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Chapter One

The Quarantine System
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The dropships had come down in a roar of engines, kicking up towering plumes of dust as the landing jets blasted the broken ground. Then, almost abruptly, the noise died away. Within seconds, the desolated landscape returned to an utter and suffocating silence.

According to plan, nothing was to move until the dust settled. Only then would the rovers deploy, each heading roughly a mile out from the dropship before shutting down into stationary monitoring mode. A remote, AI-controlled sampling robot accompanied each rover and was tasked with collecting soil and dust samples and then analysing them in the onboard dropship labs and beaming the results to First Dawn and Hippocrates in orbit. Additional samples would be secured and transported over to the science dropship for Category Four containment and DNA-level analysis. Nothing was to leave the surface for testing as part of the containment protocol.

Sandy had already decided on the first set of protocols. Soil samples would be suspended in distilled water and saline, then plated onto various agars. The dust and soil would also be spread directly onto solid media and embedded in liquid agar to test for any capacity to reanimate dormant microbes. Viral screens would follow. Nothing would be overlooked. If this planet had suffered a global pandemic, a total extinction event then they needed to find the cause. And if someone else had reached this world before them, the organism responsible could already be out there... somewhere. They needed to identify it and then attempt to find a cure before anyone required one.

For now, there was little more he could do. Sandy retreated to his office with a mug of coffee, settling into the small living area. He activated the wall display and switched to the external camera feed. The ship’s sensors were sweeping across the city surrounding Dropship One’s landing zone.

It must once have been beautiful. Even in ruin, the architecture stood out, with buildings of varied shapes and sizes. There were graceful curves and sweeping angles instead of the utilitarian “boxiness” commonly found on human colonies. He could make out the remains of parks, plazas, and perhaps even lakes. A city designed for people who’d cared about aesthetics and nature.

As an old soldier, Sandy had seen his share of disaster zones, from earthquakes to war zones. Those memories had scarred him but this... this was different. This was on an epic scale. A whole world emptied. A biosphere erased and not by war or a local catastrophe but planetary extinction. Every species of animal, plant and microbe... gone.

The thought had hollowed him out. Once you witness devastation on this scale, something in you shifts permanently.

Sandy took a slow sip of coffee, though it tasted bitter now. The ruined city stretched beneath him in a frozen sprawl of shattered towers and sun-bleached bones of steel.

Everywhere he looked, something begged to be explained.

And those faint power signatures flickering beneath the rubble...

Those were not invitations, but obligations.

They would go down there not just out of curiosity, but because the dead were owed answers. His only lingering concern was biological variance. If life here had followed a radically different trajectory, then their standard tests might come back inconclusive. But logic suggested otherwise as all four known intelligent species were all DNA-based. It followed that the native life of this world would likely share that same fundamental chemistry.

He just hoped that assumption wouldn’t be the one thing they got wrong.

No point on thinking about this by myself he thought, so he contacted Marie, Guns and Trivia.

“Sorry to disturb you folks. If you were going to hide a secret research facility where on this planet would you put it from the orbital scans we have? Or would it be secret if genetic modification is a routine practice? I am not expecting a proper answer as it is more for your thoughts on the topic,” said Sandy.

Marie was the first one to respond to the enquiry.

“I think it may a mix of both. Somewhere out of the way to contain any ‘disasters’ and somewhere local to perform the procedures. The actual ‘where’ they set up, no idea.”

“I would agree with Marie, but I would add that what we are looking for might be off world. Sorry Professor, but that is what I would do,” said Guns.

“Damn, I hadn’t even considered that option, but you are correct that does sound the most likely option. Why create something that may be dangerous on your home world if you have bases on other moons or planets. That may limit our chances to find anything useful here,” said Sandy.

“That may be true but as far as this planet is concerned, I would look for power production or sites where there are a lot of power cables in out of the way places. Once we find what source of power they used, we can work from there. The buildings or even towns may not hint at a facility of interest, but transport and power sources could be a big clue. From what we know already I would suggest the weak power sources detected are the first places to be checked out. Then we do a spiral grid search from there and see what we can find,” said Trivia.

Nodding thoughtfully,” Good thinking. Thanks everyone. I was thinking aloud and I am bored. Bad combination as I end up annoying others with questions. It looks like we are doing what we can and have highlighted things to look for such a roads and power distribution. I shall let you all go back to what you were doing but any ideas in the future what may help speak up please,” said Sandy.

With the thought of roads in his head, he contacted Calum.

“Calum, just a thought. Have you noticed any areas that may have been a space port that would be worth looking in too. There maybe something of value at these sites.”

“No sir. I haven’t seen anything as yet, but I wasn’t really looking for that. I shall review the collected data and highlight any areas of interest on the big map,” said Calum.

“Thank you and if see anything that looks like a secret base or masterminds lair mark it please,” said Sandy.

Laughing at the thought of an evil genius and a hidden lair, “Will do sir,” said Calum.

Sandy closed the channel and let the room settle back into quiet. The hum of the environmental system was the only sound, a gentle artificial breeze in a place where no natural wind existed. He set the now-lukewarm coffee aside and leaned back in his chair, rubbing the bridge of his nose thoughtfully.

Roads. Power distribution. Spaceports.

Sandy hadn’t meant to turn the morning into a strategy summit, but maybe that was the curse of too much silence, your mind started scavenging for problems to solve. And here, on a dead world, there were too many to choose from.

He switched the display back to the live feed. The camera was sweeping across what looked like a long, flat stretch of land bordered by collapsed structures. At first glance it could have been anything a promenade, a transit lane or even a flood diversion channel. But with the idea of a spaceport now planted in his head, he found himself looking for patterns like geometric layouts and reinforced foundations.

Nothing obvious here.

He marked the region, anyway, flagging it for Calum to review later.

A soft chime sounded, a notification from the science deck. He opened it with a flick of his wrist. It was a routine update from the surface. Environmental readings steady, dust density decreasing (due to the dust settling after the landing, he thought) and external temperatures remaining stable. 

Everything reading nominally. Stable temperatures, settling dust and no anomalous movement detected anywhere, and yet the silence felt manufactured as if someone had turned the volume of an entire world down to zero.

It wasn’t natural. It was the quiet of something waiting. Sandy stood and stretched, joints clicking in protest. Maybe it was old age or maybe just the tension of the mission. He crossed to the observation window, not because there was anything to see from orbit but the grey haze and clouds. He spotted and watched the faint glow of the dropship’s running lights flicker in the distance.

Marie’s comment lingered in his thoughts, a mix of both. And Guns’ off-world suggestion made a little too much sense. If these people had been advanced enough to manipulate genetics routinely, building remote facilities would have been easy, sensible even.

“We could spend months looking in the wrong places,” he muttered to himself.

But they had to start somewhere, and the ruins still held stories worth telling.

He tapped his comm.

“Calum, when you’re reviewing the data, could you also look for unusually wide flat structures? Landing pads, launch rails, anything with symmetrical burnout signatures. In case these can be found in out of the way places.”

“On it, sir,” came Calum’s reply. “I’ll add a filter for thermal scarring and geometric layouts. Might help us narrow things down.”

“Good man.”

He cut the channel and stared at where the silent city would be again. Picturing the rows of shattered towers stretched into the distance with their frames twisted and surfaces pitted by time. In places, the roads, if they were roads, curved elegantly, guiding traffic through once-lively districts. In others, they simply vanished beneath rubble.

He tried to imagine the people who’d lived here. Families with children playing in the parks. An entire civilisation thriving and growing and unaware that extinction was approaching.

Whatever happened here, it came fast. Too fast.

He exhaled slowly and returned to his chair, his eyes never leaving the screen. For now, all they could do was wait for the test results to start coming through. Waiting for the impossible silence to give up even a whisper of its secrets.

And hope that somewhere in the ruins in a forgotten terminal, bunker or a spaceport that the story of this dead world was waiting to be found.
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Chapter Two

Hints
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Preliminary Geological & Thermal Survey — Region 1A (Dropship One Landing Zone + 500 km Radius)

1. Overview

A multi-band orbital sweep was conducted using:


	Thermal IR (3–15 µm)

	Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR), deep-penetration mode

	Magnetometric field mapping

	Subsurface density profiling (gravimetric interferometry)

	Surface topology and infrastructure analysis



Results indicate several areas of potential artificial subsurface structures and anomalous heat signatures inconsistent with natural geology.

2. Thermal/Infrared Anomalies

A. Sector 1A-33


	Surface temperature elevated by +1.7°C at nightfall relative to surrounding terrain.

	Heat decrease rate is non-linear, suggesting a subsurface cavity acting as a heat reservoir.

	Geometry: oval footprint, approx. 210 m × 130 m.

	Interpretation: Possible buried power substation, storage facility, or collapsed underground chamber.



B. Sector 1A-41


	Localised linear heat band, 2.4 km in length, only 0.4°C above baseline but extremely regular.

	Matches projected profile of mass-transit tunnel or service conduit close to the surface (<20 m).



3. SAR Subsurface Scan

Synthetic Aperture Radar penetrated rubble and compacted soil to ~35 m depth.

A. Sector 1A-12 (“Tri-Grid Zone”)


	SAR revealed three rectangular voids arranged in a precise geometric pattern.

	Dimensions: approx. 40 × 60 m each.

	Walls show uniform reflectivity, consistent with reinforced materials.

	No associated heat source.

	Likely interpretation: abandoned underground storage or emergency shelters.



B. Sector 1A-29


	SAR shows a large arched structure, ~120 m across, partially collapsed.

	Depth: 15–22 m below surface.

	Debris distribution suggests it was deliberately buried, not simply collapsed.



4. Magnetometric Data

A. Sector 1A-41 (coincides with thermal band)


	Strong linear magnetic anomaly beneath dust layer.

	Signature consistent with a ferromagnetic rail or high-density power transmission spine.



B. Sector 1A-17


	Circular magnetic anomaly, ~80 m diameter.

	Field strength irregular; could indicate a subsurface generator core or possibly a collapsed orbital shuttle pad with metal infrastructure beneath.



5. Gravimetric Density Map

A. Sector 1A-29 (matches SAR result)


	Significant density discontinuity suggests a large chamber or hangar-sized space.

	Estimated internal height: 20–30 m.



B. Sector 1A-02

	Multiple small voids (<10 m across), likely service tunnels or utility conduits.


6. Priority Recommendations

If searching for underground facilities, research archives, or power-distribution nodes, priority targets based on combined data:


	
Sector 1A-41 — strongest alignment of heat, magnetics and linear geometry.

	
Sector 1A-29 — large, buried structure, potentially intentional concealment.

	
Sector 1A-33 — anomalous thermal reservoir.

	
Sector 1A-12 — geometric vault structures.



Mapping overlay attached below.

— Report ends

The above report by Calum was very illuminating and when added to the big map it helped visualise the location and spread of the anomalies.

The holographic map flickers into view with the newly added data, displaying a high-resolution colour-coded terrain model of the region. Anomalies appear as bright markers:

Orange Zones — Thermal Anomalies


	
1A-33 and 1A-41 glow softly in orange.


	Their temperature deviations pulse in real time.

	Overlays highlight the oval reservoir and the straight-line conduit.



Blue Zones — SAR Structural Echoes


	
Three precise rectangles at 1A-12, perfectly aligned.


	
A large, arched dome shape in 1A-29, shown in translucent blue.




Red Zones — Magnetic Signatures


	
The magnetic rail-like structure at 1A-41 appears as a crisp red line, running beneath collapsed streets.


	
The circular anomaly at 1A-17 is a solid red ring.




Green Zones — Gravimetric Voids


	
The big cavity at 1A-29 is marked in deep green.


	
Smaller scattered voids appear as lighter green dots near 1A-02.





Sandy dimmed the room lights until only the glow from the big map remained. The holographic overlays cast faint colours across the walls, blues, oranges, reds and greens flickering like reflections from a distant fire.

He leaned forward with his elbows on the desk staring at the twisting geometric lines of the dead city.



The ship hummed softly around him, a reminder that life still existed somewhere in the universe. Down below, however, the map told a different story.


His eyes drifted to Sector 1A-41 again. A clean and unnatural line. Heat where there shouldn’t be heat.



A magnetic rail under the dust of a civilisation that hadn’t drawn breath in who knew how long.

He zoomed in slowly. Streets or what he assumed had once been streets curved around the anomaly in elegant arcs. The design had an almost artistic quality to it, as if the city planners had valued beauty as much as function. Now those graceful curves lay broken and crushed, reduced to nothing but shapes on a scanner.

He exhaled through his nose.

“What happened to you?” he murmured to the empty room.

The map didn’t answer, but the colours shifted as the scan refreshed. Orange softened and the blue deepened and a new layer of green appeared as the gravity model updated.

Sandy watched the changes like a man watching weather roll across a barren landscape. Slow, inevitable and indifferent to the interest of humans.

He tapped one of the rectangular echoes at 1A-12, bringing it into focus. Three perfect voids underground. Too perfect to be natural, maybe they were for storage or possibly shelters. Maybe places where people had once waited for help that never came.

A chill passed down his spine at that thought.

The ship felt quieter than usual. Even the background chatter on the internal network seemed muted, the crew subdued by the weight of the world below.

Sandy rubbed the back of his neck. This was going to be slow work. Painstaking, methodical and inch by inch but that was the only way to do it. The only way to respect the ghosts of a dead world.

He sat back and let the map continue its silent dance of colour and data, with the holographic light painting the empty room around him. For now, it was just him with the ship’s soft hum, and the cold, inscrutable whispers of a civilisation long gone.

And he studied them like a man listening at a closed door, trying to hear what lay on the other side.

The briefing room wasn’t crowded as there were only four chairs, a central table, and the hovering projection of Calum’s anomaly map rotating slowly above them. Its shifting colours illuminated the faces of the small team gathered around the table.

Sandy gestured to the display. “Thanks for coming. Thought it’d be easier to talk through this together.”

Marie leaned forward, gaze sharp as she tracked the slow rotation.

“Calum found more than I expected this early,” she said quietly.

Guns crossed his arms. “Aye... that’s not natural terrain, Professor. Look at 1A-41 that’s infrastructure. Rail, power spine, and a transit tube. That is something big and deliberate.”


Trivia nodded, pulling up a secondary window.




“And it lines up almost perfectly with the thermal anomaly.



Something under there is holding heat. Not much, but enough to stand out against the background.”

Sandy shifted the projection to highlight the long, straight line.

“This one keeps bothering me. If that’s a power conduit, it has to lead somewhere. Either a substation, a facility, or... something we won’t like.”

Marie frowned slightly.

“If they were doing genetic work routine, everyday stuff they’d have facilities everywhere. But anything dangerous or experimental?”

She pointed to the edge of the map.

“Those would’ve been isolated. Out of the way, hardened and buried deep.”

Guns grinned faintly. “Or off-world.”

That earned a reluctant nod from Sandy. “Yes. That option keeps getting louder the more I look at this.”

Trivia expanded the sector overlays into a grid pattern.

“But if we focus here first,” she highlighted 1A-29, the large, buried structure, “This has the strongest potential for being purposefully concealed. The shape suggests something big with maybe an internal chamber.”

“Or a lab,” Marie added softly. “Or even a vault.”

No one spoke for a moment.

The map continued its rotation, the colours shifting across their faces.

Sandy finally broke the silence.

“We’ll send the first rover team toward 1A-41 once the initial lab tests are in. If there’s anything left that can give us answers such as records, samples or anything at all. That’s where we’ll start.”

“And 1A-29?” Guns asked.

Sandy nodded. “Second priority. Once we know what we’re dealing with.”

Trivia leaned back. “We’ll follow the power lines as they will lead us to where everything important was located.”

“Yes,” Sandy said. “Roads and power always do. Civilisations change, but necessity doesn’t.”

Marie gave him a small smile. “Slow and steady, Professor. That’s how we’ll unravel this place.”

He returned the smile, though it was faint. “Slow and steady,” he echoed. “It’s all we can do.”

The four of them sat there for another moment listening to the quiet hum of the ship underscoring the faint flicker of the map above them.

And a dead world watching them back.

Marie and Sandy just received a ping from the dropship laboratory with the DNA results thus far. 

They both had a look at the results within seconds of the ping. The nanopore sequencing results were in. 


	Genome assembly fails completely.

	The length histogram shows a sharp peak at less than 50 bases.

	Appears to have heavily mutated chains.



The A.I. performing the tests reported ‘it was like trying to assemble confetti into a book’. These results were from the soil and from air samples from the dropship one area.
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Chapter Three

Oh My GOD!
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“I’ve just read it,” said Sandy. “Nanopore’s showing severe fragmentation, something is chopping DNA into tiny pieces. I’m recommending we run High Performance Liquid Chromatography (HPLC) to separate the nucleotides and Nucleic Acid Mass Spectrometry (NA-MS) for fragment detection. It’ll confirm degradation products and any modified bases. We should also screen for nuclease proteins.”

“This is already looking like a nightmare,” Marie replied quietly. “But I’m glad you insisted nothing leaves the surface. And that we brought Unity’s full decontamination bay online.”

“It makes everything very real now,” Sandy said. “I hope we can culture whatever it is as we need to see the organism itself. But if it can do this to DNA... there isn’t going to be a cure. Prevention is all we’ll have to protect us from this thing.”

“It’s the fact we detected it in the air that frightens me,” Marie admitted. “I’m praying that was just soil disturbance from the dropship landing.”

“Don’t even go there,” Sandy said sharply. “Airborne is worst-case, but it does confirm our rules, no human or A.I. sets foot on that surface. The A.I.s stay sealed in the dropship crew section to limit their exposure to the pathogen. The only point of infection for them will be the door section of the dropship. If the dropship is decontaminated before they crew leaves that should reduce it to almost zero. And the crew should also wear bio suits when entering or exiting the dropship, then the suits can be destroyed post decontamination. Only remote bots touch the soil, and they will never leave the surface again.”
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