1) Presentation 1
“Both actual and virtual I am here depicted in a college lecture hall, student seats rising before me. The students, both actual and virtual, sit or sprawl in various degrees of attention.

This day I am actual. As are – let me count – five of the students.

I can only surmise the actual listening presence of the five by the – just about discernible – increased density of their appearance. Hello.

Not that their being here or not matters. A matter of preference.

I could deliver this lecture as easily from my home study. I prefer though – some colleagues view it as an eccentricity, which is no bad thing for any academic – to come to the actual lecture theatre.

“Doubt the students are any the wiser,” the Dean had looked me – virtually – up and down. But then he is a cost-cutting proponent of the synthetic.

I can give all sorts of reasons for my coming here. Some of them just about educationally / eccentrically valid. Why I actually come is for the actual walk through the actual college grounds.

Although out-of-doors exercise is supposedly good for one's well-being, there is unfortunately an irritable edge to these walks through the college grounds. The uniform green and grass height of all the lawns for instance, the grass blades kept that height by the robot mowers.

In these lawns, pre-robot days, according to the season there used to be crocii and narcissi. Now those heralds of warmer days don't get a chance. Soon as they sprout they are mown flat.

So I try not to dwell on the carpet-like lawns. I raise my eyes to the trees. The trees are a Dean-battle won.

He had his lumber robots lopping every tree to its desired text-book shape. Such uniformity however does not exist in the natural world. No matter the tree's genus the soil in which it has grown, where it grows, what is growing near it, the amount of light and the quality of the nutrient it requires, all will affect its character. And character, I suspect, is what our Dean is lacking.

The unshaped trees now own their own individual character.

The trees are a battle won; and not due solely to my campaigning efforts. The expense allied to the unpredictability of the robot tree-loppers, their over-rigorous and unseasonable branch-cutting having killed one tree and reduced another to its trunk, had more than one faculty member aghast.

Regardless of the weather – because even rain can be stimulating, its patterns enclosing one, silver drops glowing along and under gleaming black twigs – I will arrive refreshed at the rostrum, take my place inside virtual me, my arrival having stimulated the activation of the students both virtual and this day the five actual; with those not attending fading away.

Always a few gaps this early in the course, student confusion over where to go, what's important to do, to be seen to do.

My semi-jocular preamble over I look slowly from the bottom to the top tier, and I begin...

“This is an evidence-based presentation, everything recorded, so no need to take notes...”

*

“I say evidence as if that evidence is hard and fast fact. Most however is based on questionable testimony and archaeological assumptions.

The testimony is questionable because it has been decoded from solely digital sources into a supposed language which has been translated into one of ours. Leaving us with valid doubts over accurate nomenclature as well as appropriate syntactical delivery. How much meaning may have been lost we can only surmise. Likewise how our own view of the cosmos may have revalued the intention of its original authors.

First though let us look back at what members of our own academy believe they have found.

There is currently – here or elsewhere as far as I am aware – no dispute over The Rampage.

That rampage took place throughout a group of star systems on the ragged edge of this galaxy. Within The Rampage planets, moons and asteroids were scoured of their mineral wealth. Why and who by used to be a matter of speculation. With the discovery of the anomalous planet however that early, and often fantastical, speculation came to a halt.

In itself that discovery was insufficient to explain all.

The planet is anomalous because, that deep within The Rampage, its mineral wealth is still largely intact.

By the time the planet was discovered by us its sun had collapsed, its atmosphere lost, its seas dried. There did remain however ample evidence of life having been. Remains of both plant and animal life. On what would have been the sea bed were fossilised skeletons of gigantic creatures. And on what would have been land, and is now mostly soft layers of dust, under that dust are the equally fossilised/mummified remains of vegetation.

Why was this one planet within The Rampage virtually untouched?

In attempting to answer this we have to tread carefully because within The Rampage there is one other planet also not wholly scraped clean of mineral worth. Not however untouched.

On this other plant, or so the archaeological evidence suggests, and its being newly formed not having had large mineral deposits, it looks to have been landscaped to facilitate agriculture. Evidence also points to, in accordance with The Rampage's exploitation, its every single crop having been unsustainable. Now all is dust and levelled rock.

But let us return to the anomalous planet.

Unprotected now by any atmosphere, meteors have recently damaged its surface. Planetary scans though, and subsequent planet-based scraping, have discovered long tracks where ground looks to have been prepared prior to what would have been its mineral excavation. Similar enough to those exploratory tracks on those planets within The Rampage where the planets did end up being fully exploited.

So why on the anomaly, and why that far within The Rampage, was this one planet left unexcavated? No sign of mass agriculture having been. An untouched wealth of minerals remain. And it's not as if the planet is on the outer edge of The Rampage, where the rampagers were running out of options.

All was a mystery. Why did The Rampagers stop? Why the anomalous planet? It was long believed that if we could solve the riddle of its anomaly we could explain The Rampage entire.

And all would have remained long under the heading of Mystery if an inert craft on a massive elliptical orbit had not hoved into comet-like view close by the anomaly. Captured, brought hither, at our leisure we have delved into this comet-like craft's digital records.

Although, and given their many potential interpretations, we must use the term 'record' lightly.”

*

“With this mass of material from the comet-craft, once decoded, translated, interpreted, one might assume that we had arrived at Fact. There must be however, and there will always remain, Doubt.

The comet-like craft, all its internal machinery, was built by a species who called themselves Human. Retrieved electronic records, some visual, show their categorising techniques for The Rampage. These techniques largely corroborate all of the archaeological evidence within The Rampage.

I should point out here though, and aeons before discovery of the anomalous planet, that another craft had been found drifting away from the edge of The Rampage.

This craft had sustained damage that could only have been caused by weaponry of some kind. Inside it had two undamaged cryogenic chambers, which had unfortunately contained only liquefied remains. These now dried remains however have since been positively identified as human.

A few desultory attempts back then, mostly half-hearted student projects, had been made to bring to life the craft's damaged workings. For most of that time though the battered craft was left alone as a museum piece, and as often as not kept out of public sight. Was but another of space's many curiosities.

Until that is the craft-become-comet hoved into view. The two craft were remarkably alike. And with the comet-craft's working soon found to be restorable, the warfare-damaged-craft was brought out of storage. The machine languages, digital too, were alike.

As to the creatures within...

Although the exterior of the comet-craft displayed little damage, loose objects inside had been flung about during its millennial orbits. Consequence being no identifiable skeletons, only dust.

While within the war-damaged craft all that had remained of its inhabitants had been a syrupy mess. The size of the cryogenic chambers had, we belatedly decided, been designed for human shapes and length.

These relics of what we had first supposed a bygone civilisation we soon found were from a species not the least civilised, but were artefacts of the Rampagers.

The machine records from the two craft leave us with three testimonies to bring together – that from the archaeological remains on the anomalous planet, the records from the comet-craft, along with the little that could be retrieved and pieced together from the war-damaged craft.

Here it behoves me to urge Caution.

Not only can timeline information become easily muddled, but the machine and digital code created by a species, by an intelligence with a language, a whole value system different to ours, once decoded into our language will not, even if seemingly intelligible, carry the same meanings. Even if, as has been done here, the machine codes have been un-encrypted into that human language first before being translated into all of ours.

Also important to bear in mind that this was not the only human language. Albeit the one that came to dominate betwixt space Company and Corporation.

There must always remain, for all of us, Doubt.

For instance, according to the translations, the inhabitants of the anomaly apparently called themselves We or Us; and they used the possessive Our.

Further caution: those creatures who made up the Us will not be replicas of creatures to be found on your home planet. Nor upon any other planet you may have visited. For ease of clarification the translators have chosen a close equivalence to those biologically active upon most planets. You will have to guess at their approximation, imagine size and genus from context. Like but unlike.

So far so straightforward.

Almost.

As the space-hounds among you are probably aware, since the discovery of the comet-craft more human debris, more damaged craft and, in some cases, sections of craft have been encountered and categorised. All of this recently discovered wreckage has allowed us to build a more detailed picture of the rampaging hominids and to theorise on what may have driven them.

Consensus among academics seems to be that what drove these humans was a strange rationale, best described as sentimentality mixed with an urge to brutality.

Humans though are not our story. They are not even the story-makers. That belongs to the one-time inhabitants of the anomaly.

Let me be clear. There were no humans, no hominids even, on that anomalous planet. It was  however some inhabitants of the anomalous planet who took over the comet-craft; and it was they who left on the craft their own electronic tale. Not in their own language, but in that of the humans.

Sorry. So easy to get out of order with so many players, so many explanations required.

I should have said before that humans were bipeds like us. There, thankfully, the similarity ends. Although humans were, like us, originally colony-dwelling. Theirs though were not in self-regulating colonies like ours. In theirs, among theirs, as on their original planet, an exploitive and self-centred mindset looks to have become dominant. Hence The Rampage.

We bipeds have, like the rampaging humans, formalised sound into language. With that grouping of sounds came a similar syntax. You may subsequently find it emotionally easier to identify with the biped humans. Dangerous to do so though.

The We took great pains to call the record they made their 'history.'

Their referring to themselves as We however made it one strange document. Throughout the narrators call themselves the first person plural. Hence the book's title, We Us Our, given possibly in ironic exasperation by the first translators, 

Aware that they may be addressing creatures unlike themselves, and having so recently encountered humans, within We Us Our they attempt to explain their collective being, how it functions, how – through their own legends – this planetary intelligence came to be.”

*

The bank of screens at the rear of the rostrum are brought to life.

*

“We Us Our will be voiced and simultaneously shown in text. While I sincerely hope that it is credible, it is nonetheless one creative interpretation. I will add guidance throughout.

Let us begin however, not with We Us Our, but with the digitised sounds reconstructed, the rescued dialogue repaired and reimagined from the war-damaged craft. Connections should become clear as we proceed.”

