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Prologue
The Wanderer Returns
 
[Title Page] [Contents] [Chapter One]
 
BARNARD’S STAR has another name, for some call it the Runaway Star. In the skies of Earth this faint red sun lurks unseen in the constellation of Ophiuchus, bearer of the astral serpent, the thirteenth sign of the zodiac for those who hold truth stronger than myth. Hidden to all but astronomers, the dwarf star was close enough to tantalise the scientists, dreamers, crooks and believers, who saw in the heavens the age-old lust for adventure. This is a story of the future, a time when human ingenuity has bridged the vast cosmos and many millions have staked their claims where distant suns burn fierce in the sky.
So it was that Earth sent emissaries, riding aboard monuments to both the imagination and folly of humanity. Like the stone tools of prehistoric ancestors, the crater-pocked asteroids had been shaped by human hands, an inventiveness revealed by the caldera-like cones of powerful engines, the concrete carbuncles and the vast airlocks shutting out the cold death of space. Beyond their doors were carved new hollow worlds, incredible lands of homes, farms, families and friends where none should exist. In the twenty-second century, old Earth was weary. Those aboard the arks craved a fresh start, a new home.
Years, then decades slipped by. Those back home forgot the intrepid pioneers, fifteen-hundred souls sent to a planet few cared about, circling a sun too dim to see. The first ark was lost, fading into myth. The twenty-third century was bringing faster ways to reach the stars.
The second ark delivered its travellers and fell silent, its technology obsolete. The strange hollow moon became a place to hide, a refuge for runaways fleeing the rank and file of someone else’s game. Few saw how those from the tiny hollow moons were writing the future of humankind. Alien watchers and weavers spun webs of fate around a woman not yet eighteen. A reluctant hero, her tender years already shattered by those who saw belief as just another invention, a tool harder than stone.
Barnard’s Star once offered a light in the black. Yet for all humankind’s wondrous endeavours, the old squabbles and struggles remained. For every traveller out to explore, another came to exploit. Those who were not human had spirited the first ark away, awaiting the moment to return it to the star called Sol. Actors were dispersed, preparing to play their last hand. Those who shaped truth looked to the missing ones of the Runaway Star.
It was time for the watchers to end their great game.
 
* * * * *

Chapter One
Flight of the Phoenix
 
[Prologue] [Contents] [Chapter Two]
 
RAVANA O’BRIEN TIGHTENED THE LAST ROPE. Climbing to her feet, she turned her back on the mysterious green pods and looked along the roof of the space freighter Platypus, where her friend Ostara was securing a second bundle of netting at the stern. It was a far better view for her nerves than the terrifying nothingness of the abyss below.
The roof docking hatch was just a few steps away. Fighting the urge to look down, Ravana gingerly made her way back inside. A metallic groan quivered through the flight deck and she froze, feeling the ship sway beneath her. The spacecraft’s bow remained precariously balanced over the void. It was a miracle how the Platypus had not been lost for good.
They had barely two hours of sunlight left before the cavern fell dark. The solar panels rigged outside were barely managing to recharge the ship’s fuel cells and they could not afford to run work lamps through another night. Moving carefully, Ravana ducked into the crawl tunnel at the rear of the cabin, slipped past the hatch to the stationary passenger carousel and descended the ladder into the freighter’s cargo bay.
A squat grey-skinned humanoid in bright robes waited on the lowered ramp outside the main airlock, gazing up at the purple and white freighter. Exiting onto the ramp, Ravana followed the grey’s stare to the roof. Dozens of spherical green plant sacs, harvested in a stupidly perilous spacewalk outside the cave, lay beneath two stretched cargo nets tied to mounting points once used to fit external boosters. The strange pods clung to the fuselage with splayed tendrils lined with suckers, eerily reminiscent of the growths which long ago burst from the ship’s artificial intelligence unit and leeched through the hull. Each pulsed with a dim green luminescence, heavy with the silent promise of restrained power.
At the rear of the ship, near the deep gouge the Platypus had carved in the cave floor, monstrous eight-legged shapes waited patiently in the shadows. More squat humanoids stood nearby, accompanied by two of their taller auburn-headed companions who looked almost human but never said a word. The alien greys Ravana could accept; the giant spiders were something else. The weavers were beasts of burden, harnessed by the greys to haul the pods to the crash site, tamed but otherwise no different to the monsters that had erupted like an invading army on human-populated worlds. As for the giant strange fruit, they had taken a month to harvest and install on the ship. The smaller, elongated plant sacs inside the cargo bay were apparently biological fuel pods, boosting the Platypus’ own hydrogen fuel cells. Those on the roof remained a mystery. Ravana had no choice but to trust their alien saviours. Nothing about their situation made sense.
“Hey, Gaffer,” called Ravana. She noted with annoyance that her grubby flight suit had gained a fresh tear. “Tell me again how these magic fruits of yours will lift the ship?”
“Traawk,” the grey squawked solemnly, voicing its thoughts in a restrained white-noise shriek. Translated images danced inside Ravana’s head. “Traawk traawk!”
“Of course I’m going to wait until Ostara is off the roof!” she retorted. “Do I look reckless? I didn’t crash the ship on purpose, you know.”
The figure gave her a withering stare. Ravana caught her own reflection in its dark, almond-shaped eyes. She had grown up with stories of the greys of Epsilon Eridani; humanoid aliens with inverted triangular heads, scaly skin and six-fingered hands, haunting the forests of her home moon of Yuanshi. She had been just six Terran years old when she first saw one with her own eyes, a creature wrapped in blood-soaked rags, hiding and trembling in fear inside in a vine-shrouded hollow near the wreckage of a spacecraft. Now she was here, lost in far bigger cave at the edge of the aliens’ own strange world, relying on a grey they called Gaffer, a clutch of other beings and two tame weavers to salvage her own crashed ship. Within Gaffer’s gaze, the reflection of her dark-haired half-Indian, half-Australian features looked too haggard for someone a few months short of her eighteenth birthday. The grey skin of her old scars taunted her. She was the alien here.
Ahead of the grounded Platypus, the cave opened into space. Millions of kilometres away, a blazing orange star shone upon their new strange world. Outside, gigantic crooked limbs reached into the void, massive trunks and boughs adorned with huge ovals of green, all wrapped in mist. Incredibly, it was a tree in space, a living organism hundreds of kilometres wide. The cavern was a broken hollow spur, half a kilometre wide with rippling inner walls of thick, interwoven green and brown vines which were warm to the touch.
Near the mouth of the cave, sweet-smelling flowers of white, yellow and pink added a splash of colour, nurtured by colourful yet bizarre multi-winged insects drifting lazily amidst the blooms. A gentle breeze wafted from the seemingly endless tunnel leading back into the dark heart of the strange world. Photosynthesis brought breathable air and there was gravity around half that of Earth’s, allowing them to breath and move normally outside the ship. Ravana was convinced the living structure had been engineered, a creation of advanced alien science able to manipulate biology the way humans shaped steel.
At the stern of the Platypus, Ostara slipped down a rope and dropped to the ground, raising another groan from the ship. A slim Chinese woman in her twenties, she was Ravana’s oldest and dearest friend. Ostara’s habitual chirpiness had been severely knocked by the crash but over the last few days a twinkle had returned to her eyes.
Trailing her was another grey, who in turn was being shadowed by the mistrustful Smiler, a cyberclone sabre-toothed tiger with steel tusk-like canines, dented body panels and an AI personality of an arrogant sports coach. The fearsome robot had become part of their entourage during their previous adventure on Avalon.
“Flying fruit!” declared Ostara, as she approached. “How on Frigg are those pods supposed to lift the Platypus off the ledge?”
“Because they’re magic alien fruits,” said Ravana, trying to keep her own doubts from her voice. “Did you see how the greys make them move with just a touch? Biological quantum trickery, maybe. We’ll be using the ship’s manoeuvring thrusters too.”
“Traawk traawk,” agreed the grey. “Traawk traawk.”
“See? Gaffer agrees,” said Ravana. “Have you seen Artorius?”
“He’s with his alien buddies up on the ledge,” replied Ostara, irritably batting away a weird flying insect. “Probably telling them how he next plans to drop us all in trouble. It’s creepy the way you and he know what the greys are saying. Smiler and I feel a bit left out.”
“I do not process emotion,” interjected the robot. The cyberclone’s cheery yet condescending male tones were irritating at the best of times. “Nor have I been programmed to attempt communication with those creatures.”
Ravana grinned. She raised her gaze to the cavern wall, where a broad natural shelf overlooked the ship. A young blond boy in dirty overalls sat with a group of greys. She and nine-year-old Artorius had brain implants, devices designed to control compatible technology using thought alone. Whilst held prisoner of the grey-worshipping Dhusarian Church, Artorius had been coerced into helping develop a translator application for the aliens’ white-noise shrieks, which used an implant’s built-in communicator to project images into a user’s mind’s eye. The greys, on the other hand, appeared to have no problems understanding English. Ravana turned to Gaffer, the friendly grey who had arrived to help them after they dared to emerge from the downed Platypus and breath the alien air.
“Ready to give it a try?” she asked hesitantly.
“Traawk,” shrieked the grey. “Traawk.”
“Ostara, you’d better make yourself scarce,” said Ravana, glancing to her friend. “Smiler, you too. You know, just in case the ship explodes or topples off the edge.”
Ostara grimaced. “Good luck.”
Ravana managed a wry grin. With Gaffer beside her, she strode up the ramp back into the ship, feigning a confidence that did not match a head full of doubts.
 
* * *
 
Ravana dropped into the pilot’s chair and ran her fingers across the controls. In her mind, she mentally prodded a purple icon of a duck-billed platypus, her implant’s link to the ship’s AI. Hums and clicks filled the flight deck as systems came to life. The floor quivered beneath her seat, reminding her of the ship’s predicament. More repairs were needed before they had any chance of departing but little could be done until the Platypus was safe.
“Ship?” she called, as Gaffer joined her. “How are pre-launch checks going?”
“Captain Ravana, the main reactor has exhausted fuel reserves,” reported the AI in smooth female tones. “All systems running on auxiliary power only. Extra-dimensional and main plasma drives are not available. There is a hole in my heart where my beloved offered his soul which alas cannot be healed. The ship remains unstable and urgent remedial action is required. Recommendation is for crew to evacuate and…”
“Yeah, I know that bit,” interrupted Ravana. “We’re going to try and lift the ship. Prepare for a zero-gravity vertical ascent, manoeuvring thrusters only.”
“Traawk,” screeched the grey. “Traawk traawk?”
“The Platypus fell in love with another ship called the Woomerberg,” Ravana said archly. “We had quite an emotional time on Avalon. Ship, are you ready?”
“Captain Ravana, sensors do not detect a microgravity environment.”
“Just do it!” she snapped. “Gaffer here has a plan.”
The grey reached for the co-pilot’s console and began tapping the controls in a six-fingered blur. Startled, Ravana stopped what she was doing.
“Hey, Gaffer! What are you doing to my ship?”
“Traawk traawk?”
“Okay, my father’s ship,” she conceded. “The question still stands!”
“Manoeuvring thrusters primed,” said the AI, sounding miffed. “On your head be it.”
“Traawk,” shrieked the grey. “Traawk traawk traawk!”
Ravana watched as Gaffer placed both hands on an exposed strip of hull, one either side of where Artorius had stuck the alien orb stolen from Fort Smith. The glistening apple-sized navigation device, a gift from a grey called Nana to Ravana seemingly a lifetime ago, still glowed but only dimly and the dark pin-pricks within had not moved. Gaffer’s eyes closed as if in concentration. Ravana heard a metallic groan, then loud creaks from the netting tied to the roof. The nose of the Platypus began to rise.
“What the hell…?” she murmured.
More groans reverberated through the ship. Ravana stared through the flight-deck windows in amazement. Somehow, the nose of the freighter was rising. A flex of her mental link with the ship brought up an exterior view on a console holovid, looking rearwards along the hull from the bow. The green pods, straining skywards beneath the netting, pulsated with a vivid green glow. The whole ship was lifting away from the edge of the abyss. For the first time in weeks, the Platypus was airborne.
“How are you doing that?” gasped Ravana. The flight systems showed none of the freighter’s jets were firing. “It’s impossible!”
“Traawk traawk,” murmured the grey, eyes still tightly closed.
“The tree fruit?” she asked, disbelievingly. “They produce thrust? But how?”
“Traawk!” hissed the grey. “Traawk!”
Ravana nodded and hurriedly reached for the controls. A short pulse from manoeuvring thrusters sent the Platypus gliding smoothly backwards. She breathed a sigh of relief as the edge of the cavern mouth slipped into view beyond the windscreen, then the deep gouge where the freighter had come to ground. Ostara, Artorius and the aliens were watching a safe distance away. A second thruster blast brought the ship to a hovering halt.
“Ship?” called Ravana. “Are we clear to deploy the landing gear?”
“We are being held stationary at an altitude of eight point five metres,” the ship replied with a note of bewilderment. “I am unable to detect why we are not falling.”
“Traawk,” grunted Gaffer, with eyes still closed. Beads of sweat were gathering on the grey’s brow. “Traawk traawk traawk.”
Pictures flickered in her mind’s eye; a hollow plant sac filled with vibrating filaments rightly too small to see. It was a concept Ravana dimly recognised from engineering studies but to her knowledge never developed for real. The harvested pods were biological vacuum chambers, laced with vibrating nanoscopic hairs that miraculously conjured short-lived elementary particles from the raw quantum soup, enough to generate usable momentum. The Platypus was being lifted by organic engines, drawing power from the cells in the cargo bay but needing no propellent. The fruit pods grew along every trunk and branch of the strange tree in space. The alien beings who created this world had given it a means to fly.
“This place gets freakier by the day,” she murmured. Pressing a switch, she heard a reassuring clunk as the undercarriage deployed. “Gaffer, you’ve done a grand job.”
“Traawk,” squawked the grey, sounding relieved.
The Platypus began to descend. With a barrage of familiar groans from the landing gear, the ship settled to the ground. Gaffer let go of the hull and sank back in the co-pilot’s seat, looking drained. On the camera display, the glow of the pods faded.
“Well, we may be lost and far from home, but we’ve saved the ship from falling off the end of the world,” remarked Ravana, relieved. “Gaffer, fancy a cup of tea?”
 
* * *
 
The Platypus had entered the strange cavern not from space, but from within. Though hard to comprehend, the giant tree was a living extra-dimensional construct: a sprawl of hollow passages linked to portals on faraway worlds, engineered on a truly colossal scale by beings that were to humanity like people were to frogs. All Ravana knew for sure was that they had fallen through a portal on the moon of Avalon in Alpha Centauri, been somehow swept to a strange hollow world in the outer Solar System beyond Neptune, then in a botched attempt to escape had ended up here. She was still not sure where here was.
Three days slipped by, lost in a blur of activity as they got to work fixing the damage sustained in the crash. Ravana had no plan other than to ready the Platypus for an exploratory jaunt into space. Ostara helped where she could but had no technical knowledge whatsoever. Smiler however proved surprisingly adaptable, boasting paws with opposable thumbs which could manipulate tools as well as any human, along with a wide range of diagnostic software the cyberclone’s previous owner had loaded into memory. Ravana just wished there was some way of switching off the robot’s propensity for disparaging remarks.
Artorius, the fourth member of their crew, put in no effort at all. Instead he spent his days exploring the cave, obsessed with the alien greys. They had appeared in their dozens when the Platypus first arrived, along with the taller auburn-headed humanoids and others who looked neither one nor the other. They departed soon after, then Gaffer and three other greys arrived, riding two of the enormous freaky spiders which still gave Ravana nightmares. To her delight, the aliens had come to offer help.
The greys disappeared each evening back into the darkness of the tunnel behind the ship. The crew of the Platypus had until now camped on the moss-covered cave floor, where Ostara had fashioned a crude tent from cargo crates and canvas to ward off the alien insects. The flying bugs did not bite, but being buzzed by what looked like a silvery blue dragonfly the size of a rat was not conducive to a good night’s rest. Now the Platypus was safe, they had dismantled their camp and reloaded their supplies aboard the freighter. Ravana was looking forward to a good hot meal from the ship’s food molecularisor and being able to sleep aboard without fear of toppling to their doom.
The sun had slipped from view, leaving the black velvet night to the twin tiny purple discs of its mysterious companions and a scattering of stars. Ravana had spent the day inside dusty maintenance hatches, tracing faults and repairing a power conduit which had shorted against the chassis and blown the main fuses. Ostara was laying out a meal on a blanket upon the cargo bay ramp. Smiler sauntered back from the solar panels, newly recharged. The smell of freshly cooked food soon brought Artorius trotting back to the Platypus.
“Hello stranger,” Ravana said coolly. “Any chance of helping with repairs?”
“My hand hurts,” the boy replied sulkily, snatching the plate of synthesised chicken offered by Ostara. A sadistic nurse once broke his finger, which he used as an excuse to avoid work. “This place is stupid. I wanted to go with the greys in the asteroid.”
“The Robert Goddard?” remarked Ravana. He spoke of an Earth colony ship, missing for more than a century, which they had seen inside the same extra-dimensional maze that ensnared their own ship. “That’s where Taranis went! His people locked you up on Falsafah and were hunting for you in Fort Smith. That’s not very friendly.”
“My friends are the greys,” he grumbled. “I hate you!”
“Artorius!” snapped Ostara. She scowled as a green winged insect the size of her fist buzzed past her ear, making her jump. “Don’t talk to Ravana like that!”
“I hate you all,” Artorius said irritably. “Except Smiler. Robot tigers are cool.”
“You are a rude little boy,” remarked the cyberclone. “The compliment is noted.”
Ravana sighed. “Artorius, we’re having a chat shortly about what to do next. One of your alien friends is coming,” she added, when her words failed to elicit a response. “Please don’t go wandering off.”
Artorius stuck out his tongue, grabbed a bowl of reconstituted potato chips and stomped down the cargo bay ramp. Ravana watched him skulk away across the cavern to Gaffer and the other greys. One of the aliens had climbed onto a weaver’s back and was riding away into the depths of the cave.
“It’s all his fault,” Ostara reassured her, offering a consolatory smile. “We wouldn’t have been in Alpha Centauri at all if Artorius hadn’t needed rescuing again. And it was him who used that alien gizmo to suck us into the portal. We should have left Commander Kedesh to do her damn mission alone.”
“They probably think we’re dead,” Ravana said mournfully, thinking of her father and Endymion, the boy who had wormed his way into her affections. Her hand went to the slim data rod hanging from a silver chain around her neck, his gift to her. “We left them behind on Avalon surrounded by weavers. I hope they got away okay.”
“We’ll see them again, don’t worry,” said Ostara. “And you need to eat something.”
“Give me five minutes. I need to ask the ship something first.”
Ignoring Ostara’s mystified stare, Ravana returned inside the ship and made her way through the crawl tunnel to the flight deck. The ship’s AI had lost its database connection in the crash, which today she had finally repaired. To her annoyance and relief, it was just a plug which had jolted loose, having not been properly secured by the apprentices who serviced the ship in Alpha Centauri.
Ravana ran her hands affectionately along the curving console before the pilot’s and co-pilot’s seat. Aside from restarting the fusion reactor at the heart of the extra-dimensional drive, repairs were complete. The reactor had exhausted its fuel of helium-three, leaving them with no way of making interstellar jumps. Unfortunately, the ED drive also served to link the ship’s transceiver to the five-systems servermoon network, which meant that even if within range they had no way of calling home. Furthermore, the reactor powered the interplanetary plasma drive and recharged the fuel cells, though the ship’s hull was able to absorb sunlight like the solar panels. Nevertheless, Gaffer’s demonstration of what alien technology could do had raised Ravana’s spirits. She was not ready to give up just yet.
“Ship?” she called, taking her seat. “Your database should be online. Please confirm.”
“Captain Ravana, my memory is restored,” confirmed the AI. “The void grows where my darling was torn away. I yearn for the day we are reunited. How may I assist today?”
“Now you’ve got your navigation charts back, I need you to work out where we are,” said Ravana. “Check for radio signals, navigation beacons, anything. Especially the one we dropped after coming through the portal from Avalon. If there’s nothing, scan for pulsars and triangulate our position, like you did before. Can you do that?”
“A pleasure to be of service,” purred the AI. “Running wide-spectrum scans now.”
“Much appreciated.” Ravana rose from her seat, then paused. “Ship?”
“Yes, Captain Ravana?”
“Can you feel those, err… things on the roof?” she asked. “The alien tree fruits?”
“As you are aware, the biological core of my AI unit merged with my hull,” replied the ship. “I have detected the presence of the artefacts you refer to. The non-human you call Gaffer used my biological matrix to activate the behaviour witnessed. I have a full recording of sensor readings should you require further analysis.”
“Could you replicate it?” she asked hesitantly. “Control the pods yourself?”
“I can synthesise the same signals, yes. It would require some experimentation.”
“Good to know. Let me know when you have our location.”
Beyond the flight-deck windows, Ostara was anxiously swatting away a huge flying insect keen to investigate their picnic. Deep in thought, Ravana returned to the cargo bay. She did not need the AI’s findings to know they were a long way from home. At this point in the late twenty-third century, humans had colonised worlds in Alpha Centauri, Barnard’s Star, Epsilon Eridani, Tau Ceti and across their home Solar System. Nowhere in the five systems had a sun with two brown dwarf companions like those shining upon the cave.
 
* * *
 
Artorius returned from his sulk just as Ravana and Ostara were finishing their meal. The boy arrived with a grey, an elderly alien whose wrinkled skin bore shimmery pale yellow markings. The aliens did their best to confuse them by wearing similar multicoloured robes, nor did they seem to have genders, or at least any sex-specific differences in appearance. Ravana and the others had nevertheless learned to recognise each individually; the greys lacked external ear structures and had tiny nostril slits for noses, but like humans had distinct facial expressions, personal mannerisms and differences in body tone. Ravana had not seen much of this particular grey since they arrived. Artorius, who had named Gaffer, called the elderly alien Bith, though had never explained why. Implant translators could not cope with the response when a grey was asked for their real name.
The cave became noticeably cooler at night. Ravana and Ostara had retreated into the freighter’s hold to sit on a crate near where Smiler lay on the ramp. All around them, cargo from Alpha Centauri was piled high, hurriedly shifted rearwards following the crash to stop the ship falling over the edge. At the other end, near the ladder to the crawl tunnel, were the two virtual-reality booths installed for their ill-fated mission to Avalon. Everything was a reminder of how the Platypus had failed to make it home to Barnard’s Star.
Artorius scuttled inside to where Ostara had left what remained of the picnic. Ravana rose and went down the ramp to welcome their visitor. Bith raised a spindly six-fingered hand in greeting, a gesture the aliens had learned from the boy. Approaching Ravana, the grey went to touch the discoloured skin of her healed facial scar, then politely backed away.
“Hello Bith,” greeted Ravana, slightly unnerved. “An honour. Please, join us.”
“Thruuk,” screeched the grey. “Thruuk thruuk.”
“What time do you call this?” Ostara hissed to Artorius. “Ravana told you not to wander off!”
“Alien time,” he grunted, forming the words around a rather unattractive mouthful of food. “They don’t have clocks like we do.”
Bith walked unsteadily up the ramp and took a seat on the cushions Ravana had retrieved from the passenger carousel. Ostara cautiously offered the grey a tray of synthesised meats and reconstituted vegetables from the food molecularisor. She had also attempted to make a cake, an experimental mix of oats, dried fruit, cooking oil and spices discovered amongst the crates of engineering spares in their cargo. No one was more surprised than her when Bith picked up a huge slice of cake and took a bite.
“Thank you for your help with the ship,” said Ravana, bemused by the sight of the grey devouring Ostara’s culinary creation. “I really appreciate you and the others being here.”
“Thruuk thruuk,” Bith said solemnly. “Thruuk thruuk.”
“You can’t leave!” protested Artorius.
“I’m sure aliens have homes to go to as well,” remarked Ostara.
“We’re a very long way from ours,” conceded Ravana. “The ship has worked out where we are and it’s not good news. The sun we see out there? It’s, um… Epsilon Indi.”
Ostara frowned. “Never heard of it. Smiler?”
“A K-type star and two T-type dwarfs in the constellation of Indus, approximately twelve light-years from Earth,” replied Smiler. “Three planets so far have been discovered; a large gas giant and two smaller rocky worlds. Epsilon Indi has been visited by a survey probe but there are no known human explorations or settlements.”
“We’re outside the five systems,” Ravana clarified. “Alpha Centauri is the nearest and that’s nine light-years away. We’re out of fuel for the ED drive and have no way of sending a message home. I’m minded to launch another beacon, but they transmit on conventional radio frequencies. The signal would take nine years to reach Asgard or Avalon.”
Ostara’s eyes went wide in horror. “You mean we’re stuck in this place?!”
“With the greys?” Artorius asked excitedly.
“We can’t stay put,” Ravana said firmly. “Nobody knows we’re here and no one is coming to rescue us. Something’s interfering with radio signals, but if the survey probe is still out there, it might offer a way to call for help. However, the reactor’s out of fuel, so we’d be flying using the orbital engines only. They don’t have the range of the plasma drive and use the same hydrogen and oxygen supply as the fuel cells and life support. I reckon we could manage a six-week voyage at most. Searching for a space probe that might no longer be working would be like looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack,” she concluded. “On top of that, we have food, water and ’risor cartridges for another month, that’s all.”
“You’re not really selling it,” admitted Ostara. “So the choice is between a cold lonely death in space with slim hope of rescue, or starving to death here with no chance at all?”
“We can go home to where the greys live!” protested Artorius. “Tell them, Bith!”
“Thruuk thruuk,” the alien said quickly. “Thruuk thruuk!”
Artorius’ face fell. Ostara gave him a quizzical look, making him scowl.
“We mean you no harm,” Ravana gently told Bith. “It’s a lot to ask, but we really need your help. The Platypus somehow managed to travel from Alpha Centauri to the Solar System without using the ED drive. When we tried to use the drive to return, we ended up here. Smiler has analysed the sensor data collected by the ship during the flight. The only explanation is that this freaky Dyson tree is extra-dimensionally linked to wherever we were after we fell through the portal on Avalon. Is that right?”
“Thruuk,” confirmed the grey.
“Dyson tree?” asked Ostara, more confused than ever. “Smiler?”
“A hypothetical genetically-engineered organism first described by twentieth-century physicist Freeman Dyson,” replied the cyberclone. “Such an entity could draw nutrients from a comet and use solar energy for photosynthesis, with the aim of creating a habitat for human settlement with a breathable atmosphere. Also, please do not reduce my function to a walking encyclopedia. I was built for the battlefields of Gods of Avalon, lest you forget.”
“Just remember who fixed you after you knocked yourself out in the crash,” Ravana said sternly. “Do you want me to recycle you for spares?”
“My aim is to serve,” the robot replied meekly. “Pray continue.”
“If you’ve finished?” remarked Ravana, rolling her eyes. “My point is we may be able to go home the way we came. Deeper into this crazy alien tree and back to the hollow world we found after dropping through the portal. What do you think?”
“That way?” Ostara asked incredulously, jerking a thumb towards the rear of the ship. The pitch-black tunnel leading from the mouth of the cave, visible from the cargo bay, was no less daunting than the star-speckled void of space. “Remember how our arrival involved a lot of falling, quite a bit of screaming and a big crash at the end?”
“Thruuk thruuk thruuk,” added Bith.
“I am not reckless!” retorted Ravana. “The ship was out of control!”
“The greys can guide us,” Artorius said brightly. “Show us the way.”
“Be quiet,” snapped Ostara. “Adults are talking.”
“Actually, that’s exactly the help we need,” confessed Ravana, looking at the grey. “Artorius is right. It was one of your navigation devices that guided the ship to where we met Taranis and the watchers. I wondered…”
“Thruuk!” the grey snapped angrily, interrupting. “Thruuk thruuk!”
“Apologies,” she said meekly. “But…”
“Thruuk thruuk thruuk!”
Ravana bowed her head. “I shall not mention them again.”
Bith rose unsteadily, raised a hand in farewell and slowly waddled down the ramp. The grey climbed onto the back of the remaining weaver and rode away into the gloom, unheeding of Artorius’ mournful stare. The aliens watching from the ledge had long gone. Ravana’s plea for help could have gone better.
“What was that about?” remarked Ostara. “What did grandpa grey say?”
“Bith knows of Athene and Ares,” admitted Ravana. Ostara had not yet encountered the omniscient alien beings of pure consciousness, who seemed to have an unnatural interest in herself and Taranis. “The greys can tame weavers, monsters that scared the hell out of us on Avalon, but they’re terrified of watchers. Bith wants nothing to do with them.”
“So they’re not going to help us,” said Ostara, sighing. “We’re doomed.”
“Don’t give up,” Ravana reassured her. “We’ll find a way out of this, I promise.”
She understood Bith’s reaction, but sensed bitterness behind the grey’s screeched reply. Athene had taunted her on Avalon and on Falsafah before that. Priest Taranis himself had been the subject of one of Athene’s more cryptic warnings. Ravana knew they were destined to meet again. She had a feeling that time was near.
 
* * *
 
The Platypus’ wheel-shaped passenger carousel, seven metres in diameter and three metres thick, spun around the crawl tunnel once every ten seconds during space flight, thus generating the centrifugal illusion of gravity against its curving walls. During planetary manoeuvres and in dock, the compartment was usually locked into position with the couch seating upright at the bottom. Here in their cavern camp, Ravana had turned the carousel to bring the sleeping area into use instead. The cabin had two sets of tiered double bunks, side-by-side with a walkway between and a ladder rising to the crawl tunnel hatch. They had been sleeping in the carousel ever since the Platypus was made safe.
That night, lying on her top bunk, Ravana could not rest. Bith’s angry response to her mention of the watchers worried her. Dhusarian holy texts spoke of slaves and masters; during her recent confrontation with Athene and Ares, the shape-shifting watchers referred to the greys as pets. Yet they also revealed that the monstrous giant spiders were actually Von Neumann probes, biological drones created by ancient ancestors to weave extra-dimensional pathways and scour the galaxy for life. Seeing tamed weavers used as beasts of burden had left Ravana pondering the relationship between watchers and greys.
“Who are the slaves?” she mused, recalling Athene’s taunt at the portal on Falsafah. “Who are the masters?”
Sounds of movement rose from the bunk below. Feigning sleep, Ravana watched as Ostara left her bed, quietly climbed the ladder and slipped through the crawl tunnel hatch. On the top bunk across the cabin, Artorius continued to snore quietly. Faint murmurs of speech drifted from the cargo bay. Ravana shuffled to the end of her bed, swung herself onto the ladder and quietly climbed to the hatch to listen.
“I have transferred the footage to the VR unit as requested,” Smiler was saying. “My sensors were blind to what was intended to deceive humans, so the feed is from Ravana’s implant and optic nerves. It may be somewhat disorientating.”
“Okay,” came Ostara’s voice. “Yuck! Cethlenn’s hair is all over this helmet.”
Muffled thumps rose from the cargo bay. Ravana slipped quietly into the crawl tunnel and went to the cargo bay hatch. Peering through, she saw Smiler sitting on haunches near the open door of a VR booth. Ostara sat inside wearing a helmet, her limbs resting loosely in the walker frame. The holovid screen on the side of the booth flickered into life, relaying the footage as it began to play. Smiler’s head rose to meet Ravana’s quizzical stare.
“The watchers?” she asked, keeping her voice low. “Athene and Ares?”
“Yes,” the robot said solemnly. “Detective Lee insisted.”
“I would have shown her eventually,” she protested, descending into the cargo bay.
It was eerie seeing the scene again. The erratic footage, jumping from one thing to the next as her own startled gaze had done for real, showed an old-fashioned room of pastel wall panels, ornate furniture and illuminated white floor tiles. A heroic figure of a man, the watcher Ares in his guise as the Greek god of war, paced angrily back and forth. Reclining gracefully on a quilted bed was a tall, dark-haired woman in a long white dress and coat of silver and black fur, her yellow cat-like eyes radiating the casual cruelty of a hunter. This was the watcher known as Athene, who too had a penchant for impersonating ancient deities. Across the room was Priest Taranis, clad in black, his chilling stare boring into her own from his aged, wrinkled features. A female cyberclone, pale-skinned with silvery bobbed hair and wearing the black uniform of a Federation trooper, stood stiffly at his side.
“Tell me when it’s over,” she muttered to Smiler, unable to watch. “I’ll be outside.”
Not awaiting a reply, she went to the open airlock and down the ramp. The cave was in darkness; the space tree rotated like a planet and at this hour the orange sun of Epsilon Indi was on the opposite side of the world. Outside, the stars were bright. Familiar constellations were distorted and hard to discern amongst the spread of fainter stars twinkling through the mist cloaking the tree. Her home star of Barnard’s Star, a red dwarf sun, was relatively close but too faint for unaided eyes.
She thought about the drama replaying before Ostara’s gaze, the watchers’ war of words, toying with their pawns on a chessboard in an alien sky. Ravana shuddered as she recalled how she and Smiler succumbed to Ares’ trickery, ensnared like spiders beneath an upturned glass. Also her bewilderment at the watchers’ great game, how they played to suppress rival civilisations. Incredibly, there as proof they had seen the long-lost Robert Goddard, an asteroid colony ship from Earth which disappeared more than a century before, the sister ark to the Dandridge Cole, Ravana’s own hollow moon home. Athene had taunted her with a vision of those they left behind on Avalon, under attack by the weavers pouring from the alien portal at Fort Smith, the American base where Artorius had been kept prisoner. Ravana remembered Priest Taranis’ sneers as he urged the watchers to end her life.
Yet she and Smiler had escaped to tell the tale. An alien virus flowed through her veins, a legacy of Taranis and his secret experiments aboard the Dandridge Cole. A virus which had caused her cranium implant to grow filaments through her body, healing her childhood scars of war into smooth grey skin on her right arm and face. The Platypus too had succumbed, its biological AI growing tendrils throughout its hull, merging mind and body to grant it a soul. Ravana had discovered years ago that AI technology secretly used brain cells harvested and cloned from captured greys on Yuanshi. The alien threads inside her recognised Ares’ power. As the watcher brought weavers from the sky, she had broken his spell.
Footsteps rang upon the ramp behind her. Ostara was coming to join her, stumbling as if in a daze. Back in Barnard’s Star, she had tried to make a living as a private investigator in Newbrum, the main spaceport city on the planet of Ascension. Ravana wondered what the detective had made of what she saw.
“Sorry if I woke you,” Ostara apologised sheepishly. “After the way Bith reacted earlier, I needed to know what we’re up against.”
“I prefer to watch something funny if I can’t sleep,” remarked Ravana, flashing a wry smile. “At least now you know what they look like. I saw Athene in Valhalla too. She has a knack of being invisible to others when she chooses. Artorius saw both of them in Fort Smith and reckons the colonel saw Ares too, only differently.”
“Athene’s very beautiful,” Ostara admitted with a hint of envy. “In an evil, seductive way, like a demon luring someone to their doom. Ares is just plain scary.”
Ravana managed a grin. “Good analysis, Detective Lee.”
“But how did you escape? Was Smiler really that useless?”
“Mister Fangtooth got to use those shiny sabres in the end. It’s hard to explain, but I felt Ares’ thoughts, his emotions. Inside my head, I saw how he controlled the weavers he called down to destroy us. Like how my implant could detect those creepy alien-human cyberclones Taranis created. I broke his connection to those horrible monsters and we ran.”
Ostara looked troubled. “Can you still sense it? The alien stuff around us?”
Ravana frowned. “Actually, no. Not even the weavers the greys use.”
“So we can’t use your magic alien powers to get out of this mess?”
Ostara was smiling, her comment meant in jest. Ravana batted away the chunky alien insect zooming past her head and gave her friend a hug.
“We’ll find a way home,” she reassured her. “Hey, let me show you something.”
Ravana went back into the ship, released the lock on an innocuous crate and withdrew a large rectangular object wrapped in cloth. Returning outside, she opened the bundle and showed Ostara what was inside. It was an old-fashioned book, festooned with scraps of notepaper marking various ancient-looking pages. Ostara’s eyes went wide.
“Taranis’ book!” she exclaimed. “I thought it was back at the Dandridge Cole!”
“The Isa-Sastra,” confirmed Ravana. “The original Book of the Greys. I brought it with us to Avalon, thinking it might be useful. I kept it hidden in a secret locker inside the carousel. I’ve been studying it to see if there’s anything to help us get back home.”
Ostara looked doubtful. “And is there?”
“It has a map,” Ravana said brightly. “In the Book of New Prophecies, Taranis’ own contribution to the Dhusarian holy texts. Look, I’ll show you.”
Holding the hefty volume between them, she opened it at a bookmark. The page showed a diagram of lines and dots, crudely drawn as if by hand, overlain with explanatory text. Ravana had copied it onto a loose sheet of paper and added notes of her own.
“Betty Hill’s star map,” she declared. “One of those dots is Epsilon Indi.”
“The Dhusarian prophet, eh?” Ostara looked hopeful. “This is a map back home?”
Ravana smiled wryly. “This great game of the watchers is not over yet.”
 
* * *
 
With no other plan presenting itself, Ravana awoke the next morning determined to conduct one last search for human activity in Epsilon Indi. So it was that she and the others spent the day preparing the Platypus for a short hop into space, albeit with a distinct lack of enthusiasm as they secured their belongings and checked the ship.
In Ravana’s mind this was primarily a test flight, a chance to see how their repairs held up after the crash. Yet arguably the most important task was scanning for transmissions. Some mysterious aspect of the Dyson tree was causing interference on radio channels. She needed to know if this was blocking signals that might be detectable out in the void.
By the time Epsilon Indi slipped past the cave to bring yet another alien dusk, the Platypus was ready to fly. An uneasy hush fell as they gathered on the cargo bay ramp for their evening meal. No greys had been seen since Bith rode away the evening before.
“We’ll get some sleep, then leave,” said Ravana, sighing. “Any objections?”
“You scared the aliens away,” grumbled Artorius, chewing on a sausage. He had been in a sulk all day. “Just like you did Nana and Stripy. I hate you!”
“Be quiet,” hissed Ostara. “Ravana is trying to get us home.”
“Don’t want to go home,” he muttered. “I want to live with the greys.”
“Captain Ravana, someone is approaching,” Smiler said suddenly. “It is the alien humanoid you call Gaffer.”
Ravana spied a grey solemnly waddling towards the ship from the dark depths of the cave. Gaffer paused short of the cargo bay ramp and raised a hand in greeting.
“Traawk,” called the grey. “Traawk traawk traawk.”
“We’ve been summoned,” said Ravana, surprised. “Gaffer’s invited us to their camp.”
“Their camp?” Ostara looked horrified.
“Let’s go!” cried Artorius, leaping to his feet. “I knew they liked me!”
Ravana warily rose from her seat. Not even Artorius on his explorations had found where the greys went when they left. Her eyes fell upon her cricket bat, wedged in cargo netting by the crawl tunnel ladder, still stained with weaver blood after her tussle against Ares. She decided it was probably a bad idea to take a weapon. Ostara frowned, put down her glass of wine and found a lantern. After a moment’s thought, she wrapped a wedge of cake in a napkin and slipped it into a pocket of her flight suit.
“Smiler, stay here and watch the ship,” instructed Ravana. “Is that okay?”
“The drudgery of servitude continues,” the robot replied sarcastically. “I shall engage my full intellect and defence capabilities into staying here and being bored.”
Gaffer was already moving away. Ostara came to Ravana’s side and switched on the lantern, dispelling the gloom. Together with Artorius they followed the grey.
Onwards they walked, deeper into the meandering curves of the tunnel until the Platypus was lost from sight. The lamplight glistened upon walls of thick, tightly-packed stems interspersed with dark crevices, strung with ragged remnants of shapeless webs. Ravana tried not to think about weavers hiding in the tunnel ahead.
The grey suddenly turned right, heading now for where the ground sloped up to become the tunnel wall. The way ahead became steeper. Artorius scrambled in pursuit, darting easily from one ledge to the next. Ravana and Ostara gingerly followed, grabbing vines for reassurance as they climbed. Ahead, Gaffer moved into shadow and disappeared. Reaching the same spot, they came upon a side passage half-concealed by vines. Artorius slipped inside without hesitation. Exchanging glances, Ravana and Ostara followed.
The side tunnel curved upwards in a wide spiral. It was much narrower than the main cavern but still around twenty metres wide. The way ahead was lined with twisting vines and pastel bursts of sweet-smelling flowers, along with occasional patches of shimmering blue phosphorescence to dispel the gloom. Ravana pulled Ostara away from an altercation with a purple insect the size of her fist and hastened after Artorius. In the distance they heard faint sounds of running water and the familiar white-noise shrieks of greys. Eerie sounds murmured on the breeze, an abstract melody unlike anything heard before. Ahead, Gaffer and Artorius had paused near an opening in the tunnel wall.
“Alien music?” suggested Ostara. “I could do with a night out singing and dancing.”
Ravana smiled. “I’m not sure greys go for that sort of thing.”
“Why wouldn’t they? They’re intelligent beings!”
Ahead, Gaffer and Artorius had paused near an opening in the tunnel wall. Ravana and Ostara hurriedly caught up and followed them inside.
Beyond was a spherical chamber, walled by tightly-woven vines festooned with neat clusters of scented blooms. What Ravana did not expect was the ornamental bathing pool, a metres-wide expanse of carved stone full of gently steaming water. Incredibly, the bath and the floor looked like solid marble. Frowning, she looked closer and saw the stonework consisted of tiny interlocking shapes, miniature building-blocks which shifted and reformed beneath her gaze. The same technology had built the giant floating chessboard and room where she and Smiler met Ares and Athene.
The elderly Bith, dripping wet, was donning a multi-coloured robe in a very humanlike way. Two auburn-headed figures, those who looked like heavy-browed humans, were seated on one of several couches near the pool, where a table held a bowl of unfamiliar red fruit. Ravana still heard music but had no idea where it was coming from.
“Wow,” remarked Ostara. “They do camping in style.”
“Hello Bith,” Ravana said hesitantly, nudging her friend to keep quiet. “I’m sorry if I upset you last night. Thank you for inviting us here.”
“Traawk!” shrieked Gaffer, making Ostara jump.
“Thruuk thruuk,” Bith squawked in turn. “Thruuk.”
“This is so cool!” exclaimed Artorius. “Can I stay here?”
“Bith invites us to take a seat,” Ravana told a bemused Ostara.
The elderly grey settled into a couch. Ravana and Ostara gingerly did likewise, struck dumb by their surroundings. Gaffer picked up the bowl and was immediately cornered by Artorius, who seized a piece of fruit and shoved it in his mouth. Ostara unveiled her cake and offered it to Bith, who received it with a grunt of delight.
“Well,” she said, fidgeting in her seat. “This is nice.”
“Yes it is,” admitted Ravana. “Err… Why are we here?”
“Thruuk thruuk,” Bith screeched solemnly. “Thruuk thruuk thruuk.”
Shocking images flashed through Ravana’s mind. With little warning, her translator released a torrent of gruesome scenes. Bith continued to squawk, launching into a tale of destruction: weavers tearing apart human and grey settlements, rampaging across worlds and through majestic trees in space. In the eye of the genocide were Athene and Ares, manifested inside her head as grotesque, evil caricatures of the deities they imitated. Ravana stared into the grey’s solemn expression and shuddered.
“The watchers,” she said, perturbed. “Are they really that dangerous?”
“Traawk,” said Gaffer, coming to Bith’s side. “Traawk traawk!”
“I’m guessing it’s bad news,” said Ostara.
“Athene spoke of a great game,” Ravana told the greys. “She said the old ones wanted to destroy rising civilisations before they became a threat. The watchers use trickery and manipulation to keep humankind and others at bay. Is that right?”
Bith looked despondent. “Thruuk thruuk.”
“Ares has turned rogue,” Ravana relayed to Ostara. “Unlike other watchers, he craves destruction. He believes the great game is doomed to fail.”
“Nice to know,” mused Ostara. “Wait, there’s more watchers out there?”
“Traawk,” confirmed Gaffer. “Traawk traawk!”
“Lots, apparently. Spread right across the galaxy. But this region is a long way from their home world. Athene and Ares have had the five systems pretty much to themselves.”
“They get a lot of words into those shrieks, don’t they?”
“They’re super smart!” Artorius declared. “I will be too one day!”
“Thruuk,” Bith said sadly. “Thruuk thruuk.”
“That’s not true!” retorted Artorius. “I am your friend!”
“Greys don’t generally have a lot of love for humans,” Ravana translated for Ostara. “They’re not impressed by how the Que Qiao Corporation hunted down a grey enclave on Yuanshi and harvested their brains. As a species we’re horrible,” she admitted. “You were there when we broke into that secret laboratory with Hanuman and Ganesa.”
“We’re not all bad,” Ostara reassured Bith. “Ravana’s helped you loads of times!”
“Thruuk,” squawked Bith. “Thruuk thruuk…”
The translator images flashing through Ravana’s thoughts startled her. She saw a grey, an older alien with beautiful blue markings on its skin, the wounded traveller she had tried to help when she was just a child. The very same grey who fell into Taranis’ hands to become the reluctant DNA donor for the priest’s horrible human-alien cyberclones, a grey whom Ravana eventually rescued with another when she and Artorius escaped being prisoners themselves. Several star systems from where she had last seen them disappearing into a portal at Tau Ceti, the story had evidently reached Bith.
“They know Nana and Stripy!” exclaimed Artorius.
“…Thruuk thruuk thruuk,” concluded Bith.
An uneasy hush fell upon the chamber. Ravana gingerly helped herself to the offered fruit and took a bite, savouring the unfamiliar sweetness as she digested the elderly grey’s revelation. Artorius was scowling at her, which Ravana thought was unfair. Fidgeting nervously, Ostara shot her a quizzical stare.
“Um, it seems I’ve made quite an impression,” Ravana said hesitantly. “Nana’s and Stripy’s story of being captured by evil humans is well known. The child who came to Nana’s aid on Yuanshi, then later to both of them on Falsafah is bit of a folk hero. That would be me,” she clarified, as Ostara continued to look puzzled. “Bith believes the greys we saw aboard the Robert Goddard brought us through the Fort Smith portal for a reason.”
Ostara’s frown deepened. “And that would be?”
“The greys somehow have seen how the watchers’ great game plays out.”
An uncomfortable silence descended once more. Artorius threw down the second piece of fruit he was demolishing and sat sulkily by the pool, angrily massaging his finger.
“I should be their hero,” he declared. “I want to be king of the greys!”
“What do they want you to do?” Ostara asked Ravana.
Ravana shrugged. Bith turned to the two auburn-headed figures and gesticulated with a sweep of spindly hands. They nodded, rose from the couch and silently left the chamber.
“Those two with the red hair,” Ravana hesitantly asked Bith. “Who are they?”
“Thruuk thruuk.”
“Translation?” queried Ostara.
“Bith described them as grandparents,” Ravana told her, pondering the strange images in her head. “But I think it’s more complicated than that.”
The figures reappeared in the chamber, accompanied by a third. Ravana’s eyes went wide. The pale young man with them wore patched canvas jacket and trousers, heavy boots and a wide-brimmed hat over straggly tawny hair. He was undeniably human and roguishly good-looking, with stubbly features and a twinkle in his eyes she did not trust at all. His grin widened as his gaze met their own. Ostara leapt to her feet and yelped in delight.
“Howdy, young miss!” he said gruffly, tipping his hat. He nodded to Ravana and Artorius. “You too miss, young sir. Well, I’ll be damned. Genuine humans, as I breathe!”
“Well, hello there, cowboy!” exclaimed Ostara. Eyeing him coyly, she idly fussed her hair. “Where have you been hiding that pretty face these past weeks?”
Ravana rolled her eyes. “Who the hell are you?” she asked, rising from her seat.
“Felix’s the name,” the man replied, taken aback by her reaction. He winked to Ostara. “Mighty fine day for close encounters, ain’t that so?”
“Cool!” remarked Artorius, sidling over. “A space explorer!”
“Fifth-generation, Tallahassee clan. Best goddamn trailblazer you’ll ever meet.”
“Traawk,” interjected Gaffer. “Traawk traawk.”
“Oh my word,” murmured Ravana, as the translator images took shape. “You’re from the Robert Goddard! A descendant of the colonists who disappeared!”
“Your one and only saviour,” declared Felix, smiling. “Summoned here by our greyskin friends. I hear you folks are needing a guide home!”
 
* * * * *

Chapter Two
Missing Presumed Dead
 
[Chapter One] [Contents] [Chapter Three]
 
ZOTZ REFUSED TO CALL IT A FUNERAL. No one knew for certain that Ravana, Ostara and Artorius were dead. No wreckage from the Platypus had been found where it dropped from the skies of Avalon six weeks ago. He did not believe the so-called Federation experts, picking over the ruins of Fort Smith, who had declared the alien portal to be a space-time singularity, crushing anything within out of existence. The weavers must have come from somewhere. Ravana’s father Quirinus had seen with his own eyes the spiders emerging from the gateway on Falsafah. The Federation had form when it came to secrets and lies.
Yet here they were, dressed in black for a memorial service aboard the Dandridge Cole. It was an artificial midday and the height of summer inside the five-kilometre long cavern of the asteroid, the strange hollow moon at Barnard’s Star that Ravana and Ostara called home. Quirinus, a burly bald-headed Australian whom Zotz had never before seen out of tatty overalls or a flight suit, had spruced himself up with smart trousers and jacket, brushed his beard and found his best leather patch for his blind left eye. Next to Quirinus was the equally distraught Endymion, Ravana’s twenty-year-old Nigerian boyfriend. He was with his sister Bellona, who had joined him from the nearby world of Ascension, causing a stir in her austere grey robes of the Dhusarian Church. Zotz stood with his father, from whom he had inherited his mop of ginger hair. Professor Wak, who had been Ravana’s tutor, was leading the speeches. Quirinus was too upset to speak.
“…have to stay strong,” Wak was saying solemnly, gesturing awkwardly with his mechanical left hand. “Their mission was driven by compassion, their loss a cruel trick of fate. We must remember that hope remains…”
Zotz had helped his father create the memorial itself, a bronze plaque with etched head-and-shoulders portraits of Ravana and Ostara against a backdrop of stars. The memorial rested within a riot of herbal flowers in a small garden not far from Quirinus’ workshop in Dockside. Below the plaque lay a bouquet of colourful blooms, which someone had artfully arranged to look nothing like a wreath. In the nearby circular cliff of buildings, Dockside residents had gathered silently on balconies to pay their respects. Quirinus’ daughter and the detective from Newbrum were the stuff of legend.
“…shall not cease in our search, shall not rest until we have answers, nor shall sleep until these daughters of the hollow moon are returned to those they loved…”
Zotz could not listen anymore. Blinking away his tears, he looked across to the others gathered in the garden. From the moon of Asgard in Alpha Centauri was seventeen-year-old Philyra, a dark-haired English girl who had gone to school with Endymion and Bellona on Ascension, whom Ravana, Ostara and himself had met on their adventure to the Epsilon Eridani peace conference two years before. Philyra had arrived with Cethlenn, a flame-haired Irish-American engineer in her mid-twenties, who had become embroiled in their recent mission to Asgard’s sister moon of Avalon. Gangsters, secret agents and shadowy government spies left a long list of who to blame for what happened to the Platypus.
With them were two friends of Quirinus whom Zotz knew well. Hanuman, a stubbly-faced Indian, was a smuggler and mercenary who in better times got through life on wry smiles and wit. His bafflingly loyal co-pilot Ganesa, a slim Indian woman from Yuanshi, looked even more downcast. Zotz had travelled with them to Earth the year before and grown fond of them both. He wished the reunion could have been in better circumstances.
“…touched so many people’s lives, not least those who have come from across the five systems to be here with us today. Ravana and Ostara were defenders of the oppressed, champions of the truth, and I am proud to say a thorn in the side of many of those who threatened our world and way of life…”
Zotz wished his father would not talk in the past tense. Wiping his eyes, he moved his gaze onwards. The final party to the gathering was the most unexpected. President Uma of the Terran Federation of Worlds and her sixteen-year-old son Surya had rescheduled a diplomatic visit to Ascension and arrived with little warning. Their arrival was no grand state occasion; the independent settlers who had taken over the former asteroid colony ship had done so precisely to get away from people like her. Zotz however remembered the Indian woman as the mysterious Maharani, fugitive widow of Maharaja Kashyap of Yuanshi, who for years too had lived in exile aboard the Dandridge Cole. After forging an uneasy alliance with the horrible Priest Taranis, Uma had last year finally brought Yuanshi’s long civil war to an end. It was her son Surya who apparently insisted on being here. Ravana and Surya had joined forces to upstage delegates at the peace conference two years before but not met since. Quirinus’ daughter had evidently left quite an impression on the young prince.
Accompanying President Uma and Surya was the elderly Yaksha, the long-serving matriarch of the ex-Maharaja’s court, whom Zotz had got to know well in London. The final members of their party were Corporal Namtar and Private Inari, dangerously inept revolutionaries who had been given ceremonial guard duties to keep them from mischief. Both wore smart military uniforms of red and gold, topped with feathered helmets embossed with the royal crest. Surya, Yaksha and President Uma wore sombre black.
“…this memorial is to mark that which is lost but will be found,” continued Wak, nearing the end of his speech. “Our dear friends Ravana O’Brien, Ostara Lee and their young charge Artorius will never leave our hearts. Thank you.”
Endymion turned away, his face streaked with tears. It was notable that Professor Wak had mentioned Artorius just once, the annoying little brat who had triggered the disastrous mission to Alpha Centauri. Zotz rubbed his eyes again and reached for Quirinus’ hand. Today was about Ravana and Ostara. He did not want to think about the alien greys, giant spiders and general chaos the young boy had unleashed on Avalon, Falsafah and beyond.
 
* * *
 
Bellona squeezed her brother’s arm. Endymion was trying his best to put on a brave face but looked heartbroken. Bellona felt a pang of guilt at the way she and her brother had drifted apart; herself to the Dhusarian Church of Ascension, him to the Dandridge Cole to follow his heart. It did not help that their parents were away on Earth, visiting ailing relatives in Nigeria and squabbling with uncles and aunts. Bellona had not realised the depth of his affection for Ravana, whom she remembered as a shy sixteen-year-old bewildered by her place in political intrigue. Her disappearance had hit her brother hard.
The short service had ended. She watched as Zotz and his father spoke quietly to Quirinus. Nearby were Hanuman and Ganesa, the dodgy smugglers who used to run errands for Taranis and his disciple Fenris. She had not seen them since the aftermath of the peace conference, when the Platypus crashed into the hollow moon’s artificial sun. Bellona had the uncharitable thought that Quirinus’ elderly freighter was jinxed. Except Priest Taranis too had disappeared, his ship swallowed by the same alien gateway on Avalon.
“Hello Bellona,” said a gruff voice. Momentarily lost in thought, she had not seen Quirinus coming over. “Thanks for being here. For Endymion’s sake.”
“She’s my rock,” admitted Endymion. “I dragged her away from church for this.”
“Hello Mister O’Brien,” Bellona said nervously. “I’m sorry for what happened to Ravana and Ostara. They will be found safe and sound, I’m sure.”
“The authorities have stopped looking, but we sure as hell won’t,” replied the bearded pilot. He shot a poisoned glare towards President Uma, his old fierceness momentarily resurfacing. “We’re lucky Cethlenn’s stuck with us. At least we have a ship.”
“The Woomerberg,” Endymion told her, not that the name meant anything. “We’ve just come back from running scanner sweeps around Avalon and Asgard.”
Bellona nodded solemnly. She wondered whether to reveal what she knew of the arguments within the Federation’s Dhusarian Church; Taranis’ followers had long wanted an alien embassy on Falsafah in Tau Ceti, but a new faction looked instead to Alpha Centauri and the former American base on Avalon. Federation troopers at Fort Smith had finally quashed the influx of giant alien spiders known as weavers, which had flooded from the same extra-dimensional portal that swallowed the Platypus and Taranis’ pursuing gunship. In comparison, Falsafah was a remote, unpopulated world and far from welcoming, though the deadly atmosphere had made the Arallu Wastes archaeological site easier to secure.
“I shall pray to the greys,” she said instead. Quirinus reacted with a scowl, for the Dhusarian Church had its fair share of detractors. “Priest Taranis too is lost but surely still lives, so your daughter must also. Salvation is written in the stars.”
“Yeah, we heard your priest vanished too,” said Endymion. “Good riddance!”
“It was because of him and his damn greys that Ravana is gone,” grumbled Quirinus. “Aliens and their freaky portals. Some things are best left buried.”
“Yes, but…” began Bellona, feeling defensive.
She was saved from embarrassment by the arrival of the president’s ceremonial guards, sauntering across from where Professor Wak and the rest were talking to President Uma. Namtar was tall, gaunt and pale-skinned with wisps of grey in his hair. Equally pallid but on the opposite end of the spectrum when it came to girth was his colleague Inari, tugging self-consciously at his tight dress uniform. Bellona had not met them before.
“Corporal Namtar,” greeted Quirinus. “Private Inari. Blown anything up recently?”
“Captain Quirinus,” acknowledged Namtar, ignoring the taunt. His Russian accent carried a pomposity that reminded Bellona of Captain Nyx, leader of her local church. “May I extend my solemn commiserations on this vexatious occasion? I regret most sincerely that this unfortunate, nay untoward calamity was communicated to me just recently. I would like to take this opportunity to express my utmost sorrow at this tragic turn of events.”
“Yeah,” said Inari, nodding furiously. “Hope you find them soon.”
“Your Federation isn’t helping,” Quirinus said icily. “We should be at Fort Smith, investigating that damn alien portal. Why the secrecy? The weaver outbreak was broadcast live on Gods of Avalon! It’s not as if you can keep anything hidden after that.”
“I appreciate your frustrations and will forward your concerns to the office of Madam President,” Namtar replied haughtily. He turned to Bellona and bowed. “Miss Ezenduka, may I perchance have a private word with your good self?”
Bellona blinked in surprise. “Me?”
“What do you want with my sister?” asked Endymion, regarding him with suspicion.
“As I inferred, it is a private matter,” said Namtar. “Sister Bellona, is it not?”
Bellona nodded. Offering her brother an apologetic shrug, she hesitantly followed Namtar and Inari to a secluded corner of the garden, acutely aware of Endymion’s stare boring into her back. Namtar paused and turned to Bellona.
“We are aware of your missives to our guide of guides,” he said carefully. “You have been conveying textual rhapsodies to Priest Taranis for some time, have you not?”
Bellona gulped, caught unawares. Since joining the Dhusarian Church of Ascension, she had become obsessed with the story behind the Isa-Sastra, the holy texts of the greys. Her prized possession was a bound paper copy which once belonged to a man called Fenris, a disciple of Taranis who was in Maharani Uma’s service whilst exiled here in the hollow moon. Her studies had set her on a collision course with Captain Nyx and other church elders. She had learned that not all copies of the Isa-Sastra were the
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