
Maximus Paddymous Sidus

SIDUS LOG, ROTATION 4.
"We’re heading north toward some ice-capped mountainous peaks for water. We sent one snoop ahead, watching its survey results from a portable viewer while en route. It might help us to trail blaze, making our passage easier once we reach the foothills. 
From the very little I’ve seen of it, this is a hellish planet. I hope my opinion will change once we enter the lowlands, where there appears to be a tree line. Anything would be better than this featureless wasteland. I am already sick of it and it’s only the fourth day. I find the mass quantities of skeletons around us disturbing. It’s a feeling that pulls at the most morbid realizations of one’s inner self. There is a finality here that wreaks havoc with my belief system. I can’t put it into words. 
We’ve decided to shut the construction line down for the duration of our absence. It will not cost us any noticeable time. We would not be able to monitor the grid work if something went offline, anyway." 
CAPTAIN ZACKARY CROWE, PJ.

ZAZ THREW A LEG UP into the six-wheeled rover and climbed into the seat. Dendy sat in the passenger seat, while Paddy and Lyle took up the rear bench. Carl took the driver’s position inside the hydrogen-fueled tow truck, with Samantha sitting next to him. Galoot would be driving the smaller, four-wheeled buggy, co-piloted by Carybell. Everyone wore sun goggles to stem the glare and ultraviolet light.
Zaz took off in the lead, dragging the large water trailer. The other vehicles fell in place behind, like ducks following their mother. The tires furrowed deep grooves in the desert floor, bones cracking under the weight of the vehicles. Zaz put a music cube into the dashboard player and turned the volume up to drown out the noise. Dendy began doing her version of the rocka-bop in her seat. He now knew why Tiny Dancer was such a prime-time persona aboard Blue Peace. It was hard to take one’s eyes off her. 
It was a short jaunt to the north fence wall. Zaz pulled up thirty yards short of it. He waved a circular pattern over his head, the sign for “we’re going around this thing.” Carl pulled up next to him, stood and fingered a remote control. A section of the wall blew out. Pieces of fence and foam rained down on the stunned passengers. 
Zaz stiffened. “Was that necessary? Damn it, Carl, we could have taken the long way around.”
Carl shrugged. “I set the charges yesterday – we needed a way out.”
Zaz punched the accelerator, driving the larger vehicle through the ragged opening. He picked up speed, aiming a straight course for the snow-capped peaks.
“You’ve got to hand it to him,” said Dendy. “He’s a time-saver, that Carl.”
“Yeah, and I’m beginning to think I know who was responsible for the Big Bang fourteen billion years ago.”
They drove on, watching for ruts and ditches. Dusty piles of bones caused Zaz to swerve occasionally. He passed by a small gray armored-type creature, and it curled into a perfect melon-sized ball the minute it felt the presence of the vehicle. He craned his neck, watching to see if it would uncoil. Paddy nearly fell out of the cab gawking at the thing. Lyle had to pull him back into his seat. 
They watched the landscape for other creatures. Occasionally Zaz saw a birdlike animal, but they flew too high to see their features. He noticed some type of hopping insect that vaulted in the air away from the oncoming nose of the six-wheeler. It was some type of locust, he surmised, because they were very still and hard to see until roused. He kept watch for lizards or spiders, but nothing like that showed itself. Damn the desert, he thought. Even Earth’s deserts were mild by comparison. He wondered if it was just too hot out on the plain. Nothing could really live on the Sidus desert for very long without burrowing for shelter. What possible creature could survive the intense heat without having its bodily fluids boiled away? It was nine in the morning and already 115 degrees Fahrenheit, or “Fairy” as Samantha liked to call it. It confounded him – not a breeze to be had from any direction.
He knew the big oceans lay to the east and to the west. They did not drive an inland wind over the great equatorial plain. It was unknown whether or not the big planet pushed tides or currents. Sidus had three moons to swell the tides. Did it have any current conveyors like Earth? Did it have poles and glaciers? He suspected it might be so. They were titanic oceans; roughly seventy percent of the globe held water. The two largest Sidus landmasses were equal in size, close to the surface area of Earth’s Australia and America. For there to be a substantial atmosphere, there had to be major weather fronts, complete with currents and precipitation.
As a child, Zaz often went fishing with his father. They used to delight in catching catfish and trout the old-fashioned way, without dropping electro lines into the water and zapping everything that came within range of the high-voltage simulated lure. They’d preferred to bait their hooks with worms or cheese chunks. He wondered what kind of life existed in the great oceans of Sidus. Would he hook something that he could show off and eat on a barbecue spit? Or would he capture something that would make scream and run for his life? 
Zaz noticed the two other vehicles pulling up abreast of him. Carl signaled with a hand over his mouth, indicating they were eating too much volcanic dust to follow directly behind. 
They passed the 100-mile mark when Tau sat at its zenith. The temperature pushed 118 degrees. The cooling collars and britches helped, but given the speed of the vehicles, the hot wind was like a blast furnace on the face. Zaz’s cheeks felt like they were on a grill. Dendy passed out more of the sun block, lathering up the captain’s arms and face as he drove. 
There was an absence of bone beds when they reached the 350-mile mark. There were scatterings, but nothing like the amount they had seen before. The soil looked more powdery. Evidence of tiny shrubs struggled to gain meager rootholds in the soil. He saw more of the tiny armadillo creatures scurrying about. When they approached them, the animals balled-up like the others had. They took on the likeness of rocks as camouflage, compressing to protect their sensitive innards. To protect them from what, though? None of them had seen an alpha carnivore, at least he thought.
At 380 miles out, they came across a delta fan of broken branches and tree limbs that had been woven into great mats and tangles of roots – evidence of a flood plain. A precipitous gorge loomed in the distance. It was no doubt the source of the run-off or flood that had littered the plain. An obvious tree line was now visible that separated the lowlands from the flat prairie, a line cut cleanly as though by an axe stroke. It would make a great settlement site if not for the threat of volcanic activity, and the topography of the valley suggested a possible lahar area. The last thing a deep space colony needed was the risk of a pyroclastic landslide.
Zaz called for a halt, stopping his vehicle. The buggy and truck pulled up on either side. They got out to stretch their legs and take a drink. Lyle and Paddy dropped to their knees, examining the dwarfish plant life. Carybell skipped off, Galoot trailing in her wake.
“I want everyone to stick around,” Zaz yelled. He could feel a very slight breeze on his face. He tongued his finger and held it up. The draft came from the gorge.
It was no wonder. He estimated there was a cleft of rock on the left rising to at least 3,000 FEET. On the opposite side, the walls ran up a sheer 4,000 feet in height. It resembled an Earth formation he had once glimpsed, but he couldn’t recall where he’d seen such grandeur. It looked like some age-old titanic force had thrust them up – a tectonic upheaval.
Lyle shuffled up next to him, puffing his chest out. He also caught site of the formation. “Have you ever been to Yosemite National Park, sir?” 
“That’s where I’ve seen it,” said Zaz. “Now I remember. Only in a catalogue, though. I missed a scout jamboree trip there when I was a child. Regretted it ever since.”
Lyle swept his arm up, pointing to the features. “Half Dome and El Capitan, only they are reversed from this end. It looks like Yosemite Valley. Quite a bit of uplift activity. Odds are she’s limestone and granite.”
Zaz could always appreciate Lyle’s assumptions. He trusted his judgment; the geologist had worked at the United States Geological Survey in Menlo Park, California, and had received numerous awards and accolades. Lyle had a terrible time with females, and avoided the topics of dating, marriage and casual sex. He had a living mother who was on her second marriage and retired somewhere in Canada. Lyle always wrote posts and cyber messages aboard ship, but they were secretive in nature, so no one knew to whom they were meant for. If he didn’t have his eyes to a microscope, he had his ear to the ground or his nose in the dirt. Like geology, Lyle was a collection of layers and sediments that ran deep into his inner core, and if he was stingy with anything, it was with his emotions. He’d always worn that damnable Optipak headset. When asked why he did so, he said it came in handy for examining precious stones, because everybody in the world wore Earth’s precious gems somewhere on their body. 
Zaz burrowed his boot toe in the soil and dragged it. “What gives the dirt this reddish appearance?”
“Most likely iron minerals that have rusted. The rusty color comes about by ongoing interaction of an oxidizing atmosphere with the surface rocks. Sidus has clays, carbonates, salts and other minerals that formed in the presence of water. The big salt plain was once inundated completely. It appears to have been a freshwater lake at one time. I found evidence of diatoms and tiny skeletal shrimp.”
“Orion Industries really got their money’s worth.”
“I think the real prize,” said Lyle, “lies beyond in the canyon valley.”
Zaz put his pocket scope to his eye. He could just make out some of the characteristics of the plants and trees. He saw lots of blues, greens and grays. The sloping sides of the canyon walls contained a sparse type of timberline. But the trees were most peculiar. He handed the scope to Lyle with the comment: “Looks like something straight out of one of Poe’s descriptions. Look at those trees and scrubland.”
Lyle brought the scope to his eye. “You are so right, sir. Most peculiar flora!”
Galoot thudded across the sand, toting Carybell under an arm. The small girl hung there like some straw-stuffed doll. She made no move to drop to her feet, but grinned at everyone as though she’d found a new mode of transportation. 
Samantha stepped up to Galoot, after shutting the case on her portable viewer. The large man stood there, legs bowed, staring off toward the gorge and sniffing the air.
“You know,” said Samantha, “I’ll just bet you that Carybell’s legs work real good. I’ve seen her stand before. She does a pretty decent job of it. 
“Guh?” He looked down at Samantha. “I was just trying to help her. She’s little. She might fall down a lot.”
Samantha blew a blowtorch sigh. “If she doesn’t start using her legs she’s going to lose them from atrophy. Then she’ll be falling down all the time.”
“Oh, all right.” Galoot set her down.
“It’s okay, I like it,” said Carybell. She playfully fingered a necklace around her neck.
Zaz wanted to lay into both of them for wandering off but he moved in to study the object around Carybell’s neck. It was a necklace made out of what looked like tiny seashells and woven fiber. He asked her where she got it.
She pointed over her shoulder. “Out there in the dirt. It was on a broken head.”
Lyle stepped up to her, and with a hesitant hand said, “May I?”
She allowed Lyle to examine the piece, but when he fingered it too vigorously the strand broke and the shells fell to the dirt. Carybell screwed her face up, but Galoot calmed her before she threw a fit.
Lyle picked the pieces up and showed them to Paddy, who studied them carefully. 
“Oh, my,” said Paddy. “Primitive craftsmanship. Look at the holes, the weave of this grassy fiber. It is akin to Paleo-Indian artistry, a bit cruder perhaps, but shows obvious signs of intelligence.” He gave the others a quizzical look.
Whose intelligence? What kind of intelligence? Zaz gave the gorge a furtive glance then checked the trunk compartment of the six-wheeler. He pulled out the rifle he’d stowed there and slung it over his shoulder. “I want this done by the numbers, he said. “We’ll proceed straight toward the gorge in a wedge formation. I’ll ride point. We’ll take it at fifteen miles-per-hour. Watch this fan area for ruts and soft spots. Carl, keep that pistol ready to fire.”
Samantha said, “I’ve been watching the progress of one of our snoops on the viewer. It’s the one in the north, right up that gorge. It shows a stream about forty miles in, so we’re definitely going to meet up with it. I’ll need to recall all three snoops since their fuel charges are running low. There’s nothing significant to report from the other two.”
“That’s fine, Sammy. Bring them home and park them in our lap. Let’s head out.” 
They started off again – slowly this time. Small branches and dried roots cracked under the wheels. They started a slow incline. The progress slowed even more. Zaz pulled up over the top of a small bush-choked arroyo to gain higher ground. The others had to fall in behind given the narrowness of the track line. 
They reached another plateau. It was an eerie landscape to be sure. Small cactus-like plants appeared in an array of rope-like designs. They passed by a grove of gnarly mesquite, for that is what it looked like. Its spindly branches resembled bony fingers ready to grab and gouge. They rolled past some small succulents that exhibited a peculiar blue-green hue. Zaz saw tiny purple blossoms on the stalks of a stunted variety of sage. 
The six-wheeler rolled down into a steep gully, gaining the next rise. Here the lowlands rippled like a rough sea with high waves frozen in motion. Six miles farther, almost at the mouth of the gorge, the wheels splashed over the first mud puddles. It looked like the last gasp of a creek. The water source came straight down the valley floor from the north, just as Samantha had claimed. Zaz kept the six-wheeler out in front, breaking a trail for the others to follow. 
Three more miles in, they fell under the first shadow of a cliff wall. Zaz had to look up, angling his neck to see the canyon tops. The temperature gauge read 99 degrees. A drop! He felt a pronounced breeze on his forehead – not much, but it was there. The canyon acted as a funnel, producing a draft – a nice reprieve, considering where they had just come from.
Dendy turned the music off and stood up, holding on to the roll cage. She pointed to a lone tree that had a rope-like trunk which had twisted up into ornate spirals. It wasn’t the tree she pointed at, but a large bird that sat precariously on one of its limbs. It cocked his head and narrowed a quizzical eye at them. Zaz stopped the six-wheeler to study it. He saw something that looked like an enormous turkey vulture, only it was mottled brown with white spots. It had two fore claws and an extra pair of wings on its hind legs. Its tail was a large fan with multicolored streamers, like that of a peacock. 
Paddy leaned over the seat, nearly tumbling out. He gazed at the animal, trying to whistle, but his mouth was dry. “If Microraptor GUI were alive today, it is a fair bet it would look like that. He’s positively prehistoric. He resembles something straight out of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s scribblings.”
“He’s quite possibly the predecessor of archaeopteryx,” said Lyle to anyone who would listen. “This planet is in its evolutionary infancy, except for Maximus Paddymous Sidus, our giant mammalian friend. They were on a fast track compared to the rest of the fauna. The bird and the armadillo creatures seem to be the predominant sub-species so far. By present accounts it is only a microenvironment.”
Zaz drove on slowly. He was not about to enter into a paleontological debate about species and microenvironments. Sure, the news was intriguing – there was no denying they had stumbled upon some zoological mysteries – but the priority was finding fresh water and monitoring the safety of his crew. Anything that fell outside those parameters were liabilities – wasted effort. He would have time for secondary thrills after he met his safety goals. Another mystery called out for his attention – another creature that had murder on its mind and could still be lurking in the planet’s haunts.
Dendy gave him a nervous smile and patted his thigh. “I’ve got the creeps too,” she said. “I know how you feel and what you’re thinking. I just wanted you to know that you’re doing everything right, like you always have. None of us could shoulder such responsibility.”
He didn’t know whether that was an admission of guilt or a confession that she was frightened. He decided it was a little bit of both. Dendy was tough and could be oblivious to softer emotions. She wasn’t callous, though. She did have vulnerabilities and concerns. One of them was self-preservation. Fear affected the ingrained primitive response in all humans. In her case, they might truly have been the thoughts of a frightened little girl.
He gave her hand a squeeze. “Being leery of the unknown is nothing to be ashamed of. I’d rather err on the side of caution than perish with an act of foolishness. One of my old Boy Scout mottos was ‘Be Prepared.’” 
“I didn’t know you were a Boy Scout.” Dendy looked at him admirably. 
“I made Supreme Eagle with fifty-four merit badges.” 
“At least that tells me you are aware of your environment. I’m a camper and hiker myself. I went up Mt. Rainier before it blew its top.”
Zaz stole a glance at her legs. “It shows, Dendy.” Damn those legs!
“I never got to join the Girl Scouts, because we moved so often.” 
“You did eventually find Blue Peace. Three years was it?”
“Yeah, I loved it, too. It made me think about becoming a marine biologist. But I was having too much fun to go to school.”
“Hah! You’re still so damn young. I mean, you’ve got plenty of time, Dendy. Plenty of time for an education.”
“Should I order you a mobility chair now, or later? Or have you been considering Life Extend?”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound like I’m coming from an ancient perspective.”
“Yes you did and I know that it bothers you. I wasn’t thinking about it until you brought it up. You relate to me like a daughter, the way you hold my hand and give me pats. That’s okay; I’m not fazed by it. I am a woman, you know. Everybody else knows that but you.”
“I just need to catch up a little bit,” he said awkwardly.
“You go backwards in time and I’ll catch up to you. That way we can meet in the middle somewhere. How’s that?”
“Hmm.” He swung the wheel hard to avoid a large rope-like tree. He topped a rise and, looking over the dash, spied a small creek flow in a gully. It was their first evidence of running water. They were now on the left side of the gorge entrance, where he could see small boulders and rocks in the creek wash. It was hardly a puddle. He knew the source came from the north where the flow would be more intense. A water sample would be less diluted there. He hoped the six-wheeled truck wouldn’t bog down with the extra weight of the water trailer in tow. They might get in all right – getting back out would be another thing.
He steered the vehicle for a flattened area that skirted the gully. It almost looked like a trodden path the way it was mashed down and devoid of shrubbery. The others followed directly behind him, motoring along in single file. 
Paddy leaned over the front seat. “It is well worn and compacted. It looks rather like a game trail.”
Game trail? He just had to say that. Now what kind of animal would blaze a trail through this valley?
They passed by what might have been  their first alpine hardwood tree. It had the rope-like spiral twists as seen before, but it was more robust and taller. From the trunk hung spindly branches, and on their ends small twigs held fat conifer needles. The needles bore a strange blue hue. Some of the dried needles were gray and brittle. When Zaz drove directly under the low hanging branches of one specimen, Paddy and Lyle stood up and wrenched fistfuls of the twigs in their hands.
“Sit down!” said Zaz. “We can collect later. Strap yourselves back into your seats.”
Ten miles later, and still on the same path, they found great swaths of saw grass (or something like it) on the creek embankment. New varieties of trees stood out in stark contrast; some were sprouting white three-petaled flowers; other varieties held peculiar nuts and fruits. Zaz snatched a fruit from a passing tree. It resembled a very small banana in shape, only it was red with orange stripes. Some palm-like trees had nut clusters hanging in large cocoon-shaped bells. One of the four-winged Microraptors busily picked at one of the nut clusters as they passed by.
Dendy was more accurate with the identity of the shrubs and trees she saw. “That one looks like an Asian Rose Apple, and its pod fruit looks edible. See that one? It bleeds red sap just like a dragon tree.” She pointed excitedly. “You could almost call that a cork oak!”
They fell into the shadows of the gorge walls in a narrow section. A rise of overburden and slide material rose up to meet the cliff bases. Farther up they could see crags and rain gullies etched in the steep canyon walls. There were numerous fissures, cavern-like holes, and cracks in the ancient rock. Some of the mineral colors in the cliff face were striking; there were reds, browns, and oranges and a bluish lichen that grew in the darker crevasses. Zaz could see yellow-green moss encroaching on the stream stones, looking all the while like algae on a reef. It was all too much to take in – the eyes gulped, hoping to catch it all.
The rush of the creek became faster farther in. Now they could see eddies, swirls, and tiny whitewater rapids. With the rush of water came a pleasing sound like that of wind over dried leaves. The only other sound was the vehicles and their electric hum, although the hydrogen-run vehicle made a muffled pap-pap-pap-pap-pap, echoing off the steep canyon walls. The dash thermometer read 88 degrees, another noticeable drop. 
Zaz pushed the convoy another 10 miles into the interior, when he suddenly found what he was looking for. A sandy slope that led down to the stream’s edge looked accessible. It flattened out in a large, level clearing. Here the water had collected in a great pool, coffered by a natural rock and debris damn. 
He pulled around, backed the trailer down to the water’s edge and then got out. The other vehicles parked in a wide semicircle. He told Paddy and Lyle to take samples of the water, knowing they could check for toxins and acidity-alkaline levels. They could purify it if they had to. Orion’s survey said it would be safe, but he had to be sure: it looked good, flowed fast, and smelled fresh.
They unloaded their breakaway tents, setting three of them up in the middle of the sand clearing. The gently rising slope of the canyon wall began 15 yards away. The perimeter of the campsite held a cornucopia of colorful trees and vegetation. Massive sheets of sandstone and limestone boulders blocked the way to the north. It looked like the path they had taken up this way continued over the slide area. This was as far as they could take the vehicles without knowing what was on the other side.
Paddy and Lyle trudged through the sand, offering their report. 
“I give it a clean bill of health,” said Paddy, “although it is a tad alkaline and – ”
“Whoopee!” yelled Dendy, stripping out of her clothes. She poised in a crouch then shot across the sand. With a high leap, she splashed into the pool sending up a small geyser.
“And forty-two degrees,” finished Paddy, removing his yellow tam to scratch his head.
Dendy resurfaced gasping, spitting water. “Holy crap-o-moley!” She clutched her small breasts. 
“Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Carl followed her in. Samantha skipped to the water, struggling with her cooling britches. Galoot grabbed Carybell and strode to the pool. He pitched the small girl in like a rubber toy and followed, wading up to his chest. Zaz walked to the rear of the water truck and threw a four-inch line into the pool. He started the small pump, then dropped a purification cake in the bottom of the tank.
“C’mon in, Zaz,” said Dendy, splashing the water.
“I’m old and fat and I shall avert mine eyes,” he said back playfully. He spent his time between watching his crew frolic and keeping an eye on the bubble indicator on the tank, waiting for it to peg in the full position. They had other large containers packed in the vehicles they would also need to fill. They could top off and return with enough clean water to drink and bathe now that they had a source. He thought about the requirements of Dendy’s hydroponics lab. He hoped they would have a surplus, enough to keep some of the plants and vegetables alive. If they had to, he would make a special trip out here to refill for that purpose.
Zaz shut down the pump just as his crew exited the water and dressed. They popped open some portable chairs then sat down to take in the surroundings. Carl cleaned the pistol he had thrown in the sand. Carybell began making a small sandcastle. Galoot sat cross-legged like a big child, sticking small twigs in Carybell's creation. Samantha broke out her portable screen, looking for the two snoops that were due back at any minute. Dendy toweled her hair dry and gazed at herself in a small pocket mirror. And that left…
Zaz did a quick body count. “Where in the hell are those two?” His voice carried with a faint echo. “Goddamn it. I turn my back for one minute and those two Cretaceous cretins are off dinking around someplace!”
Dendy pulled him down into a chair. “Relax, Captain Zachary Crowe. Where’s Zaz, have you seen him? I thought I saw him just a few minutes ago. I think it looks pretty safe around here. I don’t think they’re in any danger.”
How ironic, he thought. She wasn’t feeling that carefree a little while ago. It must have been the water.
Samantha’s snoops appeared overhead and hovered in a small holding pattern. “There’s momma’s babies,” she cooed. “Come, come.” She urged them down with the remote. They landed next to her. She picked them up, shook them gently. “Yep, they were just about out of fuel-charge. The south snoop picked up some rolling hills and veggies like these. The ocean snoop never made it – didn’t have the range, so I called it back. Nothing out that way except more desert anyway. You can watch the playbacks, but they’re boring.”
Zaz ordered a hot meal. He hoped that the smell of the cooking would tweak the scientist’s noses enough so they would throw down their instruments and come running. He didn’t have the mind or energy to go hound dogging after those two. Hopefully, they would exhaust themselves then slither back into camp, offering apologies.
They ate in silence, not including the soothing rush of the stream. The temperature dropped another five degrees. It was a good thing they’d brought extra clothes and heavy sleeping wraps. Zaz had a feeling that, with the change in latitude, they were in for a chilly night. The drafty gorge, with its proximity to the ice-capped mountains, could put them into a deep freeze if they weren’t careful.
After finishing the meal, they filled the additional water containers then strapped them to the vehicles. They broke out their sleeping gear and spent a few moments discussing tent partners.
Zaz paced nervously in the sand. He looked at his watch again. It was 5:00 PM Sidus time. That meant the sun would be down in two hours. He gathered the crew in the sand circle, just about ready to order a search party to find the scientists, when Paddy slid down from the slope. The scientist was filthy from head to toe, his face blackened by what looked like soot.
“Where in the hell have you been?” Zaz demanded.
Paddy gulped, trying to catch his breath. “We decided to trek up the rock slide to gain the other side of the gorge. That is when we noticed a deep cleft in the cliff base. It looked unusual – not natural. We decided to investigate. We entered the cavity, or cave, if you have a mind to call it that. We found obvious signs of habitation! There are woven mats and bedding, crude stone implements, even a fire pit with bits of wood coal. But the most astonishing thing is – ” 
“Where’s Lyle?” Zaz cut him off.
“He is there now. I came back down for some more lighting. My penlight is insufficient to – ”
“Never mind about that. You didn’t ask permission to leave – you just went.” He turned to Carl. “Get a few pocket lanterns and those walking poles.” Then back to Paddy: “We’re all going with you. I want you to take me exactly to the spot where you left Lyle.”
Paddy nodded, clapping the dirt from his knees. He might have felt guilty about his unannounced departure, but the expression was lost on his face. He had another kind of gleam in his eyes – the thrill of discovery, crossed with lunacy.
Carl passed the poles out. Zaz took a mini-lantern, switched it on. As a group, they followed Paddy up the steep shale embankment. It was hard going, trying to keep their boots from sinking in the rubble. But it was easy enough to retrace the prior tracks of the scientists. Once at the top of the rise, they continued down to a path that led off toward the creek, but Paddy turned left between two huge boulders. They began a climb back up the cliff slope then stopped before a black cavernous maw. The opening was not a natural one. There were gouges and tool marks on the edges of the cave entrance. Splintered rock lay in piles on the outside of the entrance, but the path into the opening was impacted, smooth as though worn flat by the passage of something heavy.
Zaz aimed the lantern beam into the opening. He saw the figure of a man bent over near the back wall. It was Lyle, standing there engrossed with something unseen. Zaz stepped into the truck-sized opening.
The inner dimensions of the cave resembled a small cathedral. It was twenty yards wide and just as deep – a deliberately excavated hovel. The first thing Zaz stepped over was a large fire pit with a ring of stones. In its center sat a large collection of volcanic rocks piled in pyramid fashion. The fire pit was enormous – 15 feet in width. Zaz stumbled, kicking something that rolled across the cave floor. He aimed the light upon it and saw that it was a tightly woven circle of grass. Another few steps brought him standing over a second woven object. He picked it up and held it close. It resembled the crude shape of a bipedal (or human) character. A doll perhaps?
He stepped farther in, measuring his steps until he approached the spot where Lyle stood. He saw large woven mats on the floor, objects that looked like stuffed beds. A half dozen more beds lined the base of a wall a few feet away. Three planed tree trunks placed near the beds resembled tabletops. 
Lyle wiped sweat from his face. He had that same peculiar look in his eyes Paddy. 
Unbridled lunacy. 
The scientist spoke with urgent words. “Yes, yes. At first I thought I had stumbled into some type of ground-based gorilla’s nest. I was so wrong. Notice the interlocking weave – precision craftsmanship. It shows great intelligence. I see you’ve already found the toys. But look here, this is to be pondered over!”
Zaz shone the light on the back wall. Pictographs. Etchings of figures carved in the rock. The rock face itself had been dressed and polished to receive the artwork. As he played the light gently down the length of the wall he could see hundreds of symbols, figures, and representations. They were in neat rows, like a kind of Sanskrit. The hand that had wrought the images was precise, showing great organization in the pictures. The amount of time needed to complete such renderings staggered the imagination.
Lyle looked on the verge of tears as he brought a trembling hand from his pants pocket to give Zaz a seashell necklace. His words were soft: “Is there any doubt that this indeed belongs to Maximus Paddymous Sidus? I found it here on the floor. It is identical in design to the one that we found on the desert plain.” He pointed a trembling finger. “Go to the south end. You will find even more to believe in.”
Zaz shined his light across the floor then trekked to the other side of the cave. He found a profusion of crudely sculpted wood items – cups, bowls, platters, chopping and mashing implements – all of it plainly recognizable. It looked like an old medieval kitchen or scullery. He saw very clumsy etchings low on the wall, which reminded him of what a six-year-old might do to pass the time had he a collection of crayons, but little talent to use them. Then he looked back at the ball on the floor and the doll he held in his hand. 
Dendy came up behind him, gently placing her hand on his shoulder. He turned to look at her. Tears streamed down her face in the refracted light. Samantha stood next to her. She was no better off, frozen in shock. Carl, who usually had something to say at any occasion, held his tongue. The others shuffled idly around, too perplexed to touch anything. 
Zaz backed away from the wooden objects, brushing up against Paddy. He spoke to the professor softly over his shoulder. “I’m sorry I yelled at you back there. I had no idea. To think that these creatures actually possessed intelligence and might have been aware of their own deaths is just too much.”
“They were sentient beings,” Paddy said reverently. “They were fully aware of their existence and place in the universe. It shows in their renderings – they have written their history upon these walls. I have found flint cutting implements, toys, eating utensils, furniture, decorative jewelry, and other assorted items that clearly belong to an active culture. Had there been more large herbivores on this planet, I would have expected to see hides fashioned into clothing material. It seems they exploited what resources they had. It was a noble effort, considering what Georgian Sidus has to offer. Alas, no metallurgy – they had not progressed to that station. Perhaps an Iron or Bronze Age was written in their future, but they were not given the chance to experience it.”
“Can you imagine,” began Zaz, his voice a hollow ring in the expanse, “the realization that they knew what was happening to them and couldn’t defend themselves? It seems like they were so helpless. Did you find any weapons in here?”
“Not even a sharpened stick. Only mashing rocks that I suppose they used for grinding grain, nuts, fruits and other edibles. The flint cutters might have been used to cut the woven materials. They were totally in tune with their environment, using it to its maximum potential. There is no indication of coprolites within this dwelling, which presupposes they must have been hygienically conscientious and buried their waste outside. They appear to have been quite civilized.”
“They were a gentle sort, weren’t they?” asked Zaz.  But he already knew the answer to that.
“Quite so, from all indications," said Paddy. "Following along this evolutionary line, and from our own Earth history examples, it is a fair bet to say that they had some form of communication, or dumb-speak, to have acquired and maintained these organizational skills. Be it growls, whines, chirps, or snorts; they must have had some way of pronouncing their intentions – a dialogue. Rather than saying that I would have liked to have seen them, I can now say that I would have liked to have known them. Would you like to know something else?”
Paddy led Zaz back to the entrance. He pointed across the gorge to the cliff face on the opposite side. “From this vantage point you can see hundreds of excavations in the rock abutments. They are all at the base level of the cliffs. This afforded them protection from the elements, along with proximity to the watercourse and vegetation.”
Zaz could see small black dots peppering the base of the cliff side that ran down the entire length of the valley. He supposed it was the same on his side. It was the home of the troglodytes – evidence of a vast, thriving community.
“I imagine that it goes on for hundreds of miles into the side canyons and even beyond,” said Paddy. “This is the valley of the giants – the homestead of these beings.”
Lyle came up behind them with his own bit of news. “I make it out to be fourteen to sixteen individuals. Perhaps it was two families, or possibly three. But it was definitely a collaborative unit. It appears they slept three to a bed or thereabouts. There were at least four or five kids in this group.”
Zaz took out his scope and looked across the gorge again. Judging from the number of caves he could see, it certainly accounted for their vast numbers. A question nagged at him.
“Then how did they end up on the desert floor?”
 Perhaps it was a rout,” offered Paddy. “Maybe it was mass panic. In all likelihood, they were chased or herded there. It would have been much easier to have dispatched them out in the open, given that they were unarmed and unable to defend themselves.”
Paddy’s remarks brought forth images of genocide, the tactics used in the old world wars, where the conquerors gathered great crowds out into the open for the purpose of mass slaughter. What kind of entity had such callous reserve to commit mass executions on Sidus? Once again, the fear of the unknown gripped Zaz. He felt vulnerable, like a child hiding in a closet waiting for some unseen monster to open the door and spring upon him. 
Zaz had one last question: “If they ended up south, out in the desert, would it be possible that the threat came from the north, up this gorge?”
 “It is hard to assume that,” answered Paddy. “It could have been an attack from the north. Who is to say that Sidus was not populated from the south as well? There could have been numerous strike points. To think that this entire planet is loaded with Paddymous corpses is mind-boggling. The question to ask now is: how many millions, or billons, of Paddymous beings inhabited Sidus? This could be global in scale.”
Galoot drove his iron pole into the cave floor, puncturing the rock. “Them rotten sons-o-bitches. Killing these poor big folk like cattle. Well, I got something to say about that – they best not come near Galoot with designs on cuttin’ him up, I can tell you. They won’t find the slap-down on me so damn easy!”
Samantha gestured to the cave’s interior. “Something like this has to be reported to the Interplanetary Council. According to the Stockholm Treaty of 2065, any encroachment upon a semi-intelligent galactic civilization is prohibited, subject to legal punishment. What has happened here is more than an encroachment. It’s blatant evidence of planetary genocide, the likes of which has never been recorded in the annals. I am aghast at wondering if Orion Industries knew about this catastrophe and deliberately ignored the evidence. They sure knew about the graveyard out in the desert. What if it doesn’t stop there? Is it possible they knew about a global genocide and decided not to report it?”
Dendy hissed. “Those planet-grabbing pigs. It makes us accessories to the crime. Stop and think about it. We know what happened here. At the very least, we’re guilty of complacency. We’re engineering for future settlements on Sidus and hiding the evidence of a galactic felony. Who are we working for? For Orion Industries, that’s who. I don’t suppose you really know what happened to the American Indians, do you?” 
Silence.
She went on. “They were gathered up and relocated, only to starve or be shot out of sport, or hanged. The American natives were nearly driven to extinction, and you can liken their case to what has happened here. Only this is more monstrous. Do any of you know why I’m called Tiny Dancer? It is my heritage – my Indian name. I am half Sioux on my mother’s side, and yes, we did all the fighting and dying for our freedom.”
Dendy burst into tears and turned away. Zaz tried to console her but she slapped his hands away. “Leave me alone!” she cried. Samantha went to her side and held her. Dendy had now put a cultural face and lifestyle to the skeletons, tripping an emotional overload within her. Realization hit the others with the same hammer blow. 
“Carl,” Zaz said, “thoughts?”
Carl swept his hair back over his head. “Well, the way I see it, the Orion probe sent a light-speed message back to them. Now if this happened less than fourteen years ago, how would they have known about this big war or fight? It could be they are as dumb as we are. I say their probes picked up on the aftermath – all those bones. So…” He took a large breath. “We signed on to do a job, right? We’ve got maybe less than a year on this dirt ball before we get relieved or get some visitors. Now what the hell are we going to do besides work? Are you thinking about camping out there in the desert, waving a protest sign and cussin’ about corporate planet grabbing and whatnot? Or are you planning to get busy and leave all of this behind us for the sake of our sanity? This shit will eat us up, man. I don’t want to walk off this planet in a straight jacket. I think we can handle whatever comes at us. As long as it comes head-on, giving me a chance to defend myself.”
“With what, sir?” asked Lyle. “We have no weapons, besides a few antique relics and some long poles.”
“I wouldn’t say that,” said Carl. “You’re looking at the doctor of pyrotechnics of this company. I’ve got enough C-5 and C-6 to make a smokin’ black hole out of half this planet. Do you even think I’d let anything happen to us if I knew some barbarian menace was going to overrun us?”
“There he goes again,” said Samantha. “His answer to everything is to fire a bomb off, because that solves everything. You only have so many fingers, Carl. What happens when you run out of those? Who is going to light your firecrackers for you?”
Carl stiffened. “That’s a damn cheap shot coming from you, Ms. Dog-faced girl, who can’t even count up the facts of what’s going on here. I suppose you’ll just swing those big boobs of yours and we’ll all stand behind you for protection.”
“My breasts never seemed to bother you before.”
“Shaddap!” shouted Zaz. “Carl has a point. We didn’t ask for this. So maybe we’re accessories after the fact – we’re guilty on that count. Dwelling on this is not going to solve the issues at hand. It’s too late for that. We’ll have to deal with some unknown force if it comes our way. We’re forewarned, so we’ll be prepared. I don’t exactly know how yet, but we’ve got some great minds here to figure it out. For now, let’s get out of this place.”
Dendy turned on the group. “It’s against Galactic law. We have no right!”
“And who’s going to enforce the law out here?” demanded Carl. “I claim ignorance.”
“Ignorance is bliss,” said Dendy.
They exited the cave and headed back. Though Zaz was grateful the scientists had discovered the cave with everything that it revealed about the recent occupants, he now had to question the ethics of his job assignment and all the dirty corporate slime that went with it.
As they gained the rise of the slide and hiked down toward camp, the sunlight faded, eaten up by the shadows. With the darkness came another chill to add to the one they already had. They passed close to a Microraptor that sat on a long branch. The bird squawked then excreted a bubbly stream of guano on a flat rock. 
That’s exactly how I feel about it. Everything is going that way right now.
High in a rock chasm, two enormous eyes followed the downward descent of the humans until they were lost to sight. The scent the tiny things gave off was something different and foreign. It was not a disgusting or terrifying odor, but then again, it was not very pleasant either.

