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CHAPTER ONE

Journey into the Unknown
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Three, two, one, and the ship dropped out of warp. The Starship Unity had just arrived in the Wolf 1069 system as the first visitors to an Earth like planet.

“Welcome to the Wolf 1069 system. Any threats detected?” asked the captain.

“No threats detected, Captain, “replied the ships AI.

“Thank you, Mr Spock. Please update the log with the ship’s status and details of our arrival?” Has contact been made with the probes?” 

“Log updated and both probes are currently transferring their data to our archives.”

“Thank you.” Turning to the crew, “Everyone go get refreshments and meet in the conference room in fifteen minutes? Mr Spock you have the conn?” 

The crew left the bridge and headed to the canteen for a hot drink and sandwiches before heading to the conference room. The conference room had a U-shaped table with a big screen on the wall and a holoprojector in the middle of the table. Each member of staff had their own place at the table with a computer set up for their area of expertise. From here they could access their departmental areas and if needed even run the ship.

––––––––
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Reconvening the Captain started the proceedings, “Mr Spock, make the required flight adjustments to arrive in high orbit over the planet terminator at 9 am in two days’ time?”

“Course and speed adjusted. The flight plan is in on your screen, Captain?”

“Thank you. Ladies and gentlemen welcome to Wolf 1069?” said the captain with smile. “I shall now hand over to Professor Foster. Amy the mission is now yours?”

“Thank you, Peter. The plan for the next couple of days is to review the probe sensor data and amend testing protocols if needed. We will continue to start with the basics and work our way forward from the data obtained. There should not be any preconceptions of what we will find on the planet. Everyone will set up and do their own testing protocols and nightly we will all meet up and review the days findings and what the data shows. From this meeting the next days activities will be discussed and agreed. Any questions?” said Amy.

There was a chorus of No’s and shaking heads from assembled crew.

“Good. Shall we get a summary of the data?” said an excited Amy looking at the smiling audience.

“Mr Spock, could put the holoprojection of the planet up and a summary of findings on the main screen please.”

A four-foot rotating planet appeared between the arms of the table and the big screen lit up and data appeared on screen. Everyone was mesmerised by the projection and was amazed at the topography.

“Look at that, volcanoes and they seem to be in lines. Plate tectonics looks possible,” said Amy.

The Biomedical Scientist, Alexander (Sandy) Stewart asked, “I have to ask, any signs of life either on the surface or from the chemical scans, Mr Spock?”

“No signs of life on the surface nor were chemical markers detected that we associate with life. There is liquid and solid water on the surface,” replied Mr Spock.

“Could the atmospheric conditions and temperature ranges for the light and dark side be sent to my computer please,” asked Sandy.

“I have sent the required data and included the chemicals detected in the air.”

The crew spent the rest of the day reviewing data and discussing their first thoughts and of any potential findings. 

After breakfast, the crew assembled in the conference room and Amy started the meeting.

“Morning, everyone. As we have all seen there has been an update. Regardless of this we will continue as planned while reviewing the latest information and adding new testing protocols to the list. Today I think it should be the priority to evaluate a probe and dropship in the atmosphere to gather data before landing a ship as a base. The probe is to be tasked to do a grid search chemical scan of the area around the terminator and the proposed landing site. Anyone have anything to add?” asked Amy.

Noone had anything to add. “Thank you everyone.”, and the crew headed to their departments to start work.

Back in the laboratory he started to note the information they had been able to glean so far from the probe data. They now know that the planet has a weak magnetic field and an atmosphere. The atmosphere was found to be Nitrogen (80%), Oxygen (15%), CO2 (4%) with a mixture of gases making up the final 1%. Due to the temperature differences between the day and night sides there is regular storms with high winds driven by the planetary temperature gradient. Temperatures ranged from sub zero to about 20 degrees centigrade so the best location to set up camp would be near the terminator. From this there may be the possibility of life based on DNA but being tidal locked may make it difficult to find due the temperature extremes. The terminator would have the best chance of finding DNA or even the molecules that may be a precursor for DNA.
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CHAPTER TWO

Pre-Mission
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After decades of scientific discoveries, it was now possible to build a warp drive spaceship. The discovery of warp drive, fusion power, shield technology and artificial gravity triggered the advances in space travel. After years of probe designs and testing resulting that resulted in many failed attempts, the development of a working Warp One ship was completed.

The first Warp One drive probe was sent to Pluto. As it was a five and half hour fight, the trial was to jump to Pluto and to do detailed scans of the planetoid before returning to Earth. 

This twenty-four-hour mission had the following aims: - 


	To prove the engines could perform the two specified jumps.

	Confirm the ship hull can keep integrity during Warp One travel.

	Find the accuracy of the navigation.

	Functionality of the shields

	To evaluate the cameras and scientific equipment for orbital observations.

	To assess the controlling AI to conduct the mission tasks









The probe returned as programmed and the AI transferred the data to the relevant departments. An engineering team scanned the hull and checked all the equipment for any damage. After being given a clean bill of health this mission was repeated another four times. With the success of this mission and the successful completion of the aims, a new mission was commissioned. This new mission had the same aims but this time the target planet was Farfarout, eighteen hours away at Warp One. This mission was also a twenty-four-hour mission in orbit of the planet to perform scientific experiments. 

Once all the tests had been completed there was a period of review of the data and to redesign the probe and to design and build a starship. The probes were designed to have a standard design that would have interchangeable bodies. These modules were designed for specific functions such as orbital communications, planet observation with scanning capability and scientific analyses. 

Further testing was performed by sending the probes further and on more repeated trips to figure out how the hull and engines hold up and to catalogue any faults or damage incurred. The scientific teams were creating the modules to perform orbital observations. As testing progressed probes were developed to enter the atmosphere and either fly or to land on the surface.

As part of the testing of the scientific probes, a series of probes were sent to the moons of Saturn and Jupiter. The target list was made up of moons that had been suspected of subsurface lakes or in the case of Titan, lakes of Methane.


	Enceladus (Saturn).

	Titan (Saturn).

	Europa (Jupiter).

	Callisto (Jupiter).

	Ganymede (Jupiter)



The scientific equipment created was used to analyse the atmosphere to find its composition and weather conditions. The probes that were designed to land on the surface had various modules to measure everything from soil and rock composition to analysers to look for the signs of life, weather and seismic activity.

The starship was based on larger versions of these modules and would have the various functions that would be needed to complete the mission.

The following modules were available for upcoming missions: -


	Command module.

	Warp engines and engineering.

	AI and computing.

	Crew quarters and spaces.

	Storage – Food, human and ship supplies.

	Hydroponics.

	Science – Standard design but would be equipped with mission specific equipment.

	Medical.

	Probe and lander hangers.



As the ship was modular, it could be made to order and once the ship was constructed, modules could be detached and replaced. The design of the basic module was such that the left side mirrored the right side. All the pipes, cables and connections were duplicated to provide redundancy in case of failure or for maintenance.

Research continued at a pace and by the time starship was due to be built Warp Four engines had been developed. With the later testing and data review being completed Earths first interstellar starship would be Warp Four and the planned mission was to go to Wolf 1069b.

The starship was made up of one command module and a mix of another 29 modules. The starship was designed as three ships end to end by having three modules for everything scattered along the length of the ship there was redundancy if a module was irreversibly damaged. This would allow the mission to continue without loss of capability, and the module can be ejected and the ship reassembled. The mission had potentially two parts, the first being the scientific observation of the planet from orbit. 

Secondly, from the data obtained and if the mission commander agrees with the findings, to land a modified starship on the planet surface as a base for exploration and sample collection.

The choice of the crew was only open to couples, and they had to have different areas of expertise. The psychologist’s had recommended that having someone to come home to at the end of the day would improve crew moral and wellbeing. They didn’t want the couples to work together and be in each other’s company all day as that would cause friction over time. The crew was to be made up of seven couples and five AIs. 

The crew had been in training for the first ever mission to an Earth like planet while the starships were being built. The destination was to be Wolf 1069b and the trip was to take about a year. Once they had created the first complete ship the AI was installed and the crew assumed their posts onboard. As the ship’s AI had the annoying habit of giving numbers to at least three decimal places, the captain, a fan of old Sci Fi programme named the ship’s AI Mr Spock.

The shakedown cruise was to be used as part of the crew training for the mission. Although the were to be based on earth, they would fly into orbit daily for training and setting up the ship. This was good for family life and to give non-pilots the chance to fly drop ships from the surface up to the ship in orbit. All the crew were trained to do this in case the qualified pilots were injured. The flight systems were made as simple as possible, and the return information was already available prior to leaving the ship. 
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CHAPTER THREE

Wolf 1069b
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The day had arrived when they would be in orbit of the planet and the entire crew was up early and having breakfast. Sandy was sitting with Donna chatting about the up coming day when he picked up the honey to add to his porridge. Staring at the bottle he could feel that it was trying to tell him something. Honey, why honey. Then it came to him, bee’s.

“Mr Spock, the scans of the planet were they just for visible and infrared?” he asked.

“The representation that was displayed was for those wavelengths as per protocol.”

Getting a little more excited Sandy asked the question he hoped may give more answers, “The data we have in the archive, can you display the dark side data for the ultraviolet range?”

“I have completed the task.”

“From the data was anything detected and if so, can you display it on the wall screen please.”

The wall screen changed and a picture of the dark side appeared and there UV hotspots and what appeared to be UV tracks. There was the sound of people looking and turning and looking at the wall screen. 

Before anyone could speak Sandy said, “What is that. Mr Spock can you give me topographic detail, chemical composition for the hot spot areas and a potential landing site near a terminator hotspot?”

The screen changed and data appeared along side the image with an area highlighted as a possible landing zone. The area was high in silicates but was that significant. Scanning the topography the UV areas they were not confined to a particular type of terrain. Looking over to Amy, “Any ideas?”

Shaking her head, “What made you think of doing a UV scan?”

Lifting the honey jar, “Bee’s. They can see in the UV part of the spectrum.”

“Well, our first day has just got a lot more exciting and new discoveries await.” replied Amy with an air of excitement. 

The crew left to go back to their departments. Sandy and Amy went to the lab to try and get an answer to the UV hotspots; something must be causing this. Calling up the topographical map on a split screen. One side had the map with the infrared scan data and the other with the UV scan data. The comparison was needed to see if there was a geological cause like a hydrothermal vent but there was nothing visible. Obvious options were either the scans or background radiation were the cause OR it was bioluminescence. 

Unfortunately, they would need samples to compare against the scans, the type of radiation and to perform a search for life/DNA. Amy had asked that the probe going into the atmosphere to scan the hotspot area to see if there is any reaction.

The rest of the day they worked together to come up with possible tests to add to the list that could be used to give a result that may clarify the situation.

At lunch Sandy told Donna what they had done so far and explained that the UV hotspots should not exist. There was no obvious cause for the UV emission, and the pattern was not consistent across the dark side. 

“What would be a cause of UV emissions on Earth,” asked Donna.

Putting down his fork and looked her in the eye, “Life, on land or in the water.”

Her fork stopped halfway to her mouth, “You are joking,” sounding stunned at the revelation.

Shaking his head, “Unfortunately no. That’s why this is so confusing as there is no sign of life that we can see. It is just a large rock with ice and water. All we can do is rule out things like scans or radiation being the cause, but we need samples to analyse in the lab. Until we can get to the surface, we are not going to get any information to clear this enigma up.”

Thinking about what he said, she replied, “There hasn’t been any unusual radiation spikes or things like solar storms during the past few weeks. Is it likely that our scans could cause this phenomenon?

“Personally, I doubt it as the scans were from orbit, they wouldn’t be strong enough, but it is a guess as it’s not my line of work. To give you an idea of how eyes work.” Moving to the centre of the table Sandy picked up an orange. “Quick science lesson, light hits this orange and it absorbs all the colours except one that gets reflected that you see. That is why you see orange.”

“Okay, I remember that from school days. So why is this a mystery with the UV then,” Donna asked.

“You see orange because the orange wavelengths or light is reflected which is what you see. If there is no light on the dark side, WHAT is the source of the reflected UV.”

Sandy could see the penny had dropped, “You see it now?”

Donna nodded and was trying to think of an answer, “I can see why it is a mystery now.”

“This is going to be very interesting and infuriating at the same time, but I can’t wait to see where the data takes us,” said Sandy with a smile.

“I have plotted the course for the probe doing the atmospheric grid search. It will be near the terminator so we can get samples and probe data from the day and night sides of the planet,” said Donna.

“How big a grid search?”

“A hundred by a hundred miles split equally across the terminator.”

Nodding, “That sounds good and will give us a chance to see what the extreme temperatures have done to the chemistry, which may help point to the best place to look for signs of life,” said Sandy.

“The probes will be finished the search shortly and they will continue to watch the target area in a geostationary orbit. The drop ship test will be done this afternoon and if that is successful the possibility to land a ship on the surface next.”

“There is no hurry. Better to make sure it is safe first before taking the ship down and it will take a review of the data to select the landing site so we can do the required tests and to try and solve the UV mystery.”

“The captain was speaking about a week or so before we even consider landing the ship, but he may allow a drop ship with a crew to collect samples,” said Donna.

Finishing lunch, they both went back to their departments to review the new data coming in from the grid search. Sandy had asked for the live picture of the target area to constantly be on the wall screen. He was fascinated with the image and scanning it to see if there was anything that could give a clue to the source of energy producing the UV light. There was nothing no heat source, no volcanic activity and no earthquakes. If this was earth, you could have colonies of wildlife producing bioluminescence, but the size needed to produce the size of the hot spots and the cold temperatures would make that unlikely. It doesn’t make any sense. 

There isn’t any point wasting time on this until they had sample data to work with. He spent the afternoon checking his field kits and equipment for the surface operations. 

The rest of the crew were checking their equipment for surface operations as well. The ‘proper’ astronauts were checking the drop ships and the E.V.A. suits to ensure they were ready for use. Over the next week they all spent the time preparing the ship for landing on the surface if it is approved.

The previous nine days passed quickly with the ship preparations and the science and medical staff reviewing the data from the probes and from the atmospheric tests. During supper they discussed the results and the Captain and Amy as the mission commander agreed that the ship could be landed safely on the surface. In terms of safety the AI’s would also pilot a couple of drop ship’s to the surface which will land on the ship’s roof once it has landed on the surface. These drop ships would be the taxi’s and lifeboats to get back into orbit at the end of the mission. The captain had decided to take the ship down to the planet surface after breakfast tomorrow. They had film night after supper to relax before bedtime and being the captains choice, he introduced the crew to Star Trek the original series. 
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Planet surface
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After breakfast, the crew made their way to the bridge. There was an air of excitement at being on the surface of a new planet and going out for a walk on the surface. Confirming all was secure and ready for entry into the atmosphere.

“Every one ready,” asked the captain.

The crew nodded in response.

“Okay. Pilot, detach ship and begin entry into the atmosphere.”

They felt a thump through the deck plates and saw movement on the view screen. The ship was on its way towards the planet. Passage through space was normal until the ship hit the atmosphere and vibrations could be felt. The main screen was filled with burning plasma. Once the ship got lower into the atmosphere with the thicker air allowed for a smoother flight allowing the crew to enjoy the reminder of the trip. The landing was smooth and everyone started breathing again. 

“Mr Spock, all external lights on and show the video feed on the main screen, please?” asked the captain.

The crew sat in awe of the view on the screen; they couldn’t wait to get out for a walk. After going for refreshments, they got suited up in their EVA suits and got seated in their powered buggy. The buggy was a quadbike built around the astronaut and their pack. 

It had a power and air unit on the back with a container on the front for their equipment. The hanger door opened and the crew moved forward to the ramp and stopped. 

Savouring the view, they were all thinking how starkly beautiful the vista was. They moved off in teams of four to the three areas for sampling. One team stayed in the dark side, one to the terminator and the final team went into the day side. The sample collection protocol was the same for each area so there would be comparability when comparing the data. The final two crew members were taking samples around the ship and acting as the rescue team.

After a very enjoyable but tiring day the crew returned to the ship. Once the equipment had been serviced and the samples were taken to the storage facilities in the labs. It was time to go for a long shower and a celebratory supper. The crew were in a jubilant mood and in high spirits. It had been a long year, and they were all glad that they had made it here and they could get stuck into their work. 

After breakfast, the medical and science teams were eager to get started analysing the collected samples. Sandy’s first task was to do the Sedimentary ancient DNA (Seda DNA) tests on samples taken from the three areas. After preparing the samples to was time to start the testing. This was going to take time to complete. 

While these tests were running, he started looking for compounds that are common for life. Looking for compounds like ammonia or amino acids in the water, ice and soil samples. From these test results it may show if there are precursors for life. 

He was impatient to get the first set of results, and he was betting on the terminator samples being the most likely to provide a positive result.

The first Seda DNA sample results were ready and no DNA was detected. He had completed the search for compounds from the all the samples and nothing. There were sulphur and silicone with metal oxides. No carbon-based chemistry was detected, which was unwelcome news as this result supports the negative DNA test. The rest of the Seda DNA tests were also negative. 

At the evening meeting Sandy updated the group with his findings, which didn’t go down well with the group. 

“This is not a failure. This will help refine our model of where we could find life, but it doesn’t make it any less disappointing,” said Sandy.

“Do you have a theory as to why there is no life here,” asked Peter.

Thinking about it for a second, “Well, it could be due to the high radiation levels during the planet’s early life or not enough UV to start the chemistry to form DNA. It could be simpler than that by not having the required elements available to make DNA. I didn’t find anything in the chemical analysis that would suggest that there was anything here to make DNA. 

There is considerable amount of sulphur and silicone though. To be honest I wasn’t expecting to find anything of significance on the dark side due to the UV emissions as UV denatures DNA and is used to sterilise. If the same UV source was to be found on the day side, we would have the same result. The terminator zone was where I was hoping to maybe find something of significance.”

The disappointment was palpable; there wasn’t going to be any native life to be found here. 

Donna was the first to ask, “So looking for signs of life here is a waste of time.”

“No, we can only start with what we know from Earth. Doing the basics first has given us data to work with. Now we move to other places where life maybe found. For example, near sources of heat, geothermal or volcanic. If it’s like Earth, we may find bacteria or small organisms.”

Amy took over the conversation and asked each department to give an update of the days work and any theories they may have. She did have a piece of information that was extremely useful. Confirmation of tectonics and it appears from the fault lines that we have two areas of the UV hotspots. The main area is around the terminator probably due to the temperature gradient and being near volcanic activity. Due to the movement of the plates at the fault lines has moved UV areas away from the terminator deeper into the dark side, which may explain the differences in UV intensity.

This helped show areas to investigate next and would now be the priority for sample collection. 

The next morning Sandy was sitting in his laboratory looking at the big screen which was showing a magnified live image of the area around the ship. Amazed at what he was looking at while sipping his coffee. Looking at the zone of UV around the ship, he noticed there was no variation in intensity. That’s strange, he thought. 

Speaking to the medical AI named after Marie Curie, “Marie, that image on my screen. Is it possible to add the temperatures moving from the ship radiating out to the edge of the UV plume?”

“Certainly, I have magnified it and put the temperatures every ten metres from the ship.”

“Thank you.” Looking at the temperatures are all the same. Speaking aloud, “That makes no sense. There should be a temperature gradient. Marie, can you replay the footage from the time the ship landed to the present time. Can you run at five times speed and use assorted colours for every five degrees in temperature difference?”

The image changed and he could see that the heat from the landing engines radiating into the surrounding ground. What surprised him was the fact that as it radiated outwards you could see the increase in UV emissions but there was no temperature gradient. 

“Marie, stop the playback and go back to when the surrounding ground started moving the heat outwards and replay again?” asked Sandy.

The details were the same, so he didn’t imagine it.

“Marie, can you confirm that there is no temperature gradient as the heat moved outwards from the ship landing?”

“There was no temperature gradient as it moved outwards, it was a constant twenty-three degrees as moved across the surface. To answer your next question the ground resisted entropy for approximately 36 hours before fading.”

“What? That is not natural if there is no heat source to support temperature and there should be a temperature gradient getting cooler further you get from the heat source.”

Sandy asked, “Marie can you produce a summary of this with temperatures, distance from the ship the heat moved and the times for temperature maintenance to go with a copy of the video section of the record please?” and he left to go and find Amy to give her an update.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The Enigma

––––––––
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At the evening meeting they were going through the departmental findings for the day and then it was Sandy’s turn.

He asked Marie to bring up the footage and asked her to play it. 

“As you can see from the footage the landing jets heated up the surrounding ground but from the data we have an enigma. There are currently three mysteries we must investigate. Firstly, as you saw there was no temperature gradient as the heat dissipated outwards. It kept a constant twenty-three degrees as it moved outwards. This is not natural as the temperature should drop the further from the heat source you get. Secondly, the temperature was kept for about 36 hours before gradually cooling. This not natural as entropy would reduce the temperature if there were no heat source to keep the temperature stable. And thirdly, what is causing this effect?” He could see that everyone was surprised at this revelation.

Amy replied with, “It could be an effect of the local geology, but I don’t know of any geology on Earth that can perform these feats. We are going to have to go out and take samples from near the ship and move outwards until we get past the affected area. Hopefully, this will give an answer to this question.”

“Just to be clear. There is no external heat source on the planet, space or due to the weather?” asked the captain.

“No captain. I have reviewed all the data available from the probes before the landing and since we landed on the surface. The only heat source detected was from the ship landing,” replied Marie predicting the follow up questions.

“Anybody have any idea what is going on here?” asked the captain.

Surveying the blank faces of the crew in the stunned silence. 

Sandy could only think of one thing that could cause this, but the data has proved that could not be possible. He wasn’t going to mention his thought in public until they had something to back it up.

The crew spent the rest of the evening thinking of possible things that could have caused this effect, no matter how outlandish. The pilot had a promising idea to try. He wondered if the external lights had an effect, so the captain ordered all the external lights to be switched off. The engineer wondered if the energy release from the ships mass compressing the ground on landing had any effect. 

It was fine to try and explain the source of energy for the UV hotspots, but it doesn’t address the anomalies. With the discussion going around Sandy decided it was time to raise the idea that had been in his head.

“I may have a possible solution to the anomalies based on known science and from the data we have collected here.”

The entire crew turned to him, but it was Amy who asked the question of everyone’s lips, “You do. What do you think is going on here?”

Looking her in the eye, “It’s a life form.”
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CHAPTER SIX
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The Explanation

The room was in hushed silence and the thirteen voices started talking at once.

“ENOUGH! Everyone SHUT UP! Shouted Sandy.

Once the talking died down, “Right let’s start this again from the beginning.”

Sandy ran through the data that they already available from the probes and the samples.

“We have already proved from the samples collected that there are NO DNA or DNA precursors detected in any of the samples. That was to be expected due to the presence of the UV light as it denatures DNA and due to the biochemistry, which have been detected so far. As Amy and I have said the geology isn’t acting like geology should nor is it following physics. Therefore, it must be something else that is causing the observed effects.”

After taking a sip coffee continued, “So what do we actually know about what is happening here.” And started making a list.


	The main element found on the planet surface is Silicone. A lifeform that uses Silicone instead of Carbon has been theorised for decades. 

	Silicone based compounds HAVE been detected all over the planet surface. An organism utilising Silicone would be expected due to its availability on the surface.

	The use of UV would be a possible source of energy to power the organism especially considering the conditions in this solar system. This could show ‘adaption to the environment’.

	In animals, like humans, keep a constant body temperature. This could be what we have seen due to the absorption of the energy released by the ship landing, heat and pressure. The energy from our scans and lights could be ‘topping up’ the organism/s found around the ship. This could explain why we saw the increase in UV light released after the ship landed and why it dimmed over time and has now stabilized. By turning off the ships external lights will show a decrease in the UV emissions if it has been used an energy source. 



All the above is already proven science and that gives us a THEORY of what is going on the planet surface. We currently cannot prove there is a life form out there BUT from what we currently know it is looking more like biology rather than geology.

Leaving that hanging, Sandy could see thinking about what he said and thinking of the possibility of finding alien life.

“I know what tests I want to use to assess the geology which may give specific answers. What would you want to do now to prove your theory?” asked Amy.

“Can I task probes and the ship to help perform tests, if it is possible?” asked Sandy.
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