment. Hercules worked methodically across from as high as he could reach on the top left, down to ground level.
Nancy sighed when a third of the wall was exposed. ‘There’s nothing.’
‘There’s still plenty of wall left,’ Raife said.
‘Yes, but you’d think there might at least be some sort of pattern or artwork by now. It’s the most important looking building in the village.’
‘That’s right but there might be something on the other side wall and again the front wall is the most likely but in this village it’s not stable enough to examine closely.’
Nancy fidgeted impatiently. So far it looked unpromising and this side of the building was fifty metres long. Her initial sense of expectation was stealthily trickling away. Nancy’s attention had wandered and she was back to imagining the villagers engaged in their daily business.
Suddenly aware something had changed, Nancy’s head jerked back to face the south wall. A large section of moss had fallen away in one go and Hercules stopped in its tracks. A mass of hieroglyphs was revealed.
‘Raife, I want to go down there.’
‘Sorry, Nancy, no suit.’
‘I knew we should have brought the biosuits but I just wanted to get over here and see what was happening.’
‘I didn’t think we’d need them because I was certain I wouldn’t be going down off the canopy, sorry.’
Hercules continued more carefully with the removal of the moss, until the whole wall was cleared up to a height of over two metres. Nancy was beside herself with excitement.
Most of the wall was completely blank but a section one metre high by four metres long was covered in text. Hercules’ data ribbon gave a size for each of the symbols as being eight centimetres. The minion applied different lighting while Hercules streamed the data from its camera straight up to Explorer. Raife’s tablet showed duplicate images. There was no apparent indication of which way to read the text, left to right, top to bottom. For all they could tell, it might be bottom right to top left in vertical columns.
Raife said, ‘It’s as if you knew there would be something there, wasn’t it?’
‘Call it female intuition,’ Nancy said. ‘Hercules is relaying the data straight up to Explorer, right?’
‘Oh, as fast as those electrons can hop, believe me!’
An hour later, while Raife and Nancy were still absorbed in studying the images on the tablet, examining the neat rows of hieroglyphs, an alert sounded.
‘That’s quick!’ Nancy said. ‘Surely Explorer can’t have translated it already.’
‘No,’ Raife said, ‘it’s about the fruit.’
‘Absolutely deadly, I suppose?’ she sounded deflated, more concerned about the text.
‘Completely the opposite,’ Raife said, reading through the report. ‘It’s not only edible but very nutritious.’
‘I don’t believe it!’ Nancy said in a confusion of delight and alarm. ‘Tell me it’s not a mistake.’
‘No mistake, my dear, though it’s going to take me a while to work out how it could be possible that fruit growing on an alien planet never visited by humans, could be good to eat.’
‘Let me see, I bet it’ll taste disgusting. There has to be something wrong with it.’
‘We won’t know until we try it. Explorer’s analysis is that there are no poisonous compounds. However, there is a high sugar content and a number of flavour compounds capable of stimulating the human palate.’
‘Raife, there’s no way any human ancestors could have been here long ago?’
‘No way at all.’
‘Supposing humanity began here first, then spread in the opposite direction to the way we’ve come this time?’
‘Not a chance. Human history and evolution is very well researched and documented. I know what you’re thinking and it’s impossible.’
‘You know what I’m thinking, do you? I’m thinking this is uncanny. I’m really getting spooked by it now. It’s like those legends about being visited by the gods. What if an advanced civilisation had brought humans here long ago?’
‘Now that really does sound like science fiction!’
‘But it’s all just so incredible. The deserted villages, now the fruit, not to mention the artefacts. I don’t know what to think.’
‘Well, I think I’m getting tired, what with all this excitement and growing a new leg. I’d be very happy to get Explorer to run all the tests on that fruit again. If it really is OK, I’m for trying it.’
‘It’s tempting but plants make me nervous after what happened to the Alphas.’
‘That’s why I’m getting Explorer to re-scan and start the analysis all over again while we’re on our way back. The other minion should return from the shelf soon, then they can both take us back to the base camp and Hercules can stay here overnight again. I can’t begin to imagine what it’ll have found by morning!’
‘As a pioneer I thought I had a pretty high threshold but I’m starting to get information and stimulation overload.’ Nancy said. ‘You’re right, let’s get back. I can see the minion coming over the canopy now.’
Raife glanced up to see the Spider, still nearly a kilometre away, skipping towards them across the shimmering, green plain. He entered some last commands via his tablet and they waited in silence while the minions organised themselves to begin the trek back.
Nancy put her feet up on the crossbar and unfastened the top of her bodysuit to let in some air. She gave out a long sigh, leaned back and stared at a single thin strip of high, white cloud in the blue sky. Explorer was always visible at night as a single, unmoving white spec amongst the stars but it was too high to see by day. Raife closed his eyes and tried to empty his mind.
The journey passed without conversation and during the next meal of cubes, the couple were completely self-absorbed.
‘We overlooked some data, here,’ Raife said at length. ‘Estimates from the size of the buildings, wall and door lintel heights, put the Zetans very much on a par with us.’
‘Don’t!’ Nancy shuddered. ‘I don’t know if I can stand many more similarities.’
‘That I have been giving much thought to,’ Raife said.
‘Is the second analysis back for the fruit, yet?’
‘I’ve had it some time,’ Raife said. He spoke slowly, deep in thought. ‘But I don’t know what to do about it.’
‘Same result, then?’
‘Yes.’
‘We can eat it?’
‘Explorer says there’s nothing we can’t metabolise and there’s nothing harmful, nor anything which could become harmful during digestion. All the fruits are washed and ready to eat.’
‘No seeds or hidden barbs?’
‘Not in the fruit itself. Hercules is still collecting data on the plants.’
‘Are you going to try some?’ Nancy said. She picked anxiously at her sleeve.
‘Explorer has scanned, sampled and analysed twice, without a single contra-indication. I’m willing to touch my tongue on each fruit and see what the flavour is like. If it’s OK, I’m going to try a small piece.’
‘I’m going to watch.’
‘You do that. It’s safer if only one of us tries it.’
‘Alright, which first?’ Nancy said, passing Raife the basket.
‘This orange coloured spiky thing.’ He picked up something oval shaped, deep orange in colour and with raised fleshy points on its surface. It was about five centimetres in diameter. Raife quickly sliced it in half and sniffed cautiously.
‘Smells good.’ He touched the very tip of his tongue onto the almost white flesh inside. ‘It’s fragrant, like nothing I’ve ever tried before.’ Raife cut off a small piece and chewed, letting the flavour fill his mouth.
‘Oh, it’s delicious!’ he said.
Next he tried the large, purple fruit. It dripped juice the instant it was cut. There was a small cavity in the centre but no stone or seeds. Raife touched it with his tongue.
‘Hmm. Smells of citrus and tastes like lychee,’ he said. Again he took a small sample and ate it. ‘This is good. Very good.’
‘How many different ones are there? Nancy said.
‘Six in this basket. The Spiders found eleven altogether and they’ve all been scanned. I’m just going to try this red one.’ Raife picked up a round fruit the size of a grapefruit and deep red. ‘Ah, this is light. It must be hollow.’ He cut through a centimetre of crisp, dark red skin to find a large, hollow cavity. ‘Here goes.’ Raife cut a small slice, sniffed and chewed it. ‘Savoury. I didn’t expect that.’
‘What’s it like?’
‘I couldn’t say. It’s like a complex mixture. Definitely savoury, a bit like a ratatouille.’
‘You’d better leave it at that,’ Nancy said, looking concerned.
‘They’re very tempting but you’re right. Let’s get to bed. I’m going to keep a Spider in the lander with us. I want to be monitored all night.’
Before they fell asleep, Raife explained his thoughts so far.
‘I’ll start with something simple. Although Hercules’ measurements and reconstruction show all the buildings had stone walls. Roofs, doors and window shutters must have been made of wood and long since disappeared. If there were any buildings made entirely of wood, again, they’re long gone.’
‘You think the windows were completely open?’
‘There’s no evidence of anything like glass. I guess there may have been shutters or blinds to keep the rain out.’
I’ve been struggling with the fruit, though,’ Raife said. ‘It all looks cultivated.’
‘How so?’
‘Large fruits, no seeds. It’s very odd.’
‘How are you feeling after eating those three bits?’
‘I feel fine. I really should have tried only one at a time but after the first one being so delightful, I wanted to try more.’
‘I noticed your scheduled evening leg scan included a full lower body scan this time.’
‘Explorer included the abdomen, as a back up to the earlier sampling and analysis of the fruit.’
‘Raife, I can’t get it out of my head. How can it be edible?’
‘That’s exactly what’s been bothering me. Except for certain niche animals, most of the creatures we’re familiar with, the ones that evolved in human space are able to eat almost the same things.’
‘We can’t eat grass.’
‘We can, it’s just we can’t digest it. There’s nothing poisonous in it. Birds eat grain and insects, which are mainly edible to us.’
‘What about poisonous berries, things like that?’
‘There are some that have evolved to protect themselves that way. That’s why it was so important for Explorer to double check what’s been found here.’
‘Yes, so what’s your point?’
‘That all the things we can eat and which evolved with us all evolved out of the same planetary chemistry.’
‘So, how does that affect us here? It’s an alien planet.’
‘It is! But Explorer has found it suitable for human habitation. That means everything here has evolved from planetary chemistry that supports human life.’
‘I understand what you’re saying but I’m not wholly convinced.’
‘Neither am I,’ Raife said, ‘but it’s all we’ve got at the moment.’
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Chapter 35
Nancy woke suddenly, shaken by a nightmare. Raife was dead, his lifeless body next to her, cold and stiff. She lay very still, retreating into herself, hardly daring to breathe. A warm white light suddenly glowed overhead. Her eyes widened and she drew in a sharp breath, held it, listening intently.
She was inside the cabin. The lander’s monitoring system had responded to her surge in brain activity and heart rate. Nancy was still frozen in panic, her dream so vivid, so real. Something bigger than herself moved nearby and her small frame jolted with fear. A large, warm body slowly folded itself around her. Her hand found Raife’s large, muscular arm. She breathed in deeply the smell of his skin. It was warm and comforting. She wept with relief.
Raife’s eyes opened and he found Nancy sobbing, her face buried against his chest.
‘Hey, hey, hey, Nancy. What’s this?’ He stroked her head and turned her tear-streaked face to his.
‘I dreamt you were dead!’ she wailed.
‘Well, I can assure you, I’m not!’ He smiled gently.
‘I can see that now, you big, daft thing. Fancy scaring me like that!’
‘Scaring you?’ Raife was incredulous. ‘I didn’t make your dream.’
‘No but you were in it.’ Nancy laughed and blotted her tears. She wrapped her arms around Raife’s neck and revelled in his warmth.
‘You can’t imagine how much I love waking to find you here each day,’ he said.
The Betas slept for another couple of hours before rising. Somehow, they resisted the impulse to immediately check on the Spiders’ progress. They took breakfast as usual by the stone hut. The Spider that stayed in the lander overnight pulled Raife’s chariot and served the usual cubes and milk.
Between Raife and Nancy, the atmosphere became increasingly tense. They ate nervously, making an effort not to bolt their food. Neither one would admit to being absolutely consumed with curiosity over what Hercules and Explorer might have found during the night.
‘No fruit for breakfast, Raife?’
‘I’ll wait until the morning scan results are back but, apart from your dream, I feel perfectly fit. The leg feels a bit odd but that’s all.’
‘Odd? How?’ Nancy looked anxious again. ‘Let me see.’
‘Odd like I can almost feel it growing.’ He rolled back his bodysuit and Nancy peered intently through the plastic cap that covered his stump, trying to see through the gel.
‘Raife, you’ve got toes!’ she said. ‘And the bud is about eight centimetres long altogether. It all looks fine.’
‘Toes already? Sounds good.’
‘Shall we see what’s been going on in the village while we slept?’ Nancy said, her relief at the state of Raife’s leg quickly returning to curiosity.
‘Sure, but I have a feeling we’d better be sitting very comfortably. I suggest we go back to the lander and pull the view screen out as big as it’ll go.’
‘That gets my vote!’
With the bedding rolled up to make a back rest and the lander’s viewscreen extended to reach from one side of the cabin to the other, the Betas opened the base level menu.
‘Sixteen new reports!’ Raife said.
Plaza - bird’s eye view (Explorer scope)
Fountain House - north elevation image files
Fountain House - front elevation image files
Fountain House - internal structure image files
Village street restoration image files
Horticultural survey image files, mapping
Horticultural survey, fruiting bodies, image files,
Horticultural survey DNA analysis
Horticultural survey, biochemical analysis
Horticultural survey, toxicological report
New characters, image files
Translation status, analysis
Individual medical: Raife, lower leg, image files
Individual medical: Raife, thorax, image files
Individual medical: Raife, lower leg analysis
Individual medical: Raife, thorax analysis
‘Raife, can we see the translation status first?’
‘We can look at twice as much stuff if we split the screen. You take the right hand side, I’ll take the left. Then we can look at each other’s choices at the same time.’
‘Great!’
Nancy’s side of the screen filled at once with dense text, interspersed with examples of each of the new characters found. She scrolled quickly down to the last paragraph.
Translation status: Numerical symbols allocated as previous report PX427, no update; Textual symbols: Insufficient data, frequency analysis data follows.
This terse comment was followed by set of stark columns. The hieroglyphs were listed in order of most commonly occurring, with the number of instances in brackets next to each symbol. The most common symbol was a circle containing three dots arranged in a triangle; the least common was a complex symbol made up of an armless stick figure inside two concentric circles bisected by a wavy line.
Raife called up the thorax image files. At a quick glance, he decided that, unlike the scans he’d seen for the Alphas, there was nothing there that shouldn’t be. He waved up the analysis, which superimposed itself over a key image scan.
Results compare favourably with previous scans, no abnormal activity after consumption of Zetan fruit materials. Gut function within normal range. Conclusion: Zetan fruit varieties tested contain useful and non-damaging amounts of minerals, carbohydrates and fibre. Suggest consumption of two hundred to four hundred grams total per day - beneficial to health.
‘See that,’ Raife said, those three varieties are safe to eat and good for you!’
‘Hmm, better news than on the translation.’
Next Raife checked the images and report on his leg. Again the results were positive, so he moved quickly on to the internal structure files.
There were dozens of architectural scans, showing how the fountain house had been constructed. The builders had used arches, pillars and buttresses to support the upper floor, which the Betas had never got round to exploring because of Raife’s accident.
‘These are really interesting,’ Raife said. ‘You can see how they keyed stones in the arches and, look, the pillars are hollow. The walls are thicker than other buildings, too.’
‘Well, you can keep them,’ Nancy said, gesturing for the north elevation images.
‘Look at this, more text!’
‘Is it the same as the south side text? It looks rather similar.’
Nancy called up images from the day before and superimposed them. ‘Almost identical, unfortunately.’ She sounded forlorn.
‘Try the front elevation, then,’ Raife said as he opened the bird’s eye views of the plaza. They looked almost identical to the day before, apart from more extensive scorching from burning of moss.
Nancy called up the front elevation files.
‘Raife, they’ve rebuilt the portico and cleaned the wall. There’s larger text over the doorway.’
‘They’ve made a good job of that alright. I wonder how they managed to get up so high.’
He ran the video through at four times speed, which showed Hercules and the minions scurrying in comical fashion. They had taken stone from a nearby building and used it to make a platform to gain access to the precarious upper sections of the front wall fascia and portico which they then repaired with meticulous care. The blocks they had used for the platform were then used to reconstruct the building they had been removed from.
‘The fountain house looks very impressive!’ Nancy said. ‘Maybe it’s safe to explore further now.’
‘It certainly looks that way. What a great job they’ve done!’ Raife said. Then he remembered the collapsed floor, realising it should not have been possible for it to give way.
There must have been a pillar and arches under the centre of that floor. I guess the pillar itself or one of the arches had an unseen fault in it.
Nancy stared hard at the front elevation images. ‘I wish we could understand those symbols. These larger ones must be the name of the building, or its status, or its function.’
‘Could be a slogan or statement of intent, you know, ‘Liberty, brotherhood and equality’ type of thing. Maybe it just says ‘storehouse’.’
‘It’s too grand for that, although there did seem to be some storage, like in those rooms you fell into.’
‘I was just thinking about that,’ Raife said soberly.
Raife turned to viewing the reconstruction report, superimposing it over the Explorer scope images from the day before. New work was immediately visible. The Spiders had rebuilt one side of another street. Doubtless they would have got further if the other minion hadn’t spent the night in the lander, keeping Raife under surveillance.
The Betas shared the horticultural files between them, Nancy taking the first two, and Raife the last two. They decided not to bother with the DNA analysis:
‘I can’t imagine the DNA files being anything more than a genome map, can you?’ Raife said.
There were now fifteen types of produce collected, ranging from large, dense fruiting bodies, down to small, hard, black, nut-like objects. Nancy pushed her disappointment over the translations aside and found it easy to give her usual bubbly enthusiasm full reign over the exotic-looking collection of items presented.
‘Look at these gorgeous-looking fruits, Raife.’ They’re all tagged edible. Does that tie in with your reports?’
Raife was keen to examine the biochemical and toxicological reports closely. He skimmed through quickly, then returned to soak up the detail.
‘There’s a lot of data on the biochemical side. The toxicology report is really just an adjunct, giving each fruit the OK. What’s that mapping file about?’
‘Oh, it shows the distribution of fruits around the village. I assume there’s been no cultivation for hundreds of years but despite that, they grow in discrete clumps with almost no overlap. How can that be?’
‘A good question, Nancy!’
‘Anything interesting in the biochemical analysis?’
‘Yes, it shows the food values for types of fat, sugars, minerals, fibre content, flavour compounds and enzymes. Some have enzymatic flavour systems, where one component has to react with an enzyme to produce the flavour when the fruit cells are broken open.’
‘What’s that about fat content?’
‘Yes, apparently some of the skins are waxy and contain oils. Two of the nuts have a high fat content, too.’
Nancy closed her half of the screen and opened the biochemical file across the cabin.
‘This section here is predicting the types of flavours to be expected,’ Raife said. ‘It’s an analysis of the interaction between chemicals in the fruit and our taste systems. See, here’s the lemon scented lychee one. There’s the one you couldn’t put a name to: Explorer can’t either. And that one you said was like a ratatouille, Explorer has called it ‘gravy’!’
‘So I see. All this talk of food is making me hungry. Is it snack time yet?’
‘It is for men growing legs,’ Nancy said with a laugh as she passed him his rations.
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Chapter 36
The rest of the day was shared between checking on progress with the nanofactory and visiting the village site. Reconstruction work continued until by late afternoon more than half the village had been turned back to the way it was many hundreds of years in the past.
Nancy accompanied Raife to the nanofactory. Some materials had been used to extend the geodesic cover to provide additional shelter for an ever-increasing stockpile of raw materials. They knew that these would be needed in due course for the construction of an array of cloning vats for birthing their stored colleagues.
‘I’m not going to go down to the plaza today,’ Nancy said as they were trotted over to the village.
‘You forgot your biosuit again?’
‘No, I left it behind on purpose. For now, I’m happy with the vantage point of the treetops.’
‘OK. It’s safer for now, too,’ Raife said. If we arrive in time for lunch, we can have some fresh fruit.’
The sun was almost directly overhead when they arrived and a minion picked more fruit for them. They decided to stick to the varieties Raife had tried the day before and they left sufficient to be eaten with their evening cubes.
All day something had been scratching away at the back of Raife’s mind. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it but he felt he had to go over the files they’d examined that morning. After the evening meal, augmented by the delicious addition of Zetan fruit, Raife got out his tablet and called up the files they’d looked at so many hours earlier.
At first he didn’t know what he was looking for, when he was struck with the realisation that they’d ignored the horticultural DNA analysis. He’d assumed, and Nancy had gone along with it, that this would be a highly technical and uninteresting display of DNA sequences. Now his own intuition was telling him there may be more to it than that.
‘Nancy, we should look at the DNA file we missed out this morning.’
‘You’ve had a funny look about you all day.’ Nancy leaned over his shoulder as Raife opened the file.
The very first line left the Betas wide eyed with astonishment.
DNA sampling shows all fruits and associated plants are artificial.
‘Raife! What exactly does it mean by ‘artificial’?’
‘I guess it means synthetic, the DNA has all the characteristics of being unevolved or being biologically manipulated.’
‘People living in stone houses make artificial plants to feed themselves?’
‘I can’t believe it either, except that they are also people who appear to have advanced telecommunication devices. Your find, the coms device?’
‘I need to sit down comfortably and let this sink in.’
‘Agreed. I want to go through this in detail.’
The Spiders took them both to the lander in the deepening twilight.
Nancy opened the file across the big screen.
‘I wonder...’ Raife began, as he scrolled steadily through the file, scouring the headings. ‘Yes, look at this.’
Analysis of samples taken from vegetation and herbivores in plains location shows wholly synthetic DNA and use of advanced manipulation techniques.
‘Raife, does this include those plants that killed the Alphas?’
‘Says here one hundred percent synthetic. Someone or something put those together from a basic design.’
‘I think we’re getting a bit out of our depth here. Perhaps we should send off a report to Central Coordination.’
‘That thought had crossed my mind.’
Raife and Nancy read through the rest of the file, much of which was indeed highly technical, describing the specification and methods of genetic manipulation used to create the herbivores, the plants they grazed on, the deadly
picus mortis
and the fruiting shrubs in the valley. Samples taken from the trees and moss in the valley showed they were naturally evolved.
They were too stunned and too tired to engage much in conversation, so they rolled out the bedding and began a night filled with strange dreams.
Raife woke in the middle of the night, aware of a presence in the lander. He looked across the cabin and saw a figure standing at the foot of the makeshift bunk.
‘Boy, are you two in trouble,’ the figure said as soon as Raife sat up.
Raife blinked hard and gripped firmly onto the laser cutter he kept to hand at all times.
‘I am Baker from Central Coor...’ was as far as it got. Raife saw at once that Baker was a hologram. In a reflex action, Raife pulled the fuse on the coms module. His head hit the pillow and he willed himself back to sleep before his brain could engage.
Raife waited until after breakfast to tell Nancy. She had slept through, blissfully unaware of Baker’s visit.
‘I don’t know how long he had been there,’ Raife said. ‘As soon as I realised it was a hologram, I pulled the plug.’
‘That’s not going to please them, him, Baker, whoever he is.’
‘Some big cheese over there in admin, I would guess. It was only a recording anyway. Do you want to see the rest of it?’
‘May as well, as we’re ‘in trouble’.’ Nancy laughed out loud.
They both knew that if Central Coordination wanted to do anything about the situation, it would take them at least ten weeks to clone anyone over to Zeta Nine, which would give the Betas plenty of time to prepare.
Raife snorted. ‘As we’re here already, they can’t exactly get rid of us, can they?’
‘They could just abandon us.’
‘Not a chance! They’ve been through Explorer’s files, so they know exactly what we’ve found. They won’t be letting go of this in a hurry! Not with six thousand settlements and alien artefacts.’
‘Raife, you know we were talking about sending a report last night?’
‘Yes.’
‘You didn’t actually send it, did you?’
‘Of course not.’
‘We would have told them eventually,’ Nancy said. ‘I was going to wait until we got Tinc and Riajh’s opinions.’
Nancy and Raife finished their breakfast and returned to the lander, where Raife replaced the fuse. Baker sprang back up again with his warning. This time, the system recognised that it had an audience and played the recording through to the end.
‘Boy are you two in trouble,’
the figure began. Nancy had a fit of giggles at the way he wagged his finger at them.
‘I am Baker from Central Coordination, Xeno-Intelligence Division.’
‘Ooh, they have a Division, now!’ Nancy tittered.
‘Shh,’ said Raife. ‘This is new.’
‘It is regrettable that you have not informed us previously of your discovery of an alien race on Zeta Nine. It is essential that we coordinate your data with data we have from another source.’
‘Now that is interesting,’ Nancy said. She was suddenly serious.
Baker knew what he was doing and had paused for his words to sink in, before he continued.
‘Owing to the significance of your discovery, there will be no investigation of any sort into your reticence over passing on the data freely. It will, however, be noted on your records.’
Raife and Nancy exchanged glances.
‘Although Explorer 5017 routinely transmitted the radar scanned data of towns and cities, we need to have your individual reports on your findings. So far you have not filed any personal impressions or conclusions. It is these that would be very helpful in our enquiries.’
‘Shouldn’t take up much time,’ Nancy said.
‘In return,’ Baker said, ‘we shall provide you with some highly confidential data in advance of its general release. This data must be kept confidential and your transmissions will be monitored to ensure this is the case. The reason we are allowing you advance notice is that we are particularly interested in your impressions from a comparative point of view.’
The End of Message flag appeared and the hologram shrank out of sight.
‘Well, he’s got me hooked,’ Raife said with a smile. ‘I wonder what all this is about.’
‘Don’t you see, Raife? They’ve obviously found more evidence of a past culture somewhere else.’
‘If you accept that line of reasoning, they might even have found the mysterious long-vanished Zetans elsewhere!’
Raife and Nancy each recorded their personal responses to what they had found, adding descriptions and commentaries to a selection of stills and movie files. These, they immediately uploaded to Explorer for ultra-fast transmission to Central Coordination, using the designated encryption keys.
By return transmission, they received an equally highly encrypted packet. It contained video files of a truly alien planet, with plant structures and buildings the like of which Raife and Nancy had never seen.
They were tempted to believe they were computer generated but the files had to be viewed in strict sequence and came with warnings of confidentiality and a statement that they were completely genuine scenes received by Central Coordination within the last six months. The source was not divulged.
Each file was accompanied also by a set of questions which had to be answered before the next file was unlocked. Finally, the last file was opened. To Nancy and Raife’s amazement, it showed an extraordinary living being, more alien than their imaginations could have provided. The skin of the creature was flooded with a maze of colours, including the long face, which contained the most penetrating and intelligent eyes.
‘I guess we’d better make our final comparative comments now, then,’ Raife said after a considerable pause.’
‘Do you think those are the Zetans?’
‘I don’t know. They look absolutely incredible. Look how the colours change in this movie file. I wonder what that’s about.’
‘There’s a caption.’
Fourth planet
Outside normal habitable zone
Atmosphere: carbon dioxide- ammonia - nitrogen - oxygen
Gas transport in blood based on vanadium ion, not iron as in haemoglobin
Beings known as the Sentience.
‘Not Zetans by another name, that’s for sure!’
‘That’s all we’re going to get, isn’t it?’
‘End of transmission.’
‘So we’re not going to find out if these Sentience actually exist, or if this is data found in ancient ruins.’
‘Either way, humans would have to wear spacesuits to go there.’
 

***
 




Chapter 37
‘You know, this is becoming too exciting,’ Nancy said after lunch. I’m getting ready for a holiday.’
‘It’s unlike you to fancy a holiday, just when things are hotting up.’
Nancy laughed. ‘I know. I just want to escape for a few days. This whole thing is turning into something I didn’t sign up for and I know I must come to terms with it.’
‘What did you have in mind?’
‘Well, you seemed to cope with a trip to the nearest village OK, what about a few days out to the third one?’
‘That’s, what, a hundred and eighty kilometres, isn’t it? We’d need at least one overnight stop.’
‘More if Hercules does some of that reconstruction stuff.’
‘Nancy, you are a bad girl!’
‘I know,’ she said sitting in his lap and wrapping her arms around his neck. ‘Are you game?’
‘You bet. But we take full medical kit, biosuits, proper shelter, Hercules and both minions, agreed?’
‘Of course.’
‘In that case I’d better start on designing a tender?’
‘A cart?’
‘Like a trailer that can be pulled behind one of our chariots, to put all the extra kit in.’
‘We’re going to look like a wagon train.’
‘Who’s to see us? Anyway, we are not going under-equipped or ill-prepared.’
The Betas worked through the rest of the day preparing for the trip. Raife called back one of the minions to build the cart, while he and Nancy worked on designs for rain covers for the chariots and the cart.
‘We can never be too sure of the weather this near the coast, Nancy.’
‘What’s the forecast for the next week?’
‘Mostly sunny but with occasional showers, mainly at night.’
‘Nothing like that storm, we had for two days, then?’
‘Not in the forecast. How come we missed the other one, anyway?’
‘Too busy with everything else to check the forecast.’
‘On the subject of busy, Hercules and the minions rebuilt another street overnight.’
 

The Betas, accompanied by Hercules and the minions set out at dawn the following day.
As soon as they were on the canopy, heading north, Hercules pulling Raife and a trailer full of gear, the minions taking turns pulling Nancy, Raife began to talk about the thoughts that had been running round in his head.
‘Nancy, I’ve been thinking about how few plants and animal species we’ve found so far and how many of those are synthetic.’
‘I can’t get over how those
picus mortis
plants are synthetic. That means someone created a deadly plant on purpose.’
‘Yes, why they might do that is tricky.’
‘Maybe that’s what happened to all the Zetans, they created a plant that they couldn’t resist and the plants killed them all.’
‘I would take some convincing of that. We may never know what the Zetans were like, or how their physiology would react to the perfume the plants make.’
‘The animals respond to it. It’s like a culling device, it takes out the weak and the sickly ones.’
‘Perhaps that’s what the plants were made for. The herbivores were kept for meat and wool, the plants kept the herds healthy and the perfume didn’t affect the Zetans at all. The fact that the herbivores and the plants were both synthetic implies they were designed to interact.’
‘I’ve had another idea,’ Nancy said. ‘The Zetans were affected by the perfume and they used the plants as a way to take their own lives when they themselves were old or sick. It would explain why the plants generated so much natural painkiller. And they are certainly very beautiful.’
‘The natural painkillers might have been solely for the animals benefit.’
‘If the Zetans knew so much about genetic engineering, why would they take that route for themselves?’
‘There’s no accounting for philosophies and belief systems, maybe it was part of their culture,’ Raife said.
‘It must be something to do with the Zetans themselves because why else would you have the psychotropic compounds in the perfume. It makes me think they had some kind of ceremony, in which the person who was to die was affected by the perfume and remembered all the wonderful things in their life. The relatives would be affected but not so much.’
‘I see. It is very symbolic, being returned to the earth via the plants.’
‘Exactly, new life from old. But I think that’s about as far as we can go without further evidence. How about this data we’ve had from Central Coordination?’
‘Unbelievable. I wonder how they came across a completely alien planet like that.’
‘It wouldn’t have been in the usual batch of search results, unless there was another planet in what we would normally think of as the habitation zone.’
‘I see. A probe might have gone to a planet in the habitation zone, then the aliens from the next planet out came to visit.’
‘Something like that, the alien planet would normally have been outside the temperature zone but with the atmosphere it’s got, that would keep it warm enough.’
‘We don’t know they’ve actually met, though. Those images could just be from coms signals. They might be extinct, like the Zetans.’
‘True,’ Nancy yawned, leaning back in her chariot. ‘This is the life, isn’t it?’
‘Certainly gives you time to think, trundling along like this. After you’ve been up here a while, it’s hard to imagine we’re dozens of metres above the ground.’
‘Sure beats hacking our way through the jungle. I hope we’re not missing anything down there.’
‘We’ll be missing a lot of plant life. And there could be any number of creepy-crawlies.’
Nancy laughed. ‘I can do without those, thank you.’
‘It’s less destructive this way, too. I suppose it’s possible this whole valley might be cleared for habitation one day but I would like to ensure it’s properly explored beforehand. It must have looked very different when the villages were built.’
‘Probably all fields and orchards.’
 

Late in the afternoon, the Betas finally arrived above the site of the third village. Hercules cut through in several places around the central plaza and the Spiders dropped down to make a quick survey. The Fountain House was in good condition and appeared to be safe to visit. A portable scanner was set up to give the building a thorough workout overnight.
The Spiders returned to the canopy and helped Nancy set up the camp. They erected a small tent and checked the equipment had arrived intact. Raife made sure the food processor was working, much to Nancy’s amusement. Neither of them dared send the Spiders down to do any more detailed work below before nightfall, knowing that if anything was found, they’d be up all night.
‘Do you think there were two sorts of Zetans, Nancy?’
‘We’ve mentioned this before.’
‘I know but it’s still puzzling me, especially now we know that many of the plants and animals have been genetically engineered.’
‘OK. But for peace of mind, I’m assuming these people were highly civilised, with electronic technology and yet they liked to live in a simple, uncomplicated way.’
‘Nothing wrong with wanting to live like that, except we’ve found no evidence of where exactly they might have done their genetic manipulation, or how they made their advanced devices.’
‘Device,’ Nancy said, ‘we’ve only found one.’
‘You’re right as usual. How about an early night?’
‘Good idea. Are you going to have the Spiders doing anything overnight.’
‘Yes I thought Hercules and one of the minions could do some metal-detecting in stealth mode. We’re not used to sleeping in a tent, so we don’t want them making any noise.’
‘And the other minion?’
‘Stands guard up here, of course.’
‘You’re not expecting anything, though?’
‘No, but after weeks sleeping in the lander, it feels a bit exposed out here.’
‘Then your plan has my seal of approval, as long as you make sure no alarms are going to go off!’
‘If the Spiders find the biggest hoard of treasure since Blackbeard the pirate, they have strict instructions to keep it to themselves until after breakfast,’ Raife said.
 

***
 




Chapter 38
At 3am Nancy found herself sharply awake, an insistent rattling tattoo beat on the tent roof. There was a violent flash clearly visible through the thin material, then an explosion shook the tent.
‘Raife!’
‘Just a storm, Nancy.’
‘I know that but we’re the only thing sticking up for kilometres in every direction. We’re going to get a lightning strike!’
Raife opened the tent and peered out. Pelting rain was warm on his skin. The minion standing guard flashed its light across his face, then swung it across a streaming canopy. Huge drops fell in a torrent, caught in the lamplight, splashing onto the giant leaves. There was another flash and another, followed by an echoing rumble.
‘It’s passed over now. The electrical discharge is all inside the cloud.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Perfectly.’
Another flash and a rumble broke through rain. The cloud was passing, the downpour already half what it was.
‘You said occasional showers.’
‘That’s what the forecast said. It was a very short storm, upper end of a shower. It’s gone, go to sleep.’
‘Shower indeed,’ Nancy said. The angry cloud was already dissipating itself into the distance across the canopy. All was silent again apart from the slow dripping of water and a remote rumble of thunder.
 

Neither of them could bear to wait until after breakfast and Nancy shared her tablet with Raife before they’d even left the tent.
‘Look, look, look! You said treasure and look what we’ve got. There are several metal objects, look at the detector images.’
‘I can see alright. Looks like they’re buried, though.’
‘Buried treasure!’ Nancy said.
‘Whatever there is, it’s under a collapsed building. Here’s an image from the sideways scan.’
‘Why didn’t they get it out?’
‘I set Hercules and the minion on stealth mode, remember? It was detection only. We can have breakfast while they dig it out.’
Raife and Nancy positioned their foldout table near to the edge of the hole cut through the canopy and watched Hercules heft stone blocks out of a ruined site fifty metres down what had once been a side street off the plaza. The minion that was still assisting Hercules cleaned off the moss with its laser cutter and soon a neat stack of building blocks was assembled in the middle of the paved street. Then the trophies began to emerge.
Raife sent the guard minion down with a section of medical scanner and the first object was probed and the data streamed to Explorer.
V109281 Artefact 1:
Device identical to previous find; power source partially depleted.
‘Another coms device!’ Nancy said. She jumped up and stood behind Raife’s chair to get a better view.
‘Don’t push me over the edge in your excitement!’
‘Oh! We shouldn’t even be this close without anchors.’
Nancy could see it would be a few minutes before the next object was brought forth, so she darted off to get a safety line and anchor point. The guard minion hopped back onto the canopy and ensured it was fully secured. Raife took his end of the line and fixed it to the harness Nancy brought for him.
Their eyes darted between the tablet showing the ground-penetrating radar and the view down below.
Next up was a different object entirely; flat and rectangular. It went straight into the medical scanner and while its data was being beamed to Explorer, the next object came out.
V109281 Artefact 2:
Device, rectangular; dimensions: five by ten by one centimetre thick. One surface covered by quartz screen, cracked. Coloured, synthetic crystalline buttons around upper edges; no chemical contents, no explosive capability; fully depleted power source; non hazardous.
Outer shell: alloy of silver, gold and platinum, providing stainless qualities, high polish. Structure of shell: thickness two millimetres, homogenous metallic foam cross-section, as previous objects.
Synthetic crystal ornamentation: fourteen electrically functional items arranged in linear pattern along three upper edges; opal, sapphire, ruby, white diamond, pink quartz, citrine, azurite, onyx, emerald, topaz, amethyst, green agate, lapis lazuli, jasper. Each item bears small carved symbol on upper surface (some symbols correspond to number symbols identified from buildings).
Internal scan: gold wire connections from functional ornamentation to a depleted power source of unknown type, and a one centimetre cube, multilayered silicate item, also a second, larger multilayered silicate item.
Microscopic scan of multilayered silicate item: semiconductor properties, as previous items, configured as UHF transceiver. The second multilayered item linked via gold wires to the first has data processing capability and memory store, multiple connections to silicate panel and control buttons.
Accumulated data function analysis: data processing device with display, capable of communicating wirelessly with other devices (based on tests performed on replica of previous find, 100 percent probability).
The third object appeared to have a handle and a spatulate end piece. That, too, went into the scanner.
V109281 Artefact 3:
Device: cylindrical with waisted central section, flattened at one end to five centimetre diameter oval; overall dimensions: two point five centimetre diameter cylinder fifteen centimetres in length. End opposite spatulate section contains recessed aperture. Internal gold connections from recessed aperture to spatulate end. Spatulate section appears to be detachable. Detachable section contains an unknown device of previously unknown crystalline construction. No power source present; non hazardous.
Outer shell: alloy of silver, gold and platinum, providing stainless qualities, high polish. Structure of shell: thickness three millimetres, homogenous metallic foam cross-section, as previous objects.
‘Is there anything else?’ said Nancy.
‘No, that’s it.’
‘Anything else over the rest of the site?’
‘No, Hercules has scoured the entire place. That’s it. Having said that, it looks fantastic to me. A second coms unit, a data processing device of some sort and a highly technical cookery gadget.’
‘Raife!’ Nancy laughed. ‘You can bet it wasn’t for cooking.’
‘Why not? Easy to clean, different attachments for different types of cookery,’ he grinned.
‘What about that ‘unknown device’ in the end of it?’
‘Search me!’ Raife said. ‘Egg whisk, gravy warmer, coffee frother?’ He ducked instinctively at Nancy’s expression.
One of the minions brought the new finds up for inspection and storage.
‘It’s a pity the screen on this thing is cracked,’ Nancy said. What if there are pictures stored in it?’
‘Now, that is an idea!’ I can feel a bit of serious replication is going to be needed for that item.’
‘This is incredibly exciting. There almost certainly are images on there. Why else would it have a screen?’
‘It could just be for calculations.’
 

***
 




Chapter 39
Raife and Nancy spent an hour just looking over the new artefacts.
‘Raife, I know I said this was becoming something I hadn’t signed up for as a pioneer, but this is so exciting! We are holding in our own hands, things which were made and used by people we have absolutely no knowledge of and we are standing on the soil of their planet.’
‘It’s fantastic to have found more. All the artefacts are beautifully crafted, too. I’m sure whoever made these took a real pride in their work. But you’re calling the Zetans people. So far we have no idea what they looked like or how they lived, other than they liked fruit and lived in stone houses.’
‘This spatula thingy must have plugged into something else,’ Nancy said. ‘It has this socket and a ‘device’ Explorer called it in the detachable end section. There’s no power source. That must have been in whatever this connected to.’
She turned the silvery object over and over in her hands, feeling the weight of it and waving it around in various ways, trying to decide which method of using it felt most effective.
Raife said, ‘We’ve been to three sites and found four objects. It makes me wonder. Out of over six thousand sites, how many more of these types of object might have been left behind.’
‘I’m guessing that’s a rhetorical question but at a ratio of four to three, that would be around eight thousand artefacts.’
‘And bigger settlements could have more artefacts.’
‘I’d love to explore one of the cities!’ Nancy said, her eyes wide and full of enthusiasm.
‘I’ll set the nanofactory to switch over part of its output to fuel production. On the basis that Tinc and Riajh won’t need to come down for a while, we could take the lander for a hop over to a city and have a look around.’
‘Brilliant but how’s your leg going? I think you should be fully healed before we embark on anything like that.’
‘It’s growing by centimetres a day with the rations I’m on and Explorer is happy with the twice-daily scans. There is another alternative, though.’
‘Go on.’
‘There’s another village in the valley, further north, near those tunnel things the radar found.’
‘You mean we could go on to there?’
‘Why not, we seem to be enjoying our holiday.’
‘Will the supplies last out?’
‘That’s a point. OK, how about this; we’ve seen how fast Hercules can skip over the canopy, why don’t we send the Spiders over to the next village and get them to do a rece.’
‘Great, that way we can stay here and relax, while they see if there’s anything of interest. It’s about another thirty kilometres, so they could nip over there and be back before nightfall.’
Nancy reached for her tablet and entered the commands. Within a couple of minutes Hercules and the minions had brought back the excavation tools and the section of medical scanner they’d used to ascertain the safety of the new finds. They left the scanner with the Betas, then the three Spiders then set off across the canopy at top speed. Soon they were no more than one large and two small humps, wavering in the green heat haze that shimmered over the smooth canopy.
The Betas sat back in their chairs and soaked up the sun for a while. It wasn’t too long, though, before Raife’s curiosity was rousing him again.
‘Nancy, I’m going to have a go at replicating this little Zetan tablet.’
‘I thought you were switching the nanofactory over to fuel mode.’
‘Have you seen the amount of equipment over there recently?’ Raife said. ‘The nanofactory itself is now three times the size it was originally and there’s a whole load of ancillary equipment that can cope perfectly well with both fuel production and a bit of replication work. Did you notice the Spiders moved the windmill up to the cliff top to catch more wind?’
‘Of course, they did that two nights ago!’
‘Alright, I didn’t think you were so interested in how the power was generated.’
‘I’m not but you can hardly miss it! This replica, is it done yet?’ Nancy laughed.
‘It’s not as straightforward as all that. The basic shell and controls are relatively easy to reproduce but the screen and the processing components, plus the memory are going to need the highest definition scan we can do. If we are going to be able to replicate those components to the degree that we can recover the data from this device, it will take a lattice level scan.’
‘The medical scanner can do that.’
‘Yes but it has to be done first.’
Nancy set the Zetan tablet in the scanner, then returned to her reverie while Raife set up the programming for the simpler components.
An hour and a half later, the Spiders had reached the next village and cut through the canopy. It took them another four hours to search the site with metal detectors. Five minutes in, they found an ancient bronze hinge, then nothing more.
Right at the end of their search pattern and almost at the point of returning, the Spiders investigated the Fountain House.
The first thing they did to survey the Fountain House was to scour back part of the moss in the place where text had been found before. Once again, hieroglyphs were in evidence but the characters were duplicates of what had been found previously. After that, they explored inside the building.
A light weight minion took point and scanned ahead. Everywhere there was dust but there had been no invasion of plant life. This was helped by the fact each Fountain House visited so far had no windows. Such a curious disadvantage was offset by biolight which glowed from the ceilings and walls.
The heavier Hercules followed, scanning the ceilings for cracks and faults that might result in a cave-in. By the time the Spiders had reached the Fountain Room, everything had checked out structurally sound. One minion scampered down the steps to the lower level, which had a layout the same as the houses explored earlier. There were no artefacts, no unexpected text. All was bare.
While one minion was downstairs, the other minion and Hercules made a close survey of the Fountain room and the other two rooms leading off it. The fountain itself was bone dry and dusty, as usual. The north-facing room had a spiral staircase leading up. It was too narrow for Hercules but the minion followed it all the way to the floor above.
The upper floor comprised a single, large room with a dais. A platform spoke to Raife and Nancy immediately as having a religious, civic or political significance. On the opposite wall to the dais was a niche. In the niche was found only one article but it was larger than previous finds and had features suggesting it may be multi-functional. The device had a surface mounted screen and two sockets which immediately looked as though they might be for connection to another device.
On further reconnaissance, the Spider found a second spiral stairway that lead down to the east-facing room connected with the Fountain Room.
The new artefact was scanned by the minion to determine whether it had an active power source or not. It didn’t.
All other rooms in the Fountain House were empty of artefacts and so the Spiders were recalled to the camp on the canopy.
Nancy retrieved the scanner from where it had been checking over Raife’s leg for the second time that day and Hercules carefully placed the new object between the sensor plates.
The scan took longer than for the earlier objects, so it was after sunset when Explorer provided the analysis.
V110282 Artefact 2:
Device, overall dimensions: ten centimetres by twenty-five centimetres, oval, thickness eight centimetres;
Outer shell: alloy of silver, gold and platinum, as previous items. Structure of shell: thickness three millimetres, homogenous metallic foam cross-section, as previous objects.
Electro-optical transducer mounted in flat upper surface, transducer dimensions: rectangular, six centimetres by eight centimetres.
‘It looks like the screen on the tablet, why call it an electro-optical transducer?’ Nancy said.
‘I was about to ask the same question.’
‘There aren’t any buttons on this device, either.’
‘Aha, then perhaps the electro-optical transducer is a screen but it’s a touch screen. That would explain why there are no control buttons on it.’
Other external features: at opposite ends indentations are present. At the base of each indentation are terminals for optical and electrical connection.
‘They didn’t find any sort of connector or cable, did they?’ Nancy said, waving towards the Spiders.’
‘If they had, it would be here.’
Explorer continued.
Internal structure: multiple gold connections between ten multi-layered silicon devices, each having either memory or processing capacity. Many connections between the multi-layer silicate devices and the electro-optical transducer.
‘Just a second!’ Nancy said.
She rummaged through and found the box containing the spatulate device. Nancy took the object out and held the base of the handle next to one of the sockets at the side of the new artefact. To the human eye the sockets looked identical. Explorer confirmed that within engineering tolerances, they were the same size and shape exactly. All that remained was to find the missing connecting lead with a plug on each end that would fit the sockets.
‘These two go together, surely,’ Nancy said.
Parts of the device identified by Nancy as connection sockets have different internal connections; one socket is for simultaneous data input and output; the other is a socket for power input.
‘There you are,’ Nancy said with a smile, ‘I was certain they would go together.’
‘It looks as though you may be right. So we have the control unit for the food mixer, then.’ Raife laughed and Nancy thumped him on the shoulder, taking care not to knock the invalid off his chair.
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Chapter 40
Raife and Nancy watched the Spiders do some restoration work around the plaza of the third village. The orchards were explored and fruit was carried up to supplement the Beta’s dry rations. Nancy’s favourite was the citrus lychee one. Raife’s was the gravy flavoured fruit, which he liked to eat with his soup cubes. His leg was half grown.
Nancy watched Raife poring over his tablet for forty minutes while she followed the progress of the Spiders down below. Hercules, with his extensive reach, had cleared the moss from the front, right and left elevations of the Fountain House. The text was identical to that found at the other locations.
‘What are you up to, Raife?’ Nancy said at last.
‘Programming the nanofactory to replicate the small tablet device and to make a connector for the food mixer,’ he grinned.
‘Raife, I know you. You don’t think it’s a food mixer at all, do you?’
‘That is on my list but a very long way down.’
‘Come on, then, what are your ideas, Mr. Gadget Man?’
‘Although the metals used in its construction would be an excellent choice for a food processor, they would also be perfect for other functions, too. It could be an analyser, like an assay device or it might be for irradiating samples. Whatever it is, there’s the added dimension of having different end sections. And we have no idea so far what other attachments there may have been. If we found some others, we’d get more idea of what it is.’
‘What about some sort of medical device?’
‘That’s actually at the top of my list,’ Raife said. He’d wanted Nancy to come up with the idea first, as she’d taken such an interest in the device.
‘It’s that ‘unknown device’ embedded in the end of the spatula that intrigues me. If it was for something from known physics, Explorer would have identified it.’
‘Exactly, the thing we know nothing about is Zetan physiology, so being a medical device would fit with it not having any function we can imagine.’
‘We’ll just have to hope we can find more, then,’ Nancy said. ‘Have you made any progress with the tablet. I’m itching to know if there are pictures in there.’
‘Me, too, which is why that’s my next project. It requires a lot more complex construction than an electro-optical connector.’
‘How long do you think it’ll take?’
‘I’ll be at it the rest of the morning.’
‘Is there a problem with not knowing how the screen works?’
‘Not really. The great thing about converting a scan into a replica via the nanofactory is that it can be put together an atom at a time if necessary and we don’t have to know how it works.’
‘I see.’
‘Good, because what I don’t know is if it is a touch screen, will it even respond when touched by a human? We don’t know what it reacts to, it could be by capacitance, inductance, skin resistance or maybe a special stylus that we don’t have.’
‘Or just a little pointed stick.’
‘That would be lucky!’
‘If it’s all right with you, I’d like to go down and watch the Spiders first hand and get a feel for the place.’
‘It seems safe enough. You’re good at that sort of thing, soaking up the atmosphere and getting an idea of how people lived.’
‘We keep calling them people, don’t we, but we really have no idea,’ Nancy said.
‘Hercules is on his way up for you. I’ve finished on the connector now and I’ll start on the Zetan tablet. I’m as keen as you are to see if the original contains images.’
Nancy climbed into her biosuit and Hercules lifted her up and over the edge of the canopy. A few minutes later, she waved at Raife from the plaza and sat down on a stone block to stare at the Fountain House portico and its carved text.
Raife completed his programming and Nancy returned for lunch, looking dreamy and happy, having enjoyed a couple of hours of ‘archaeological therapy’.
After lunch, Nancy got back into her biosuit and explored the reconstructed streets of the village, one of which stretched all the way from the plaza, out to the orchards on the perimeter.
Raife remembered something about the transmission analysis from the replica communicator.
Spurious multiple signal emissions. Range undetermined.
He wondered if the message referred to other signal sources, so he called up the full data file and went through it. He got Explorer to show a world map giving the locations of the other emissions... they were in city locations spread around the planet. He called Nancy on his suitcom about trying the new device, as it its power source was still well charged.
‘As far as we know, it can’t do any harm,’ she said.
Raife activated the coms device found at the third village and was greeted with a message but in a strange, high-pitched squawking over the suitcom.
‘Did you hear that?’ Raife said.
‘You bet!’
‘It must have been Zetan speech.’
‘Raife, this is fantastic.’ Then Nancy stopped in her tracks, suddenly all of a quiver. ‘But Raife! What if it was one of them answering?’
‘I never thought of that.’ Raife’s hand shook.
He pressed the lapis button again and spoke at the device. The instant he released the button, the message came back. He tried it a third time and got the same response.
‘Hold on, I’m going to check something with Explorer,’ he said to Nancy.
‘What? What are you doing?’ Anxiety tightened her voice until she could barely speak.
With a trembling hand, Raife put in a request for Explorer to compare the signals. Less than a second later, he got the answer he was desperately hoping for.
Modulated data and carrier signal identical. Repeat signals show no variation. Audio data is a digital copy.
‘Raife, what does it mean?’
‘It means that was a recording, not a real Zetan lurking somewhere.’ His heart thumped and he felt a heavy pulse throb in his stump. He made himself take deep breaths.
‘I’m coming back up at once.’ Nancy shouted over the suitcom. Raife looked across the village. He could see her making her way in quick, nervous steps along the cleared street to the plaza. Hercules joined her and scooped her up. A minute or two later, she was standing next to Raife.
‘We’ve got to report this to Central Coordination,’ Nancy said as she sat down heavily.
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Chapter 41
‘I don’t think we need to contact Central Coordination,’ Raife said. ‘It’s just a recording. Whoever made the coms system did a good job for it to be working all this time.’
‘That thing really scared me,’ Nancy said.
‘This has been some ‘holiday’, hasn’t it?’
‘Everything has happened so fast, I can’t believe we’ve been here nearly three days.’ Nancy shivered as if a chill had passed through her. ‘If the Spiders get a move on, we can be half-way back by sunset,’ she said.
‘That’s not a bad idea.’
Hercules and the minions packed up the campsite in double-quick time, stashed the gear in the trailer and set off pulling Raife and Nancy at a brisk trot.
They stopped before it got too dark. While Nancy broke out the rations for herself and Raife, the Spiders put up the tent with the bare essentials for an overnight stay.
Just as they were settling down for the night, they heard an eerie noise from outside. Nancy, being the most mobile shot out of the tent, while Raife got straight on his tablet. The strange noises were coming from the trailer. Nancy began taking things out in rapid, nervous movements. She knew in the back of her mind, she should really let a minion do it for safety but she didn’t have time to program them to do it the way she wanted.
Light stuff like the biosuits and chariot parts were on top of the other items. Soon she had a growing pile of equipment around her feet. As she worked, the sound grew clearer. At first it had sounded like a high-pitched squealing. As Nancy progressed through the contents of the trailer, the sound was less muffled. Finally, she got to the heavy boxes containing the artefacts right under everything else.
Wasn’t it always the way, she thought in frustration. Nancy picked up one of the sealed containers and could feel the sound vibrating through the metal box. She snapped the catches and flipped the lid. It was the communicator.
‘Found it,’ Nancy called. ‘It’s the coms device.’
‘Got that,’ Raife called back. ‘Explorer is checking it out now.’
Nancy stood, holding the device, which continued its alien melody, interrupted periodically by the squawking voice. She ran her other hand over her face and felt the cool clamminess of shock. An unexpected shiver passed through her.
‘OK, press the rose quartz button,’ Raife said, leaning half out of the tent.
‘Which the hell one is that?’ Nancy shrieked. ‘I can’t see properly in this light.’ Hercules snapped on its headlight. ‘Oh, OK.’ Nancy pressed the button and held it down until the sound stopped. ‘Are we clear now?’
‘One second,’ Raife said, his hands signing over his tablet. ‘Yes, that’s it. You can put it away now.’
Nancy replaced the coms unit and shut the box. Hercules took it and put it back in the chariot. Nancy flopped down heavily in the middle of a canopy leaf, her back resting against the side of the chariot, while the Spiders put the stuff back where she had hurriedly pulled it out.
‘What exactly was all that about?’ Nancy said once she’d got her breath back.
‘You know when we tried it out earlier?’
‘Don’t you mean when you were fiddling about with it?’ Nancy said.
Raife sighed, ‘OK. Well, apparently, it was still in standby mode and every so many hours it logs into the relay station and plays some sort of message. Probably something along the lines of
‘You have failed to shut down this device properly. Press button X to shut down or button Y to fully activate.’
The usual sort of thing.’
‘Usual! It scared me half to death. I thought the Zetans were coming for us.’
‘No, definitely not, Explorer says it’s a recording, same as before, and from the same source, one of the equatorial cities. We might have activated something,’ Raife said.
‘Activated something! Oh, great.’
‘Nancy, calm down. You’re anxious. We both need some sleep.’
‘It’s things like this make me anxious.’
‘There’s nothing to worry about. Explorer is keeping all frequencies under surveillance.’
The Betas slept restlessly and were woken by a sudden downpour. Unseen, a bright star flared in the east and climbed across the sky. For ten minutes, the rain rattled on the drum of the tight tent skin, then moved on. This time there was no electrical storm, although it thoroughly disturbed Nancy, who felt she had only just got to sleep when another alarm sounded.
For a second, Nancy hadn’t a clue where she was. She thought they were on Home Turf, their home for thirty years. The insistent chirrup was coming from her suitcom. Raife’s suit was adding to the general racket, which could be heard being relayed from the Spiders, too.
‘Now what? Raife, what is this about? I’ve only been asleep for about half an hour.’
‘Explorer says we’ve both been asleep for over two hours. It’s the birthing alarm.’
‘Yes, I got that,’ Nancy said, sitting up and pulling at the bedding.
‘I don’t want to cancel it manually, in case it’s for real.’ Raife said.
‘It can’t be. Tinc and Riajh have weeks to go yet.’
Dawn broke over the canopy at the moment the alarm cut out.
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Chapter 42
Cold, tired and out of sorts, Nancy rubbed her eyes and glanced at the sun showing in the east. All around stretched a featureless, shiny green deck. Small puddles of water glistened in the early light. In a different mood, she would have delighted in its serene beauty.
The birthing alarm had also rung through Explorer’s corridors and main cabin.
‘Raife, was it cancelled from Explorer’s end, or did you do that?’
‘No, I said I wouldn’t interrupt it. I’m checking with Explorer now.’ He shuffled to the flap of the tent and sucked in breaths of fresh, damp air. ‘We’ll soon know if it’s a genuine birthing, which has to be Tinc and Riajh, weeks early; or it’s a false alarm we can look into later.’
‘I hope something hasn’t gone wrong with Tinc and Riajh. If it has, suspect one on my list is going to be Central Coordination.’
‘OK, it took fifty seconds to be cancelled,’ Nancy said. ‘That’s normal for a genuine birthing.’
‘We can access the cabin video feed,’ Raife said, reaching for his tablet. He placed it where Nancy could see and scrolled through the various channels until he got a wide angle feed from the main cabin.
‘It’s them,’ Nancy cried. ‘It is Tinc and Riajh!’
‘They look to be moving normally. How can they have completed the growth cycle so quickly?’
‘I haven’t monitored the downloads for the cloning vats because we’ve been so busy down here. There could have been changes we’ve not been aware of.’
‘Something this dramatic has got to be Central Coordination. This is the sort of jump in spec you get when you go from commercial grade technology to state-of-the-art.’
‘I’m sure you’re right. It’s too much of a coincidence. We get contacted by Baker and just over a week later, Tinc and Riajh birth.’
Riajh looked up, saw that the camera in the cabin was active and waved. Her voice broke through on Raife and Nancy’s suitcoms.
‘Where are you? She said, smiling broadly. I can see you’re not on the ship!’ Tinc appeared next to her, fastening his bodysuit. He was dark and stocky. His familiar face beamed at the Betas.
‘We’re on the surface. There’s an awful lot to tell. We’re on our way back to our base camp.’ Nancy said.
‘The best thing,’ Raife said, ‘is if you eat some of those delicious rations you’ll find up there, read the data files and get back to us.’
‘Yes,’ Nancy said. ‘We’ll return to base and speak to you from there. You’ll need to be sitting down, I reckon, especially given you’ve birthed in only three weeks.’
‘Three weeks, Nancy? That’s not possible!’ Tinc’s deep voice rumbled from the suitcoms.
‘We said you’d better be sitting down,’ Raife said with a grin.
 

Raife and Nancy dozed on the long journey back to the shelf, exhausted after their interrupted night and the excitement of Tinc and Riajh birthing. It was mid afternoon when Hercules carried them down from the canopy. Hercules pulled Raife on his chariot through the connecting tunnel. Nancy walked, with one of the minions pulling her chariot. The second minion scouted ahead, exiting onto the shelf before the rest of the party were half-way along the tunnel. Almost immediately, it gave the all clear.
Half an hour later, Raife was pulled out of the cavern onto the shelf at the far side of the cliff. He was immediately met by the familiar warm breeze and its usual salty tang. Raife smiled to himself and turned his head to Nancy to watch her face as she took her first breath of sea air in several days. At the same time he was aware of the nanofactory whirring away up the shelf to his left and the distant thrumming of the windmill blades on the cliff top.
To his surprise, he saw Nancy’s expectant smile turn abruptly to a look of bewilderment. Raife turned back to the view across the serene basalt shelf. He stared out to sea, having no idea what was causing Nancy such alarm. At first everything appeared as they had left it. Then it hit him: no lander.
‘Raife?’
‘I know. It’s gone,’ he stuttered.
‘Did you do that?’
‘Of course not. You’ve been right with me all the time. We were dozing or chatting all the way back.
‘Then how?’
‘I guess Explorer or Tinc or Riajh recalled it,’ he said, reaching out his tablet. ‘I didn’t know it had even been refuelled.’
‘You said the nanofactory was going to be making fuel.’
‘That’s right, but not go as far as actually putting it in the lander and it blasting off.’ Frowning, he signed repeatedly over his tablet, then called into his suitcom.
‘Explorer? Explorer? Hercules brought the party to a halt next to the stone hut. ‘Nancy, can you raise them?’
‘Come in Explorer?’ There was no response, to either hail, or via Raife’s tablet.
Nancy ducked into the stone hut and tried her tablet. ‘Still no luck.’
Raife used Hercules’ transmitter to boost the signal. Again nothing. Just then, Nancy screamed.
Raife turned to where she was pointing at the nanofactory.
‘Raife, I just saw something move over there.’ She was shaking with fear and clung to his arm. Sensing Nancy’s alarm, Hercules and the minions moved closer, in protection mode.
Straining to see, Raife’s body was hard and tense. He stared intently, seeing nothing. Then a black claw flickered in the doorway and was gone.
‘I think I know what that is,’ Raife said with a grimace, checking his tablet. ‘Yes it’s a blasted mini!’
‘A what?’
‘It’s a mini, a small Spider. Like the one I called Tiny up on Explorer. I can’t seem to get control of it, though.’
‘Are you sure that’s what it is?’
‘Definitely, I’ve located it via the tablet but I can’t access its control program. I’m sending a minion over to investigate. At least we’ve still got control of these.’
One of minions ran across the shelf, past the entrance to the cavern and darted into the nanofactory shed. Raife followed it on his tablet, Nancy looking over his shoulder at the feed from the minion’s camera.
The image swung to and fro, as the minion scanned the roomful of equipment, then zoomed on a small form crouched at the side of a compressor, next to a large coil of tubing. It was indeed one of the Spiders Raife had named Tiny on Explorer. It looked identical to the one that had scuttled around, seeking out crumbs and keeping the place tidy.
‘That explains one mystery, anyway,’ Raife said, making an effort to relax. Nancy sat on his knee and he massaged her shoulders. Hercules was adopted a defense stance.
‘There’s another?’
‘Yes, one mystery solves the other. The mini-Spider explains the mystery of how the fuel got from the nanofactory into the lander’s tanks.’
‘That little thing looks mighty suspicious, not like the one on Explorer. I don’t like the way it moves. Is it safe?’
‘I’m not happy I can’t access its control system. Other than that, I’m not sure yet. It’s small but that thing dragged a pipe across and connected it up to the lander.’
‘How come we didn’t know about all this?’
Raife signalled to Hercules to return to standby mode and to detach the wheels and pull bar from Nancy’s chariot. She sat down in her chair. When she pushed her hair back behind her ears, Raife could see her hands were still shaking. He reached over and put his hand on her arm.
‘My guess is the lander blasted off in the middle of last night. We were still quite a long way off and if it had gone during that storm, we’d have heard nothing.’
‘But we got no warning through our tablets, not even an alert through the suitcoms.’
‘Which under normal circumstances, we should have.’
‘You know what a blast off last night means, don’t you?’
‘It can’t have been Tinc or Riajh because they didn’t birth until this morning. This was Explorer’s doing, or more likely, as we now can’t get a signal back from Explorer, it was...’
‘Central Coordination!’ Nancy sighed heavily. ‘We should have known they’d get up to something.’
‘I don’t see how we could have foreseen this, though,’ Raife frowned.
‘I just hope Tinc and Riajh are OK. I hate not being able to contact them.’
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Chapter 43
Raife and Nancy passed a nervous few hours, wondering when they’d have news of what was happening aboard Explorer. Meanwhile, they prepared to spend the night in the stone hut. The minion that had found the mini-Spider kept its camera trained on the little pest, while Hercules and the other minion unpacked the gear. All thoughts of a holiday had evaporated.
Nancy oversaw the safe storage of the artefacts and checked the previous finds.
‘Do you think that mini-Spider has done anything with the artefacts we left here?’
‘It’s too small to open the boxes.’ Raife said. ‘I’m surprised it managed to drag even a light hose out as far as the lander, though I suppose it must have had it in manageable sections. No, I don’t imagine it’s interfered with anything.’
‘That’s a relief,’ Nancy said. She set up the food processor and a few minutes later handed Raife a hot drink.
They drank in silence, then Raife got Hercules to fit his false leg and he paced around between the hut and the cavern entrance, testing his balance and stretching his muscles.
It was very quiet. The sea barely rippled in the distance. The pipes feeding the nanofactory gurgled faintly and twitched occasionally. Raife checked the inventory and found the nanofactory was stockpiling fuel again. A gentle breeze blew across the shelf, turning the windmill on the cliff top. Nancy periodically checked for coms to Explorer but got no response. The afternoon stretched on and on. A lazy sun warmed the two lonely inhabitants, then finally began to set beyond the cliff.
Having got used to the availability of fruit, Nancy would have dearly loved Hercules to run across the canopy to bring back a basket-full to supplement the dry rations and nutrient milk. However, she didn’t even suggest it to Raife. She wanted Hercules nearby for protection. Nancy felt vulnerable in a way she didn’t understand.
With no other option, the Betas finally bedded down and passed a restless night in the hut. One of the minions cornered the mini and the other held station outside the door to the stone hut. Hercules stood between Raife and Nancy and the doorway, nothing was going to get past unnoticed.
The following day, there was again no signal, no response, no information.
‘I think we could risk Hercules going over to get us some fruit,’ Raife said halfway through breakfast. ‘There was nothing untoward in the night. The mini hasn’t moved an inch since it curled itself up after we got back yesterday.’
‘If you think it’s safe. I’d really love some fruit.’
‘Me too. You’ve seen how quick Hercules is at full speed. He’d be there and back before we knew it and also we’d have something to look forward to.’
‘Suits me. I just worry in case something happens suddenly.’
‘I’m thinking there will be some warning. I’m expecting all the coms to come back up as soon as anything is imminent. We can have no idea what Tinc and Riajh are up against on Explorer but given the lander is now up there, I guess they’ll want to be down here as soon as they are able to get away.’
‘We don’t know the lander is up there.’
‘It’s my best guess, looking at the amount of fuel that’s gone; enough for a return trip. With the coincidence of our friends birthing, I can’t see the point in it going anywhere else.’
‘OK, I’ll send Hercules off for some fruit.’ Nancy smiled briefly and hugged Raife before signing over her tablet. Hercules vanished almost instantly through the cliff.
The day progressed as before, though Hercules’ return brought some cheer. He had two baskets of Raife and Nancy’s favourite fruits, plus a couple of new ones to try.
Once again they passed the night under close guard.
At dawn, their suitcoms came alive, an alarm re-broadcast by Hercules, rousing the Betas.
Betas, Betas. Immediate attention.
A klaxon sound blared from Hercules speakers.
Evacuate ocean shelf. Evacuate ocean shelf. Respond immediately.
Raife fitted his leg and he and Nancy struggled out into the first strands of sunlight filtering through a low sea mist.
‘Responding,’ Raife called through his suitcom.
‘Responding,’ Nancy added her voice print.
You must evacuate the shelf for safety. The lander will be descending in thirty minutes. Confirm evacuation.
Raife grinned at Nancy. ‘Time for breakfast, then.’
‘If we’re quick. I’d rather take it in the cavern, though. If that lander comes down much closer than exactly where it was before, it could get a little warm round here.’
‘Fine by me.’
The Betas prepared breakfast, while Hercules took their chairs and table into the cavern, positioning them inside and a safe distance from the entrance.
Now more confident with his false leg on a solid platform, Raife limped across to the cavern, Nancy following up with a minion carrying the provisions.
The lander was early. The Betas were enjoying their fruit when they heard the first bursts of descent arrest jets firing. The intermittent roar echoed around the cavern. As the noise of the rocket engines closed in, they became shorter and more widely spaced, as the chutes lowered the lander towards the shelf.
Raife activated the remote camera that all this time had remained on sentry duty on the tented roof of the stone hut. He and Nancy shared the view on his tablet. The lander was dwarfed by the enormous parachutes from which it dangled. They watched the rockets flaring on the underside, correcting the effect of the on-shore winds. Finally, the craft settled on the basalt within a metre of where it had stood before.
All clear. All clear, was channelled through Hercules’ speakers.
Raife and Nancy had never seen a lander come down before, having always been in it themselves. Nancy helped Raife out through the short tunnel onto the shelf. They leaned against the cliff and were warmed by the sunshine, as they watched the chutes retract, held clear of the still smoking base of the craft by arms extended for the purpose. The heat shield groaned and cracked as it cooled.
After an interval for safe cooling of the craft and system checks, the hatch swung open and Tinc and Riajh stepped out. Raife and Nancy were already close by, waiting to greet them. As soon as she saw the hatch begin to open, Nancy ran across, Raife limping carefully behind her.
Tinc and Riajh climbed unsteadily down onto the shelf.
Too much gravity, not enough time spent exercising, Raife thought. He watched them take slow steps towards Nancy. She reached them before they were many metres from the lander. Raife called Nancy on her biosuit to go easy on them, as she looked to be about to bowl them over in her enthusiasm.
Raife thought they looked strained. He couldn’t imagine what had brought them down to soon.
Perhaps Central Coordination had something to do with that too.
Nancy, heeding Raife’s warning, carefully hugged and kissed each of the new arrivals. Raife watched them pointing at the various signs of habitation and industry, the windmill, the stone huts. Tinc and Riajh seemed to be surprised at the two minions and particularly at the size of Hercules.
The landing party joined Raife and they strolled to the cavern. Raife and Nancy took them inside, where the minions had placed additional breakfast items, including some fruit. Raife could see that Nancy thought they should be excited and curious about it.
After Tinc and Riajh had eaten, Nancy took them on a short tour of the near part of the cavern. They were suffering from the effects of gravity before having chance to build muscle, so soon after exiting the vats. Raife being less mobile went out onto the shelf. He accessed his tablet and updated Explorer with the previous night’s episode with the alien coms artefact.
He also quizzed Explorer over the coms blackout. Explorer replied that it was at the behest of Central Coordination. The blackout was caused by the massive data upload required to send all the latest data on the finds: the coms devices linking to a remote repeater unit; the alien language spoken; the architectural reconstruction work; all the image files, including those of multiple hieroglyphs.
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Chapter 44
‘Nancy, this cavern is very beautiful.’ Riajh said ‘Why didn’t you set up camp in here?’
‘It’s rather damp, as you can see. We thought the water might penetrate equipment and cause problems. Besides, it’s usually so pleasant out on the shelf that we prefer to spend time there.’
‘You’ve spent a lot of time away, though,’ Tinc said, breaking in.
‘Yes,’ Nancy said, smiling to cover her surprise. ‘We just got back from a little holiday, the day before yesterday.’
‘You went to the furthest village in the rift valley,’ Riajh said.
‘My, you are well-informed,’ Nancy said, unable to hide her surprise any further.
‘We got updates with our personality downloads before we exited the vats.’
‘Oh, how did that happen?’
‘CC programmed Explorer to update us with all your latest discoveries.’
‘I see. That must have been during the coms blackout.’
‘You had a coms blackout?’
‘When we saw you just after you’d birthed, that was about the last communication we got from Explorer. We were getting quite worried about you.’
‘There was no need to worry,’ Tinc said, smiling to himself.
Nancy didn’t feel at all like smiling. ‘I can’t tell you what it was like to arrive here and find the lander gone with no warning.’
‘Really, it could only have gone for one purpose, Nancy,’ Riajh said.
‘So you know about the hieroglyphs?’ Tinc abruptly changed the direction of the conversation.
‘Oh, yes. And the audio recording. It’s been analysed and it has all the characteristics of a language.’
‘Has any progress been made with deciphering the text?’ Nancy said.
‘Apart from the numbers, no,’ Riajh said.
‘It’s curious about the genetically engineered plants and animals, though, don’t you think.’ Nancy looked from Tinc to Riajh and back.
There was no reply.
‘And that the fruit should be edible to us.’
‘Raife explained that, I understand. CC has not added to his initial analysis,’ Riajh said.
‘Is that the new designation, then, CC?’
‘Oh, yes. It’s used a lot now,’ Tinc said.
‘I see,’ Nancy said.
‘No, CC.’ Riajh laughed. It was the first time Nancy had heard her laugh since leaving the lander. Usually she would have been close, conspiratorial, amusing. Tinc, she imagined, would have been running over details with Raife, their conversation jumping from one topic to another. She thought it odd that he trailed around with Riajh.
‘These downloads you got, were any from CC directly?’
‘Nancy, what can we say? This is our third day out of the vats. We’re still a bit confused, getting accustomed to being alive again, you know.’
Nancy was alarmed by Tinc’s evasion. He was looking at the floor, not at her. She thought from his voice he was smiling. Then she realised, there was something odd about Tinc’s voice, Riajh’s, too. She couldn’t put her finger on it.
‘Shall we go back outside?’ Nancy said. ‘As I said before, we spend a lot of time in the open.’
Tinc and Riajh nodded and the trio headed back outside.
‘We were astonished you cleared the vats in only three weeks,’ Nancy said. ‘And now you’re down here under full gravity after almost no time to build yourselves up physically.’
‘Yeah, CC...’ Tinc’s voice trailed off. They were all back out in the sunshine. Tinc and Riajh drew in great draughts of sea air. ‘I’d like to see the nanofactory, if that’s alright with Raife,’ Tinc said.
Like you need to ask, Nancy thought.
Hercules carried Raife the five hundred metres to the factory, with Tinc following slowly. From his gait he appeared drunk, unused to the full planetary gravity. Hercules waited outside, while the two men went in, heads inclined together, already talking shop.
Nancy descended into giggles, giving Riajh a gentle poke in the ribs. She rolled her eyes, knowing the conversation between the men would be all partition coefficients and catalyst kinetics.
‘Come on,’ Riajh said. ‘I want to see the sea.’
They followed the snaking coils of the supply pipe down to the shore line.
‘This is the direct feed to the nanofactory?’
‘Yes, the outlet pipe is now way over there,’ Nancy pointed two hundred metres down the shelf. ‘It’s to make sure they don’t mix.’
‘Are there currents in the sea?’
‘Yes but no tides, of course.’
‘You haven’t set up vats down here, yet?’
‘No, why?’ Nancy was puzzled by Riajh’s abrupt changes of tack.
‘CC thinks it would be the obvious step.’
‘Really? Wouldn’t it be nice just to be together, the four of us for a while. I would love to take you over to the village. Hercules has it almost completely reconstructed now, apart from the two-storey buildings.’
‘How nice. But we must think of the research that needs doing. Think of the future.’
‘That’s ‘CC’ talking?’
Riajh blushed. ‘The sooner we start, the more help will arrive.’
This time it was Riajh who would not meet Nancy’s eyes. Nancy watched her staring at the horizon. Riajh’s conversation was forced, somehow, her posture tense.
‘Are you both feeling alright?’
‘Oh, yes, CC made Explorer run every check.’
‘Goes without saying!’ Nancy shielded her eyes against the sun, trying to locate the float above the probe so she could show Riajh where it was, ‘but to come down so soon. Raife and I trained for weeks before we risked coming down.’
‘Needs must,’ Riajh shrugged.
What is she hiding?
Nancy thought.
‘Can you see that red dot out there, bobbing on the waves?’
‘Is this a test or something, Nancy?’
‘No, of course not. Riajh, why would you think that?’
‘I don’t know. I don’t feel very welcome somehow.’ She tugged at the arm of Nancy’s bodysuit.
‘Oh come now.’ Nancy put her arm around Riajh. ‘My mind’s trying to catch up with your being birthed so soon, that’s all. We thought it would be another seven weeks. And now to see you within days after that. We’re just reeling a bit, I guess.’
‘I see.’
‘It’s a lot of excitement all of a sudden. We’ve just been taking things as quietly as possible lately. To begin with, we were over-enthusiastic and look where it got us.’
‘You and Raife, you’re Betas, aren’t you?’
‘Did it say that in the download you got?’
‘That’s right.’
‘Yes, we’re Betas because the Alphas were careless and didn’t prepare well enough. It was like they were on a camping holiday.’ She wiped a tear from her eye.
‘Nancy, I’m sorry. It must have been horrible for them. For you. They weren’t even down here a full day before it happened.’
‘No, a couple of hours. Silly fools!’ Nancy sniffled.
‘Buck up,’ Riajh said. ‘Look what you’ve achieved.’
‘That’s why we’d been taking it easy, especially after Raife’s leg got smashed up.’
Nancy motioned for Riajh to sit down. They sat next to each other, the soft lap, lap of the water making its calming sound on the basalt.
They looked out to sea together, trying to find the buoy.
‘The leg, how did it happen, exactly?’
Nancy was sure Riajh had got the whole story in the download but it was good to talk to someone different for a change. She loved being with Raife but had forgotten how much she missed Riajh’s company.
‘Oh,’ Nancy said, realising she had drifted off. ‘We were over at the first village. It all seemed safe enough, having two Spiders with us, scouting ahead. Then Raife wandered into a room by himself and the floor gave way.’
‘You must have been terrified, Nancy. You could have been on your own for weeks. If... if Raife had been killed,’ Riajh said.
‘Exactly but I didn’t dare go near, in case more of the floor fell on him.’
‘The floor fell on him? I thought he fell through it.’
‘He did but then a loosened block dropped almost immediately afterwards and smashed his leg.’ Nancy ran her hand over her own left leg, as if in sympathy for Raife’s still growing stump. ‘Explorer thought it could be fixed with microsurgery but there was too much damage.’
‘And it had to be amputated and implanted with a bud.’ Riajh nodded sagely.
‘We could have done with your expertise,’ Nancy said.
Riajh frowned for a moment. ‘Oh, yes of course.’ She laughed, then stood up suddenly but wobbled unsteadily.
‘Riajh, take it easy,’ Nancy said, ‘You’re not strong enough yet to go jumping around. I can’t imagine why you came down so soon.’
‘I told you before, CC...’
‘Riajh, ‘CC’ as you call them, are a long way from here.’
‘They’re closer than you think.’ She gave Nancy a penetrating look.
‘What do you mean by that?’
‘Just that once those vats are built, they’ll only be weeks away.’
‘All the more reason to delay, surely?’
‘You just don’t get it, do you, Nancy. This alien thing is huge, even if they have all vanished. Hello, what’s this?’ she said, pointing to a small object bobbing on the waves, nudging at the shoreline. Riajh reached into the water and picked up a small object.
 

The minions had set out lunch by the time the men emerged from the factory. Tinc had the mini Spider perched on his shoulder, like a pet. The women strolled up from the beach, Riajh holding a piece of driftwood with a few small, mauve bivalves attached.
That’s odd, thought Nancy,
Tinc never liked pets and Riajh, with her medical training would never go around picking up bits of alien driftwood.
‘Looks like you’ve found some more wildlife,’ Raife said.
Riajh passed the driftwood to a minion which took it away to be scanned. ‘There’s not much else around here,’ she said.
‘Nothing that’ll bite you, anyway,’ Nancy said.
After lunch, the newcomers took their gear from the lander and stashed it in the stone hut.
‘We’re really tired with the gravity change from the ship compared to down here,’ Tinc explained. ‘I think we’ll lie down for a while if that’s OK.’
‘Sure,’ said Nancy, glancing at Raife.
He nodded. ‘I’ll program the nanofactory to knock out some more chairs for you and some wheels, so when you get tired, the minions can drag you around.’
‘As long as it doesn’t take resources from the vat project,’ Tinc waved as he entered the hut behind Riajh.
Raife and Nancy found plenty to do while the others slept. Raife programmed up the chairs and wheel attachments, while Nancy checked out the new animal finds on the driftwood.
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Chapter 45
Over dinner, the alarm sounded in each of their suitcoms. They stopped eating to listen.
This is Baker at CC headquarters. Vat construction must begin immediately. Additional personnel are required to investigate the missing indigenous population.
Nancy glanced at Tinc. She caught him concealing a smirk.
‘There, what did I tell you,’ Riajh said. ‘This is all too important to leave to the chance of missing something. We need experts checking every possibility.’
‘As long as they don’t get in the way of us exploring our new planet,’ Raife said.
Nancy nodded but before she could speak, Tinc butted in.
‘This is bigger than any of us. I know you consider yourselves pioneers but finding an alien race! Think about it.’
‘We’ve been to great lengths to show there aren’t actually any members of an alien race still here.’ Raife looked challengingly at Tinc and added in a measured tone, ‘Unless you’ve heard of any others we should know about.’
‘None to my knowledge,’ Tinc said.
‘While we’re on the subject of aliens, has CC given any indication there’s a particular interest here. A comparative one?’
‘What do you mean ‘comparative’, Raife? It’s all comparative with respect to humans, isn’t it?’ Riajh’s brittle laughter echoed from the cliff.
‘True enough.’ Raife smiled to cover his unease.
So, Baker hasn’t told them about the Sentience.
The four individuals quickly dispatched the last scraps of rations and fruit.
‘Come on then,’ Tinc said, ‘No more delays. You heard Baker’s orders, we have to make start on programming up those vats.’ He stood up from the table and began signing and tapping into his tablet. ‘Raife, you start on the logistics. I’ve got the latest specs for the vats to enter here. Nancy, you do sequencing and Riajh, you contact CC to download the personality files.’
‘Right on it,’ Riajh said.
Raife and Nancy exchanged glances and took up their tablets.
The evening was far advanced by the time they’d finished. The nanofactory was to have a second wind generator by morning and vat production would progress at the fastest rate acquisition of raw materials would permit. That meant doubling up the supply pipes from the sea. Hercules and the minions would be working all night. Tinc said he wanted to keep the mini Spider with them in the stone hut.
‘We’d rather sleep out here, if you don’t mind,’ he said to Raife and Nancy. ‘It’s so nice to breathe fresh air. I know so far there’s been no sign of wildlife but I’d like to have the mini handy, if that’s alright. He’s not going to be much help with the construction work, anyway.’
‘That’s fine,’ Raife said. ‘We’ve got used to sleeping in the lander. And by all means, keep the mini with you.’
Under the pretence of taking a shower, Nancy led Raife to a blind cave out of sight beyond the nanofactory. She silently striped off her body suit and putting her fingers to her lips, indicated to Raife to take his off, too. She pulled a startled Raife into the cave, leaving the bodysuits outside. Deep inside the cave Nancy began to explain.
‘Raife, I don’t trust the suitcoms, even if we think we’ve switched them off, we could be broadcasting and I don’t want anyone else hearing this.’
‘Hearing what?’
‘Listen, Raife, there’s something wrong with them. It’s CC this, CC that. They’re not at all like the Tinc and Riajh I remember.’
‘Yeah, I picked up on the CC thing, Tinc was doing it all the time in the nanofactory. Did Riajh give you a hard time over setting up more vats? I mean earlier, before Baker’s announcement tonight.’
‘She did mention it quite emphatically, in one of her CC moments. Did you pick up on that?’
‘I did more than pick up on it. Tinc practically had me inventory for the job right away. He said CC thinks we should start at once. Now, of course, we’ve had Baker’s proclamation.’
‘Which all goes to back up what I’ve been thinking.’
‘How did you get on with Riajh?’
‘OK.’ Nancy paused, trying to put words to feelings. ‘Reserved, withdrawn. We used to have such a laugh together. We’ve known each other for years. We were like sisters, now I feel I don’t know her. How about you and Tinc?’
‘Similar. There’s a curious formality about him. He behaves as though he’s trying to prove something all the time. We’ve known each other for way too long for any of that.’
‘And going around with the Spider on his shoulder! He hated pets.’
‘Yes. He told me once he’d been bitten by a dog when he was a child and he’d never liked being near animals since.’
‘That Spider is no animal and having it on his shoulder all the time is really weird.’
‘I know, and what’s more Tinc actually referred to it as ‘he’. Yet before they landed, whenever we went anywhere near the thing, it hid itself away.’
‘It gives me the creeps, I can tell you.’
‘Me, too.’
‘Did you notice, Raife, when Tinc was talking after Baker’s announcement, he said ‘you consider yourselves pioneers’? He would never have said anything like that. Our Tinc is as much a pioneer as either one of us. He would have said ‘we
consider
ourselves pioneers’. There’s something very odd about all this.’
‘Agreed. I’m starting to wonder if this really is Tinc and Riajh.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘CC has downloaded someone else into the bodies of our friends.’
‘Impossible, surely. It’s not allowed!’
‘It isn’t allowed, normally. But it’s not impossible. You must have been thinking the same.’
Nancy’s face was pale, her lip trembled. ‘Now you’ve put words to it, I’m certain. I just couldn’t bear to admit it.’
Nancy had such a look of dejection, Raife held her close.
‘Oh, Raife, what are we going to do?’
‘Other than confront them, tell them they’re not fooling us, I’m not sure what to do.’
‘I was never big on confrontation.’
‘Me either. Besides, they’d just deny it and then they’d know we were onto them.’
‘The longer we can keep up the pretence that they’ve fooled us, the better.’
‘Exactly, Nancy.’
‘Meanwhile, we have to do something and keep them in the dark about it. If we do nothing, we’ll have to go along with all the CC demands and they’ll download a bunch more agents. That’ll be the finish of our expedition.’
‘So, we’re going to have to take a risk if we want a way out of this.’ Raife’s youthful brow was deeply furrowed.
‘They don’t look very dangerous now but CC could have granted them use of force.’
‘Without knowing their true identity and rank, we have no idea what they are capable of. They could have combat training or even have been sent to eliminate us if we don’t toe the line.’
‘All the colour had left Nancy’s face. ‘Raife, that’s a horrible thought!’
‘The stakes are high here, considering what we’ve discovered. Then there’s that business about those other aliens Baker told us about. Maybe we know too much. Baker definitely hasn’t told them about the Sentience.’
‘How do you know that?’
‘It was when I was talking about comparisons. They didn’t have a clue.’
‘I thought it was odd at the time but I didn’t say anything, in case you were trying to find out what they knew.’
‘I was. But it doesn’t stop them from being dangerous.’
‘You don’t think they’d actually harm us, do you?’
‘Like I said, the stakes are high.’
‘You’re really scaring me now,’ Nancy said.
‘What was it you said just a minute ago?’
‘I don’t know.’ Nancy was trembling. ‘That I’m scared witless?’
‘No, you said they don’t look very dangerous now.’
‘Did I say that?’
‘Yes. Right now, we could push them over with one finger but we have to act as soon as possible. Even if they have military training, they can’t cope with the gravity yet.’
‘I see. If they tried anything, we could at the very least outrun them.’
‘Exactly. So we must do something before they get fit.’
‘Can deal with them one at a time? We had them apart from each other this morning.’
‘Yes but only when they were on their own with each of us, not the two of us and one of them.’
‘This isn’t the most important thing,’ Nancy said.
‘What do you mean?’
‘The most important thing is what are we going to do with them once we’ve got them on their own?
‘We want Tinc and Riajh back of course.’
Nancy put her arms round Raife’s neck and pulled herself close. Raife wrapped his arms around her waist, his chin resting on her shoulder. He stared hard at the smooth wall of the tunnel. The dripping of water was like a clock ticking away the time they had left to act.
Nancy leaned back and looked into Raife’s eyes.
Come on, Raife, you can do it!
Raife’s eyes met Nancy’s and he let out a long sigh. ‘I’ve got the sequence.’
Yes!
Nancy did not move her eyes from Raife’s.
‘We have to disable them, download the agents’ personalities from their bodies,’ Raife said. ‘Then upload Tinc and Riajh’s real personalities.’
‘Alright. But how do we get to that?’
‘First we have to incapacitate them, and it’s got to be both at once.’
‘Just now we were talking one at a time.’
‘Swapping personalities over isn’t a five minute job. It has to be both together.’
‘Something in the food?’ Nancy said.
‘Could be tricky. Too easy to slip up. I think we need something more certain.’
‘Alright, some knockout drops in the breakfast milk. They won’t be able to resist a warm cup of that after a night in the stone hut.’
‘Or we could get the spiders to stick them with a medical dosimeter full of sedative.’
‘Oh sure, like they’re just going to sit around waiting for us to do that!’
‘But it’s a dead cert and we can do it when they’re asleep.’
Nancy grinned, ‘Now that
is
a plan.’
‘The start of one, anyway.’
‘Well, let’s work it out, then.’
They sat down on the rocky floor of the cave, huddling close for warmth.
‘Now we’ve got full coms back,’ Raife said, ‘I think I can still get a secure feed through to Explorer without alerting CC. The essential thing is to change the access codes and lock CC out of Explorer’s systems. We’ve got to make sure they can’t pull this stunt a second time.’
‘Can we lock them out? Won’t they simply use the emergency override?’
‘They can always override a software lockout. But if I temporarily disable access, I can get the minion that’s still on Explorer to physically pull the plug on the long range coms system. It’ll be done before they know it and they won’t be able to get back in until it’s reconnected.’
‘Brilliant! Can we do it from the lander?’
‘Easy!’
‘Let’s get back there, then. Once you’ve locked out CC and got control over the coms, we can talk without fear of discovery.’
Nancy helped Raife back out of the cave, into his biosuit and plastic leg. It wasn’t going to be too long before he could start exercising the new one.
Hercules in security stealth mode was standing by a few metres away. His AI had put him on sentry duty as it was after nightfall. Raife used Hercules’ manual access panel to survey the shelf using the cameras on the minions. Tinc and Riajh were no-where in sight. The mini Spider was keeping guard at the door to the stone hut.
‘Look, Nancy, there’s the mini. They must have bedded down for the night.’
‘Perfect. Get Hercules to carry you over to the lander and let’s get started.’
‘I’ve just thought, though, locking the agents out is going to make them mad as hell.’
‘That’s why we have to stop them finding out and we have to do them tomorrow.’
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Chapter 46
Raife and Nancy climbed inside the lander and quietly shut the hatch. Raife immediately began signing at the internal sensor. He quickly completed the first part of the plan.
‘That’s it. I’ve got new access codes and the plug’s pulled on the coms system. Even if we don’t have time to do what needs to be done next, whoever it is in Tinc and Riajh won’t be able to do anything to stop us.’
‘I’ve had some ideas while you were doing all that,’ Nancy said. She rolled up the bedding to make a comfortable seating area. Raife took up station next to her.
‘Go ahead.’
‘You’re sure you’ve got control?’
‘Here’s the recording of the Spider pulling out the coms unit.’ Raife expanded the display across the cabin.
‘OK. Only I can just imagine that smug Baker’s face if there was something you’d forgotten and he was monitoring us the whole time.’
‘See the two black triangles down there on the left?’
‘What are they?’
‘The telltales for the transmit and receive feeds to the long range communicator.’
‘Black is good, then?’
‘Zero signal.’
‘But Raife, they might have reprogrammed Explorer.’
‘In that case I shouldn’t have been able to shut down the coms or get access to the Spider on board up there.’
‘I think you should check again.’
Raife’s hands signed rapidly over his tablet. After several minutes of tense concentration, he relaxed.
‘OK,’ he said. ‘They must have assumed we’d be so thrilled to see our friends that we wouldn’t notice they were being impersonated by two CC agents. Explorer is clear. There are no suspicious programs.’
‘Right, then, we’ve got a lot to do.’
‘First we’re going to need think up some way of getting our minions past that blasted mini they’ve got on guard.’
‘It sounds like your sort of job,’ Nancy said.
‘More like a job for a couple of minions in stealth mode, I’d say.’ Raife grinned back at her. Nancy was sitting cross-legged on the bed roll, Raife was lounging against it. He yawned widely.
‘You tired, Raife? This has got me wide awake.’
‘I am. Leg building sure takes it out of a body.’
‘I want to get the plan sorted then we can go to it either next time they fall asleep or tomorrow night.’
‘But what if they start being troublesome?’ Raife sighed sleepily.
‘Hey, you, stay awake. At least a few more minutes. I don’t think they’re going to be too much trouble, being so physically weak. Plus I’ve been thinking, we can tie them up with physical activity, like the vat manufacture and with looking at the artefacts.’
‘Good plan, then we can stick them with the tranquiliser when they take their after lunch nap. Can I sleep now?’
‘Almost. You’re going to need to program the minions to use the nanofactory to make transfer caps, so we can download these two jokers and get our friends back.’
‘Boy are they going to get a surprise!’
‘I’m not going to ask you to do the caps now, you’re too tired.’ Nancy pulled down the bedding while Raife rolled aside to make room.
‘Dead right I am. And you don’t want to make any mistakes with that sort of technology.’
‘You can make an excuse after breakfast to come back over here and rest because of your leg. I’ll get them on a full tour of the cavern. Once they’re in there, it goes from one wonder to the next. They’ll have walked a couple of kilometres before they know it.’
‘Ha! That’ll do them no good at all in their condition. Then I’ll keep them occupied examining the artefacts. Even the most conscientious of agents have got to be distracted by holding a thousand year old alien device in their hands.’
‘And even if they weren’t, they would have to act the part to keep up the pretence.’
Minutes later, the Betas were fast asleep.
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Chapter 47
As soon as they woke the following morning, Raife checked the systems.
‘We’ve still got complete control,’ he said as they pulled on their bodysuits, set for a day of desperate measures.
Nancy strolled across to the stone hut, while Raife limped over with his almost grown leg. He was going to need physiotherapy on it even before it was out of the plastic. Luckily, Hercules was capable of fulfilling that role, with a download from Explorer.
The mini was still guarding the entrance to the stone hut, with no sign of the agents. It scuttled back and forth when the Betas approached.
‘Do you think they’re still in there?’ Nancy said when Raife joined her.
Raife looked up and down the shelf and beyond the lander across the shore and out to the sea. Dawn was long past and he could feel his stomach complaining about the lack of breakfast. He used his tablet to check on the agents.
‘Their bodysuits are still in the hut here, so unless they’ve wandered naked the five hundred metres to the shower unit on the other side of the nanofactory, or gone skinny-dipping in the sea, they’re still in there with the suits.’
‘That mini Spider’s the main giveaway.’
‘They’re in there alright.’
‘With the food-processor.’
‘Unfortunately. Go on, give them a call.’
‘Riajh,’ Nancy said in a loud voice. ‘Riajh, are you awake yet?’ She was more insistent the second time.
‘The fruit is stored in there, too, isn’t it?’ Raife said.
‘Afraid so.’
‘Tinc, Riajh, we know you’re in there,’ Raife called loudly. ‘It’s time for breakfast!’
‘Shh,’ Nancy said, she was close to having a giggling fit. ‘They’re probably exhausted from yesterday.’
‘Well, it’s their own fault. They shouldn’t have come down from Explorer before they were fit,’ Raife said in a loud whisper. ‘But for our sake, thank goodness they did. I’m going over to the nanofactory to get a wash and a drink of fresh water, you coming?’
‘OK.’ Nancy put her arm around Raife and the pair made their way past the cavern entrance and on to the nanofactory. Since the expansion of the manufacturing facility, there was a constant supply of hot water and they had made frequent use of it.
Once they were out of ear-shot, Nancy said, ‘It’s a good thing they did come down before they’d done enough exercise, otherwise things would be a lot more difficult for us.’
Raife nodded. ‘True but we’re not out of the woods yet. And we don’t want them to get too much sleep, otherwise we’ll have difficulty wearing them out by lunch time.’
‘It doesn’t matter, we’ll get to them in the end, even if it’s late afternoon or this evening.’
‘Yes but the longer the agents are conscious, the more chance they’ll find I’ve locked them out of Explorer’s systems. I can pass it off as a glitch for a short time but they’ll soon get suspicious.’
Despite their fears, the Betas took their time showering, so it wasn’t until half an hour later that they were back inside their bodysuits.
‘I know these things are self-cleaning,’ Nancy said as she fastened the front, ‘but it’d be nice to wear something different for a change.’
‘You’ve still got your dresses, haven’t you?’
‘I have but they’re not very practical for day wear. Can all this junk make clothing yet?’
‘Junk?’ Raife said, laughing, ‘Did I hear you say junk? Junk can’t make clothing but this precision, high spec equipment can make anything we like.’
Nancy peered round the side of the factory hut and scanned the shelf. There was no-one in sight. She whispered all the same.
‘Raife, can you do real, woven fabric? You know, if all this equipment wasn’t tied up making vats.’
‘I knew you were going to ask that. Woven, natural plant fibre, not right now. Woven synthetic, no problem.’
‘And colours?’
‘Any colour you like.’
‘So,’ Nancy checked the shelf again. ‘When we get Tinc and Riajh back, we could divert resources to making something a bit more agreeable than the bodysuits.’
‘You get me some designs. As long as they provide sufficient protection and the electronics can be fully integrated, we’re in business.’
‘Protection?’
‘Yes, these body suits have integrated emergency systems built in as well as the coms, plus they’re incredibly durable and the biosuits fit straight over them if there’s an emergency.’
‘Don’t worry, I’ll find some suitable designs.’
‘Sounds good. Shall we go and see if we can get any sense out of those two laggards?’ Raife was already moving away from the factory, in the direction he hoped to soon find breakfast.
As the Betas approached the stone hut, Tinc showed his face at the door.
‘You two up already?’ he said as he rubbed sleep from his eyes.
‘Been up ages and just had a shower. If you guys go and do the same, we can set the minions to have breakfast on the move for when you get back.’
‘Uh, OK, I’ll get...’ Without finishing, Tinc turned back into the hut.
Raife and Nancy sat at the table a few metres away, waiting.
Nancy leaned close to Raife’s ear and behind a cupped hand whispered, ‘He couldn’t remember what he was supposed to call her!’
Raife grinned but it was short-lived as he remembered all they had in mind to accomplish that morning.
‘We’ve got to keep on our toes,’ he whispered back. ‘The sooner we get this done, the better.’
A few minutes later, the agents emerged, looking dishevelled. They smiled half-heartedly and made off towards the shower unit behind the nanofactory.
‘We’ll have to start without you,’ Raife called after them. I’ve got a leg to feed here, you know!’
Nancy, quaking with suppressed laughter, dug him in the ribs but the others didn’t notice. Tinc simply waved without turning round.
That was another thing the real Tinc would not have done, he’d have come straight back with a quip of his own, no matter how tired he was, Nancy thought.
On Raife’s direction, the minions brought out the breakfast provisions and some fruit, laying it out on the table.
‘Well, I’m not waiting,’ Raife said, tucking in to a double ration of porridge cubes and syrup-flavoured milk.
‘Go ahead,’ Nancy said. ‘After all, you have got a leg to feed!’
Raife looked round just in time to see the Tinc agent dodge into the factory unit, while Riajh went for her shower.
‘Did you see that?’ Raife said to Nancy. ‘The Tinc one’s not joining the Riajh one.’
‘I saw. And I don’t need any more proof than that. There’s no way our real friends would’ve showered separately.’
‘Actually, this is too good an opportunity to waste.’ Raife instructed one of the minions to take the medical kit from the hut and carry it quickly across to the lander.
The Riajh agent returned first, behaving as though everything was perfectly normal.
‘Do you mind if I join you?’
‘Help yourself.’ Nancy smiled broadly.
Enjoy it while you can, because you have no idea what we’ve got in store for you this morning.
When the Tinc agent returned, Raife told him that the vat programme was progressing well.
‘CC will be pleased with that, having the first vat almost ready to seed,’
‘And, as you can see, the second wind generator is up and running.’ Raife pointed to the whirling machines on the cliff top. ‘Fabrication of the first vat should be complete by lunch time and it can be connected up after testing by this evening.’
‘Excellent. I’ll file a report when it’s done,’ the Tinc agent replied.
His tone was not lost on the Betas.
‘Now we’ve finished breakfast, I thought it would be nice to make a tour of the cave,’ Nancy said.
‘From what we saw yesterday, it looks worth a full inspection, I grant you,’ said the Tinc agent. ‘But I should check on the vat construction.’
‘No, no need at all,’ Raife said in a firm voice. ‘It’s all going as planned. I’ll keep my eye on it and if I need you, I’ll call you immediately on the suitcom.’
Except the suitcom won’t reach you in the cave!
Raife smiled to himself.
‘Meanwhile, you need some gentle excercise,’ Nancy said. ‘The cavern is the perfect opportunity, though I’m afraid Raife must stay behind. He’s got some maintenance to do on his leg. A couple of sessions were missed during the coms blackout with Explorer.’
‘Oh, yes. Sorry about that, old man,’ the Tinc agent replied. ‘When do we start?’
‘Right now, if you’re ready.’
‘I love the way it lights up by itself,’ the Riajh agent said, just for once sounding almost exactly like Riajh.
Nancy lead the pair away towards the cavern entrance. ‘Well, it doesn’t light up by itself, precisely...’ she said, as their voices faded away into the cavern.
Raife took off towards the lander. He knew Nancy hadn’t taken any provisions on purpose. She’d take them on an extended walk around the cavern and bring them back weary and hungry but then get them interested straight away in the artefacts, which he would have got out ready on the table. By the time they had a late lunch, all being well, the agents would be worn down and ready for a nap, at which point, the Betas would be ready to pounce.
Wasting no time, Raife prepared the sedative shots and placed them back in the medical kit, ready for immediate use. As soon as he’d finished, he sent the minions off to make the personality transfer caps he’d need later.
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Chapter 48
Thus far, the plan had worked well. Raife had taken the opportunity to have a snack while the others were away. He knew Nancy would make an excuse to go to the lander and find the snack he’d hidden there for her in case she needed it. The agents returned looking as fatigued as he’d anticipated.
‘I thought you said gentle excersise,’ Tinc grumbled at Nancy, as they moved towards the table by the hut.
‘Sorry, it didn’t seem so far, I thought. I always get so carried away in there.’
‘It was wonderful,’ Riajh said, ‘but I need to sit down now.’
‘Are those the artefacts?’ Tinc pointed at the table.
Gleaming like fantastic jewels in the high sunlight, the artefacts were laid out on the table, ready to seize the attention of the newcomers.
‘Don’t go pressing any buttons,’ Raife said, grinning as the footsore agents lowered themselves into their chairs on opposite sides of the table.
‘Of course not,’ Riajh said. Her voice was a little too sharp as she picked up a coms wand with her fingertips.
‘You should have got CCs permission before you did that replica business, you know,’ said the Tinc agent.
‘You are holding these ageless, fantastic alien artefacts in your hands and you don’t feel the slightest temptation?’ Raife said.
‘Well,’ the Riajh agent look puzzled, ‘that would be foolish, wouldn’t it?’
‘If you say so,’ Nancy said with a sigh, ‘but these wonderful, jewelled objects haven’t been seen for hundreds of years.’
‘They are of fantastic technological significance, of course,’ the Tinc agent said.
‘The indeterminate age is exactly why we need a group of professional researchers over here as soon as possible,’ the Riajh agent said.
CC talking again, Nancy thought, biting her tongue.
Most of the conversation centred around a programme of further excavation, scientific study and archaeological investigation of other sites. The agents examined Raife’s replica in a cursory fashion, despite his repeated attempts at drawing attention to it and his opening it up for them to see the components inside and showing the detailed scans of the original on the tablet.
They are so officious, the pair of them,
thought Raife,
I don’t believe their after lunch nap can come soon enough.
Finally, Nancy announced it was lunch time and cleared the artefacts away. The minions set out lunch: a luscious display of the full range of edible fruits to distract from the monotony of soup cubes and nutrient milk.
Raife and Nancy tried to engage the agents in talking about the cavern, the tunnels and a trip over the canopy to see a first village first hand.
The agents were determined to reiterate CCs plans for how Zeta Nine should be explored from then on. They ate their fill and grew sluggish. Almost immediately after they had finished eating, they made their excuses and retired to the stone hut.
As soon as they were gone, Raife and Nancy turned away with ill-concealed grins. A scraping noise made them look back at the hut. The mini was poised on guard in the doorway. It was now dark inside the hut because the agents had switched the fabric on the geodesic roof to opaque mode to keep out the sunlight while they slept.
‘What’ll we do about that?’ Nancy said, pointing at the mini.
‘Give them a few minutes to hit deep sleep,’ Raife said, wagging his head in the direction of the lander. He got up and began to limp his way across. Nancy jumped up and he swung his arm around her shoulders for support. Raife could see she could barely contain herself but he waited until they were well out of earshot before he stopped and beamed a huge grin at Nancy.
‘Out with it, Raife, what are you up to?’
‘I left a medical monitor active in the corner of the hut back there. Entirely harmless but I can pick it up on the tablet here.’
‘Alright, so you’ll know when they’re well away but then what about that mini? It could still wake them.’
‘Wait and see, Doctor Impatience.’
The Betas sat on the lip of the lander hatch and watched the graphs monitoring the agents’ breathing, heart rate and brain activity descend on the tablet screen until they’d levelled out.
Nancy gasped, suddenly remembering the key to the plan. ‘Have you got the transfer caps?’
‘All under control, my dear. You gave me plenty of time while you kept them occupied in the cavern.’
‘And the mini?’
‘OK, this is my plan.’
Raife activated programs stored on his tablet and one of the minions positioned itself ten metres from the stone hut, facing the doorway and the mini. The minion’s camera feed showed in the corner of the tablet.
‘Hercules is getting that feed, too, just to locate the mini’s precise location.’
‘Where is Hercules?’
Raife touched the tablet and Hercules, until then completely camouflaged between one corner of the stone hut and the cliff, emerged in full stealth mode.
Nancy held her breath as Hercules climbed silently onto the wall that supported the geodesic roof of the hut. The sun was just past zenith, so it had to lean back slightly so as not to cast a shadow the mini might notice over the doorway.
Ensuring a perfect balance before making its move, Hercules extended one of its legs into the air, then in a single movement, the arm swished down, scooped up the mini and flicked its power pack high into the air. The minion dipped forward and caught the power pack as Hercules stepped down, holding the deactivated mini.
‘Raife!’ Nancy stifled a cry. ‘That was...’ She hugged him close.
‘Rather an accomplished move?’
The tablet showed not the slightest flicker in the level graphs coming from the agents’ monitor.
‘Now what?’ A slight noise behind Nancy made her jump up and peer into the lander. The second minion brought out two transfer caps, along with two medical injectors, both loaded.
‘There’s a couple of other items, before we’re ready,’ Raife said.
As Hercules and the first minion joined the Betas by the lander, the second minion produced a small relay unit.
‘OK,’ Raife said, ‘we now need to be absolutely certain that we’ve got the archived patterns for the real Tinc and Riajh, then we can make the next move.’
He checked the certification and code locks on the personality signatures for their friends, until he was satisfied they hadn’t been tampered with by CC or their agents.
Leaning over Raife’s shoulder, Nancy said, ‘They are the right ones, I’m sure of it.’
‘All the checksums and certificates come back as being fully compliant. So, it’s all systems go.’
Raife signed over his tablet and the minions and Hercules stalked, again in full stealth mode, over to the stone hut.
‘What’s Hercules for?’ Nancy said?
‘Just in case,’ Raife said, with one eye on the Spiders and one eye on the medical monitor readouts. The graphs registered the agents as still in deep sleep, so he signed again and the minions crept into the hut. Almost immediately, the graphs dipped sharply.
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Chapter 49
The change was so sudden, Nancy gripped Raife’s arm in surprise.
‘That’s a normal response,’ he said. ‘It shows complete sedation.’
‘It was so fast, though. They never stood a chance, did they?’
‘Nope. Round two to us!’ Raife said.
‘So, what was Hercules there for?’
‘As I said, just in case.’
‘In case one of the agents woke up and came flying out of the hut in a panic, I suppose.’
‘Got it in one.’
‘Let’s get on with the transfer, then. I can’t wait to see our real friends again, now.’
The Betas joined the Spiders at the stone hut, then went in to see the bodies of their inert friends.
‘They look so peaceful now,’ Nancy said. She had switched the dome fabric from opaque to translucent as they entered.
‘This will take a few hours. We don’t have to watch over them, the Spiders can do that but we should be on hand at least.’
‘Who do you think these two agents really are?’
‘We’ll find out once they’re downloaded out of our friends and their personalities are stored. Explorer will be able to match them up.’
‘It doesn’t make any difference who they are, really, but it would be nice to know something about them.’
‘Nancy, I’m not that bothered who they are. They were not very pleasant individuals and they were totally committed to Central Coordination. They could have been intending this or far worse for us. As far as I’m concerned we’re well rid of them.’
‘Yes, they were quite content to take over Tinc and Riajh’s bodies and try to fool us.’
‘Here, fit this cap over Riajh’s head, I’ll do Tinc’s. Then we can get started.’
The Betas expected the transfers to take around twelve hours each, with four hours rest time in between. They were not surprised to find that although six hours rest time was needed, the transfer times were now down to eight hours, as a result of improvements downloaded to Explorer by Central Coordination. Raife again checked that CC hadn’t downloaded any malicious software that could catch them out later. After an hour’s tinkering he was satisfied that Central Coordination had been so certain of their ruse that they hadn’t bothered to try to alter Explorer’s basic systems.
They left the minions to watch over their friends, while they discussed plans for when Tinc and Riajh were conscious.
‘We should have a party,’ Nancy said over lunch.
‘An excellent idea. And something our proper friends would appreciate!’
‘Have you got any of that illicit alcohol left, Raife?’
‘You must be joking, we drank the lot.’
‘That’s a pity.’
‘Not really, now we’ve halted the vat programme, there’s a stockpile of glass. We can use an accelerated fermentation process to make some pretty reasonable wine from the fruit.’
‘We’ve just about eaten it all,’ Nancy said as she picked up a last morsel of fruit from the table.’
‘Hey, we could have used that,’ said Raife.
‘Send Hercules over for some more. Can we make lemon-lychee wine?’
‘With accelerated fermentation we could have lemon-lychee sparkling wine.’
‘How long will it take?’
‘After Hercules gets back with the supplies, six hours max.’ Raife sent Hercules off towards the cavern entrance.
‘We could try some, to make sure it’s good enough to celebrate with Tinc and Riajh.’
‘It should be ready by around sunset,’ Raife grinned.
Raife set to work programming the nanofactory to produce the necessary equipment. He made use of the mini but before reinstating the power pack, he fitted a completely new AI chip, just to make sure it was fully under his control.
Nancy kept a close eye on Tinc and Riajh’s transfer. During the transfer process itself, their sedation program needed to be monitored. Nancy knew it would be done automatically by Explorer but she felt happier being there with them. She watched the flickering multi-coloured lights on the transfer caps and thought about everything they had been through since the Alphas had taken their first breath of air. It seemed so long ago. Nancy looked up at the sunlight filtering into the hut through the tented roof. There were motes dancing in the sunbeams.
Before she knew it, Hercules had returned with four baskets of fruit, three of which Raife was to use for the wine-making. Raife used the time taken for the accelerated fermentation process to erect several tiers of lockout codes.
Nancy had pointed out that Central Coordination wouldn’t stand for any lack of cooperation on Raife and Nancy’s part. They would also be wondering about the absence of progress reports. Raife designed a system whereby an alarm would be triggered if the codes were near to being hacked. Meanwhile, he felt secure in the knowledge that the data receiver had been disconnected from the long range antenna. He wanted to be prepared, knowing that at some point they would have to apprise Central Coordination of the new situation.
By supper time, the first half of the transfer process had been completed, with the agents’ personalities having been fully removed. While Tinc and Riajh’s brains rested under sedation, the Betas toasted their success at thwarting Baker’s plans. They got in an early night, knowing they had another busy day ahead. While they slept, the Spiders monitored the transfer of their friends.
An hour after dawn, an alert chime sounded in the lander. Nancy woke with a start and shook Raife. He cancelled the alert.
‘We’d better hurry,’ he said. ‘There’s five minutes until Tinc and Riajh’s transfers are complete.
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Chapter 50
The Betas dressed quickly and Hercules whisked Nancy across to the stone hut. Raife began the trip on his own, making a couple of dozen metres before Hercules came back for him. The transfer itself was complete by the time they arrived but several minutes remained while the system returned Tinc and Riajh to full consciousness.
Nancy paced back and forth, while Raife sat impassively in the corner, a fixed expression on his face.
‘This is so weird, greeting them a second time in only a couple of days,’ Nancy said.
‘Yes, but I’ve tried to give them as much information as possible. I programmed in the updates about the Alphas, all the Zetan discoveries and the new orders from Central Coordination.’
‘Oh!’ Nancy said, ‘I’d forgotten you’d have to do all that.’ Shaken, she sat down next to Raife.
‘It should be fine. They’ll need help unravelling it all once they come to but it should all make sense. Just like when we woke as Betas to replace the Alphas.’
‘Yes but what about the business with the agents?’
‘They won’t know anything about that because we won’t be able to file that update until after we’re certain that the swap has been successful.’
Another alert chimed softly. Nancy cancelled it and knelt beside Riajh. She took her friend’s hand and waited for her eyes to open.
There was a sharp intake of breath from Tinc. He sat up suddenly. Staring down at his own body, he turned his hands over back and forth, stared at his torso and legs. A rush of fear sent his pulse racing.
Why am I not in a vat? Why am I in a bodysuit?
His head snapped up and his eyes scanned the interior of the hut. Then he saw Raife and held out his hand. Raife remained in his chair, his plastic leg making it awkward to provide assistance. One of the Spiders helped Tinc into a more comfortable position, where he clasped Raife’s hand and grinned.
‘Good to see you,’ he said, forming his thoughts with care.
‘Take it easy, Tinc, you’re not in Explorer. We’re all down on the planet.’
Tinc’s eyes adjusted to the bright light flooding through the canopy. Then he saw Nancy and Riajh.
‘Nancy! Is Riajh alright?’
‘Yes, she’s just opened her eyes. Riajh, it’s Nancy.’ She rubbed the back of Riajh’s hand.
Riajh lay still. She was clearly fighting to remain calm while her mind struggled to assimilate all the new data.
‘Take your time, Riajh,’ Nancy said. ‘Tinc and Raife are here, too.’
Raife dimmed the canopy and offered Tinc some warm water to sip. Tinc waved it aside and moved tentatively to prop himself against a crate. Riajh pulled against Nancy to sit upright and leant against her for a minute, while Nancy held her close. Then she, too, leaned back against a crate.
‘This is all a bit new,’ she said in a quiet voice. ‘I feel so heavy.’
Tinc ran his hands over his face and head. He stopped short as soon as he felt the transfer cap.
‘It’s OK. You can take that off now,’ Nancy said. She reached up and peeled off Riajh’s cap. ‘All done now.’
‘There’s a reason why we’re down here and not on Explorer?’ Tinc said. His voice was thick and slow but Nancy smiled, thrilled to hear his familiar intonation.
‘Yes, several in fact,’ Raife said.
‘You’re Betas,’ Riajh said, catching up with some of the updates. We’re?’
‘Still Alphas,’ Nancy confirmed, a tear in her eye. ‘It’s so good to see you guys again.’
‘Again?’ Tinc said.
‘There’s a lot to take in and more to tell when you’ve assimilated what you’ve got so far. Don’t worry, everything is fine. Do you want us to leave you alone for a while?’
‘No, stay,’ Riajh said. She was still clinging to Nancy’s arm.
Gradually Tinc and Riajh came to terms with the astonishing finds on Zeta Nine. Raife passed down the inactive Zetan coms device and Nancy showed them a couple of items of fruit, so they had something tangible to help consolidate the implanted memories.
Every so often, Tinc or Riajh would raise a hand as if to point at something, or their face would show they had a question. Almost immediately, the hand would fall and the face show recognition as the answers fitted the questions by themselves.
‘This must be so hard for them,’ Nancy said to Raife.
‘It’s a very different experience to coming out of the vat with all those fresh birthing hormones fizzing round your system, and knowing immediately where you are.’
‘I’m sure they’ll be alright but it’ll take a while.’
‘I guess, which is a pity because I’m starving.’
‘Raife!’
Raife pointed at his leg.
‘All right, I know you have a leg to feed,’ Nancy said with a smile, then she added ‘Actually, I’m hungry, too.’
Nancy offered Riajh a drink of water which was gratefully accepted.
‘We’re in a stone house?’ Riajh said.
‘That’s right. Down here on Zeta Nine.’
Tinc took Raife’s tumbler of water and began to sip slowly. Raife broke out the breakfast cubes and nutrient milk, passing some of each to Nancy. Nancy took a bite of fruit first, cut off a small piece and passed it to Riajh. She took it with a quizzical expression.
‘Try it, Riajh,’ she said. ‘It’s been tested by Explorer and we eat it every day.’
Riajh put the piece to her lips and sniffed it. Then she touched it with her tongue and her mouth opened with a smile.
‘That’s delicious, what is it?’
‘Native fruit,’ Raife said. ‘Here, Tinc, you want to try some?’
Tinc and Riajh slowly joined Raife and Nancy in their breakfast. Tentative at first, they quickly regained their appetite. It helped distract them while their thoughts coalesced. After they had all satisfied their hunger, the party moved out of the hut and the four of them sat round Raife’s table out on the basalt shelf. In the fresh air, warm sea breeze and sunshine, the conversation soon began to flow.
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Chapter 51
‘OK, you two,’ Riajh said, leaning across the table, ‘I’m still reeling at the discovery of an ancient civilisation that has mysteriously vanished and that you found lost artefacts that actually work.’
‘Not to mention that some of the animal life and vegetation is genetically manipulated. All by a population living in stone villages,’ Tinc said.
‘Yes, but what I really want to know,’ Riajh said, ‘is if we’re Alphas, how come we’re down here? How exactly did our bodies get birthed and brought down to the surface? Did you do that?
Nancy and Raife began at once, interrupting each other.
‘You tell them, Nancy.’
‘Alright. You might think what you know so far is amazing but wait until you’ve heard the next bit.’
‘We’re waiting. Come on, out with it.’
‘OK, OK. Central Coordination got wind of all our finds. I guess they hadn’t heard from us for a while, so they pinged Explorer’s computer and accessed the data on the finds. We were actually just about to file a report when Raife got woken up in the middle of the night by a hologram of some guy called Baker.’ Nancy paused for breath.
‘Take it steady, Nancy,’ Tinc said quietly.
‘OK, I’ll go back a bit. When we birthed it took fourteen weeks after we’d been seeded.’
‘That was quick.’
‘Ha! Then we had a software update and after we’d seeded your vats, we were told it would be ten weeks. So, after Raife’s accident, we decided we had plenty of time to take things more slowly. We wanted to try being safe, so we ambled around doing the excavations you know about. We built Hercules to do most of that and to move us around.
‘We were out on a rece to the farther villages when we got the alarm signal to say you’d birthed after only three weeks.’
‘No!’ Riajh gasped.
‘We couldn’t believe it either. But there you were. We saw the camera feed from Explorer’s cabin.’
‘Something fishy, there,’ Tinc said. ‘Apart from having no recollection of it!’
‘Hang on,’ Riajh said. ‘You’re saying you saw us in Explorer’s cabin?’
‘Yes.’
‘So why don’t I remember it?’
‘We’re getting to that,’ Nancy said.
‘We knew it had to be some special technology Central Coordination had downloaded,’ Raife said.
‘Then we got a total coms blackout. ‘Nancy said. ‘We couldn’t get through to Explorer at all, so we came back here as fast as we could. When we got here, there was no lander and still we couldn’t get any response from Explorer. The next thing we knew, the lander dropped onto the shelf.’
‘And,’ Raife said, ‘two people we thought were you got out spouting all this stuff about CC wants vats built, CC wants scientists down here, CC is taking control.’
‘CC?’ Tinc and Riajh said at once.
‘That’s what they kept calling Central Coordination, like they’d been on the payroll for years.’
‘Which I guess they had,’ Nancy said.
‘That definitely was not us,’ Riajh said.
‘Exactly, though it took us a while to work it out.’
‘Some ‘CC’ guys took over our bodies?’ Riajh shivered. ‘Without our permission?’
‘That’s right.’
‘It certainly is not right! It’s horrible,’ Riajh said.
‘So, how did you get us back?’ Tinc said.
‘We made a plan.’ Raife said, with a twinkle in his eye. ‘Carry on, Nancy, you tell ‘em.’
‘We decided I’d take them on a tour of the cavern. You’ve only seen pictures of it but we knew even the most hardened CC agents wouldn’t be able to give it a miss. So, I took them into the cavern for the grand tour.’
‘We could also see they hadn’t exercised enough before they came down here, so Nancy made sure her tour wore them out. Meanwhile, I programmed the nanofactory for the transfer caps and filled a couple of injectors with sedatives.’
‘Yes, then Raife gave them a lecture on the Zetan artefacts. After that, we fed them the biggest lunch we could prise out of the food processor, with lots of fruit.’
‘They went for a nap, you zapped them full of sedatives and the rest is history, as they say.’ Tinc laughed, the rest of them joining in.
Riajh got up and put her arms around Nancy. ‘Thank you so much for rescuing us,’ she said.
‘We were rescuing ourselves, too, don’t forget. Those CC agents were not about to be argued with.’
‘They had one mini Spider we couldn’t control already and they’d surely have had more soon enough,’ Raife said. ‘And we had no idea how far their brief went for taking over the expedition.’
‘Taking over? Tinc said.
‘Nothing was said specifically but we got the impression we wouldn’t be allowed to get in the way.’
They were all quiet for several minutes, lost in their own thoughts.
‘What’s the plan now, then?’ Tinc said at last.
‘Carry on as before, I guess,’ Nancy said. ‘Raife?’
‘I agree. I’ve locked Central Coordination out of Explorer and programmed one of the Spiders up there to actually disconnect the long range antenna, so they can’t get a signal through to Explorer at all.’
‘Raife’s got another few days growth on his leg before it’s fully grown but then he’ll need physio.’
‘I can help with that,’ Riajh said.
‘I hoped you might,’ Nancy said. Meanwhile we’d love to show you all our discoveries, without wearing
you
out, of course.’
‘And long term?’ Tinc said.
‘We’ve seen all the villages here. We thought we’d take a look at a major city down in the equatorial region. But there’s no particular hurry.’
Raife and Nancy took Tinc and Riajh on a leisurely stroll along the sea shore and around the nanofactory. They looked inside the cavern. Riajh had to sit down as soon as she saw it.
‘This is incredible,’ she said, her eyes wide with wonder. ‘Is it natural?’
‘Yes, apart from some widening of access tunnels,’ Nancy said.
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Chapter 52
Over the following week, Raife and Nancy took Tinc and Riajh to the two nearest villages. They rambled around the freshly cleared streets, discussing the construction of the buildings and marvelling at the Fountain Houses and the still undeciphered text.
‘Can we see where Raife fell in and you can tell us again about how you rescued him and found the first artefact,’ Riajh said.
‘Of course. But we can’t actually go in that room yet, it’s still unsafe,’ Nancy said.
‘Can the Spiders rebuild it?’ Tinc said.
Raife answered him. ‘It’s about time in fact. ‘I’ll program it up now. The Spiders will have to reclaim some stone from a house out on the edge of the village to make good the pillar that caused it to give way in the first place.’
By this time, the group, accompanied by the Spiders, was looking into the room with the great hole in the centre of the floor.
‘This could have been a lot worse, you know,’ Riajh said.
‘You’re not kidding,’ Nancy said. ‘At first I thought he was dead. Then his leg didn’t repair after the first operation. The stem bud was his last chance.’
‘I’m surprised Explorer didn’t suggest that to begin with, it was the safest route.’
‘But not the quickest, I guess,’ Raife said, looking up from his tablet. ‘The rebuilding is set for tonight. All set for the rest of the tour? Nancy would you like to lead the way?’
Riajh grew serious as they made their way to the stairway Nancy had discovered as a safer way to reach the lower level. ‘If you hadn’t done something about those agents, I wouldn’t have been around to manage your physiotherapy,’ she said.
‘And I’m very grateful for your personal involvement. Even if either of those agents had medical training, which I doubt, I couldn’t see them being willing to do anything outside CC’s plan.’
‘It still makes me shudder to think of that person using my body,’ Riajh said. ‘I take it the one occupying mine was female?’
‘Yes, you have at least that much consolation,’ Nancy said.
‘Well, luckily that sort of underhanded trick can be played both ways,’ said Tinc. ‘The longer ‘CC’ think their agents are still operating the better.’
‘I agree,’ Nancy said. ‘Well here we are, the stairway to the first artefact.’
‘After you,’ Riajh said.
They looked into every room on the lower level, trying to see if there was any significance to the exact location of the find, and giving the pile of rubble Raife had fallen amongst a wide berth.
That afternoon they were all sitting in the plaza, simply soaking up the atmosphere. Nancy’s agile mind alighted on a topic that had eluded her for a while.
‘Raife, didn’t we have a conversation once about making woven fabric?’
‘We did and I recall saying woven synthetic fabric was possible.’
‘I never did download any designs but I’ve been thinking about something different. We can’t go around in these bodysuits forever, especially now we have a safe environment here.’
‘What’s Nancy talking about?’ Riajh asked.
‘We’ve been in these wondersuits a lot longer than you have. They’re comfortable, self-cleaning and loaded with integral electronics but it would be nice to have new ones and also have the alternative of a different set of real clothes, at least some of the time.’
Tinc grinned. ‘I’d go along with that.’
‘What had you in mind, Nancy?’ Riajh said.
‘Loose shirts, shorts, long trousers; something we wouldn’t feel so cooped up in.’
‘Oh, yes. That would be much better,’ Riajh said.
‘We wouldn’t be able to discard the suits entirely because we’ve still got to be able to get into the biosuits at a moment’s notice.’
‘What about footwear?’ Tinc said.
‘I’ve thought about that,’ Nancy said. ‘A polymer sole with woven uppers. Just something that would slip on and off quickly. How long would they take to make?’
Raife looked over the schedule on his tablet. ‘Less than an half an hour per item.’
 

Tinc and Riajh’s strength grew with each daily excursion to the village and they enjoyed exercising up and down the shelf. By the end of the week, they were much fitter and stronger and Raife had full function back with his new leg, as long as he was careful with it.
Luckily for Raife and Nancy who had got used to sleeping in the lander, the real Tinc and Riajh preferred to sleep in the stone hut. In the evenings, Riajh and Nancy worked on the genetic modifications that had been performed on the vegetation. They were unable to find fault with Raife’s theory of planetary chemistry to explain how the fruits could be edible to humans.
Raife and Tinc picked over the ancient artefacts.
‘So, you haven’t got the replica tablet operational yet, Raife.’
‘No, but we should have a go together, we might make some progress that way.’
‘OK, it’s a replica, not the real thing, so it doesn’t matter if it gets damaged, we just start again. How about if we up the voltage and if that doesn’t work, try an alternating field?’
‘Worth a try.’
They had some success with the overall function of the replica but were unable to access the image file memory part of the matrix, realising that it was encoded and compressed in a way that was impossible to interpret.
‘Well boys, how are you getting on with the Zetan tablet? I see you’ve not greeted us with a set of snapshots,’ Nancy said. She strolled up, wearing one of the new outfits she’d designed; a plain, pink blouse and matching pair of peddle-pushers.
‘You look good,’ Raife said, ‘but sorry, no images yet.’
‘But we have got the replica working. We can enter text, or rather symbols, though we have no idea what they mean,’ Tinc said. ‘We’ve even managed to save the text and recall it.’
‘We’ve also tested its connectivity at low power and it will link with the coms devices.’
‘What’s the problem with the image files?’ Riajh said, joining them, in a similar outfit to Nancy’s but in light orange.
Tinc put his arm around her as they walked back to the stone hut for a break. ‘We think it’s the way they’re compressed and encoded. We are fairly sure there are image files because they are stored differently to the text files we saved ourselves.’
‘You’ve found Zetan text files?’ Nancy said.
‘Yes, plenty,’ Raife said. ‘And sound files.’
‘Sound files?’ Nancy said. ‘You didn’t think of mentioning this at all?’
‘Well, we’ve been kind of busy trying to get your image files to display,’ Tinc said.
‘But surely you must have had some idea that we might be interested in the text and sound files in the meantime?’ Nancy’s voice was shrill. ‘Did you at least upload them to Explorer to add to the collection?’
‘Tinc, why didn’t we think of that?’ Raife ran back to the nanofactory and returned with the replica Zetan tablet and his own tablet.
Tinc applied power to the Zetan model and the data began to stream up through Raife’s tablet, direct to Explorer’s computer.
‘I don’t know if it will make much difference to what we understand,’ Nancy said, ‘but you should have told us.’
‘I’m sorry, Nancy, we thought the top priority was the image files. The possibility of actually seeing some of these Zetans was all we were thinking of.’
‘Any headway with the spatula thing and the control device?’ Riajh said.
‘The Spiders will be replicating those overnight and we can try them out tomorrow,’ Tinc said.
 

The next day, Raife and Tinc connected up the replica device and the control unit, linking the two via a cable they devised and supplying power externally to the control unit.
‘I’m not happy with trying this ourselves, Raife,’ Tinc cautioned when the assembly was complete.
‘Absolutely no way. I’ve still got the remote actuator we used for the first coms replica weeks ago.’
‘So, we’ll use that, plus have one minion keep a visual record and the other scan for radiation throughout the rest of the EM spectrum, right?’
‘My thinking exactly. And do it way up the shelf. As soon as it’s set up, we’ll call the girls over, too.’
An hour later, the four explorers sat huddled in the lander together, the big display stretched out across the cabin. The screen was split to show the different views from the minions and also a long range telephoto view from the lander camera.
Tinc signed towards the computer pickup and the actuator arm extended towards the device. First a low power setting was applied, then Tinc manoeuvred the arm to press buttons in sequence.
Nothing happened and the screen on the control unit remained resolutely blank. Tinc upped the power by twenty percent and the screen began to flicker.
Raife tracked the processor function. ‘Give it some more power, Tinc. The processor is barely ticking over. Tinc gave it another twenty percent and the screen cleared, showing an image of the top of the packing case the replica equipment had been set out on.
‘That’s picking up a camera image via the spatula!’ Riajh said. ‘Try some buttons now.’
‘And it’s doing it without a lens or any other form of optical device,’ Raife said.
Tinc signed again and the actuator arm methodically cycled through the different buttons on the control unit. The second button caused the flat screen display to spring out as a 3D image hovering above the unit. The image was bright even in daylight.
‘That’s clever,’ Nancy said.
On the third button, the screen switched to an internal view of the packing crate.
‘Stop!’ Riajh said. ‘That’s an internal view, look we are seeing right through the metal case. ‘Can we get the Spider to lift the spatula?’
‘Before we do, I want to know how it’s doing that,’ Raife said. ‘We should take a look at the radiation indicator.’ He signed over his own tablet and the minion keeping a record of EM radiation moved forward and applied its sensor.
‘It’s a type of soft x-ray,’ Raife said, indicating the readout. I don’t believe it’s likely to cause damage to a Spider.’
‘What about human tissue?’ Riajh said.
‘I’m not about to volunteer,’ Raife said. ‘And neither are you,’ he warned. ‘The power drain is almost constant now and the processor has warmed up to within safe limits. The radiation readout looks harmless enough for short exposure but it’s too big a risk to try it on ourselves.’
‘On a Spider, then?’ Riajh said.
Raife nodded. He programmed the minion to pick up the spatula and wave the end across one of its other legs.
In the lander no-one moved as they watched intently. The display image on the control unit showed the metal components within the outline of the plastic superstructure of the minion’s limb.
‘That looks useful. Try some more buttons,’ Riajh said.
Tinc signed the actuator to continue with the programme of testing one button at a time. As soon as the next button was depressed, the control unit screen produced the same x-ray image but a new type of radiation was detected. The minion scanning its own limb set off an alert. Tinc cut the power and the unit became inactive immediately.
‘Wise move, Tinc. We can play that back later and analyse what was happening there. I want to make a detailed comparison between the screen, the processor tracking and the radiation. We need to look at levels and wavelengths. I’m glad we did all this remotely. Something that might be harmless to Zetans could be deadly to us.’
‘I agree,’ Tinc said. ‘Sorry girls, show’s over for now.
‘Oh, that was just getting interesting. You boys are no fun!’ Riajh said.
‘Riajh, we tried fun,’ Nancy said. ‘And it didn’t have very pleasant results.’
‘I know, you’re right,’ Riajh said. ‘It’s just that that gadget looks like it could be really useful.’
‘You’ve got it ‘could be’ is the operative term,’ Raife said.
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Chapter 53
Nancy and Riajh spent the afternoon listening to the new speech files and examining the text files. They tried to find a speech file that was accompanied by a corresponding text file.
‘If we could find a matching pair of text and speech files, or a way to make the device speak the text, it would be a major step forward,’ Riajh said. Two hours later, they still had no luck.
Raife took an inventory of what the nanofactory had been producing, stockpiling raw materials for whatever the ‘First Four’ planed to do next. It had also produced sufficient fuel for the lander to enable it to take an off-schedule burn of several hundred kilometres. When he reported his findings to the others, Nancy had a suggestion.
‘How about a trip to the tunnel entrances up the coast at the end of the rift valley?
‘That sounds different,’ Riajh said.
‘I thought you were keen to visit a city in the equatorial belt,’ Raife said.
‘We haven’t got fuel to go that far, though. You said only several hundred kilometres. It’s over a thousand to the nearest city.’
‘If the nanofactory just made fuel, it would have generated enough in one overnight stint to make it to a city and back,’ Tinc said.
‘Do we all agree on that?’ Raife said. He was met by three ‘ayes’. ‘That’s it then. Let’s review the provisions list and start packing. The nanofactory is now in full fuel production mode.’
 

In a moment of after dinner madness, fuelled by a Friday night level of sparkling wine consumption, Riajh asked a question they had all been ignoring.
‘What are we going to do about Central Coordination?’ Riajh said, during a lull in the conversation.
‘Good point,’ Raife said. ‘If we don’t send any messages, they’re going to be very suspicious and they’ll try something.’
‘Yes, they need to hear from us,’ Tinc said. ‘Otherwise it will look like you’ve uncovered their agents’ disguises.’
‘Surely we’ve got to maintain lockout though? Like you say, they are almost certain to try to break back in. It’s got to be convincing,’ Nancy said.
‘I think there are several issues,’ Raife said.
‘OK, big man, go,’ Tinc said.
‘First, do we want to keep this operation completely to ourselves and the stored colleagues on Explorer, or are we going to allow Central Coordination to go ahead with its vat program? Secondly, how much are we going to tell them about what we’ve discovered? Thirdly, do we need their help for anything?’
‘That last one’s a good question,’ Riajh said.
‘I don’t think Central Coordination can help us and we should keep this between us and the stored pioneers on Explorer,’ Nancy said. ‘There are three hundred close colleagues stored on board up there. They were all compatibility matched and we know many of them as close work or training partners. Between them, there’s a full planet skill set and we should stick with that. If we let Central Coordination download agents, we won’t have any idea at all who they really are.’
Raife nodded. ‘That was quite a speech. Well said, Nancy.’
‘We all set out over a hundred years ago, so whoever was in charge then isn’t now. Like this Baker, for instance. We can go it alone for as long as it takes.’
‘Or,’ Tinc said with a huge grin, ‘until we discover something even bigger than we’ve got already!’
‘With this place, there’s always that chance,’ Raife said. ‘OK, do we all agree on keeping Central Coordination shut out?’
It was unanimous.
‘Right,’ Riajh said, ‘how are we going to manage the communications? I suggest we send in updates every day.’
‘How about we send them all the new text data and speech files?’
‘We could even send the image files that are causing you boys so much trouble,’ Riajh said.
‘Good idea. We can rig up a quarantine coms system to keep them from downloading anything to try to break through.’
‘Yes, and Riajh and I can say that the lockout is to stop you two from suspecting something is going on. We can say it was our idea for the lockout, so we can still send data but maintain our deception over Nancy and Raife.’
‘Brilliant!’ Nancy said. ‘What a great joke. You can keep saying ‘according to CC guidelines, CC this, CC the other!’
The Four worked on the content of the message. At first Nancy found it hard to take seriously and was keen to get in as many digs as possible. The others focussed on constructing a message which would give reasons for the delay without providing a detailed explanation. Tinc and Riajh then recorded the first update, with the addition of the new text, speech and image files.
They prepared their report carefully and pre-recorded it, taking up position in the lander, with a Central Coordination insignia placed prominently behind them and within camera range. Explorer’s main antenna was connected just long enough to send it, then disconnected again, without even waiting for a reply. Although the video feed was of Tinc and Riajh, the audio was processed by a text to speech synthesiser, adjusted to generate the officious-sounding tone used by the agents and to eliminate the natural voice pattern of the real Tinc and Riajh. They each read alternate paragraphs.
Access Key B729RFM2732P. Calling CC Baker. The following message stream will be encrypted according to pre-arranged protocol six. Message follows:
CC Agent Bex 27 and Agent Grange 416, report 8ii. Operation Zetan Cause remains in place but a highly compressed transmission medium is essential to prevent detection. It has been necessary to effect transmission lockdown in order to maintain the deception and prevent the Raife and Nancy Betas from sending unauthorised messages.
Currently, the Betas are sleeping in one of the stone huts. Transmission times will vary in order to take opportunities that will not violate security protocols.
Against our advice and contrary to CC guidelines, the Betas built a replica of the Zetan tablet device. We were able to ensure that testing was conducted in a secure and safe manner. Although this was an unauthorised project, it has proved to be beneficial for CC research.
The tablet contained a number of files which have been reproduced in the replica. There are text files in addition to the ones already supplied from wall scans; full speech files are present; and we are including with this transmission the image files that were also found on the instrument.
The image files use a compression algorithm and encryption system which has so far proved impenetrable. We have been unable to match any text files with speech files. It has not been possible to find a text to speech converter on the instrument, neither has it been possible to use it to display the image files. We are including the full scan specs of the Zetan tablet, so that CC can effect further analysis. We are certain that with recent technical advances at CC Advanced Technology centres, greater progress will be possible in a reduced timescale.
Given the nature of the situation here, it is deemed essential to maintain communications lockout, as per CC protocol 172b, until we are able to set up a secure standalone system that will prevent access by the Betas. It will require placement in a concealed location. Once this has been achieved, it would be beneficial to receive any resolved image files from the aforesaid instrument.
The vat programme is proceeding according to our schedule.
CC will be informed immediately, should there be any change in circumstances at this end. Meanwhile, rest assured of our determination to proceed as per previous instructions.
Agent Bex and Agent Grange for CC Agent Baker, end of message. Transmission terminated.
 

‘Fantastic!’ Nancy said after she’d heard the recording. ‘It sounds just like them. You can see why we were able to tell it wasn’t the real you that landed,’ she said, laughing.
‘Yes, indeed. Not wanting to sound like a CC agent, but you know we said in the message the vat programme was proceeding according to our schedule.’
‘Yes, our schedule which has halted production of vats,’ Riajh said.
‘The very same,’ Tinc said.
Raife was puzzled. ‘What are you saying, Tinc? We should restart it?’
‘I’ve been thinking.’
‘Not enough wine!’ Nancy said.
‘No, seriously, one way to keep Central Coordination off our backs is to do our own research. We can’t do it all on our own and we are going to colonise this place, aren’t we?’
‘Of course. The Zetans have left us a most hospitable world with ready-to-eat food and even accommodation that just needs a little restoration,’ Nancy said.
‘True, apart from the mystery of their disappearance and the
picus mortis
plants, though neither of those factors is going to stop us,’ Raife said.
‘Exactly, so we’re pretty soon going to need those vats up and running to birth the next batch of friends and colleagues to help out.’
‘Yes, get a population seed going before ‘CC’ get a look-in,’ Raife said.
‘So, Raife and I should program one of the minions and the mini to stay behind and continue with the vat fabrication. When we come back from our trip we can decide who to birth next.’
The rest of the group nodded in assent and Tinc and Raife re-initiated the vat programme before turning in.
In the morning they found the nanofactory had over-produced fuel by a considerable margin and that the first two vats were fully fabricated, using parts that had been previously set aside for them.
‘There’s enough fuel now to do both the tunnel trip and the city trip. If we go to the tunnels today, we could set out to the city tomorrow,’ Raife said over breakfast.
‘Sounds good to me,’ Tinc said. Nancy and Riajh nodded enthusiastically.
‘I think we should take Hercules and the second minion,’ Raife said.
‘The minions will fit inside with us, just,’ Nancy said. ‘We’re not going high, so Hercules can cling on the outside.’
They packed a day’s worth of provisions, four biosuits and the medical scanner. After full flight checks, the Four climbed aboard the lander, together with the minions. Hercules attached himself to the top section and the machine made a short burn trip to the tunnels at the head of the rift valley.
 

***
 




Chapter 54
The First Four landed on a six kilometre square, flat basalt apron near the tunnel mouths. About a kilometre away and behind the tunnels, the land dropped away to the sea. Before the humans exited the lander, Hercules made a full sweep of the area, which came up negative for threats of an animal or vegetable nature. To be safe, they donned full biosuits before they opened the main hatch, and let the minions out first.
There were two tunnel entrances, with two corresponding long, low buildings at the opposite end of the apron, backing onto the forest but still a hundred metres away from the nearest vegetation. The tunnels were three metres in diameter and were lit dimly by a strip of biolight growing on an inlaid row of limestone bricks.
‘Just look how smooth cut this basalt is,’ Tinc said, examining the wall of the nearest tunnel. ‘It’s as though something bored straight through here as if it was clay.’
‘More wonders of Zetan technology,’ Raife said.
‘Possibly. But something on this scale makes me think they may have had some help.’
‘Unlikely we’ll ever know.’ Raife sounded resigned.
‘These don’t look like they were meant for storage, they slope away as far I can see without levelling off,’ Nancy said.
‘Riajh chipped in with her opinion, ‘That would only make sense if they needed to store something that had to be kept cool and away from the surface.’
‘Let’s take a look at the nearest building, here, there might be a clue. Maybe goods were unloaded and sorted before storage,’ Raife said
‘This is like a narrow, theatre shape,’ Nancy said as they entered the open end of a long, low enclosure.
There was a ramp from apron level up onto a platform inside the building. The platform was forty centimetres above ground level and was built in a solid ‘U’ shape two metres wide around three sides of the building. The end of the building and the platform which was open faced the tunnels. It was a single story structure, the roof long since rotted away. Being built on the stone apron, very little vegetative damage had taken place and the walls were intact.
The First Four sat on the edge of the platform and took a leisurely snack before moving on to the second building fifty metres away.
‘We may as well take a look at the other one, as we’ve come all this way,’ Raife said, standing up and brushing crumbs from his suit.
‘I expect it’ll be as mysteriously puzzling as this one,’ Nancy said, leading the way.
At the corner of the second building, Nancy stopped so suddenly that Raife almost knocked her over. ‘Incredible!’ he said. Raife leant against the wall and Nancy put her arm round his shoulders and leaned against him for support. She was speechless. Raife turned back to where the other two were dawdling across the apron. ‘Hurry up! Come and look at this,’ he called over his shoulder.
‘What? What is it?’ Gasped Riajh catching up. ‘Is it something alive? She stopped, open-mouthed, any further words caught in her throat.
Tinc stumbled, tripping over his own feet as his attention was taken by the scene before them.
The building was occupied.
The minions surged forward, sensors in multiple scan modes. Unheeded, Raife’s tablet showed data pouring in an intense stream up to Explorer. Hercules stood by in stealth mode, poised for action.
‘We really should have anticipated this,’ Tinc said.
‘Oh, come on Mr. Clever-With-Hindsight,’ Nancy said.
‘Yes, you’re good at that,’ Riajh added.
What had almost given them the shock of their lives was to find the building anything but empty: it contained what at once appeared to be a gleaming, silver vehicle.
The bullet-shaped structure was rounded at both ends, two-metres in diameter, fifteen metres long and had windows along the sides. It looked like a train that had lost its wheels. The windows had rounded corners and were partially obscured by a fine internal and external patina of organic growth.
‘He is right of course,’ Raife said. ‘What did you expect? We knew there were tunnels and we found long, narrow engine sheds. They were either going to be just plain empty like the first one, or contain some kind of vehicle.’
‘You’re just as bad, it’s ‘engine sheds’ now we’ve found this!’ Nancy laughed as she hugged Raife’s arm. ‘But it’s a beautiful shape and it must have been fast.’
‘Probably,’ he said. ‘given the streamlined shape, flush doors and polished surface.’
‘No wheels,’ Tinc said, looking underneath to where the smooth metal surface of the craft’s curved underbelly rested on the apron.
‘I wonder if the tunnel’s clear. We can count it out as being used for storage now I think!’ Riajh said.
‘Hercules can take a sprint down there. His power pack should be good for several kilometres even in the dark,’ Raife said.
Raife sent Hercules off at full tilt into the right hand tunnel. Its headlight undulated smoothly as it vanished down the slope. Then he programmed the minions to make full survey scans and to transmit the results to Explorer for analysis.
The Four returned to the lander to watch the scan from the minions and Hercules’ view of the tunnel. Raife turned off Hercules’ headlamp to conserve power and instead turned up the camera sensitivity to make use of the biolight. After two kilometres, the tunnel levelled out. There had been no signs of cave-ins or degradation of the tunnel walls, which had a smooth, polished appearance. The floor of the tunnel was dry.
‘I wondered if it would be flooded,’ Raife said, watching Hercules moving swiftly forward. ‘The Spider’s about five kilometres in, now. I’m going to stop it and get it to scan as far ahead as possible, if that’s OK with everyone.’
‘Sure,’ Tinc said for the others.
‘What direction are the tunnels going?’ Riajh said.
‘Across to the other continent by the look of it,’ Nancy said.
‘You haven’t done a scan?’
‘No, Riajh, we’d need a high-power, deep level one for this and we thought the towns and cities were more important. We had assumed the tunnels were no more than caves. The vehicle we’ve found didn’t even show up on the normal radar scan. Have we got the results on that yet, Raife?’
‘No but I’m getting some useful images from Hercules’ long-range scanner. The tunnel continues flat for several hundred kilometres, then slopes up again. No scan beyond that point.’
‘Probably the tunnel pops up again above ground. How deep did it go?’
‘Deep enough to cross the sea bed.’
‘Once again, this doesn’t fit at all with the Zetans who built the stone towns and cities.’
‘All the more reason to go to a city, I’d say,’ Nancy said.
‘Ah, we’ve got the vehicle report from Explorer, now,’ Raife said.
Vehicular transport system. Metallo-ceramic construction - radar transparent. Power source fully depleted. Front and rear cabins contain control equipment. Levitation and propulsion systems evident but of indeterminate type. Application of external power or restoration of internal power source necessary to effect further analysis. No part of the vehicle is currently operable under prevailing conditions.
Recessed, flush doors are provided for entrance and exit in mid section of carriage and for access to front and rear cabs. Doors are operated by a mechanism that requires the internal power source.
Central section contains seating. Intended for passenger transport. Hermetic seal of carriage has prevented damage to internal systems and furnishings. Suggest caution against attempting to break seal on carriage doors.
No animal or vegetable remains preserved inside. No evidence of occupation at time vehicle was last sealed.
‘At least that means there are no dead Zetans inside,’ Nancy said.
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Chapter 55
‘You’re not saying much, Raife,’ Nancy said on the flight back to base.
‘I don’t know why, I just have a funny feeling we’ve missed something else.’
Riajh sounded more sympathetic, ‘Given all the surprises we’ve had, that probably wouldn’t be difficult.’
Raife shook his head. ‘No, I mean we’ve missed something really important and obvious and my intuition points to that northern forest. When we get back, I’m going to program one of Explorer’s probes over to do the radar scan.’
‘You do that, dear,’ Nancy said, patting his shoulder.
It was late by the time they touched down on the basalt shelf and after a quick snack, they all retired; Tinc and Riajh to the stone hut and Raife and Nancy to the lander, as usual.
Raife woke early, his sense of urgency having increased. He manoeuvred one of Explorer’s satellites into position and programmed the scan. The others prepared breakfast with fruits Hercules had obtained overnight. They discussed who they should birth next.
‘We need archaeologists,’ Nancy said, kicking off.
‘And a botanist, another technologist and a couple of geneticists wouldn’t go amiss, either,’ Tinc said.
‘We’ve been careful so far but I feel a bit vulnerable being the only one with any medical knowledge,’ Riajh said.
‘OK, a doctor, then.’
‘Tinc, how many can we set up for easily?’
‘I don’t know but it should be an even number. Everyone’s paired, aren’t they, Nancy?’
‘True. How about six to begin with, we can always add more.’
‘Do we have resources for six?’ Riajh said.
Tinc checked the inventory. ‘Yes, with plenty to spare.’
Raife was sitting in the lander hatch, his hands signing over his tablet. Tinc called him on the suitcom, ‘Yo, Raife! We’re thinking six vats, with an archaeologist, a botanist, a technologist, a couple of geneticists and a doctor. What do you say?’
‘So I heard, sounds about right. That would be Geoff and Synth, Marion and Borrn, Rose-Mai and Wednesday.’
‘You’re wired up today.’
‘Things to do!’ He waved to the others. ‘Nah, even I’m not that quick! I got up the personnel files on the tablet while you were talking.’
‘We’ve got plenty of everything. The nanofactory’s been stockpiling ever since those agents tried to pull a fast one on us.’
‘OK, if Nancy and Riajh agree, start the first two in the vats that are there already. The other four should be ready to go by nightfall. I’ll be over there soon,’ Raife said.
The girls nodded at Tinc. Riajh passed him a tablet and he signed in the commands for seeding the two vats that were set to go and programmed Hercules, the minions and the mini to assemble the materials for the remaining vats.
‘OK, probe’s on its way.’ Raife joined the others at the table.
‘Oh, you’ve finished tinkering, have you?’ Nancy laughed. ‘We left you some breakfast.’
‘I should hope so,’ Raife said. ‘You know this trip we were going to make to a city today?’
‘Yes,’ Nancy said. ‘We’re not going to make it are we?’
‘No, and we won’t be coming back, either, if we don’t plan it properly,’ Raife said.
The others looked glum but didn’t say anything.
‘Listen, have any of you thought about where we could put the lander down when we go to visit a city?’
‘Er, no,’ Tinc said.
‘I thought not.’
‘Of course, it’s completely covered, isn’t it,’ Nancy said, patting her forehead with the palm of her hand.
‘Tinc, what will there be left after the vats are all built, primed and seeded?’
‘Plenty. It’s a good thing we’re going to have company in three weeks because we need more people to start thinking up ways we can use all the stuff we’ve got and the even more stuff we’ll have by the time they arrive. Why?’
‘I’m thinking transport.’
‘Are we going to try that Zetan carriage thing?’ Nancy said.
‘Not while we don’t know if the tunnel is clear all the way through and Explorer is advising against breaking into the vehicle itself. Anyway, it doesn’t have a power source.’
‘Yes, piling down a tunnel at several hundred kph wouldn’t be too clever if it’s blocked at the far end,’ Tinc said.
‘Come on, Raife,’ Riajh said. ‘We can tell you’ve got a plan, can’t we, Nancy?’
‘Yes, let’s hear it.’
‘I’ll give you a clue,’ Raife said.
‘Never mind the clue, just tell us,’ Nancy rolled her eyes.
‘No, you’ll have to work it out. Besides, if I don’t tell you my idea, you might come up with something better.’
‘Alright,’ Tinc said, ‘I’m game, what’s the clue?’
‘OK, what did Nancy and I do before we came down here?’
‘That’s a clue?’ Nancy said. ‘I was there and I don’t know the answer!’
‘Yes, you were up there on Explorer but you weren’t down here, were you?’
‘Oh, right. We dropped a probe with a Spider in it to see what was what, first.’
‘Exactly. As there’s no-where to drop the lander because the equatorial belt is covered in forests of who knows what, we need a rece and that can’t go in the lander either, for the same reason.’
‘The tunnels are out then?’ Riajh said. ‘I mean to send a Spider through.’
‘We don’t know where they go,’ Nancy said.
‘Or what’s in them,’ Tinc said.
‘About the only thing left is by sea, then,’ Riajh said.
Raife laughed. ‘Ah, there you are. I didn’t think of that one!’
‘Well, is it any good or not,’ Riajh said.
‘Good but too slow, given the distance.’
‘Ah ha! So, fly but not in the lander.’ Tinc smiled triumphantly.
‘You got it.’
‘So, air-ship? Balloon? Not an airplane, surely.’
‘It’s just for a rece in the first instance but it’ll need to be powered.’
‘Raife!’ Nancy took a swipe at him, which he easily ducked.
‘Alright, alright. There used to be things called microlights. Not as advanced as jetpacks but we want something that’s fairly easy on power and can do vertical take-off.’
‘You have designs for this?’
‘Explorer has. We can kit a minion up with wings and a motor, propeller, etcetera. All that can be made overnight and it’ll be ready to go by after breakfast tomorrow.’
‘What, then a minion flies itself about eighteen hundred kilometres south-west ish, until it reaches the nearest city, drops down, waves a laser cutter around, video-streams the whole thing and reports back?’ Nancy said.
‘Sounds like a plan,’ Raife said.
‘Sure does, big man,’ Tinc said. Riajh nodded.
‘So, why couldn’t you just tell us?’ Nancy said.
‘Because I hadn’t thought of the airship, balloon or sea-boat. All of those might be useful at some point.’
‘And while the flying minion is away on its travels, we can work on something more practical than the lander to get us over there,’ Tinc said.
‘I know how you guys love all this technical stuff but isn’t there a simpler way?’ Riajh said.
‘Um. Maybe. What are you thinking about?’ Raife said.
‘Well,’ Riajh said, pausing to enjoy her moment, ‘couldn’t you simply get Explorer to drop a probe. It must still have a couple ready prepped with a mini or minion size Spider.’
‘Aw, rats!’ Tinc said.
‘A probe’s not going to get us over there. We still need to test fly a Spider copter over here.’
‘And now it’s a Spider copter!’ Nancy said. ‘Riajh, you’ve really stumped them this time with your probe idea. Come on, let’s leave them to it.’ She took Riajh’s arm and they strolled off across the shelf to the cavern.
‘I knew someone would have a good idea if I didn’t just spoon feed everyone,’ Raife said, looking after the girls as they wafted across the grey-black stone.
‘There is a probe prepped and ready to go, in fact. I’ve just checked.’
‘Good, then we’ll use it. That means we’ll get some data back sooner than expected. The Spider in the probe will need a laser cutter, though, to hack through all that vegetation.’
‘Agreed, I’m programming that up now. Have you downloaded the copter design yet?’
‘Parts of it, I’m going to have to synthesize some of it. I’m working on an idea that has wings fitted at the front, with a rear-mounted, tiltable motor and propeller. The whole system can be attached to a Spider.’
‘Why build it around a Spider?’
‘The Spider provides power, navigation and AI. Besides, it can detach its wings and motor by itself when it reaches its destination, then replace them to return.’
‘I’ll go along with that. The probe will be ready to drop in an hour. Where do you want it?’
‘Nancy?’ Raife called into his suitcom.
‘Yes, oh clever one?’ Nancy said.
‘Listen, I need your opinion. Where do you think we should drop the probe? We launch in an hour.’
‘An hour? OK, I’ll be back soon.’
‘I was thinking about the city that Explorer identified as containing the coms relay station.’
‘Good idea. I’ll program the coordinates for you before launch. Do I still get to initiate the drop sequence?’
‘If you behave,’ Raife said.
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Chapter 56
Nancy and Riajh returned in time for launch. Nancy entered the coordinates for the coms relay city and signed the drop sequence into the tablet to start the countdown. During lunch, it screamed overhead, having circled the planet, its heat shield flaring even in daylight. Raife tracked it on the tablet.
‘Final descent now. One burst of retro, then the chutes.’
‘I used to love releasing the probes from Explorer,’ Nancy said. ‘It felt like real pioneering.’
‘It is,’ Riajh said.
‘Oh, I should have let you do it, Riajh. I’m sorry, I never thought.’
‘Don’t worry. It doesn’t give me the same buzz it does you. What does interest me is doing the ‘CC’ reports.’
‘Yes,’ Tinc said. ‘I think I can feel one coming on sometime soon.’
As soon as lunch had settled, the Four took a minion over to where the new vats were gleaming beside the nanofactory. Hercules was attending to a weather cover, while the other minion and the mini were filling the vat with sterile medium. The Four arranged themselves around the first filled vat and the minion recorded some video feed. Tinc and Riajh dubbed some sound on later before the whole lot was compressed for transmission.
‘OK, the probe’s down now. We should go over to the lander if we want a good view of what happens next,’ Raife said.
They settled against the bunk, with the view screen fully extended and watched the Spider spring out.
‘So, where is it exactly?’ Riajh said.
‘Right over the main plaza. It’s a lot bigger than anything we’ve seen in the local villages.’
The Spider climbed unsteadily across a broad, variegated leaf. It was much less substantial than the ones forming the canopy on the other side of the cliff near the Four’s camp.
‘I’m glad you stopped us trying to put the lander down there,’ Nancy said to Raife.
‘I guessed the vegetation would be very different there. Besides the increased insolation, it gets a daily shower, too.’
The Four watched the Spider circle carefully, its AI searching by scanning through the leafy film to where the supporting trunks were. Sonar was showing the trees were half the height of the ones in the rift valley. The leaves were a dull red, with blue-green blotches and a high polish. Each leaf was no more than half a metre long, though it had strong veins and a serrated edge.
The Spider lit up the laser cutter. ‘OK, here it goes!’ Raife said.
‘Tinc, Riajh, you may quite like this,’ Nancy said.
She signed the volume up and they all enjoyed the extra drama of hearing the swish and sizzle as smouldering leaf segments and sections of branches flew about left and right. Tinc and Riajh nodded in approval, smiling at the way the Spider appeared to attack the vegetation with glee.
More interesting to the Four was the scene that was gradually revealed below. Raife expected to immediately see a fantasy of exotic stonework, carvings and sculpture; although Nancy knew the city was deserted, she imagined people flocking out of the buildings to see who the intruders were, cutting through from above; Riajh thought she would see something like the magnificent cavern, aglow with biolight; and Tinc held his breath, ready to be amazed by whatever was uncovered.
As the Spider cut away more of the canopy, the hot equatorial sun burned through directly overhead, casting only the narrowest of shadows. Glowing, in a winking carpet of colour, were countless flowers in as many colours. They grew from creepers hanging from the canopy and sprang from a carpet of many-shaded mosses that softened every surface.
The central plaza was a huge area, capable of holding several thousand individuals. Unless they were old tree-stumps, there were statues, cloaked not in carved stone but the all-pervasive moss and flowers.
Struggling fiercely on, the Spider cut away an area of canopy that was twenty-five metres square, leaving only smoking trunks and four tidy piles of debris on the surface.
While the Spider descended its carefully selected tree trunk, trailing a tether, Raife pointed out the fountain house. As soon as the Spider was down, Raife directed it to the nearest ‘statue’. A quick scan showed there was stone underneath, not rotted wood. He was just about to direct the Spider to begin removing the flowering moss, when Tinc stopped him.
‘Does the probe have sampling capability?’
‘Yes, standard kit. Why?’
‘Well, I thought the Spider could take a piece of each plant it finds down there and run it through the sampling system. If we are going over there, it would be very useful to know how dangerous those plants are.’
‘He’s right,’ Nancy said.
Riajh fidgeted. ‘Oh, Tinc!’ We were just about to see what the statue looked like.’
‘We can, while each different piece of moss goes into the sampler. It has a twenty sample capacity.’
Raife sent the Spider up to the canopy. It dropped back down on its tether, carrying the probe it had arrived in and set to work feeding sample-sized morsels of vegetation into the tubes on the sampler. Within moments, the spectrometers were streaming data up to Explorer and the analysis was filling a continuous ribbon along the top and bottom of the viewscreen in the lander.
The Spider didn’t pass every bit of moss it picked off the statue through the sampler but it seemed to take an agonisingly long time. Finally, bare stone began to appear. Unfortunately, either the statue was of an amorphous creature of indeterminate form, or it had been severely weathered before succumbing to the vegetative invasion.
‘This is so frustrating!’ Nancy thumped the bunk.
‘Will we ever get any idea what these Zetans looked like?’ Riajh said.
‘I’ll try computer image enhancement,’ Raife said, signing images into the appropriate software.
‘That may take a while,’ Tinc said. ‘What shall we do in the mean time?’
‘Try the fountain house?’ Nancy said.
‘It looks reasonably stable. The vegetation is different here, mostly this flowering moss so there’s less damage than we anticipated.’
‘So, send the Spider inside, then,’ Riajh said.
‘OK. There seems to be a variable light source somewhere. It’s very weak. I can’t see how biolight could flicker,’ Raife said.
He sent the Spider in through the portico to investigate. It was pitch black inside the rooms on either side, off the main corridor.
‘There’s no biolight here, is there?’ Tinc said.
‘If there are any carbonaceous blocks, they’re covered by the moss.’
‘Does the biolight only grow on carbonaceous rocks?’
‘We don’t actually know,’ Nancy said.
‘If it does and it was used, it would have been imported. We’re on a sandstone plateau, here,’ Raife said.
‘Something is causing the light to flicker. Now that the Spider’s increased its camera sensitivity, it’s more obvious.’
The Spider moved forward slowly, until it reached the end of the corridor leading from the entrance into what in previous places had been the fountain room. As soon as it entered the fountain room itself, its AI immediately swivelled its head to the area of greatest light intensity.
A rectangle some ten metres high by fifteen wide glowed greenly through a layer of moss at the back of the room. Patterns of light could be seen moving under the layer of plant growth.
‘A window!’ Tinc said.
‘It’ll be a first if it is,’ Nancy said.
Tinc looked at her quizzically.
‘Yes,’ Nancy said. ‘We haven’t found a single window pane anywhere, yet. We think they just used shutters.
‘But that moss is growing on something that is letting light in,’ Riajh said.
‘Or giving off light,’ Raife said, moving the Spider closer, until it could look edge on at the glowing rectangle. I thought so, it’s not set in a wall, it’s free-standing. This is a Zetan viewscreen!’
At that moment, Explorer’s alert system chimed.
Nancy gasped. ‘Now what?’
‘It’s the enhancement results for the statue,’ Raife said.
‘Well, let’s see it, let’s have a look,’ Riajh said.
‘Never mind the statue, what about the screen,’ Tinc said.
‘One at a time!’ Raife raised his hand. ‘Easiest first. Here’s the statue enhancement.’
‘Ha! Call that an enhancement!’
‘Alright, I’ll rotate it.’
Raife rotated the image of the statue in walk-round mode, its edges sharpened and lines extrapolated as far as the computer could achieve.
‘Well, it looks like something upright that’s less than two metres tall and is wearing long robes, but what is it?’
‘I can’t make anything out. Limbs, head, features anyone?’
‘Not really. I wonder if there was any colour.’
‘None visible.’
Nancy offered a suggestion. ‘There may be chemical residues left by pigments.’
‘Why only residues?’ Riajh said.
‘I expect the plants absorbed the pigment itself. There may be residues on the stone surface in places that haven’t weathered.’
‘Nah, I think it’s all weathered,’ Tinc said.
‘Alright, easy one done, the statue’s a no-no. Next.’
‘Steady on, Nancy. There are other statues, some may not be as weathered as this one.’
‘Yes, later. The screen!’
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Chapter 57
Raife had sent the Spider on a circular rece while they had been looking at the statue. It had stepped clear round the screen, passing behind it, to find a connection to a bulky unit. The screen itself was suspended by thick cables from the ceiling.
‘It’s a pity we only have the one small Spider here,’ Raife said.
‘Why?’
‘Because we could do with the medical scanner at least. I’m going to have to rely on the more primitive scanning arm on the Spider.’
‘What do we have to scan for?’ Nancy cried. ‘We don’t need to know how it works! If it’s a viewscreen there’ll be images on it and I for one want to see them. Get scraping!’
‘I was just going to check first of all that radiation levels were within acceptable limits.’
‘And are they?’
‘Very low, so we can start scraping, as you put it. But I’m going to start very carefully. We might only get this one chance and if we damage it...’ Raife’s voice trailed off as he concentrated on moving the Spider to the bottom left hand corner of the screen. They all watched intently as the Spider mimicked Raife’s hand movements in gently tugging at the mossy growth.
A two centimetre thick, spongy plug of moss came away easily, leaving a small circle of screen, still coated in a slimy, green deposit. When the Spider had wiped that away, tiny points of light could be seen, flashing on and off at apparently random intervals in a black, ceramic surface. The Spider’s camera zoomed in and the points of light showed up as individual clusters of smaller lights, grouped in a repeated pattern of different colours. The individual colours blinked on and off in an unpredictable sequence.
‘Definitely looks like a viewscreen,’ Tinc said.
‘Yes, but not a design like we’d use,’ Raife said.
‘How solid is it?’ Nancy said.
‘Why do we need to know that?’ Riajh said.
‘If it’s hard, we can hurry up with the scraping!’
‘Nancy!’ Tinc said. ‘How many hundreds of years old might this be?’
‘Quite a few.’
‘So, caution,’ he said.
‘Oh, this is driving me nuts,’ Nancy said, ‘I’m going across to the hut for some refreshments. You coming Riajh?’
Nancy sprang from the lander hatch and did three cartwheels in a row, to everyone’s amazement, then she ran off ahead of Riajh, not stopping until she reached the cliff. Riajh jogged over to meet her.
‘I didn’t know you could do cartwheels, Nancy!’
‘Neither did I, until just now,’ she said, laughing.
‘But straight off the lander hatch onto the stone. You could have really hurt yourself.’
‘OK, I used to do them at school but thirty-five years ago, give or take a hundred or so. I was getting so wound up in there. The chaps are more interested in the technology than what the Zetans looked like.’
‘We don’t know there are Zetans showing on that screen. It could be simply scrolling through yet more incomprehensible text.’
‘That really would be a bore.’
‘We don’t even know if it’s working properly.’
‘No, unfortunately,’ Nancy said, bunching her fists.
‘Do you feel like another run, up the shelf for half a kilometre and back. That should calm us down a bit.’
‘You sound just like Raife. When I had a bad attack of cabin fever up in Explorer, he kept trying to get me to run round the varigrav.’
‘Well, he was right. Come on, let’s go, medic’s orders. Those two can wait for their snack.’
 

The two women ran further than they intended and didn’t get back to the stone hut until forty minutes later. They recovered their breath and drank their fill of fresh water.
‘Raife?’ Nancy called on her suitcom.
‘Yes?’
‘Well, have you got anything?’
‘Yes and no.’
‘Raife! Do you deserve a snack or not?’
‘Definitely.’
‘Tinc?’ called Riajh. ‘Are we going to get any more sense out of you?’
‘Yes, we have images but as you would expect after hundreds of years, any piece of kit...’
‘Is going to be past its prime?’
‘Exactly. Some of the colour emitters are less long-lasting than others, so there’s a bluish hue to the whole thing, there’s a patch in the middle that’s pixelated and a metre wide strip down the right hand side has died completely.’
‘OK, we’re coming right over.’
‘With some refreshments?’
‘Of course. We women can always do what we say!’ They strolled across to the lander.
Nancy almost dropped her tray, when she stuck her head through the hatch.
‘That’s fantastic,’ she said.
‘Let me see,’ Riajh pushed her way in.
‘Oh, no! It keeps repeating every few seconds,’ Nancy said.
The scene was the front of the fountain house. At the left side of the screen a piece of woven textile appeared, then vanished. From the height and movement of it, it might have been the edge of a Zetan’s robe. The side of a vehicle constructed of wood began to move in from the right. All that could be seen was part of a wheel and a horizontal beam holding an axle. Then the sequence repeated.
‘That’s as much as we’ve managed to enhance so far, about seven seconds worth. This is what the rest of it looks like.’
The Spider’s view of the screen switched to a blurry, heavily blue-tinged, pale, shimmery pattern that looked distinctly abstract. Having seen the enhanced section, it was just possible to make out the wooden cart or similar vehicle moving slowly across what had been identified as the facade of the fountain house.
‘OK, when you show us that, you have done a good job.’ Nancy hugged Raife, taking care not to spill his drink as he took his first sip.
‘Yeuh, strawberry!’
‘Well, you can’t have beer flavour, sorry, we don’t have any. Besides, I’m still not sure what we’ve got on that enhanced bit.’
‘In the section that’s not enhanced yet, there seems to be a lot of lateral movement. My guess is Zetans moving around, though it’s still difficult to tell.’ Raife switched back to the enhanced section.
‘Yes, and like the statue, it looks as if they are wearing long robes. Let’s see the rest of it again.’
The Four all gazed at the still indeterminate images on the screen, while they sipped and nibbled.
‘There’s more we can do. At the moment we can’t tell if the problem is with the screen or the unit,’ Raife said.
‘Or the connector,’ Tinc said.
‘Or even the connector,’ Raife said. ‘If the image is stored in an intact form but just not playing well, we might be able to extract it and play it through our own system.’
‘I thought we couldn’t decrypt image files.’
‘There is still that and we don’t yet know if video is stored differently, either.’
‘There’s no sound!’ Nancy said. ‘I only just realised.’
‘You’re right!’ Tinc said.
‘We’ve been so excited about the images, we’d forgotten all about that,’ Raife said.
Raife and Tinc worked on using the Spider’s scanner to pick up the electromagnetic signals being fed from the storage and power unit to the screen, in the hope that they could separate audio signals from the video.
Raife and Tinc then used Explorer to analyse the composite signal. They were able to extract an audio thread and play it back but the quality was low and as incomprehensible as the segment from the coms device.
When he and Tinc had finished, Raife announced, ‘We can send it off to Central Coordination, together with the video signal and let them see what they can make of it. It might keep them occupied enough not to bother us for a while.’
‘Good idea. Have you two boys set up a quarantine transceiver, then?’ Riajh said.
‘Hercules and the other two should have completed it by now.’
‘How secure is it, though,’ Nancy said.
‘It can only transmit and receive on the interstellar frequencies, with the usual ‘CC’ encryption. It will only receive on our local frequencies, so nothing can be transferred to our systems. It also does not have any self-modification functionality and no connection to anything other than the windmill. They can transmit data to us but that data, should it be dangerous, cannot be transferred to any of our other devices; it has a display so we can view their data directly. That way they should not be able to penetrate and disrupt our computers.’
‘It’s about as ‘CC’ proof as we can make it,’ Tinc said.
‘Sounds perfect!’ Nancy said.
‘We can include images of the vats up and running, that should please them,’ Riajh said.
‘Yes, and Raife and I can actually pose with you two next to them. That should convince them we’re on board!’ Nancy said.
The Four combined the earlier recordings made next to the vats with new ones making adjustments to the vat control systems. The DNA data was transmitted from Explorer and the seed cells implanted in the medium at the end of the umbilical. Enhanced recordings were appended from the newly discovered viewscreen, together with the audio stream.
Finally, a recording of Tinc and Raife, suitably filtered and compressed was added.
CC plans are proceeding, as shown with the vats now seeded with additional personnel. Video recordings are also included from city complex C002349, where a statue-like structure with evidence of extreme weathering was found in the main plaza.
We include a special report of a Zetan viewscreen. The purpose of this display and the reason for leaving it running for hundreds of years is unknown. We have been able to make changes to some of the coms systems to allow us to send data to CC under normal encryption, without Raife and Nancy being able to detect its being sent.
We are now using a stand-alone terminal in a remote, hidden location, although the voice recording was prepared in the lander. You can also send data to this device for our instruction. Raife and Nancy are continuing to be taken in by the deception, as CC predicted they would be.
‘I don’t like sending an all-out lie.’ Riajh shuddered in response to her own voice, after they played back the recording.
‘I’m sorry,’ Nancy said, ‘but it’s the only way we are going to keep them off our backs.’
‘I agree,’ Tinc said.
‘OK, time for Hercules to take the antenna to the cliff top, connect up one of the windmills, power up and transmit the data,’ Raife said.
‘It’ll be interesting to see what they send back,’ Tinc said.
 

***
 




Chapter 58
It’s getting late, now,’ Nancy said. ‘I think we should wrap up today and plan for tomorrow.’
‘Yes, we’ve downloaded all we can get from the Zetan viewscreen,’ Raife said. ‘What I suggest we do now is detail the Spider at C002349 to crawl over as much of the city as possible overnight. With its scanner on full sensitivity, who knows what it may find.’
‘And tomorrow, we can ping the coms relay over there and see if the Spider can find out where it is and what is still keeping it powered up,’ Tinc said.
‘Are we still going to fly over there?’ Nancy said.
‘There’s still that option,’ Tinc said, looking at Raife.
‘We obviously haven’t had time today, with all the excitement of the Zetan viewscreen and manufacturing a quarantine coms unit. Hercules and the minions could knock something together overnight but I’d rather wait until tomorrow.’
‘Why, Raife, we could make an earlier start with our trip over there if they worked on it overnight.’
‘Yes, we could do test flights tomorrow, then set off the next day,’ Riajh said.
‘True but I think caution dictates that for a trip of that distance with untried technology, we should first send a minion and see how it goes. A light craft like a winged Spider is likely to be prey to any strong air currents.’
‘He’s right,’ said Tinc. ‘How much study has been made of wind patterns on Zeta Nine?’
‘Only Explorer’s routine storm prediction,’ Nancy said.
‘I hate to say it,’ Riajh added, ‘but holding off does make sense to me. I don’t fancy being a few hundred feet up on the back of a flying Spider when something goes wrong.’
‘Yes, the reliability issue. Motor failure is a big consideration, with continuous operation over many hours. All the additional equipment: navigation, control surfaces, servo systems, redundancy.’
‘Raife! I thought you had all this ready to go,’ Nancy said.
‘I imagined it as being fairly straightforward but then I started looking at the detail. Making something that would fly up and down the shelf would be relatively easy. To make something that can go for thousands of kilometres and navigate on autopilot round storms and over mountains is another thing entirely. Not to mention that it would have to be capable of getting us back safely, too.’
‘I see. Well, is Explorer going to continue with enhancing the viewscreen image, so we can find out if it’s simply an arrivals and departures display for the tunnel trains, or something more interesting?’
‘Of course,’ said Raife, ‘It’ll take at least another six or seven hours.’
‘OK, so for now let’s have something to eat and by then we might have a reply from CC,’ Nancy said.
They all agreed and went to wash up and prepare as hearty a meal as was possible. They had chopped savoury vegetables broiled by laser cutter, mixed with crumbled soup cubes, raw sweet vegetables, fruit and roasted nuts.
When they were all seated, Raife got Hercules to bring out his surprise, four shiny glasses and a jug of frothing beer.
‘Raife!’ said Nancy, ‘Where...?’
Tinc smiled to himself, knowing Raife had taken time out while the women were out on their run, to program the nanofactory.’
‘But glasses?’ Riajh said.
‘Why not?’ Tinc grinned. ‘Have you been in the stores recently?’
‘So, how did you make the beer?’
‘It took a while to reprogram the DNA of the biomass extracted from the plankton but we have to do that anyway to make these delicious cubes.’ Raife smiled, holding one up. ‘I had to produce wheat analogues and I noticed some natural yeast on the fruits Hercules brought back from the rift valley town. Explorer gave it the once-over a few days ago and it all went into the pot with a dollop of synthetic fructose and fruit syrup.’
‘OK, OK, we don’t need to know the full process to taste it, just as long as it’s wholesome.’
‘Oh, it’ll be that alright!’ Raife laughed, pouring out four glass-fulls.
‘And it’s cold!’ Nancy said.
‘Ay, that it is,’ Tinc said. There’s plenty of cold storage needed over there.’ He nodded towards the nanofactory.
They sipped at first, then drank deeply. When they looked round, Hercules was on his way with a second jug.
‘It does indeed taste like wheat beer,’ Riajh said. ‘That Belgian bar in the space port used to have something like this.’
‘Yes, but there’s something else, here. Raife?’
‘You tell me, Nancy,’ he said.
‘Zesty...’ She sipped, paused and sniffed. ‘Lemon lychee plant.’
‘That’s the one!’ Raife laughed. ‘I thought if it’ll work for the wine, it’ll work for the beer. Have another glass.’
The Four felt a real sense of achievement as they enjoyed their meal. They had good food, with an unexpected variety of flavours and textures provided by the native, though entirely synthetic plants; they had recovered images of a sort from a Zetan city; they had kept CC at bay for another day; and were planning another day of grand adventure for tomorrow, all washed down with a plentiful supply of cold beer, direct from their own microbrewery.
 

Not long after allowing the minions to tidy up, an alert sounded, signalling the arrival of a message from CC. Hercules scaled the cliff and retrieved the unit, which was placed on the table.
The Four sat where they could see the integral screen and Nancy pressed the ‘go’ button. CC’s reply contained DNA for 200 new agents, upgrades for the vats, to improve personality transfer times after birthing, instructions to step up the number of vats and to set them up at a different location. As anticipated, there were cyclical attempts by espionage software to take over Explorer’s systems. However, as the unit was unable to transmit on local frequencies and Explorer’s main antenna was disconnected, the software was unable to cause harm.
Baker had plenty to say in what he obviously thought was going to be a private exchange with his agents. He looked tired and sounded gruff:
Duplex communication is essential to the success of this mission. The use of simplex transmission of pre-recorded messages is unnecessary and an inconvenience. It is no longer acceptable.
The time for a clandestine mode of operation is now past. CC strategic analysis concludes that the individuals designated Professor Raife Harris and Doctor Nancy Zing have compromised their position and will jeopardise further implementation of the CC programme. They must submit all their tablets, communication and storage devices to your scrutiny, as they are believed to be concealing vital data.
I hereby direct you to use whatever means necessary, under directive 12a, excluding the use of lethal force to secure the success of the programme you have been charged to complete. You are fully authorised to restrain and, if necessary, incarcerate them. If they do not cooperate fully, you are required by protocol 72 to immediately take them into custody indefinitely. Any injuries said individuals may sustain during such procedures will not result in court-martial.
I expect to be informed of the status of this part of the mission in the next communication, in which I require direct, real-time, face to face communication.
In addition, your next report must include verifiable data that additional CC agents are approaching birthing. If you are unable to comply with the above, you are ordered to submit to immediate replacement.
‘Ha! As if,’ Nancy said.
‘Charming!’ Riajh said. ‘Did you catch that ‘injuries sustained’ bit?’
‘I knew it!’ Raife said. ‘I knew they’d have military training.’
Tinc jabbed at the table with his finger and said ‘I just feel like telling that Baker (a) exactly what can do with himself; (b) what I think of an agent taking over my body without my consent and no legal right; (c) that he can stick his vat programme where it hurts; and (d) that we’ve fed his mouldy DNA of a thousand agents to the sharks.’
‘There aren’t any sharks!’ Nancy laughed.
‘They don’t have to know that,’ Riajh joined in.
‘Here, here,’ Raife said.
In a defiant and exuberant mood, the Four retired for the night, having little idea what the morning would bring.
 

***
 




Chapter 59
Raife was surprised to find himself waking with a general sense of unease. His night had been filled with unusually strange dreams. He decided it was probably residual anxiety over Baker’s plans, or maybe a side-effect of his beer, so he set off for a run along the shelf. Tinc joined him and they jogged along in silence, enjoying the early morning sunshine burning its way through the sea mist.
Nancy pounced on her tablet as soon as she woke, signing up Explorer’s viewscreen enhancements. She was disappointed to find they were completely lacking in faces of smiling Zetans going about their daily lives.
The sequence Explorer had been able to work on was on a loop, repeating every ten minutes. For all the hours of digital processing, it didn’t look much different to before, with the picture fuzzy and rolling out of sync. It was still impossible to see what it was about, apart from the few seconds showing a view of the fountain house entrance and as Riajh had predicted, a scroll of incomprehensible Zetan text.
Am I ever going to see what these people looked like?
Nancy exited the lander, her whole body stiff with tension, as she fought to maintain control of her frustration. She walked straight down to the sea and stood throwing rocks into the water until ten minutes later Riajh joined her. She argued Nancy out of her rage and finally persuaded her to join the others.
During breakfast, an alert sounded. It was directed at Raife, as being the originator of a procedure.
‘I wonder what that could be?’ he said, unable to recall anything specific.
‘Well, check it and see,’ Nancy said, handing him a tablet.
‘I don’t know how I forgot about this one,’ he said.
‘About what?’ Nancy said, peering at his tablet. ‘Oh, it’s your radar scan of the northern forest area. Boring probably.’
Raife scrolled patiently through an annotated series of images.
‘No, I said I had an odd feeling about that area and there does seem to be something here. I’m going to transfer the images onto the viewscreen in the lander. Anyone coming?’
‘I’m in,’ Tinc said.
‘Let them go,’ Riajh said with a sigh.
Raife and Tinc walked briskly across to the lander and disappeared inside. Ten minutes later, an unsteady voice broke over Nancy and Riajh suitcoms.
‘You ladies are going to want to look at this!’ Raife’s voice grated.
‘What is it this time?’
‘Are you sitting down?’
‘Yes.’
‘Try alien spaceship.’
Riajh and Nancy sat frozen, staring at each other for several seconds, then the pair of them leapt up and ran to the lander. The urgent slap, slap of their bodysuits’ all-in-one polymer soles echoed from the cliff. They arrived breathless, tousled and wild-eyed, jostling to get through the hatch. Once inside, they found a very tense-looking Tinc and Raife.
‘This had better not be a joke, you guys,’ Nancy said, gasping for breath.
‘This is what we found first, on the low def scans,’ Raife said.
The viewscreen held a map of a section of the smaller continent, from four hundred kilometres south of the pole to eleven hundred kilometres south. Over the top was superimposed the radar scan that had penetrated the dense forest. Raife pointed to a scar running approximately east-west for over seven kilometres.
‘That’s pretty much what the rift valley looked like on the first scan,’ Nancy said.
‘Yes but this is only a kilometre wide, so at first we thought it might be a fault line.’
‘It just looks like a couple of straight lines, like the tunnels we visited, only a bit fuzzy,’ Riajh said.
‘That was another possibility, until we found this.’
Raife switched images and pointed to a curiously regular shape. It appeared to be the outline of an enormous vessel, larger even than Explorer. The radar showed its pointed end partially buried.
‘This scar is where that object ploughed through the forest,’ Raife said.
‘This is a crash site,’ Tinc added, ‘and that is an alien vessel.’
‘You’re sure?’ Riajh said.
‘The high res even shows external features, see?’ Raife zoomed the viewscreen to show a giant delta-shape, dwarfing the trees growing over and around it. Fins and rocket ports were visible.
‘Is it recent?’ Riajh said.
‘So far, from the high res scans it looks old. Old enough for the forest to have completely obliterated any visual clue to its being there. We’ve no real idea of how long that could be but given growth rates of vegetation observed by Explorer so far, I’d say at least several hundred years, possibly far more.’
‘But not less?’
‘No, it’s definitely been there a very long time.’
‘As long as the settlements have been deserted?’
‘It’s possible. But Riajh, why do you think it might be as old as that?’
‘Perhaps the crash had something to do with the disappearance of an entire planetary population,’ Riajh said.
‘Alien ship crash lands and spreads contagion?’ Nancy said. That’s a bit science fiction, isn’t it?’
‘Nancy, the ship isn’t fiction, we don’t know about any role it may have had in the Zetans’ disappearance. But it could have, assuming the connection Riajh just made on timescales.’
‘All right, I give in. We need CC to look at this,’ Tinc said.
‘Do we?’ Raife said.
‘It could be plague killed all the Zetans,’ Riajh said. ‘Even if it was hundreds of years ago, viruses and bacteria can survive that long in the ground. We could be at risk ourselves.’
‘Yes, all that stuff you thought up about planetary chemistry to explain why we can eat eighty percent of what Zetans were eating. If it wiped them out, it could do the same with us,’ Nancy said.
Raife produced a flask from a corner of the lander, unstoppered it, took a swig and passed it to Nancy. She sniffed it before trying it.
‘Raife, where do you get this stuff?’
‘Never mind, have some and pass it on.’
Nancy took Raife’s advice. Riajh shook her head but Tinc took a hefty swallow.
‘The plague on Kyle Six happened long before Explorer class ships had the levels of safety procedures they have today,’ Raife said. ‘Explorer ran tests before we were even birthed, then the Alphas dropped probes to test soil samples and examined the atmosphere for harmful organisms and trace toxins. After we birthed we ran over the same ground to be certain. All tests came back negative.’
‘So, you’re saying we’re safe?’
‘As far as we can tell, Nancy, but you know there are no cast iron guarantees.’
‘There certainly aren’t. Even with all that testing, the Alphas died within hours of landing.’
‘That was rather different,’ Riajh said. ‘It was parasitism by a plant designed to do that, not a native organism.’
‘If I was playing devil’s advocate,’ Tinc said, ‘there could be biological warfare agents. If that ship brought plague, it would be an alien organism that the Zetans had no immunity to.’
‘If it was biological warfare, the attackers would have had an antidote and more than likely, they’d still be here,’ Riajh said.
‘And they’re not here,’ Nancy said, ‘so we can eliminate that, especially as this ship clearly crashed. That only leaves accidental contamination by the occupants and we’ve come right back to the original question: are we safe?’
‘If there was anything that could still harm us, Explorer and the subsequent testing would have picked them up,’ Raife said.
‘I hope so,’ said Riajh. ‘I did tests myself and found nothing dangerous.’
The Four sat in silence for some minutes, straining to make out detail on the radar scan of the ship or busy with their own thoughts.
 

‘Time for a plan,’ Nancy said, suddenly taking charge. Nominally, I’m the leader of this expedition and I’ve got a list of points and proposals I’m going to put to you now.’
The others all nodded assent.
‘One, Raife’s leg is fully functional, Tinc and Riajh are fully fit now, so the holiday’s over;
‘Two, we keep ‘CC’ out of it;
‘Three, we prepare to birth not just some but all of our own colleagues as quickly as we can;
‘Four, to that end, we focus on building more vats;
‘Five, to run the vats under safe conditions, we need a large structure;
‘Six, as soon as we have enough new births, we’ll need research groups formed. We can start up groups for transport, raw materials, food, clothing, alien ship research, Zetan culture and city exploration. OK, that’s all I’ve got so far. Anyone else?’
‘Ha! That’s what I call taking the lead,’ Raife said. ‘I’m lost for words.’
‘That must be a first,’ Tinc said.
‘Alright we’ll need more Spiders like Hercules and the minions for construction work,’ Raife said.
‘Beef up feedstock input to the nanofactory complex.’
‘Spiders can furnish roofs and floors for buildings using forest clearance.’
‘Spiders can also do some work in the orchards, optimising food production.’
‘The second fountain house would be good for vat operations. It was found fully stable, wasn’t it, Raife?’ Riajh said.
‘The first fountain house is nearer and has been repaired by the Spiders,’ said Raife. I was going to say the distance is a problem but we can start collecting fresh water over there. With a food processor, there is plenty of feedstock and native produce that can be eaten directly.’
‘What about power?’ Tinc said.
‘Windmills on top of the larger trunks to begin with,’ he replied.
‘Now, windmills and water are coming together somehow, here. Didn’t we find artesian bore-holes in the rift valley?’ Nancy said.
‘Of course. We should be able to find one or two in good condition. The Spiders can clean out the wells, drop a pipe down and tap into the water supply.’
‘Brilliant! That means we can build a nanofactory over in the valley, instead of having to extend this one and transport everything through the cavern.’
 

A new alert from the Spider at equatorial city C002349 provided them with a new distraction.
Results of dark hours reconnoitre at city location C002349: One third of the city has received a preliminary scan. Two further coms devices have been collected and placed next to the screen in the fountain house. The coms relay has been pinged via a test transmission from Explorer. Its location is in the dome of the fountain house.
Power is obtained from a converter unit attached to a source of geothermal energy. This comprises a metallic spike penetrating the rocks beneath the city to a depth of four kilometres. Energy flow is maintained at two kilowatts per hour. The same power source is used to operate the viewscreen and its associated equipment.
Orchards have been found on the periphery of the city in the area explored. Further research is needed to determine the type and usefulness of fruits associated with plants available.
Buildings examined are similar in construction to those found in the rift valley but are more overgrown.
‘Well, that’s interesting. They seem to have been rather more careless of these coms sticks than any of the other artefacts,’ said Nancy.
‘Yes, I wonder if the Spider will turn up anything else,’ Tinc said.
‘I’d like to know if there are any new species of edible fruits and vegetables,’ Riajh said.
‘Raife, you’re quiet,’ Nancy said.
‘I was just thinking that the most important discovery is the Zetan power source.’
‘Well, I don’t know how we’re going to make use of it.’ Nancy laughed. ‘We can’t exactly pull it out like a giant carrot.’
‘If I could change the subject again,’ Tinc said. ‘I take it that although the holiday is over, as you put it, Nancy, we still get weekends off.’
Nancy smiled. ‘Every time we agree that, we find something even more amazing than the last, so I vote we take days off, according to popular demand.’
‘And within limits set by medical recommendations,’ Riajh said.
‘OK, enough talk, start work,’ Nancy said.
 

***
 




Chapter 60
The Four spent the rest of the morning with Hercules and the minions carefully running tests on the first six vats running behind the nanofactory. All gels were clear, power was steady and each parameter was within close tolerance.
After lunch, Raife and Tinc programmed production of two standard, rather than Hercules size Spiders, naming them Max One and Max Two. They also scheduled another two minions for overnight manufacture, all using existing material stocks. Somehow before lunchtime, they managed to put in extra piping to bring up more seawater for raw materials extraction. Next, they oversaw the parts manufacture of two new windmills. Hercules and one of the minions took these by trailer to be assembled and placed on the tops of tree trunks in the first rift valley village.
‘We could do with streetlights,’ Tinc said, while watching the Spiders test the output from the windmills. ‘And power storage.’
‘That’s going to be necessary, until we can replicate those geothermal systems the Zetans have,’ Raife said.
‘What do you suggest?’ Tinc asked.
‘Chemical cells for now, I guess.’
‘OK, you work on those and I’ll do some floodlights.’
By the time Hercules and its minion had returned, the second minion had produced six portable floodlights to act as street lights. Hercules sprinted across the canopy and suspended them from appropriate trees and on the corners of buildings.
Tinc was taking what he felt was a well-deserved after lunch glass of beer, when he had an idea.
‘Raife, you haven’t already programmed up anything for electrical storage, have you?
‘No, I only pulled up the designs. Why?’
‘Well, I was thinking about the Zetan geothermal generators.’
‘We’ve only found one so far, in the equatorial city.’
‘I know but the Zetans used electrical devices, probably in every village.’
‘Yes?’ Raife looked puzzled.
‘Like in the nearest village, where you found the first coms device.’
‘So, you think the generators may have been more wide-spread?’
‘Some sort of electrical power source would be needed to charge all the small devices. I’m assuming there were many more in use than you’ve found so far.’
‘That’s a very interesting point,’ Nancy said. ‘I’ve been thinking about the distribution of the coms devices in the Zetan population. Given what they’re made of, to us they would be very high value items. Was it the same for the Zetans? Did each household have one, or were they only for certain individuals?’
‘My guess is there were a few hundred for each settlement.’ Riajh said. ‘They’d all need to be charged up every so often.’
‘And that’s just the coms devices, not counting the other items you’ve found and any more yet to be discovered. It wouldn’t surprise me if there was a geothermal spike in each settlement.’
‘It would be a huge bonus if there were. Any ideas on how we’d find them?’
‘The most obvious is if there’s something that’s using power, like the viewscreen or the coms repeater at C002349. Then you just follow the power flow back to its source.’
‘But if there was one in the nearest village, how would we find it?’
‘On the basis of the one we’ve found already, I’d say it’d be in the Fountain house.’
‘Did you test the fountain for metal, Raife?’ Nancy asked.
‘I did a complete scan of the whole building,’ Raife said. ‘I can call up the images right now in fact.’
He signed into his tablet and found the scans of the fountain itself.
‘It looks like there are pipes inside it, to supply the water. Density readings say copper.’
‘You’re sure they’re pipes?’ Riajh said, suddenly looking interested.
‘What do you and Nancy know that I don’t?’ Raife said.
‘You’re not really on the ball today, are you?’ Nancy joked.
‘No, I do feel a bit tired. I have been working non-stop all morning.’
‘We’ve not exactly been sitting around,’ Riajh said.
‘Alright, what have I missed?’
‘Copper is quite a good electrical conductor, isn’t it?’
‘Of course! The fountain may never have supplied water at all; it might have been a kind of charging station for portable equipment.’
‘That would explain why all the fountains we’ve found so far show not a trace of water,’ Tinc said.
‘If you’re right,’ Raife said, ‘then how...’
‘How did they pick up the current? Good question,’ Tinc said.
‘What about all those pretty carved indentations and crevices I had thought were for water to trickle over? Nancy said. ‘Maybe they weren’t for water at all. Suppose they were places where you could put your device to charge it up, while having a chat with your friends and neighbours?’
Tinc laughed. ‘Or paying your electricity bill!’
‘Tinc!’ Riajh poked him in the ribs.
‘Well they might. Anyway, the charging idea is great except it won’t work with the direct current you’d get from a geothermal supply.’
‘Not if it fed an inverter system that made alternating current,’ Raife said.
‘Now you’re thinking,’ Nancy said. ‘Sounds like another job for Hercules.’
Raife programmed Hercules to immediately take a discharged Zetan coms device over to the village and place it in one of the recesses in the fountain.
None of the Four felt inclined to rush off to find another job to do, so they sat and enjoyed the fresh sea breeze, while Hercules completed the first part of his task.
Hercules signalled its arrival at the Fountain House and the Four watched it make a detailed scan. Conduits, whether electrical or for water showed up straight away. The pipes or cables entered through the base of the carved structure and branched out to every part of its intricately featured surface but there was no power in evidence.
‘Now, see, that’s why I think it’s for water,’ Raife said.
‘Patience, dear,’ Nancy said. ‘Try the coms unit.’
Raife instructed Hercules to put the coms device into a small, carved basin that in shape looked made for the purpose.
Within five seconds of the device settling into the receptacle, power surged through the fountain.
Nancy was keeping a keen eye on Raife’s tablet. ‘There, what did I tell you?’
‘It’s high frequency AC!’ Raife said, checking the data stream. ‘Somehow the coms device turned it on.’
‘That’s promising,’ Tinc said. ‘All we’ve got to do now is find a way of harnessing the power to run a set of vats.’
Nancy laughed. ‘Boys’ jobs by the sound of it!’ She and Riajh left Tinc and Raife at the table and wandered off to the lander to examine more text files.
‘So, what do you suggest, Tinc,’ Raife said, feeling his confidence dented.
‘You haven’t replicated the power cells used in the Zetan devices, have you?’
‘Not so far. Why?’
‘They might be what triggers the fountain to produce the electrical output.’
‘Let’s hope not, we’d need a lot of them if we were going to put one in every recess on the fountain and wire them all up together to run the vats.’
‘Luckily, the vats are pretty efficient, especially at the ambient temperature we have here.’
‘OK, so we wouldn’t need too many of them. The main problem is we don’t even know what they’re made of. We need a different method of collecting the power.’
‘How about an inductive net?’
‘Inductive net?’
‘Like a fishing net only made of metal wire.’
‘Then simply drape it over the fountain?’
‘Exactly.’
‘But how do we trigger the response from the fountain? Something must have caused the current to switch on.’
‘It might be the alloy the casing is made of.’
‘That would be a lot easier than trying to replicate power cells.’
‘You’ve found several of the coms devices now, haven’t you?’
‘Yes, and given the number of settlements, we’ve predicted we’re going find to quite a few more.’
‘So we could sacrifice one to making an inductive net.’
‘Ha! As long as we don’t tell Nancy and Riajh.’
‘OK, so here’s the plan, we get Hercules to shave a bit of alloy from the casing of the unit he’s got there. The shaving goes into the crevice and we see if that small amount of alloy can trigger the response.’
‘If it works, we can make a net out of some other conductive metal. The nanofactory has recovered plenty of copper, for example.’
‘Noble metals?’
‘No, everything so far has come from sea water.’
‘OK that means we can’t easily make our own alloy. I vote we go with the scraping. Nancy shouldn’t mind, she was all for scraping the viewscreen we found.’
‘That, as I’m sure she would be keen to point out, was different. I wouldn’t bet on her approval for carving chunks off one of the coms devices.’
Raife couldn’t think of an alternative, so he programmed Hercules to shave around half a gram of alloy from the underside of the coms device and place it in a receptacle on the fountain. As before, within a few seconds, the power was switched on. Then it cut out again almost immediately afterwards.
‘That was very nearly good news,’ Tinc said.
‘It may not be a problem. The coms device contained a power cell ready to be charged, our sample of alloy isn’t connected to anything.’
‘We need to get Hercules back here and start making something we can test with.’
‘We’ll need copper wire, another small scraping off the back of the coms unit and something to form a power drain.’
‘The something can be Hercules’ power input socket.’
By the time Hercules had returned, Tinc and Raife had prepared two lengths of insulated copper wire. A sample of Zetan alloy was attached to one end of each piece of wire and Hercules took the wires back to the fountain.
‘Here goes,’ Raife said. ‘We put one end of the wire with the alloy in a receptacle on one side of the fountain and the other in a receptacle on the other side, then see if we pick anything up.’ Hercules attached the remaining free ends of the wires to its input socket. Immediately a current began to flow.
‘How about that!’ Tinc grinned.
‘Perfect! Now all we’ve got to do is manufacture our net, with small amounts of alloy at the end of each strand.’
‘We could be cheeky and try a net with only two bits of alloy, one on each side, like we have here. I’m hoping the alloy will initiate the current flow and that it will continue as long as we draw power. That would be much simpler and less destructive to the artefact.’
Several hours later, Riajh and Nancy rejoined the two men, who had their feet up on the table and triumphant grins on their faces.
‘All right, what have you two been up to?’ Riajh asked.
‘The good news is that we’ve found a way to collect a substantial amount of power from the fountains and we’ve caused hardly any damage,’ Raife said, taking his feet down from the table.
‘Damage?’ Nancy said, putting her hands on her hips. ‘What’s the bad news?’
‘There’s no real bad news,’ Tinc said. ‘It’s just that we had to take a couple of small scrapings of alloy from the coms device to make the fountain think there was something needing a charge.’
‘What?’
‘Well, you were so keen to scrape at the viewscreen, we didn’t think you’d mind.’
‘That was Tinc’s reasoning,’ Raife said. ‘However, I did say you might not see it the same way. But as you know, on the statistical basis of how many artefacts we’ve found so far, we’ll find thousands more. Besides, we didn’t have any choice, because we can’t make the alloy.’
‘Huh! A long speech covering a deal of guilt, by the sound of it.’ Nancy sounded so fierce that Tinc recoiled.
Then Nancy burst out laughing. ‘You should see your face, Tinc! I think you did the right thing. We should easily find more of the coms devices. The fact that we’ve found more than one that works already is enough.’
‘Discovering there is almost certainly a power source beneath every fountain is far more practically useful,’ Raife said.
Tinc looked startled. ‘So, we’re not in trouble then?’
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Chapter 61
By the next morning, the Max Spiders and the new minions had been manufactured, together with another nanofactory unit. The unit was small but Raife knew only too well how fast it would grow into a manufacturing complex when supplied with plentiful power and feedstock. He also knew that the forest plants were rich in many useful natural oils, complex chemicals and minerals, as well as being a source of cellulose for conversion into a wide range of products.
‘I’d like to be there to see the new nanofactory installed in the first village this morning. Is anyone else interested?’ he said.
‘Hike or cart?’ Nancy said.
‘Cart, plus we’ve got Hercules, two of the Max sized Spiders and a total of four minions. Only someone determined to walk twelve kilometres has to do so.’
‘I’m in, then,’ Nancy said. ‘Riajh, Tinc?’
‘Why not,’ Tinc said.
‘I’m game,’ Riajh said. ‘Especially if we can try some fresh produce while we’re there. If we take the analyser, I can look for some new varieties.’
Within half an hour, a caravan consisting of two carts, a trailer and a crew of Spiders set off through the cavern. Max One and Max Two carried Raife and Tinc on their backs, while Hercules and a couple of minions pulled the carts containing Nancy and Riajh, with the trailer holding the equipment.
The group arrived in high spirits, being keen to examine the repaired floor in the room where Raife had his accident, and to see the inductive net in operation. First stop was the fountain house. Raife sent a minion to scout ahead and scan the repaired floor, while Max One and Max Two brought all the equipment down from the canopy. As soon as the minion gave the OK for the floor, the others went in to inspect it and to see the net working. Hercules used insulated legs to connect up a floodlight. It lit up immediately.
‘There you go, power,’ Tinc said.
Raife tilted the flood, so that it illuminated right to the top of the fountain room’s domed ceiling. For the first time, they were able to get a really good view of the whole room.
‘Oh, look,’ Nancy said, pointing upwards. ‘We’ve always been so intent on the floors, we never thought to look up there.’
From head height up, the dome had a magnificently patterned surface.
Nancy was as thrilled as the others to begin with but her feelings rapidly changed.
‘What’s up, Nancy,’ Riajh said.
‘Oh, the patterns are beautiful, so brightly coloured and such intricate designs! I’m sure they mean something but a painting of a Zetan smiling down would have a whole bigger meaning for me.’
‘As you say, these designs may well mean something; they could give real insight into the psychology of the Zetans, Besides, we don’t know if they did smile. Bared teeth are a threat in all animals we know of, except for humans.’
‘Yes, you’re right, of course,’ Nancy said, a wistful tear in her eye. She walked slowly out into the plaza, leaving the others to record detailed images of the designs.
‘I’d be fascinated to know if the ceilings are the same in each Fountain House,’ Riajh said.
‘I’m sorry but that will have to wait ’til later,’ Tinc said. ‘We’ve got work to do here.’
Raife disconnected the floodlight and returned to the plaza with the others. The sight of the reconstructed street seemed to have cheered Nancy up. The next job was to choose where to site the nanofactory. After some deliberation, they decided to use one of the larger buildings at the head of a street leading away from the plaza. Raife and Tinc oversaw the operation, while Nancy explored nearby buildings and Riajh went in search of new plants that had edible fruit.
Once the nanofactory was placed, connected to power and initiated, the Spiders were directed to begin setting up lighting and power in the fountain house, so that it could be used for the vats that would be needed over the coming weeks.
‘We just need the connection to a water supply now,’ Tinc said.
‘The nearest artesian well is inside the next building,’ Raife said.
‘Did we bring the Mini?’
‘Right here,’ Raife said, calling it up out of the cart.
They watched the mini dig out the top of the well. The Spider’s nimble body and short legs made it the perfect choice to burrow down the fifteen centimetre diameter vertical shaft. Small stones, topsoil, plant roots and composted leaves and flowers were diligently brought up, until the water table was found only three metres below the surface.
‘There should be an enormous reservoir down there,’ Raife said as he watched the mini dipping below the water level and bringing up more natural rubbish that had dropped in over time.
‘Good thing the Spiders are fully water-proof,’ Tinc said.
Raife recalled the mini once it had cleared to five metres below the water level. Max one lowered a pipe into the bore hole, sealed it with a well cap and attached it to a pump which had a direct feed to the nanofactory. The two new minions were put on constant standby to stockpile materials and extend the equipment using parts supplied by the nanofactory.
The new equipment in turn would produce more and larger parts to make equipment that consumed raw materials and converted them into more highly refined or structured items. Raife ordered up small quantities of metals to be brought over from the seashore extraction plant to supplement what was available on the forest side.
Riajh returned from the edge of the village, carrying a basket of fruit Tinc and Raife hadn’t seen before. A minion carried a single folded section of the medical analyser.
‘Where’s Nancy?’
‘Over here,’ she said, ducking out of a nearby building. ‘I’ve been scouting for suitable accommodation.’
‘Have you found anything?’ Riajh said.
‘I think so. What have you found?’
‘Just this.’ Riajh held out her basket which contained a bright blue, oval gourd-like fruit with yellow stripes. ‘It’s been certified by Explorer as being edible.’
‘Looks weird,’ Raife said. ‘What’s it taste like?’
Riajh blushed at his directness. ‘I only tried a little piece... after Explorer had given it the go-ahead of course. Despite the colour, the nearest Explorer could characterise the flavour is somewhere between carrot and banana.’
‘Sweet?’ Nancy said.
‘More sour, I’d say.’
‘I wonder if the taste varies, depending on its ripeness, like some of the others do,’ Tinc said.
‘We’ll see,’ Nancy said. ‘I’m sure it’ll come in useful.’
‘OK, what have you got for us, then, Nancy.’
‘Two rather promising properties, in need of some renovation, hence the low price. Would be attractive to the first time buyer with imagination and the ability to see potential. Currently uninhabitable, they come completely unfurnished.’
‘Suits me,’ Riajh laughed. The rest of them joined in.
The Four went over to the houses Nancy had selected for viewing. They were facing each other in the second main street leading off from the plaza into the rest of the village.
‘Here,’ Nancy said. ‘These rather excellent corner houses each have the advantage of a double aspect. Both are situated facing onto the plaza and with a secondary entrance giving access to the main street. I’d like to say they come with ducted air-conditioning, ample parking and yard space but it doesn’t look like the Zetans had a use for those sorts of things.’
‘Neither do we, so that’s alright.’ Raife laughed. ‘I hear these ‘properties’ have been rather recently rebuilt.’
‘Indeed they have. And by expert local tradesmen.’ Nancy smiled and nodded in the direction of Hercules and the minions, continuing the real estate banter.
‘Do they come with floors and roofs included?’ Riajh asked.
‘You tell me what you want and I’ll program the Spiders to see to it overnight,’ Raife said.
‘The house the nanofactory is in will need a roof, too,’ Tinc said. ‘And we need a bath house. The building opposite the nanofactory would be a good site.’
‘Bath house and associated wastewater treatment plant will be operational by six am,’ Raife said.
After a long day of accomplishing much, the Four went back to the shelf for the night, taking a supply of fresh produce with them for an evening meal.
While the Four slept, the full contingent of Spiders prepared a house for Tinc and Riajh, plus the rest of Raife’s building schedule. Trees were cut down, sliced into joists and planks, which were then flash cured. The joists were fitted to holes in the walls first, then the boards cut and placed over the joists.
When the lower floor was completed, the upper floor was fitted and a sloping roof was constructed using wooden shingles over rafters. As a water-proofing precaution, under the shingles a layer of plastic sheeting was placed and the roof was spray-varnished, along with the floors, using resin obtained from the curing process. Finally, the house was finished with shutters and new doors, so that the house could be sealed and made secure, although it wasn’t anticipated that Tinc and Raife would risk occupying it without at least one minion being on watch.
The following day, after breakfast, the Spider at C002349, the equatorial city, chimed in with a new report from its overnight survey of the city.
No further artefacts found.
‘That doesn’t sound likely,’ Nancy said.
‘You expected more?’
‘Why not, we chose the place because it was big.’
‘Yesterday the Spider found two more coms devices and a huge Zetan viewscreen. How much more...’ Raife said before he was interrupted.
‘Which doesn’t work properly.’
‘OK but we also discovered the source of power used by the Zetans and now we’re making use of it in our village over here. To find a free, clean power source, where there’s probably at least one in every settlement, is an enormous bonus. It’s a bigger plus than any number of artefacts.’
‘I know but...’
‘Don’t worry. I am certain there will be plenty more.’
The Four decided to program the Spider at tropical city C002349 to make its way ‘on foot’ back to the shelf base camp, bringing the coms units it had found. The idea was that the Spider would pass through much varied terrain and over a number of different geological areas on its way, providing, it was hoped, much useful data. Tinc programmed it to survey for mineral deposits by sampling rocks, soil and streams every few kilometres. Raife programmed it to respond to any electromagnetic anomalies. Nancy programmed it to take weather readings every 50 km and seek new plant species. Riajh programmed it to test the new plants for genetic history, toxicity and food values. To achieve this, the Spider needed to first dismantle the sampling parts of the probe and incorporate them into its own system.
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Chapter 62
Nancy drew much inspiration from the cavern and Raife found the sea to be a calming influence, so they were happy to continue living on the shelf, tending the six vats, as required. This meant that their town house was not fully renovated immediately.
Riajh, on the other hand, knowing that she and Tinc were going to be spending most of their time managing the larger number of vats in the Fountain House, was keen to make her house a home as soon as possible.
‘First day in our new house, Tinc!’ Riajh stood just inside the door on the plaza side, her right hand resting on its surface. The varnish still had that soft feeling of being only a few hours past tacky and it was warm from the morning sun. She smiled as soon as she entered, breathing deeply on the woody freshness. Her new floor gleamed with the reddish-straw of its natural colour.
Tinc squeezed her hand and looked down, thinking they should get a door mat, so they wouldn’t bring in dust from outside. They were both wearing day clothes that Nancy had designed, rather than the coveralls, so he was able to slip off his shoes. Riajh followed suit.
‘We need a mat,’ Riajh said.
‘We do,’ Tinc smiled.
‘The floors are beautiful and I love the colour of the stone but I wonder if there is any natural plant fibre we could use to make some rugs.’
‘We can look into it when we get a minute.’
‘Now you can see the place fully reconstructed, you get a better idea how the Zetans might have lived. There’s no hallway, just this large room covering the whole ground floor.’
‘It’s possible they had wooden partitions,’ Tinc said.
‘I hadn’t thought of that.’
‘It’s about ten metres by eight and there are enough windows to allow three rooms here, one next to the door onto the plaza, one next to the street door and one on the far side.’
‘Rooms with windows onto the plaza would get this soft morning light and the ones on the street side would catch the late evening rays.’
‘It’s in a perfect position.’
‘Let’s look upstairs.’ Riajh moved towards the stone staircase that was built against the back wall. There was no banister but the stairs were wide enough to feel safe. ‘It’s huge for a bedroom!’ Riajh said, as her head cleared the level of the floor.’
‘Let’s just use it as it is for now,’ Tinc said as he stepped out onto the new boards. ‘Again there are three windows here, so we can have it divided up later if we want. Of course it all looks bigger with no furniture.’
‘Furniture! We don’t have to use stuff like Raife made, do we?’
‘Only if we want to.’
‘His picnic set was just the job for informal alfresco living at the sea-side but not here.’
‘Riafe’s designs had to be portable, too,’ Tinc said. He sketched rapidly into his tablet and showed Riajh the results.
‘Just what I imagined! When will they be ready?’
‘I’m confident that by this evening we will be the proud recipients of a four-poster bed frame onto which we can place the pallet we brought from the stone hut. That’s if we give the Max spiders a couple of hours off from vat building. By the morning, we should have two wooden armchairs, four dining chairs and a sturdy table.’
‘OK, back to work now. Let’s leave the shutters open a bit to air the place.’
Riajh spent the rest of day on the complex job of connecting up and initiating the next four vats in the fountain house as each was assembled by a team of Spiders under Tinc’s direction. A secure uplink was required for each vat, to allow Explorer’s computer to control the process. Meanwhile the inductive net produced a steady output.
 

Raife and Nancy took a trip over to see how work was progressing in the village the following day. Around halfway across, Nancy became pensive.
‘Raife, have you noticed how the Spiders are taking longer and longer for these trips?’
‘What?’ Raife said, lost in thoughts of some new invention. ‘Sorry, no, not really.’
‘Well, they are. They’re taking more and more circuitous paths over the canopy.’
‘What do you mean?’
Nancy stopped and turned back the way they’d come. ‘Look, there’s where we start and that’s where we’re going, see, where the windmills are on the treetops.’
‘It’s not a straight line, is it?’
‘No and what’s more, if you look around, you can see tracks worn into the leaves.’
‘I see. Someone’s going to drop through if we’re not careful.’
‘Oh, my, you’re really on the ball today, Raife.’
‘I was thinking about something else. You know what it’s like when you make the same journey nearly every day, you don’t really notice it.’
‘I’ve been thinking as well. Only I think there’s a track through the forest we should be using.’
‘I thought you said you weren’t keen on that.’
‘Not as an initial way of travelling but now we’re establishing a community, we need a reliable route.’
‘If we cut a wide enough track it should be safe. The Spiders can do it. And we need the feedstock anyway to keep the nanofactory going and for construction work.’
‘I’ve had an idea where I think the track starts at the village. The most logical place would be at the far end of the street where Tinc and Riajh’s house is.’
‘A ground track makes real sense. The canopy wasn’t always here, plus now we have the problem of wearing it out. I never imagined it being used so often, nor for such heavy use. I mean those big spiders don’t hang about when they’re moving over a distance.’
After checking in with Tinc and Riajh, the Betas took Hercules and a couple of minions to see for themselves if there was any sign of the track still visible.
‘Have the spiders done any excavation past the end of the street?’
Raife looked through the records. ‘They stopped when there were no more houses.’
‘I think they should continue in that direction. It’s the most likely place for a connecting road to begin.’
Raife directed the Spiders to clear the area where the street appeared to end. He and Nancy followed the Spiders to the end of the street, to watch the laser cutters in action.
Hercules took care of the larger timber, while two minions dealt with the smaller material. Max One and Max Two and the other two minions were assisting Riajh and Tinc. After half an hour, Nancy’s despondency was returning.
‘I don’t think they’re going to find anything.’
‘Give them a chance,’ Raife said. He looked at his tablet, which showed a video feed of the clearance operation.
‘Do we need biosuits to go over there and watch first hand?’
‘Hercules has got sensors running and there haven’t been any alerts. There’s just the usual high pollen and dust counts for when there’s cutting going on.’
Nancy moved forward, stepping along the paving slabs the Spiders had revealed.
‘These are old orchards on either side, aren’t they?’ she said.
‘Yes, very overgrown ones, not very productive. There’s been a lot of infiltration here of wild plants. It won’t do any harm to cut it all right back.’
‘That’s stonework, there,’ Nancy said pointing to a wall emerging from a pile of vine-covered rubble.
‘I think you’re right.’ Raife directed the Spiders to focus on the area Nancy indicated and very rapidly they uncovered a collapsed arch.
‘This used to be a gateway, I’m sure,’ Nancy said. ‘Can the Spiders rebuild it?’
‘More symbolic than anything, I would say. There aren’t any perimeter walls as such, not of defensive height, just field boundaries.’
‘I’m very pleased to see the Zetans didn’t need anything defensive.’ Nancy smiled, the more she felt she understood the Zetans, the happier she was.
The Spiders scoured beyond the quickly rebuilt the portal. Past the gateway, the paving continued beneath the forest.
‘There, Raife, I had a really strong feeling about this place. This is the starting point for the road back to the cliff and the way through to the sea.’
‘It has to be said, you were right.’ He put his arm around her shoulder. ‘Well done, Nancy.’
Nancy was happy to stay where she was, feeling secure and safe with Raife. She looked around, imagining what it must have been like hundreds of years ago when the archway was a busy thoroughfare.
‘Raife, each night from now on, I’d like the Spiders to clear at least a few hundred metres more, OK?’
Over the following days, Nancy checked frequently to see how the paved road was progressing. It was damaged in places by roots but the Spiders were adept at re-laying even broken slabs. Nancy catalogued each new plant discovered and put it through the medical analyser, being particularly keen to ensure that no dangers were encountered, especially in the form of plants and animals. The only animal life found took the form of six new species of bug. Their main purpose appeared to be turning plant matter into compost.
Riajh had taken the canopy top route for granted, though she no longer used it, since she and Tinc had moved into their new house. She was so completely absorbed by the large scale vat operation, that she thought Nancy’s paved road clearance was more of an academic interest.
A week after the ground route excavation had begun, a site-wide alert sounded. Max One had fallen through the upper layer of the canopy and was saved only by being able to grab hold of an underlying branch. That was when they all realised the ground level road was less of a hobby and more of a necessity.
Nancy monitored the clearance very carefully for artefacts, sending the Spiders into the surrounding forest on either side to scan for metals and ceramics. She was interested to see if any had been dropped by travellers. No ceramics were found but when more than four kilometres of track had been cleared, a coms device turned up.
‘Here we are,’ Nancy said. ‘Do I need to say ‘I told you so’?’ she added, showing off her trophy at lunch time the day it was dug out of the forest floor two metres from the track.
‘Very good. Has there been anything else?’ Riajh said.
‘Only a very few buttons and fasteners for clothing. They’re not that exciting, they’re all plain and made from copper-tin alloy.’
‘Oh well, it all adds a little more to what we know about their society.
 

‘How are you enjoying your new house?’ Nancy asked that evening, when she and Raife joined Tinc and Riajh for dinner.
‘It’s wonderful,’ Tinc said, taking Riajh’s hand.
‘If anyone had told me before we set out that we’d be living as well as this so soon, I wouldn’t have believed it,’ Riajh said. ‘I thought it would have been a much slower process: clearing the ground, rough wooden huts, seeding crops, harvesting, balancing births against food production. We’ve jumped years in a few weeks.’
‘It would definitely have been slower if we hadn’t found all the fruit and vegetables ready to eat,’ Nancy said.
‘We are really enjoying our house,’ Riajh said. ‘When are you going to begin on yours? There’s plenty of treated wood available as a result of your track project.’
‘About how long would it take to put together a bed like the one you’ve got?’
‘For one minion, around an hour,’ Tinc said. ‘But that’s beside the point, you don’t have floors or a roof yet.’
‘What are the Spiders doing at the moment?’
‘They’re all on standby, except for the Mini, which is on watch on the shelf by the vats and one of the minions which is on watch in the Fountain House.’
‘So that leaves Hercules, both of the Max Spiders and three minions on standby?’
‘That’s correct, why?’
‘Because if they got a move on, we could move into our new house tonight and not have to risk that dodgy canopy in the dark!’
‘What about the rest of the furniture and the varnishing?’
‘That can be done tomorrow while we’re out working.’
‘She’s got a point, Raife,’ Tinc said.
‘OK, the Spiders already know the routine from doing this house.’ Raife reached for his tablet and within minutes, sounds of activity began in the street outside.
Hercules turned up first with joist-sized lumber. He was followed by Max One and Two, bringing boards, and by the minions with the laser cutters. After several return journeys, they had collected sufficient material to put in the ground floor. The Four moved their chairs to the window and watched with interest.
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Chapter 63
Raife and Nancy stayed in their new house for the few days it took for the pavement to be fully navigable all the way back to the cliff. There was still no sign of large animals and the vegetation encountered along the way was all benign. No more advanced artefacts were found, just more buttons and small fixings from clothing.
The Betas monitored the vats on the shelf remotely, until they were able to make the trip back to the cliff using Nancy’s new highway. They found the mini had done its job well and everything was on schedule. In the afternoon, Raife remembered to check the quarantine communicator and found a series of messages from Baker.
‘Riajh, Tinc?’ Nancy called through her suitcom. ‘That Baker guy has been leaving us messages. He’s not too pleased. How are you fixed to pay us a visit?’
‘Sounds like your place for dinner tonight,’ Riajh said.
‘OK. Can you bring a selection of produce?’
‘Sure, see you about two hours before sunset. Oh, is it true Raife’s been putting his inventive skills to use on developing some more foods?’
‘I heard something like that!’ Nancy laughed.
‘We might be there early.’
 

Tinc and Riajh finished up their day’s work by mid afternoon and took off with a couple of baskets of fresh fruit. Their steps rang on the stone pavement, until they grew tired of walking and rode on Max One and Two. From the elevated position on the Spiders backs, they could see some distance into the forest. During the clearance operation, the Spiders had cut back the vegetation two metres on either side of the track, so the hard, black basalt slabs contrasted with the limestone forest floor. Some of the more sensitive shade-loving plants that were now exposed to the sunlight had begun to die back.
‘It’s very peaceful here,’ Riajh remarked.
‘Either that or deathly quiet,’ Tinc said. ‘Nancy says there’s nothing much here besides the plant life and bugs.’
However, the lush undergrowth with its abundant and ever-changing display of flowers meant that they had arrived at the mouth of the tunnel to the cavern in less time than they imagined.
The lander was in its usual place and the nanofactory was chugging away in its tireless fashion. Raife had produced a new table but Riajh was amused to see that it was just a larger version of the previous tubular metal design, with its plastic, wipe-clean surface. Riajh stepped down from Max One and put the fruit and vegetable items she had brought on the table. The minions prepared the food, while the Four took a stroll along the sea shore.
‘I vote we view the messages straightaway, on the basis that Baker might give us indigestion if we watch them afterwards,’ Raife said.
‘If we see them first, he might put us off our food, and we’re going to have rather a nice spread here,’ Riajh said.
Nancy stepped in to make the decision. ‘We watch first because then it’s done and nothing is going to put me off this selection of goodies, especially now we have an almost authentic garlic sausage.’
‘Is there any chance Raife has had his microbrewery going today?’ Tinc said.
‘Oh, yes! In fact I’ve been experimenting with some new flavours.’
‘Raife,’ Nancy said. ‘Later!’
 

The messages were increasingly belligerent, with Baker threatening to cause trouble but of course his threats were entirely hollow. It would have taken him over a hundred years to send a ship from the nearest planetary system. By then the human population of Zeta Nine was going to be considerable.
Baker was furious not only that his agents had been thwarted but also that he could not access Explorer’s computer and take control. He’d realised his agents had been rumbled after he’d given the instruction about use of force and duplex transmission, but then not received a reply. He couldn’t mount an attack by sending new agents because of his inability to access Explorer’s systems.
‘I wouldn’t like to be in those agents’ shoes,’ Raife said.
‘We should transmit them back, they don’t belong here,’ Nancy said.
Tinc and Riajh nodded agreement.
‘Let’s see what else Baker has to say,’ Riajh said.
He didn’t even bother with message header details in his next transmission. The recording simply showed a grim-faced photograph, with a voiceover, saying he had his top espionage crew working on breaking the codes aboard Explorer. This made the Four roar with laughter because however good the code breaker, there was no solution to the antenna plug being removed. The only CC signals being received on Zeta Nine were via the quarantine device.
He threatened to cut Zeta Nine off from any further communications and updates.
‘As if we’d trust any updates sent by Baker’s crew now,’ Raife said. ‘They’d be full of viruses and trip code, so the moment we transferred them to a working system, it would be under CC control.’
‘Besides,’ Nancy said, ‘we’ve ensured he can’t shut the expedition down remotely and isolating Zeta Nine isn’t an option because of the extreme value of the data on the Zetans.’
 

During dinner, the Four discussed the matter extensively and decided to propose a trade for information about Zeta Nine itself, firstly to provide information that would help CC sell passage to prospective settlers; and secondly to sell top secret data about the Zetans, their culture and their technology. They prepared a short manifesto to be transmitted to CC, informing them of the new situation on Zeta Nine.
Declaration by Professor Raife Harris (Member of the Institute of Pioneering Science), Nancy Zing (PhD Astrophysics, PhD Pioneering Colonisation, MIPS), Tinc Vassallo (BSc Physical Sciences, MSc Geological Engineering, MIPS) and Riajh Vassallo (BSc Biological Sciences, MSc Field Medical Practise, MIPS) hereinafter referred to as the Four:
Unlawful attempted infiltration of Zeta nine by subterfuge and occupation of clone bodies intended for two of the above-mentioned personnel, by Central Coordination agents, has made it necessary to reject all prior claims on the financial or jurisdictional status of the expedition of Explorer 5017.
The stored personalities of the intercepted CC agents will be transmitted after this message.
The Four, first pioneers of planet designated Zeta Nine, hereby declare said planet, its parent system and associated planets as an independent colony.
Despite the discovery of an ancient but mysteriously vanished civilisation having enormous significance for human society, the hereby formed government of Zeta Nine, comprising until further notice the Four, reject all claim by Central Coordination, including its coordinators, associates, affiliates, departments, operatives, agents or any other unlisted personnel. Rejected claims refer to the resources, artefacts or data derived from colonisation of this planet. Further, the Four declare the following conditions:
1. Any further attempts to download software with the intention of accessing computer systems on the surface of Zeta Nine or in orbit above this planet or anywhere in its parent system will be taken as acts of hostility and will adversely affect the price and terms of negotiation of any subsequent trade agreement;
2. All research carried out on Zeta Nine will be undertaken by personnel selected solely by the government of Zeta Nine;
3. Monitoring and quarantine systems, together with simplex communication will remain in place and in effect, until such time the Four deem it safe and prudent to remove such systems;
4. All data so far received from Zeta Nine will be considered as full and final payment for reimbursement of the cost of the expedition and of the ship Explorer 5017.
 

Central Coordination replied with a resolute silence, until several days later, when an announcement came through that a new department had been set up and that it was run by two individuals named Ben and Lori Thomas. Their first communication with the Four made it quite clear that, although secure communications were essential, they were to be dealt with on a very different basis and were not part of the quasi military arm Baker represented.
‘We can assure you of our independence and good intentions,’ Lori said at the end of the transmission.
‘I like the look of those two; there’s nothing shifty about them,’ Nancy said.
 

***
 




Chapter 64
The Four had too much to do to concern themselves with who led what department at Central Coordination. Nancy saw Ben and Lori’s appointments as a welcome change to Baker’s regime. However, the thoughts of that were quickly banished by more pressing events. The Four found it hard to believe how quickly time had passed, when an alert from Explorer came through, reminding them that the Six were due to be birthed in two days time.
‘Surely it’s not three weeks already, Riajh,’ Nancy said. Tinc and Riajh had gone to the coast for a day to exchange ideas and catch up on developments in person.
‘I know! It seems impossible but look at what we’ve achieved. There are twenty vats running in the Fountain House. The nanofactory in the village is operating independently, you cleared that whole track through the forest, found six new bugs and dozens of varieties of plants. Raife has developed various delicious beverages and new foodstuffs, not to mention reconditioning two new houses.’
‘The houses! Raife!’ Nancy waved and shouted across to where he was deep in conversation with Tinc twenty metres across the shelf, by the nanofactory. Nancy had forgotten as usual when she was excited about something, that even when she was close enough to see someone, it was better to use the suitcom.
‘Yes, my little trumpet-voiced one, what can I do for you?’ Raife turned and waved, pointing to his collar which housed the suitcom.
‘We’ve just had an alert about the Six,’ Nancy said more quietly.
‘I know, I heard it.’
‘I should hope so but where are we going to put them?’
‘Ah.’
‘Exactly. Can we get three more houses ready in time?’
‘And furnished,’ Riajh added.
‘Tinc?’ Raife said.
‘Shouldn’t be a problem. The Spiders are all on routine duties. They can be diverted easily enough. There’s plenty of time and easily enough materials.’
‘We’ll need to more than double-up on food processing facilities,’ Riajh said.
‘I hope we’ve got someone being birthed in your first Fountain House batch who can organise supplies and logistics because at this rate, we’re going to need someone,’ Nancy said.
‘Of course, we went through the list. We’ve got Ted and Georgina. In fact, they’ll be amongst the first out. Ted’s a supplies manager and Georgina’s second specialism is orientation.’
‘What’s her first?’
‘She’s a vat specialist.’
‘This is really taking off!’ Nancy couldn’t sit down, she paced back and forth and her hair had the spikey look it tended to get when she was agitated.
‘Don’t worry,’ Raife said, we’ll have the all the right people to help us keep things going. That’s how we planned it.’
 

When the final alert sounded, Nancy put Riajh in charge. It was time for the Six: Geoff, Synth, Marion, Borrm, Rose-Mai, and Dr Wednesday.
‘We shall leave these and future births to medical staff,’ Nancy said, ‘especially as we know from personal experience, we are completely naked in the vat. They should have some privacy at least, rather than a growing group of on-lookers.’
‘I’ll be fine,’ Riajh said. ‘The process is largely automated anyway. Raife’s programmed the new data into the personality download, so they’ll wake knowing all about the Zetans.’
After the Six had snipped, showered and zipped into their bodysuits, they were led by Riajh to be met by the rest of the Four. The newbies were orientated right on the shelf and welcomed with a party. The table was extended again and a luxurious but easily digested spread was prepared by minions.
‘You are so well organised, Nancy!’ said Marion.
‘Thank you.’ Nancy smiled.
If only she knew!
‘We try to anticipate everyone’s needs, while forging ahead with the research, maintenance and exploration. You’ve joined the earliest stages of a very busy colony.’
‘And one with an unexpected legacy from the previous owners,’ Dr Wednesday said, the deep tones of her warm voice assuring her of the attention of the group. ‘I think it would be wonderful to get some idea of what they looked like.’
You’re not the only one.
‘We’ve got a very unexpected variety of fruits and vegetables, though,’ Nancy said, wanting to change the subject. ‘And the whole business of the lethal plants on the plains is still unsolved.’
‘You mean why there should be genetically engineered plants and animals, apparently having some sort of relationship, and the effect of the plants on humans?’
‘As the Alphas found to their cost!’ Raife said.
‘Quite a puzzle,’ Wednesday said.
‘What do you think of Raife’s theory about planetary chemistry and the edible fruit?’
‘Oh, I didn’t get that in the download but it sounds fascinating.’
The Six spent the rest of the day exploring the magnificent cavern and slowly making their way to the village, where they found three newly renovated houses waiting, one for each couple.
Four days after the Six, Ted, Georgina, Alice and Fred were birthed and housed. After a few days orientation, they joined the workforce. Being birthed on the planet meant their bodies had already acclimatised to the gravity.
Riajh was relieved when Wednesday and Georgina joined her to form a rota. She would no longer be solely responsible for maintaining the vats and managing the births, helping friends and colleagues get their bearings.
After the Six were birthed, the vats inconveniently located on the ocean shelf were dismantled and then rebuilt alongside the others in the fountain house, making a total of twenty six vats altogether. A soon as a vat was vacated, it was refurbished, thoroughly tested and then re-seeded with the next pioneer.
 

Raife and Nancy retained the shelf as a base for only a day or two after the Six birthed. The necessarily frequent trips to the village required more stopovers in their house next to Tinc and Riajh’s, until they decided to move there permanently. The lander, however remained on the shelf, together with the original nanofactory, which was still producing fuel and useful materials. Some of the commodities couldn’t be obtained from the feedstocks available on the forested side.
In less than two months a community of almost fifty had been formed. Nancy held weekly meetings in the plaza. Everyone attended. Raife, Tinc and Riajh were always at the centre of things with her. When Susan, the expedition’s administrator, was birthed, she was put to work straight away, keeping tabs on which personnel had already birthed and in what order the remainder should arrive, to fit required tasks. She was also placed in charge of daily scheduling and provided feedback bulletins each evening to bring everyone together.
‘Raife, is it ready?’ Nancy said.
‘You’ll have everyone’s suitcom from,’ and he counted down on his fingers, ‘three, two, one.’
‘Good evening, everyone. I trust you have all had your supper and are feeling refreshed after another day, in fact another week on Zeta Nine. It is my pleasure to inform you that we have had four new births this week. I’ll ask them to introduce themselves in a minute.’
‘First of all, I need to congratulate several teams on a successful week; the Agriculture Team are maintaining food production at levels greater than consumption. This is important because of the short time we have been on Zeta Nine and, therefore, the need to store over-production for future food needs, should there be seasonal variations, or other times of low yield. The Cold Storage Team and the Dried Food Products Team have both made advances in installation of equipment and facilities.’
‘In consultation with Susan, I have decided that an essential part of each couple’s orientation should be a visit to a largely untouched village. Each couple will be given accommodation and a guided tour of the next village in the valley, so that you can see firsthand how this village was found originally. Hopefully, this will give some useful insights. Susan will you take the com now, please?’
The sound of clapping echoed around the plaza.
 

Nancy realised the problem of degradation of the canopy would return and so feedstock was taken from excavating the track to the next village. It led from the concrete apron by the entrance to the tunnel through the cliff. The new track was cleared in time for the first births after the Six. New Spiders were also built, a new minion to each couple birthed. They were not for the direct use of the couple but it was found that support facilities required the extra manual labour, in terms of land clearance, creating of labs and workshops, equipment building, food preparation and maintenance work. To begin with everyone took lunch in a communal dining hall set up in what had so far been assumed to be a warehouse next to the fountain house.
It soon became obvious to Raife and Nancy that anything more than local travel was going to be a problem for extending their exploration of Zeta Nine. Nancy’s thoughts returned to the huge underground tunnels and the vehicle they’d found on their trip to the northern end of the rift valley.
‘I want to know if those tunnels and that silver train, engine thing we found are going to be any use to us,’ she said to Raife.
‘Why not? Let’s investigate.’
To map the tunnels deep underground, they programmed a deep strata scan to be run from Explorer’s network of satellites and orbiting probes. The scan took several days to complete but after a few hours analysis of the data, it was possible to see that there was an interconnecting network between concentrations of dwellings across the two continents, and links between the major landmasses.
‘I can’t see any more vehicles,’ Raife said.
‘The one we found doesn’t even show up,’ Tinc said, peering at the scan.
‘Where’s that gone, then?’ Riajh said.
‘I think it just doesn’t show up.’
‘It would be very unlikely for there to be no more at all,’ Nancy said.
‘Why do you say that, they might have all been melted down,’ Tinc said.
‘We’ve found one, my bet is we’ll find others.’ Nancy was in an optimistic mood.
‘I’ve been playing around with filters here,’ Raife said, looking up from his tablet. ‘These look like the outlines of vehicles,’ he pointed to lozenge-shaped objects near the ends of some of the tunnel entrances. ‘They’re faint but they’re exactly the same size as the one we know is there at the end of the rift valley.’ He scrolled the scan back to their section of coast. ‘Look, here it is.’
‘That’ll do for me,’ Nancy concluded.
Having found such a huge network, covering vast distances and cut by unknown means, the Four engaged in some intense debate over the existence of a second race.
‘There has to have been another race, cohabiting alongside the Zetans. They made the high tech artefacts and the tunnels.’ Raife said.
‘There’s the crashed ship in the northern forest, too,’ Tinc said.
‘It doesn’t necessarily follow,’ Riajh said. ‘They could have designed and built everything but preferred to live simply.’
‘Yes, they could,’ Tinc said. ‘But to me someone who built a stone house would have a different mindset to a creator of high tech devices. Whoever made the devices must have built the fountain to charge them.’
‘That’s an argument for them being the same people,’ Raife said. ‘Because the geothermal plug and wiring would have to have been done before the fountain was installed.’
‘But the whole fountain, power source thing could have been retro-fitted. It might not have all been installed when the place was first built.’
‘If one race, group, caste, whatever built the high tech stuff, what role did the others have, then?’ Nancy said. Three blank faces stared back at her.
 

An unscheduled alert came in very early the next morning.
‘Twenty past three. Nancy, are you awake?’ Raife said.
‘Preferably not.’
‘It’s either Explorer or something in a different time zone.’
Raife glanced at his tablet. ‘Looks like the Spider on its way back from the city.’
‘We’ll look into it the right side of dawn, if you don’t mind.’
‘Suits me.’ They were soon sound asleep once more, to be woken finally by the call to breakfast in the plaza.
‘OK, let’s see what we’ve got,’ Raife said once he was fully awake.
One point five metre cubes of refined metal buried beyond the boundary of a village ninety kilometres north east of the city. Five cubes of copper, three of tin and two half metre cubes of alloy used for the Zetan electronic devices.
‘I suppose it’s as good a way to store it as any,’ Nancy said.
‘True, it’s not going to rust, that’s for sure.’
Raife relayed the data to Tinc, who made a useful suggestion.
‘I think we should instruct the Spider to take half a kilo of Zetan precious metal alloy from the buried cache and bring it back here. It’s something we can’t make at the moment because we haven’t found any local deposits of the metals needed.’
The information was also passed rapidly to Ben and Lori.
‘Thank you,’ Lori said. That’s very useful. It means you won’t have to expend energy in smelting metal ore. I’m sure it’ll fit into the Zetan puzzle somewhere. We’re still working on the video file from the Zetan view screen.’
Later, the reported metal finds prompted Tinc to start a new project. He designed survey programmes, similar to the ones he developed with Nancy to find the tunnel networks. His new programmes, again to be operated by Explorer, were to map mineral deposits. He also used the winged Spider designs and built a remote flyer, which he flew over promising areas, landing it to take samples to be brought back for analysis. Tinc was concerned about how much of the planet’s mineral resources might have been mined out by the Zetans and how much may remain. His survey showed depleted natural deposits but many more collections of refined metals in the form of cubes or spheres buried near cities.
 

Ben and Lori’s next transmission began with Lori speaking.
‘Central Coordination has decided that, unless there is a military threat, commercial contact and scientific research relating to alien cultures should be in the hands of a civilian department. Your previous contact Baker sent you information about a race called the Sentience. Because of our recent dealings with the Sentience, we have been given the authority to develop this organisation.’
‘We are happy for you to maintain communications via your quarantine device as long as you deem it to be necessary,’ Ben said.
‘As an act of good will,’ Lori continued, ‘we are sending you the video file you transmitted under the guise of the two agents. Because of its importance to our other studies, we directed a lot of resources to its repair.’
‘Some of the scenes you may find distressing, having lived in close proximity to the remains of the Zetan culture for some time now. You will find that it shows shrouded bodies being removed from houses and tracked robots entering dwellings and taking all metal objects, including pipes, wiring and fixings.’
‘We are still unable to read the Zetan text or understand their speech but it looks as the though there is a boarding schedule being displayed at the end of the loop and the last few frames show vehicles taking off. There is no evidence to indicate an attack by an aggressor, especially as you have shown that none of the damage to buildings was caused by anything other than vegetative infiltration.’
 

The Four watched the video with shocked dismay. It looked very much as though a plague had affected the population. Some Zetans may have been immune or a treatment had been found, hence the evacuees. Removal of the metal items from the houses was mystifying. What happened to the bodies was not shown either.
‘That must be where all the metal came from for the buried cubes,’ Tinc said. ‘The Zetans must have stored it. Perhaps they intended to come back for it later.’
Dr. Wednesday watched the video with more dispassionate interest. She did not feel the involvement that had grown in Nancy.
‘It’s impossible to tell so long after the events precisely what killed many of the Zetans,’ Wednesday said.
‘What’s your best guess?’ Nancy said.
‘Did you notice that the crashed ship and the evacuation ships are the same type?’
‘Run the file again, just those last few images.’
Enormous, black delta shapes hovered before drifting upwards.
‘Well spotted! You’re right.’
‘Without proof, I can only guess it was some sort of pathogenic agent brought by the crashed ship. Probably it also killed much of the animal life on the planet, as so little is left.’
‘But why is there no trace of the Zetans or animals who were victims of the plague?’ Nancy said.
‘Either they were disposed of, processed in some way, or they had different physiology, such that there are no bones or other remains to be found.
‘We need to tell Ben and Lori about the alien spaceship,’ Raife said.
 

Ben’s reply was received within hours.
‘Is it possible to mount an expedition to investigate the crashed craft?’
‘And is it safe to do so?’ Lori said.
‘We have tested multiple soil and air samples many times and have found no trace of any agents pathogenic to humans, so we believe if there was a plague or pandemic, whatever caused it has dissipated,’ Wednesday said.
‘The only problem we have is reaching the site,’ Nancy said.
‘The lander could do it,’ Raife said. ‘We’d need eight personnel, that’s two trips; Spiders and equipment, that’s a third trip.’
‘How long is each trip?’ Lori said.
‘Seven, eight hours, not impossible.’
‘Fuel?’
‘We’ve plenty but we’ll need to drop a probe over there, with a Spider carrying a laser cutter to clear the landing area.’
Ben laughed. ‘Sounds like it’s ready to go.’
‘Almost,’ Nancy said. ‘The first party should arrive in a couple of days.’
A Spider hopped out of the still smoking probe that dropped within three hundred metres of the crashed ship. It thrashed around with the laser cutter, clearing the surrounding area, then immediately began collecting samples.
‘Clear so far,’ Riajh said.
‘Agreed,’ Wednesday said. ‘It’s essential there is nothing left in the ground around the crash site that could cause harm, whether it’s radiation or of biological origin. Next the ship itself needs to be checked, before any of us goes anywhere near it.’
The first thing the Spider discovered about the alien ship itself, was that the main hatch was ajar. That meant that air had been able to freely circulate but had kept infiltration by local vegetation to a minimum. Any potentially dangerous agents would have been able to escape and, if still present, be detectable.
The Spider went through the whole ship, taking samples and testing without finding anything untoward. All but a very few of the internal hatches were also open. The ones that were locked shut were left that way, on the basis that there was a chance their contents may be contaminated.
Explorer also scanned the data, giving the ship and the entire area the all clear.
 

***
 




Chapter 65
From there, things didn’t go quite as Raife had outlined to Ben. The alien crash site was first visited by a tough expeditionary group. It was a team that Susan used her personnel management skills to put together. She called it her Site Initialisation Team. The four individuals, plus Spiders had to locate fresh water, set up solar generators, locate any alternative sources of power and build accommodation.
Within twelve hours the first report came in from the team leader:
‘First report from Site Initialisation Team. Local survey shows a stream dammed by the crash trench, five kilometres west. Resulting ten metre waterfall will be harnessed to generate constant electrical power. Forest now cleared from a one kilometre radius around the crash site. Log cabins to be built using trees cleared from the site.’
‘Good progress, Team Leader,’ Raife radioed back. ‘Any further significant finds?’
‘A small number of bugs, no other animal life. The ship came to rest at the base of an elevation.’
‘Do you mean at the foot of a low hill?’
‘Base of an elevation, sir. Cabins to be built within one kilometre radius to be used for laboratories. Dwellings to be constructed beyond elevation to avoid line of sight blast path.’
‘Blast path?’
‘This is an alien ship, VLS, standard procedure.’
‘VLS?’
‘Very Large Size, sir, unknown object.’
‘You’re saying something might happen?’
‘Alien ship. Avoid potential blast path.’
Raife smiled to himself. The highly capable engineer he was trying to communicate with didn’t waste a lot of time on conversation.
‘You do that. You will be brought back when construction is completed. Oh, and don’t worry, I’m sure when you return, we’ll find plenty of other sites to initialise.’
‘No worries on this team, sir.’
‘Very good and you can drop the ‘sir’ business. Carry on.’
‘Carrying on, sir.’
Raife cut the connection and shook his head at the leader’s insistent formality. One thing he felt sure of; the team was doing a top quality job. He had one more short message to send.
Coded message to Ben and Lori:
Alien vessel crash site – site tested by remote probe and certified clear by Explorer – Site Initialisation Team in place – area cleared and ready for installation of accommodation and power. Research teams should begin work within two to three days.
Once the site had been ‘initialised’, there was no shortage of volunteers to investigate the alien ship, in fact Nancy had to devise a lottery of groups containing appropriate skills.
 

The day-to-day administrative business made Nancy fidgety, especially as there was a major expedition going on that she wasn’t part of. She hadn’t wanted to go on a potentially very hazardous, technological investigation but it made her more aware of her role as an administrator which in turn was making her less of an explorer. As more pioneers were birthed, the primary population grew to the point where the first village began to feel crowded.
This made Nancy feel worse, so she sent two teams on to the second village, once the ground level track had been cleared. Apparently, there were some advantages to studying a village which was largely untouched. That made Nancy feel worse in a different way: now there were even more teams out there doing something new.
Raife could see that Nancy wanted to be off on a fresh adventure and he came up with an idea that had potential as being more important for the colony than the alien ship.
‘Nancy, I think we need to leave the organisation to those who’ve trained for it and get off on another trip of our own.’
She leapt up and threw her arms around him. ‘I’ve been pining for that for weeks. I can’t wait to get away from here. Everyone is so busy with their team and their research.’
‘You need some clear air and open spaces.’
‘Oh, yes!’ Nancy stopped to look into Raife’s eyes. ‘What have you thought up?’
‘How about going back to investigating the tunnel vehicle? If we can get the tunnels operational, it would mean far more to the overall colonisation project than anything else.’
‘What a fantastic idea! When do we start?’
‘We need to take a couple of people with us, supplies, equipment.’
‘Tomorrow, then?’
‘OK.’
 

‘I’ve been dreaming about the tunnels all night, and those shiny vehicles,’ Nancy said when she threw back the bed covers early the next morning. ‘I bet we find more of them. It would save so much time, compared to building ships or aircraft.’
‘I had the Spiders prep the lander overnight with everything we should need. All we have to do now is see if Riajh can part with Tinc for a few days.’
‘I’ll speak to her,’ Nancy said.
 

On the journey, they prioritised making the tube carriage they discovered operational and discussed strategies for opening it.
‘There are several things we can try, as I see it,’ Raife said. ‘There’s applying an external power source...’
‘Assuming we can find a way to attach it,’ Tinc said.
‘OK, then there’s cutting our way in. The alloy isn’t particularly tough.’
‘Explorer specifically advised against it,’ Nancy said. ‘It’ll probably never work if we do that.’
‘Forcing a door? That’s not cutting.’
‘Breaking a window? Maybe they’ll just pop out if they’re polymer-sealed round the edge.’
‘How about applying power inductively?’
‘Now that might work on a local area, like where the door mechanism is.’
‘So, where’s that, then?’
‘Near the door?’
The lander touched down on the apron by the tunnel entrances late in the morning. Hercules climbed down off the roof and the hatch swung open to allow two minions, Tinc, Raife and Nancy out. The Spiders began by unloading the equipment next to the unoccupied ‘engine shed’, then set about making a roof. While they were busy on that, Nancy, Raife and Tinc went over to look at the vehicle itself. It was just as they had left it, though Nancy thought it looked rather forlorn and dejected, despite its sleek exterior.
Raife called one of the minions over, so they could make use of its sensors. As the Spider moved across a passenger door, it registered a capacitance change in the vehicle wall.
‘Hello, what was that?’ Raife said.
‘There was no voltage change because there isn’t a scrap of charge anywhere in the vehicle but there’s some sort of sensor by the door there. It may have been used to activate the door mechanism. What happened when the Spider passed was that there was a movement of electrons towards the sensor, although no charge was actually transferred.’
‘In other words, the minion found a proximity detector that may have once made the door open,’ Nancy said.
‘That’s another way of putting it,’ Tinc said.
‘Well, does it happen by all the doors?’
‘It does,’ Raife said, as the Spider made its way around the vehicle. ‘Each door appears to have a sensor.’
‘It’s not going to get us in, though is it?’
‘Not without power, no.’
‘I’m thinking, maybe rather than busting this one up and still not getting anywhere because we can’t power it up, we might be better off sending Hercules to look for one that’s all ready to go.’
‘What, after all those ideas we had on the way over here?’
‘Yup.’
‘She could be right, you know, Tinc.’
‘But this tunnel goes on for hundreds of kilometres.’
‘Yes, but where does the other one go?’
‘Let’s have a look at the deep radar scan.’
Raife opened the file on his tablet. ‘Yes, look the left hand tunnel doesn’t run parallel with the other one, it curves along the coast and pops up about eighty kilometres away, right next to what looks like more lozenge shapes on the edge of another settlement.’
‘Those lozenge shapes that might be more tunnel vessels,’ Nancy said with a note of hope in her voice.
‘OK, we send Hercules down the tunnel to investigate, while we finish setting up here.’
‘By the time we’ve done that, Hercules should be ready to report.’
As soon as the roof was on the station building, Hercules took an ancillary power pack and set off into the second tunnel at full speed.
Tinc, Raife and Nancy set up a temporary workshop in the empty shed. They put solar collectors on the roof, partitioned an area for Tinc’s quarters and tested all the equipment they’d brought with them. They made sure the provisions had arrived intact and sent a minion off in search of a fresh water supply. The alternative was processing sea water. Luckily, the minion soon returned with a canister of stream water, which was fed through the food processor.
They then went to the second shed and tried all the non-destructive suggestions they’d made on the way to the site, including trying to ease a window out and forcing a door to slide. None of the doors or windows gave way under the application of force which was just less than that which would shatter glass or cause the metal to deform. Close, inch by inch visual inspection of the exterior revealed nothing other than a completely unbroken surface.
‘There might be some way in underneath, where we can’t get to it,’ Tinc said.
‘Very likely but until Hercules returns we can’t do anything about it,’ Raife said.
‘If Hercules comes back empty handed, we could try jacking it up.’
‘I hope it doesn’t come to that,’ Nancy said.
 

***
 




Chapter 66
Ben and Lori sent a video of a Sentience ship but there was no similarity in terms of shape or construction to the crashed ship on Zeta Nine. They were kept informed as the science teams arrived at the crash site. For Nancy, it had been a case of having to make do with teams Susan had been able to make up from the best of those birthed so far, so it was a mix of technologists, archaeologists and physicists that formed the first groups.
The initial surprise to the researchers was the ship’s appearance. There were no windows or view ports. It had a matt black, pock-marked exterior, which had been further blackened by the removal of plant growth under the supervision of the initialisation team.
Closer inspection showed that thick metallic plating in multiple layers was used for the hull. It wasn’t just painted black, the material itself was black. It was of indeterminate alloy. The ship was assessed as being intended for vacuum and atmosphere transport. For atmospheric flight, the instruments and antenna were retractable behind covers. Overall, the ship was one and a half times the size of Explorer but only one tenth the mass.
Nancy used the coms system to catch up in person with Ship Research Team One.
‘Temporary lighting is now running inside the ship,’ Conrad Stein, the team leader said. ‘And samples of materials have been taken for analysis, each time a new one has been encountered, including door seals, seating, dust and any other residues.’
‘Anything else to report yet?’
‘Plenty, after making a first pass through, each part of the ship has now been accessed, apart from where there were locked hatches.’
‘Have you any idea what’s behind the locked ones? Do they enclose large or small areas?’
‘Three gave entry to sections that had other unlocked hatches, so they aren’t a problem, we can get in through the ones that are open. That leaves two that are the only way in to those sections. One we think is crew quarters because it’s in a row of several all the same. The other we think is for storage or equipment access. We know it’s only about ten cubic metres because we’ve accessed the other areas around it.’
‘You don’t want to go forcing either of them, especially the crew quarters one. We don’t want to discover it’s the source of the plague.’
‘No problem, we haven’t the equipment for that anyway.’
‘That’s good to know.’
‘Everything has been recorded on video for future scrutiny.’
‘What about scans?’ Nancy watched the video feed of the team moving through the vessel, inspecting everything manually. Unlike Explorer, where the works were hidden behind panels, every surface was covered with pipes, conduits, wiring, laser fibre and trunking. Each system criss-crossed every other one. It looked a nightmare to see which connected with what.
‘So far it has not been possible to scan the ship because our scanners cannot penetrate the hull.’
‘The same result has come back from Explorer’s scanning equipment.’
‘Yes, we’ll have to do it the hard way, section by section.’
‘Have you had any luck with identifying any sections?’
‘At a very rough initial assessment, we think we’ve found crew quarters, bridge, one type of engine plus a big gap where there used to be a different form of propulsion.’
‘Gap?’
‘Yes, whatever was there, it’s been taken out, probably soon after the crash.’
‘What’s next?’
‘I plan to try to determine where the computer system is located. If it’s a dispersed system, it could be difficult. It would be nice to find life support and an auxiliary power source. Meanwhile everywhere is covered in power conduits, switchgear and control systems of one sort or another for running equipment. It’s all labelled using text and graphics, though we don’t know what any of it means.’
‘Is the text Zetan?’ Nancy said.
‘It’s everywhere.’
‘That confirms it as a Zetan craft, then?’
‘It’s even stamped onto metal parts.’
‘Anything else?’
‘Everything about it is odd of course but one especially peculiar thing is there’s nothing identifiable as clone technology, not even anything far-fetched like suspended animation or cryogenic facilities.’
‘No sign of a hyperdrive?’
The scientist laughed. ‘Not in this universe!’
‘Maybe they simply reproduced on board, or they lived a very long time.’
‘When we identify the medical facilities, we might get some more clues.’
‘OK. I’m going to talk to the second team now.’
‘Team Two leader, here. We’ve been excavating around the front of the ship to assess how badly it was affected by the impact. Since we arrived, I’ve had shifts on excavation equipment to determine how much damage had been done to the front of the craft in the crash.’
‘And?’
‘The more soil was dug away at the base of the hillside where the ship came to rest, the more there appeared to be no damage at all. Of course, just because it doesn’t look bent to us doesn’t mean it won’t leak like a sieve!’
‘How can it have escaped being a pile of wreckage?’
‘First it must be made of something incredibly resilient. Also, the very shallow angle at which it had struck and the long trench it dug through deep layers of topsoil, we think must have reduced any destructive impact, though as I say, it may still...’
‘Leak like a sieve. OK. Keep me informed.’
‘Of course. It’s very exciting; there’s enough here to keep both our teams busy for decades.’
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Chapter 67
It was mid afternoon when Hercules reported in. There were indeed three vehicles, one of which was fully charged. A silver cable snaked away from a normally hidden cover, to a control board, which was fully active with electrical power. Hercules followed the supply from the control board back to its source and found that its charge had been maintained by power from a geothermal spike.
Tinc, Raife and Nancy watched intently on the lander viewscreen, following Hercules’ progress. Two of the vehicles had no charge and were in the same condition as the first they had found: inoperable, with windows obscured by grime and a patina of mould. However, the charged one’s windows were clear.
‘There must be some sort of field active, that keeps the windows clear,’ Raife said.
‘Hopefully, it keeps the upholstery clean, as well,’ Nancy said.
‘It’ll make the operational vehicles easy to spot when we come across them, too.’
Returning to the vehicle, Hercules approached it more closely. When he was within a few centimetres of any of the doors, a change in the energy flow was observed, although it was a very small variation.
‘It looks like the door sensor is active. It turns on when something approaches but it needs something else to actually open the door,’ Tinc said. ‘That’s a distinct step up from what we’ve got here.’
‘We’ll have to hope it doesn’t need a Zetan finger print, then,’ Nancy said.
‘I wonder if it could be activated by something a Zetan would carry?’ Raife said. ‘Like a coms stick. Hercules doesn’t happen to have one with him, I suppose?’
Nancy laughed. ‘Of course not!’
‘But he might find one,’ Tinc said.
Hercules began a structured search pattern throughout the tunnel port. For an hour it found nothing, while Raife, Tinc and Nancy waited impatiently, trying to guess the most likely place in the city to find a Zetan artefact. Eventually, Hercules came across a building, where several finds lit up the survey screen all at once.
‘It must have been a workshop,’ Tinc said, when Hercules pulled out a range of devices, all ones they’d seen before but in various states of disrepair.
Hercules carried his fifteen trophies back to the tunnel port.
‘Let’s try the most basic thing first,’ Raife said. ‘There’s the shell of a coms wand.’
Hercules waved the silvery object across the area where the minute power drain had been observed, just to the right of a door in the passenger cabin. The Spider leapt back as a sharp hiss broke from the door when it shot back inside the wall of the vehicle. Hercules stepped inside. After two seconds, a recorded message played inside the vehicle and the door crept to a sedate but firm close.
‘Well, I hope he can get back out, now you’ve shut him in there, Raife,’ Nancy said.
Hercules’ AI was reaching the same conclusion and the Spider waved the artefact it still held near the door sensor. To everyone’s relief, the door shot open once more, enabling Hercules to climb out.
‘Fantastic!’ Tinc said, rubbing his hands together. ‘How about we now try the control cabin?’
‘First of all, I think we might try disconnecting the power input. If Hercules activates the whole thing and it takes off, there’s no telling what damage it might do with the power cable still attached.’
Hercules scanned the control board and the connection between the cable and the vehicle. Raife directed the Spider to press a large, ruby button on the control board. There was a clunk, like a relay dropping out, and the power indicators associated with the cables all went out. The cable connection to the vehicle was a turn and pull: simple enough. Hercules removed it and coiled the cable onto a handily placed hook.
Returning to the vehicle, Hercules waved the coms wand shell over the passenger door again. It opened and closed just as before. He scanned the power unit and found it had lost only a tiny amount of its charge.
‘Right, get him in the control cabin,’ Nancy said.
Hercules waved his artefact and the control cabin door opened. The Spider found a seat which was only just large enough to contain him.
‘That was a tight squeeze,’ Raife said. ‘I thought we might have to bring him back for a minion. Hmm. There don’t seem to be any controls.’
‘No, but there’s a coms wand-shaped recess on that ledge below the windscreen.’
Raife directed Hercules to place the wand shell into the recess. Immediately, the vehicle rose twenty centimetres from the ground, lifted by an invisible force.
‘That’s clever! Tinc said. ‘Now what?’
‘Amongst the artefacts Hercules found was there a coms wand that was intact and charged?’
‘One of them was, I think. Do you want to try it?’
As soon as the wand shell was withdrawn from the recess on the dashboard, the vehicle settled back onto the platform. Raife got the Spider to extricate himself from the control cabin. Hercules picked through the artefacts to find a functioning wand, then placed the remainder, including a tablet, with its screen missing, into the passenger cabin. Once the new wand was put in the recess, the vehicle rose up again and the crystal buttons lit up on the wand.
‘Ah, now that’s a first,’ Nancy said with delight.
‘It looks very promising,’ Raife said. ‘I’m going to try the ruby button, in the hope that it appears to do nothing. What do you think, Tinc.’
‘I think it’s a very wise move because the ruby button on the control board cut the power, so hopefully this ruby button will be for stop, and as it’s stopped already...’
‘Oh, you boys are just so clever,’ Nancy said. ‘I don’t know why I bother.’
Raife laughed. ‘You’re here because you’re just as much on the edge of your seat, as we are!’
Nancy poked him with her elbow but couldn’t help laughing. ‘And you’re no better,’ she said to Tinc, who was safely out of reach. ‘Well, have you pressed it yet?’
‘Yes but nothing happened, which either means it doesn’t work of course, or it was the stop button.’
‘I did register a small power fluctuation,’ Tinc said.
‘So, hopefully good news, then. I’m going to try another button.’
‘Yes but which one?’ Nancy said.
‘We’ve got opal, sapphire, ruby, white diamond, pink quartz, citrine, azurite, onyx, emerald and topaz. What do we try next?’
‘Top to bottom?’
Raife pressed the azurite button. A tone sounded in the passenger cabin followed by an amplified rasping sound of Hercules’ moving in the seat. Raife spoke through Hercules’ audio output transducer and his voice was relayed into the cabin.
‘Right, so azurite is cabin announcements. Next, white diamond.’
As soon as the button was pressed, a light came on along the dashboard and Hercules registered a movement of cold air in the driver’s cabin.
‘Aircon.’
Opal closed the driver’s door, sapphire made a recorded and unintelligible announcement, emerald caused the vehicle to move forward slowly. Ruby brought the vehicle to a halt. Pink quartz, onyx, citrine and topaz didn’t appear to do anything, other than produce a low, buzzing tone.
‘That sounds like an error tone,’ Raife said.
‘Especially as nothing else happens.’
‘We’d better tell the Zetan ship researchers about this,’ Nancy said.
‘Is it Zetan?’ Tinc said.
‘They say it’s got Zetan symbols all over it.’
‘That’s quite a good indication, then! Yes they might find the coms wand fires something up on the ship.’
‘And we’ve got to give this thing a proper name,’ Nancy said.
‘Tunnel train,’ Tinc said.
‘Hover car,’ Raife said. The other two looked blankly at him. ‘Well, it’s descriptive.’
‘But it’s not a car,’ Nancy said. ‘No, I’ve decided; it’s going to be The Silver Dart.’
‘OK, you’re the boss. Dart it is.’
‘Right, let’s get this thing, sorry, Dart, moving,’ Raife said.
‘That’s emerald first, then,’ Tinc said. The Dart moved forward slowly, as before.
‘I wonder if the remaining buttons control speed,’ Raife said. ‘I think we need to do a short test run. Everyone OK with that?’
Nancy gave Raife her
You need to ask?
Look.
‘Logical next step,’ Tinc said.
Hercules closed the control cabin door and set off down the tunnel under the emerald button. The buttons that gave error tone were then pressed at random, until they produced a useful result. Unless the buttons were used in the correct order, the wand repeated the error tone and the Dart slowed down.
Onyx caused the vehicle to speed up but only once its motion had been initiated by use of the emerald button, citrine slowed it down but only after the onyx button had been pressed at least once. Repeated pressing of the onyx and citrine buttons made the Dart further increase or decrease its speed. To get it to full speed required the onyx button to be pressed five times. Pressing the citrine button brought the speed right down to where it could be stopped by the ruby button.
Pink quartz was found to be reverse, with topaz toggling between increasing reverse speed and reducing it.
‘There doesn’t seem to be anything to make it turn,’ Nancy said.
‘Well, let’s hope it knows how to follow the tunnel by itself,’ Tinc said.
‘Oh, I see. I’d just assumed that. No, I meant it would be useful to be able to turn it when it’s in the port.’
‘My guess is, it can just be pushed once it’s elevated,’ Raife said. ‘We’ll see when it gets here. Plus I’m hoping we won’t have to, as it appears to have control cabins at each end.’
‘Are you going to wind it right up to full speed?’ Nancy said.
‘Only for short periods. I want to do start – stop tests all the way back.’
‘Yeah, the last thing we want is to find we can’t stop it and it comes flying out the end of the tunnel at us at several hundred kph,’ Tinc said.
An hour later, The Silver Dart crept out of the tunnel, to where Tinc, Raife and Nancy were waiting with bated breath.
‘Fantastic!’ Nancy cried.
‘Waahoo!’ Tinc shouted.
‘Good test,’ Raife said, smiling to himself.
‘Can we go for a spin now? Nancy said, wholly unable to contain her excitement.
Raife sighed. ‘Get in,’ he said.
Nancy sprang forward and took out the coms wand she carried with her everywhere. She waved it at the door and went inside.
‘It doesn’t even smell old,’ she said, standing close enough to the door to hold it open. Tinc followed her inside but Raife remained on the apron.
‘Aren’t you coming?’ Tinc said.
‘No, I’ll wait it out.’ Raife grinned broadly as he waved them off.
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Chapter 68
Raife counted to twenty after the Dart had slid back into the tunnel, then instructed Hercules to bring it back.
‘Is that it?’ Nancy cried in exasperation as she jumped out. ‘Tinc, what’s he playing at?’
‘I would guess that he’s ensuring that his friend and his beloved wife of long-standing don’t end up as a sticky mess half-way down the tunnel.’
‘But it got here alright.’
‘Yes,’ Raife said. ‘But no-one’s going anywhere at speed in it, until it’s been thoroughly tested.’
‘But...’
‘Nancy, how long has it been sitting unused at the other end of the tunnel?’
‘Oh, a few hundred years or so.’
‘And you really want to trust it after an hour’s testing?’
Hercules was immediately relieved of his duties in the cramped confines of the control cabin. The minions then crawled over every inch of the machine, looking for power leakage, hot spots or any other signs that it may be malfunctioning in any way.
 

After their evening meal, they checked in with Riajh, giving her a full update. Raife and Tinc went over the minions’ inspection data with Nancy and to their relief found nothing unexpected. Whatever levitated and propelled the Dart proved to be extremely efficient, as the minions did not find more than a five degree temperature rise anywhere on it.
Next, they devised a thorough testing program, with frequent checks for consistent running, braking and assessment of power storage. They also needed to be certain the control cabin facing the other way was fully operational. Because the Dart ran silently, it was possible to run it all night, with a minion at the controls. It ran back and forth, under every test they could think of.
Nancy hopped out of the lander minutes after she woke, half expecting to see her hopes dashed by finding a pile of smoking wreckage, where the shiny new Dart had slammed into the defunct one in its shed. Nothing of the sort was in evidence. While she watched, the Dart edged its way out of the tunnel and settled intact on the apron in front of her, having completed another successful run. She couldn’t help but wave to the minion inside the cab.
Tinc and Raife later tested the charge levels in the power unit and found it not much depleted.
‘Compared to a continental run, it’s not really been that far,’ Raife said. ‘We need to be sure it is capable of going for thousands of kilometres.’
‘True,’ Tinc said. ‘It would be no use if it ran out of steam halfway under the ocean.’
‘We’re really lucky to have found such a good one,’ Nancy said. ‘Can we go on a proper run now?’
‘I’ll take it for spin first,’ Tinc said.
‘OK but just run it up to full speed, then come straight back,’ Raife insisted.
Tinc seemed to be gone hardly any time at all when the Dart appeared once more. It settled on the apron and Tinc got out. His face was white and he was unsteady on his feet.
‘I need to sit down,’ he said.
‘Tinc, what’s the matter?’ Nancy said.
‘It goes quite fast,’ Tinc said in a shaky voice.
‘My turn!’ Nancy said, heading straight for the control cabin.
By the time Nancy came back, barely able to breathe and her eyes wide with excitement, Raife and Tinc had come up with a plan of what to do next.
‘It’s great having found one Dart that had been left on charge and that appears to work perfectly but...’
‘But,’ Tinc said. ‘We need to find more.’
‘Precisely: one is a pleasure cruise but we need several to make up a service.’
‘So we should send Hercules as a passenger, driven by a minion, to go through as many tunnels as possible.’
Dozens more Silver Darts showed up on filtered scans across the planet and were investigated by teams of Spiders. More than half were inoperable but the remainder had been left attached to active geothermal power spikes. There were enough serviceable Darts to enable transport throughout the entire tunnel system, although each one would require thorough testing before use.
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Chapter 69
Raife sent images taken from the Dart cabin to the ship teams. Once they had a better idea what they were looking for, they were able to identify recesses all around it that would accommodate coms wands, though whether for charging or control they couldn’t tell.
Nancy was keen to hear how what progress was being made, so she put in a direct call via the coms system. ‘Conrad, I hear you haven’t found any coms wands over there.’
‘No, but we’ve found more places they would fit than we can count.’
‘I thought it was your job to count and catalogue everything.’
‘It is but this thing’s enormous. In just one section alone, we found seventy-eight recesses.’
‘Do you have any power over there? Because you’re not going to get very far without some, even if you had a wand.’
‘We’ve got portable solar generators and the external supply the Initialisation Team set up for us. The ship itself is completely dead.’
‘Can you do anything about that?’
‘We should be able to connect up some power by the time you could get a wand to us.’
‘OK, I’m going to have one sent over to you.’
Restoration of the Zetan ship’s main power unit was way out of the teams’ reach but applying power to the conduits leading from the defunct auxiliary power unit was assessed as being possible. While the team set up the appropriate connections to portable power sources, a minion made the trip by lander to take out a coms wand.
As soon as it arrived, Conrad Stein grabbed the artefact and ran into the alien vessel. Within seconds, the main hatch was operating under power. Using power restored to other isolated sections, they were able to activate more of the ship’s controls. Unfortunately, the wand didn’t give unlimited access to everything. Some areas, like the computer were coded via the buttons on the wand. Breaking the code would take some time.
Mechanisms that could be powered up easily and activated by the wand included all the internal hatches. Immediate quarantine was placed around the two hatches that had been found locked shut and had been left unopened after the Spider on the very first sweep.
Each locked hatch was then opened behind a series of other hatches as air locks. The action was taken by a minion, just in case the space beyond contained the mummified, plague-ridden corpse of a Zetan. Both the locked crew cabin and the cupboard nearby were discovered to be safely empty of corpses. To ensure there was no possibility of remaining contaminants, the Spider fumigated the whole area.
The coms wand also activated the external monitoring systems, sensors and what was assumed to be the galley. To the dismay of both teams, the galley couldn’t be made to work fully. Its control board lit up but none of the buttons, screens or indicators appeared to do anything. It was quite possible that it worked perfectly but the scientists couldn’t make out how to cause it to produce anything.
Readings from the sensors were unfortunately unintelligible because they were all in Zetan text, though a viewscreen on the control deck could be made to display forward, aft and panoramic views outside the ship.
After the initial rush of success, dissent followed. In the closed community of the Ship Teams, there was intense competition and inevitably disagreement on how to proceed.
‘This is Team One leader, reporting.’
‘What’s the latest,’ Nancy said.
‘Team Two think we should just go round randomly connecting up anything that looks interesting.’
Nancy sighed. ‘You don’t agree with that approach?’
‘It’s unprofessional, it’s not methodical and it’s not scientifically rigorous.’
‘But isn’t there enough in that ship to keep both teams going for years?’
‘Yes, so all the more reason for doing things in a logical sequence.’
‘Raife? Can you speak to these folk?’ Nancy passed the com to Raife. ‘It’s Team Leader what’s his name.’
‘Is that Conrad?’ Raife said after Nancy left the room, muttering under her breath.
‘It is. I was just saying...’
‘I heard. Can you pass the com to Stephen?’
‘Leader Team Two,’ Stephen said, sticking to his title.
‘OK, what’s your take on this?’
‘There is so much here, it barely matters where we start or what we do next. We have very little chance of knowing what anything is anyway. I think if we’ve got half an idea what something might do, we should follow it up. That’s how we got the external viewers working. Right now my team are working on a temperature sensor. If we can calibrate that, it will give insight into the Zetan number system.’
‘I see.’
‘Ask him about the power conduit he burned out!’ Conrad shouted in the background. There were sounds of scuffling and the mike banged on the table, making Raife jump.
After several seconds, the scuffling sounds diminished and a new voice came over the system.
‘Sorry about that, Raife,’ a female voice said.
‘Who’s that?’
‘Sandy, second on Team Two.’
‘What’s going on?’
‘Our bosses have been driving us nuts. We, er, took them away to cool off.’
‘I see,’ Raife said for a second time, though he was exasperated by the whole business. ‘Listen, Susan and her Site Initialisation Team just took off in the lander.’
‘Oh?’
‘Yes, I sent them. They’ll be with you in about six or seven hours. Can you hold things together until then?’
‘The rest of us don’t have a problem with having a dual approach.’
‘I’m very pleased to hear it! When Susan and the Initialisation Team arrive, they’ll decide what action needs to be taken.’
‘The Initialisation Team, aren’t they the tough guys?’
‘That’s correct, so you be nice to them!’
‘We will.’
Raife went out to find Nancy.
 

When Susan and the Initialisation Team arrived, they found things were relatively amicable, apart from the leaders of Team One and Team Two, who were restrained in separate cabins. After hours interviewing all members of the Ship Teams, Susan had to reassign certain individuals.
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Chapter 70
We’re just calling in to see about the latest report on the alien ship,’ Ben said when he and Lori got through to Raife and Nancy. They were at the tunnel port where Hercules found the first working Dart.
‘OK, we’ll discuss that in a moment. Do you have any more idea what the Zetans were like?’
‘Sorry, Nancy. Not really,’ Lori said. ‘We believe we’ve found a frame showing a scaly hand.’
‘Scales? Oh no! I was so hoping they’d be like us with soft skin and hair and brown or blue eyes.’
‘Come on, Nancy, how likely was that?’ Raife said.
‘I know it was just a fantasy, but scales...’
‘If it’s any consolation, they appear to have had a very organised society, and one we would probably have adapted to easily enough.’
‘It’s such a pity they all went away.’
‘They had no choice. Still, they may return one day to surprise us all.’
‘So, how about the ship?’ Ben said.
‘There’s decades-worth of research there.’
‘Will it ever fly again?’
‘Ha! That’s a tall order. Who can say? This is what we’ve got so far:
Raife listed all the equipment that had been activated since the use of the coms wand. He outlined the problem of experimenting with unknown alien technology and mentioned the burned out conduit.
‘To bring you right up to date, Ben, we received another report a few hours ago, mentioning a ‘Navcom’ system. They think it was used for locating the ship during flight. Assuming the Teams have identified the stars it displays correctly, it’s hundreds of years out of date. When they finish with it, they should be able to apply various calculations to accurately determine the date of the crash.’
‘That would be interesting.’
‘There’s virtually no damage to the ship but it is sufficient to prevent it from being space worthy. If they ever get the engines fired up, it might fly at low altitude.’
‘I got the impression there hadn’t been much progress.’
‘It’s still very tentative. When I say ‘if they get the engines fired up’, there’s a huge problem with that.’
‘Which is?’
‘The Zetans took the main power source and one of the engines out for salvage, so our guys are having to work backwards from a massive, power source shaped gap and a mess of severed control cables.’
‘I see what you mean.’
‘Getting it to fly probably isn’t that important, especially as it’s so unlikely. However, they believe they’ve located the long range communications system.’
‘Have they tried it?’
‘I understand it does transmit, after a fashion. They’ve detected a signal going out when it’s activated but so far, nothing has been received.’
‘Yes, that is more exciting than the engines. We might hear from the Zetans yet.’
‘Possibly but I’m not holding my breath. My guess is that they’re long gone.’
‘Raife, if that’s the end of your report, is Nancy there?’ Lori said.
‘Oh, yes, that’s the end. She’s right here.’
Raife passed the com to Nancy.
‘It’s much better having duplex restored,’ Nancy said. ‘We can have a proper chat.’
‘You know how long it is since the first lander touched down there, don’t you,’ Lori said.
‘Someone’s been keeping a record I’m sure. I don’t know, one day just runs into the next.’
‘Tomorrow it’s a year since the first landing, my dear!’
‘Impossible!’ Nancy cried. ‘Raife? Raife, did you hear that? We’ve been here a year.’
‘Sounds like an excuse for a party!’ Lori said.
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Chapter 71
The celebrations somehow managed to last four days. That was the final straw for Raife and Nancy. They needed no further convincing that they should move on. It was time to leave the newbies in all the various teams and groups to manage their own research. Susan was charged with reporting all significant events to Nancy.
The Betas prepared to set off into the tunnels, to make a new life on their own, exploring the equatorial cities. A route was carefully mapped out using thoroughly tested Silver Darts. Hercules and two minions prepared all the usual supplies and provisions: biosuits, a nanofactory, medical scanner, food processor, etcetera. When the Dart they were to use for the first leg of the journey passed its routine safety check, the Spiders packed all the gear into it.
The original minions had been showing signs of wear, so Raife ordered up two more to go with them and had Hercules fully serviced. They’d grown unexpectedly attached to the protective, oversized Spider.
Tinc and Riajh travelled by lander to the nearest tunnel port, to bid the Betas farewell.
‘We’ll miss you,’ Riajh said, a tear on her cheek.
‘Well, the Darts are running again now! Come visit,’ Nancy said as she embraced her friend. She was too excited to be sad.
One of the minions entered the control cabin and the other one curled itself up with Hercules at the far end of the passenger cabin, amongst all the gear.
Nancy took Raife’s arm once they were safely whizzing away down the tunnel. She fixed him with her eye.
‘Raife, you know those special capsules we took?’
‘Yes?’ He thought for a moment. ‘You’re pregnant.’
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