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  Act I








"Some threats do not come from the future or the past, but from the quiet moment when humanity first decided it deserved dominion over the stars."










  
  The Seed


Somewhere out of time, a place with no light, no dark, no sense and no sound. A voice whispers. 
“You cannot see us. You don’t know we exist. But we are watching you, waiting for you, touching your past and future, gently and inexorably. It was we who planted the seed and watched it grow… and we can easily weed out that which displeases us.”






  
  In the 25th Century Earth


“Down one,” Maxwell Bahn said, skipping through the screens as he searched for an overview of his work notes. 
From his first days at the University of Mare Cognitum on Luna, Bahn had tried to record every thought he had, just in case something, anything, proved worth remembering. The result was screens of scribbles, half-formed ideas, and what he privately referred to as his nonsense period. Now he was in his last days at the university, and he had to find a vocation in life that would take him forward and make him useful.
He stopped at one entry.
Time manipulation is dangerous, not a toy. The universe punishes arrogance.
“What is this rubbish?” Bahn muttered.
He leaned back in his chair, rubbing his eyes.
I must find something I can use. Something to work on. I must create.
His thoughts drifted away as he told the computer to enter stand-by mode.
“What was the point of all that education if I can’t be useful to society?”
He tapped a finger on the desktop in his university study.
Two weeks and I’m out of here. I need to find a government-funded project…
The thought faded before it could settle.
“Computer.”
“On,” came the gruff male voice, sounding faintly irritated at being disturbed.
“Review all my notes and, at random, select a subject. Then scan all government-funded projects throughout the Terran system and match it to a project with allocated funds but no active research programme.”
It was a wild guess. A pot-shot. Probably a waste of time. But Bahn was tired of staring at the same dead ends and knew he needed help, even if it came from a machine.
The computer chimed and the screen lit up.
The heading was simple enough.
Space Exploration by Android Humans
Beneath it sat a project designation.
Project Clean Sweep
And beneath that, a location.
Hygiea
“Where is Hygiea, computer?”
“The asteroid belt.”
The computer continued.
“Hygiea is a Type-C carbonaceous planetoid with a rich subsurface of water ice. The research base processes the ice into drinking water, hydrogen fuel, and breathable oxygen. Hydroponics provide food for the facility’s five personnel, who operate on a four-month rotation cycle. Hygiea is considered a time capsule from the early solar system.”
Bahn stared at the screen.
“What are they doing there, computer?”
“Research.”
“Would you like to expand on that a little?”
There was a small time-lag, before the computer spoke again. “Research on longevity drugs, and medical compounds. Longevity seems to be the principal research. Hygiea, it seems has potential for new medical discoveries. But because of the harsh environment, they lack a key factor in their search.”
“Which is?”
“An android with the dexterity and mental capacity to be able to go out onto the surface and carry out experiments with no fear of compromise to the integrity of the unit.”
“Which is where I come in.”
“Your assumption is correct. Dexterity issues are moot. The requirement is for an android that can think. A positronic brain, as postulated by Isaac Asimov and created by you, though rudimentary, is what is required. As you have observed, it seems you are the perfect choice.”
The perfect choice.
Maxwell Bahn smiled.






  
  Finding My Feet


“You want to go where?” 
Maxwell Bahn shuffled his feet as he stood in front of the university director, P.B. Gardener.
“Hygiea… sir.”
“And where exactly is, this, Hygiea?”
“The asteroid belt… sir.” Bahn didn’t do well with authority, and he kicked himself mentally every time he forgot to say sir.
“Maxwell, you know I admire your ability. You are, to my mind, a genius. But, you are Maxwell Bahn, the young hothead, who is brilliant, idealistic and yet directionless. And now, suddenly, you want to go to Hygiea. Can I ask why?”
Bahn gritted his teeth.
I knew he would ask that! Now what do I tell him? They have the money, but no direction. He thinks I’m directionless…
“Maxwell? Maxwell Bahn.”
Bahn stopped his reverie. “Sorry, sir, I was forming an answer.”
“You haven’t thought this through, have you?” Gardener stood up and walked around his expansive desk. He stood in front of Bahn. “What has Hygiea got that you need?”
Bahn suddenly felt he was standing on firm ground, and not sinking into quicksand. “Hygiea has a project, there is already a team there, ready and waiting.”
“Ready and waiting? For what?”
Bahn shuffled his feet. “Me. I hope.”
Gardener shook his head. “Sell it to me, Maxwell. If you can do that, maybe we can get somewhere with this.”
Bahn took a breath. “Hygiea has Project Clean Sweep. They are looking for elements, chemicals anything to help humans live longer. To improve health. But they have no idea how to do a search. They have the funds, but don’t know what to spend the money on. They lack direction. They have nobody with the ideas I have. I can use their money to design an android that will do all the hard work in the most extreme environment known to man.” Bahn finished and waited for Gardener to say something.
Gardener returned to his chair and sat down.
Bahn waited, shuffling his feet a little.
Gardener sat forward and rested his elbows on his desk. “I’m impressed,” he said after a long pause. “That is rather a good idea. I’ll have a word in the right ears and we will see what we can do.”






  
  Hygiea


Space is huge, beyond human comprehension. The asteroid belt is vast with so many planetoids, asteroids and plain big rocks, the view was breathtaking from high above the belt. And the gaps between these rocks, asteroids and planetoids is big. Taking all that into account, the jump from Earth to the asteroid belt, and then the slow ride into the outer part of the main asteroid belt meant a brief time in space for Bahn, not enough time to work on his planned introduction to the staff already present on research site, Hygiea/V2131. 
Hygiea orbits the Sun between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter, roughly three AU out. She’s large, in fact one of the largest objects in that region. Hygiea is a planetoid, with a spheroid shape and two known craters about 100 to 180 km in diameter.  Because of the larger crater’s location, and the relatively flat plane of the interior, the research centre was located there. 
From a thousand miles above Hygiea, taking in the view from his ship in a two-hour orbit, Maxwell Bahn began to appreciate the scale of Hygiea.
As the vessel slowed and began its long, spiralling descent, the view of research site, Hygiea/V2131 gave him greater clarity of where he would spend the next four months, at least, of his young life.
The research centre was a ring of connected modules, with another inner ring of modules, all connecting to the central core module. Each ring and module were connected to each other with walkway-tubes.

      [image: ]The hatchway leading from the robot lander to the connection hatchway into Hygiea/V2131 squeaked and turned as if by an invisible hand. The door opened and a middle-aged woman peeked from behind the door. “Hi, you must be Maxwell Bahn?” her English accent giving away her heritage. “Come through and we will take the short, but complicated walk to the mess hall. Called mess because none of us have managed to get  a cleaning routine up and running. And it's hardly a hall, more a small canteen.”
Bahn followed as the woman set a brisk pace in the low gravity environment.
After a seemingly never ending guided tour from the woman, they reached the mess hall.
“Let me introduce all the crew,” she said to Bahn as they entered the cramped central control hub. “I’m Rosalind, lead scientist, gardener and medical technician. It’s my job to feed you, keep you alive and tell you what to do.”
“Okay, Rosalind,” Bahn said.
“Please, call me Roz. On our left is Chi Zhang, she’s our computer geek.”
Bahn nodded and Zhang nodded back, her long black ponytail making snake-like movements in the low gravity.
“Next to Zhang we have Beb Silvestri, he’s the techie who looks after our experimental section, and he cooks a mean spag bol.”
“What’s spag bol?” Bahn asked. 
“Spag bol, short for spaghetti bolognese… it’s a Brit thing I guess.”
“And Aussie,” a young man with
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