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Chapter 1

Arrival





Every display on each of the ships showed the same image. A planet with two moons around it. It was their destination. 

Even from this distance the image showed faint wisps of what looked like fog over the poles of the planet. Meteorologists and astronomers had decided that those misty veils had to be remnants of the ice nebula the entire system had travelled through. With prolonged exposure to the sun, those mists would vanish over time. The entire idea gave everyone a very clear picture of what had happened on this planet, and on all the others.

Some had even wondered if that long, cold journey could have affected the sun that the planets sailed around.

[image: image-placeholder]Paul and Sandy, the former had their son on his arm, stood next to each other and took in the view once again. The scene had been growing for the past months, from the speck that had been this solar system to this vista of their new home.

“It doesn’t look anything like Earth,” Sandy said. She’d said that before, but she had to repeat it as the planet was so different. Measurements had already told them the planet was at least twice as large as Earth. It had five continents, arranged in a very odd way.

Paul slipped his free arm around his wife and pulled her close. “It doesn’t. It’s not Earth. It’s… home. Well, home to be.”

Angelo made good use of the situation by also pulling Sandy’s hair.

“Hey, little monster, stop that!” Her fake outburst made him laugh. She took him from Paul’s arm and pointed at the screen. “See that? That’s where we’re going.”

“Paul, Sandy, we need you at the bridge.” The voice of Buck, the captain at that moment, was in their minds and he sounded far from his normal, relaxed state.

“We’re on our way,” Paul said through the same mind-communication as Sandy and he hurried out of their cabin and made their way to the bridge. “What’s the matter?” He couldn’t believe anything was wrong. In that case there would have been an unmistakable alarm.

“You have to see this,” was all Buck said.

[image: image-placeholder]They entered the bridge and immediately they knew why they had been called over.

On the main screen was a face. It wasn’t a human face, although it had many traits and characteristics of one. There was hair on the head, two eyes and a mouth looked normal enough as well, but there was no real nose.

The next thing they saw was Timothy, Sandy’s Dad, standing in front of the huge screen. He was talking to the person on the screen.

“She’s called Mahoa Hedresi. Her species is called Aheri. They’ve been here for almost a year_,” Buck transmitted to Paul and Sandy.

Sandy turned to Paul. “That’s a woman?” she whispered.

“If Buck says so,” he replied. Then they turned to the screen, to follow the conversation they’d fallen into.

Mahoa Hedresi looked almost human, but too many features were just off. Her hair was orange, her eyes were yellow and she didn’t seem to have eyebrows. Her mouth was what they were used to, except that her lips were very thin. And she had no visible nose.

“She is so white,” Angelo commented, also being intrigued by the person on the big screen. The boy was right. The woman on the screen was as pale as a sheet. Paul wondered if that was normal for her species.

“We have discovered several habitats that can be used,” the woman said. “For now we are still living in the ships that brought us here, because we aren’t certain the habitats are safe.”

Timothy asked her where they were located on the planet. “Can you activate some kind of guiding beacon that we can use to locate you?”

“Of course.” The pale woman smiled and glanced sideways for a moment. Paul was convinced she was using mind-speech as well. “It will be turned on momentarily.”

Timothy looked at the person who was the short-range navigator. She nodded as to indicate she was already picking up the signal.

“Wonderful,” Timothy said, turning back to the main screen. “Your signal is coming in loud and clear.”

“Pleased,” Mahoa Hedresi said, slowly nodding once. “There will be plenty of space to land your ships. We are looking forward to meeting you. It is exciting.”

After the communication had ended, there was a lot of commotion and excitement, also on the other ships. After all the years of travelling through space, there had been many discussions about what they would find at their new home. Finding another species had been part of those discussions, and the wildest ideas had sprung up about them.

“Calm down, people,” Buck commanded. “Anyone who wants to go crazy, please do so away from the bridge. We have some more work before we get to the planet.”

“How long will that be?” Sandy asked.

“Less than a day,” the navigator said. “I’m getting more than just a beacon. They are sending coordinates.”

“Can we see where those would lead us?” Paul asked. Like everyone, he was curious.

The planet had five continents, and one of them circled around the entire equator of the planet. In a frame of the big screen appeared a strip of land. There was a faint dot on it, near the water at the south end of the equatorial continent.

“This is the best I can do for you, for now. Once we’re closer, it will become clearer,” the navigator said. “And now leave. We have a fleet of ships to slow down and put in orbit around the planet.”

Everyone, who had no business on the bridge, left.

[image: image-placeholder]“That lady was very white,” Angelo said. He was on his own feet, holding both his parents’ hands. “Is she ill?”

“No, son,” Paul said. “She is from somewhere else. I think they will all be that white. It’s something we probably will need to get used to.”

“Yes. I wonder what the temperature will be there,” Sandy wondered out loud. “Maybe it’s very warm and that’s why they chose to live near the water.”

More and more questions came up and as they reached their cabin, they had not one answer. Angelo’s mind was mostly occupied with wonders about the children that might already be on the new planet. The children of the pale lady, as he called them.

In their cabin, the little family sat on one of the beds and watched the monitor as the ship came closer and closer to the planet. More and more outlines and details became visible, and at the end of the ship’s artificial day, the fleet was in orbit.

Mahoa Hedresi was on the screen again, explaining what they thought would be the best way to land on the planet. “We are transmitting the coordinates of our landing location to all the ships,” she said. “Again, there is plenty of space. Navigators, please let the automatic systems perform the descent. They will guide your ships to the best landing spots near where we are.” The woman nodded. “It will be good to see you.”

Paul had an almost uncontrollable urge to go to the bridge and see how things were going there, but there was nothing he’d be able to do there. Buck would kick him out again, with reason.

Sandy noticed his unease. “I would like to go up there as well,” she said.

“Me too!” Angelo pointed at the screen, where they saw two of their ships descend towards the surface of their new home.

Within minutes, the ships had vanished. A scrolling role of information on the side of the screen told them that everything was in order, and at times the captains of the ships commented on the proceedings. As the ships got closer to the planet’s surface, their outside cameras relayed an impression to the people waiting for their turn. They saw a large number of ships already on the odd, grey sand. The ships that had brought the Aheri here.

“We are on the ground,” one of them announced, and the other one confirmed that mere seconds later.

“Come on, show us something of the area,” Sandy told the monitor, but that didn’t happen. Instead, the view changed to the next ships that were going to land.

“We’re next,” Buck mentally sent to everyone in the ship, “so sit down and hold on, as we’re not sure if it’s going to be a bumpy ride down.”

Paul and Sandy sat down, with Angelo between them. Ten minutes later, their ship was on the way to the surface.

[image: image-placeholder]Paul had flashes of television scenes in his mind as they entered the atmosphere. He remembered Apollo modules coming back to Earth, heat shield issues, flames and such things, but nothing of the kind happened with this ship. They simply dipped into the top layers of the atmosphere, noticed a momentary tremor and that was it.

The monitor showed the ring continent around the equator, and a vast ocean that was to the south of it. One long ‘finger’ of land stretched out to one of continents that weren’t visible now. They’d seen them earlier. There were three more, going north.

It didn’t take long before they could see details of forests, lakes and patches of what looked like barren land. The ship circled down, hovered for a short while and then lowered itself to the grey sand.

“It did all of that without any help,” Sandy said, clearly impressed. “That’s amazing, isn’t it?”

They only saw another ship on the monitor, so they got up and went into the main corridor. Most others had gathered there already. Now they had to wait for the hatch to open and then they’d step onto the soil of their new home.

Paul lifted their son. Angelo was always ready to rush off and get lost in the crowd. This was not a good moment for that.

“Welcome home, everyone,” a voice said through the intercom system. “We’re opening the hatch for you now. A few Aheri will be there to help and guide you. Us. Whatever.”

That made most people laugh. The joy was replaced by curiosity and a slight touch of anxiety as the hatch indeed began to open. Paul and Sandy were too far away from it to have a look outside, but the people closest to the exit quickly stepped outside.

Sandy looked at her husband for a moment as they walked forward. Then they saw their new world, and stepped into it.

Three Aheri, each of them as pale as the woman they’d seen, nodded their heads at each person leaving the ship. Paul suspected this was their way of smiling, so he nodded back.

“Please, walk that way,” one of the three said. Paul wasn’t sure if it was a woman or a man. They all looked and sounded the same. Could it be that the Aheri solely consisted of females? The idea was far-fetched but not impossible.

The dark sand crunched beneath their feet as they followed the group. Paul smelled the air. It was slightly lemon-like, which was a welcome change from years of recycled spaceship air.

“Paul, look.” Sandy patted his arm and pointed at a group of mushrooms. They were at least fifty feet high. Their stems were different colours, some green, some yellow and some were blue, but the caps all were various shades of brown. “Do you think those are trees here?”

Paul laughed. “If they aren’t, then mushroom soup will require enormous pans.”

They looked ahead, wondering where everyone was going.








Chapter 2

Welcome to the new world





Seeing five spacecraft stacked on top of each other wasn’t what they had expected. Along the way there were a few more Aheri people, nodding and guiding them in the right direction as if it was possible to go in the wrong one here. 

The hatch of the middle spaceship of the stack opened and three Aheri stepped out. One of them raised a hand and started mind-speaking to everyone. Paul was surprised to see that this one was dark-skinned. This Aheri clearly stood out next to the two white ones.

“Welcome to this planet. We are pleased to meet so many new people. My name is Gulan Soorina. The first group of new friends, who arrived on the first ships, have already been welcomed. They are near one of our other ships.” The Aheri stepped back and another one raised a hand.

“I am Hilali Hedresi. My sister spoke with you before; she is still guiding the incoming vessels. Welcome. We suggest you retain the cabins in your ship as the place to live for now, as we do. We are still exploring the region. There are some constructions that could be living quarters, as my sister explained, but we do not understand them. We hope that your help will clarify some of our questions. Please, feel free to mingle and talk with us. We are all new here and it is good not to be alone here any more while we’re united by one language. We have one ship designated as a kitchen, you can find it easily if you want to sample our food and drink. Welcome, once again.”

Everyone who’d arrived with Paul and Sandy started clapping.

Paul noticed that the three Aheri stepped back, as if they were surprised or even alarmed. As not one of his fellow passengers responded to Hilali’s words, he said, “Thank you for your welcome, Hilali Hedresi. And don’t be scared of the clapping. It is how we thank someone.”

Sandy looked at him in surprise, then smiled. “That was so cool, Paul. Why didn’t anyone else think of that?”

Before Paul could answer, Hilali replied, “Thank you for explaining that. We are convinced there is much to learn from each other.”

The three stepped away from the hatch, which closed again.

“Well, that is not the kind of arrival I had expected,” someone said. “But then, I had a thousand options in my head that weren’t really feasible, so this is probably as good as any other way.” His words made people laugh.

“What do we do now?” Sandy was close to Paul, still holding his hand. “This is all so… new.”

“I’m not certain. We could meet some of our new neighbours, I guess. Instead of walking around.” Paul calmed down Angelo, who wanted to get down and run around. “Not yet, little man. Unless you hold hands with mama and me.”

Angelo promised to behave, and so the small family walked off, ready to meet the new neighbours.

Their stroll took them past many new, alien faces. They noticed more Aheri whose skin was nearly black, and at one point Sandy spotted one with orange skin.

“Paul…” She tugged at his arm. “Look.”

Paul tried not to stare at the Aheri who stood out like a sore thumb. Of course, that only made him look at the person more.

“I greet you,” the orange person said, nodding at them. “Do not feel intimidated by the colour of my outside. We are trying hard not to be intimidated by the colours of your people. You have so many more colours than we are used to.”

Paul felt his cheeks get red. How had this happened?

The Aheri person nodded. “How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“The colouring in your face. It changed. This is intriguing.”

Angelo clearly thought that the talk had gone on long enough without him. He looked up at the Aheri and said, “Hello. I am Angelo.”

“Hello… Angelo.” The Aheri carefully said the name. “I am Dreegai Koor.” As if he felt relieved, he looked up at Paul and Sandy. “It is nice to meet your young.”

The ‘young’s’ parents then introduced themselves. Paul took Angelo on his arm again, making it easier for their son to be part of the conversation. Angelo, however, was content for now to study the orange face more closely.

Dreegai Koor didn’t seem to mind though. Instead, he asked Paul and Sandy where their third was.

“Our… third? We only have one child, not three,” Sandy said, but she sensed that wasn’t what Dreegai Koor meant.

“No, I mean your third. My other two are there.” The Aheri pointed at two others, one white and one black, talking to another couple from one of the ships.

“Oh…” Sandy glanced at Paul. “Our… ehm… We…”

“The race we come from has two genders,” Paul took over, saving Sandy from the struggle to find the right words.

“Oh…” Now it was Dreegai Koor’s turn to be surprised. “How… quaint. My other two will be very intrigued to hear about that.”

“Oh, Paul? I think someone’s looking for us,” Sandy said, gently tugging his sleeve.

“Really? Well, it was a pleasure meeting you, Dreegai Koor,” Paul said.

“I agree, Paul Eric Carmichael and Sandy Carmichael and Angelo Carmichael.” The Aheri nodded and turned to meet someone else.

“Who was looking for us,” Paul asked as they walked on.

“No one,” Sandy confessed, “but this conversation was weirding me out so I threw in a lie to get us away from there. The Aheri have three genders? How does that even work?”

Paul replied that he was glad he didn’t know. “This is not the way I had expected to arrive here, you know.”

“I understand. I doubt anyone had counted on this.”

They walked around a bit more until they found some of their family members. Or rather, the family members found the searching couple and their boy.

Timothy and Adele waved them over. “Paul, Sandy, good to see you. We feared you had gotten lost out here in the wild.”

“In the wild.” Sandy grinned. “So far all we’ve seen are wild Earthlings and wild Aheri. And they’re really wild.” She explained what they had discovered already, which was quite the revelation for her parents as well.

“And we haven’t had much of an opportunity to see the actual wilderness here,” Paul added. “I guess we’ll have our chance yet.”

“Not if there are dangerous animals around,” Sandy said. “In that case you’re staying put, Mr Carmichael.”

Paul assured her he wasn’t going to do anything crazy. His life had never been on that side, and he wasn’t about to start now.

More and more ships came in, and the amount of people milling about grew steadily. Paul and Sandy carried Angelo in turn, afraid he might walk off and get lost in the crowd, or worse: fall and get trampled on.

“This doesn’t feel good,” Sandy said. “I would really like to go back to the ship. To our cabin. It’s too crowded out here.”

Paul, Timothy and Adele all agreed with her, so they set off, in search of the ship they’d arrived in. That proved to be quite a challenge, because all the spaceships, also those the Aheri had arrived in, looked exactly the same.

Through a stroke of luck, they found ‘their’ ship quite soon. The corridor of each ship, even if just seen from outside, looked different. It was an odd way of finding ‘home’ but it worked.

As they entered the craft, they found that more people had returned to take a break from the sudden crowd…

[image: image-placeholder]The first days at their new home world were filled with getting to know more Aheri people and learning a few important things about Shai Hu, the planet. Paul and Sandy were surprised how quickly they managed to recognise their new ‘neighbours’ by picking up small details in their appearance. It still puzzled them how a race could develop three genders, but they put that aside as much as possible. The universe was huge, after all, and anything could happen.

The newcomers learnt about several animal species the Aheri had discovered. There were several large birds that mainly lived further north, but occasionally a flock of more local ones would fly over the spaceship camp. The animals had small heads on long necks, and an incredible wingspan. They had long legs and, according to the Aheri, they also had something like arms with three-fingered hands.

“At first I thought they’d be like pterodactyls,” Paul said, after a group of them had passed overhead, “but from what I remember, those were much skinnier than those birds.”

“Their beaks are different too,” Sandy had observed. “Pterodactyls had very long ones. Those things up there don’t.”

Everyone had been told to be aware of those birds. So far the Aheri hadn’t had any bad experiences with them, but the creatures were large enough to inflict serious damage to a person, even just by accident.

“I’m curious about the tree-climbers,” Sandy said, looking at the line of giant mushrooms near the camp. The Aheri had told them about them as well, and they’d shown some images of the animals. The tree-climbers reminded the Earth-couple of sloths, but the ones here were much faster, and very grey. That gave them an excellent cover against the stem of many mushroom-trees, many of which were grey as well. Others had blue or yellow stems, and Paul had already wondered if the local sloths would also come in those colours.

After a few days, Gulan Soorina and Hilali Hedresi offered to take a number of newcomers out to the closest, ancient town they had discovered. Of course, everyone was eager to go there, but that wasn’t going to happen. The transport shuttle the Aheri had with them would carry twenty-five people at best.

Paul was one of the chosen to join that first group. He offered the spot to Sandy, but she was happy enough staying at the camp and watching over Angelo and a bunch of other kids. Several Earth parents had teamed up with Aheri parents to set up a kind of school. As everyone spoke the same language, that shouldn’t be a big problem.

The exploration team got together near the shuttle. Paul was impressed that the Aheri had been able to bring that with them. Gulan had explained that their home world had many of such shuttles. All they had done was take one apart, distribute the parts over the various ships, and put it back together after they had arrived.

Six Aheri would be with the group. The seating arrangement inside the shuttle was quite different from what Paul had expected. There were no chairs or benches. Instead there were lots of straps hanging from the ceiling, forming a kind of rigging that someone could sit in or hang from, depending on how one would call it.

“This looks uncomfortable,” someone remarked. The man proved to be right. The straps were made for Aheri bodies, which apparently were much harder or tougher than Earth bodies. Paul accepted this inconvenience for now. It was either that or not go with the group, and he was too curious to stay near the spaceships.

The entry doors to the passenger bay were closed and suddenly there was a jolt. All Earthlings gasped as their bodies were abused, to which the Aheri passengers asked if anything was wrong.

Soon the Aheri knew exactly what the problem was, and they apologised profusely for the inconvenience they had bestowed upon their new friends.

“We hope you can forgive us. We had not taken this physical difference into consideration,” one of them said. Somehow one of them moved to what turned out to be an intercom and he spoke into the device. “Our pilot also apologises,” the black Aheri said, “and the landing will be much smoother.”

The flight was very short and, as promised, the landing was very gentle. Paul was glad to be out of the strange straps though. The whole thing hurt him in places that should not hurt. He wasn’t the only one who walked around a bit uncomfortably at first, but the view they saw after leaving the shuttle made the pain go away quickly.

No more than three hundred feet away from them was a settlement of the original inhabitants of Shai Hu.

[image: image-placeholder]“That looks… strange…” Everyone in the group, also the Aheri, agreed with that.

“It is what we also thought when we first encountered these… buildings,” a white Aheri said. “A few of them have collapsed but most of them are still stable. We have stepped inside a few of them, but we decided to live in the ships until we understand the constructions.”

Paul smiled, hearing an ‘alien’ state that something was alien to them. They, being Earthlings, had to be alien to the Aheri as much as the Aheri were to them.

Gulan Soorina and Hilali Hedresi announced that they would walk into the settlement. Anyone who wished to see it up close was welcome to join them. No one opted to wait with the shuttle…

“We are calling it Settlement One, because it is the first we have found,” Hilali announced. “It is also the only one we discovered so far. Finding a good and safe way to survive on a new planet was taking up a lot of our time.” That made sense.

Settlement One consisted of vast open stretches and remarkable buildings. Paul guessed that the open spaces could have been parks. The buildings were indeed strange. They were somewhat barrel-shaped.

Gulan Soorina led the group to the nearest of those buildings. “There is a way into each of those buildings.” As they approached the foot of the ‘barrel’, a ring of light activated, indicating where the door was. Only after Gulan had touched the door, did it slide open. He explained that anyone was able to open the door. “All one needs to do is touch the door with an open hand. We discovered this by accidentally leaning against a door. It opened.”

“Someone said you had gone into one of those buildings and you didn’t understand how it worked, is that correct?” Someone in the group asked that before Paul could bring that up.

“Indeed. You are free to enter the building. Maybe the inside construction is more understandable for you, as you come from a different world, technology and way of thought.”

Almost everyone from Earth moved forward to have a look inside. That couldn’t be a problem, Paul assumed, as the construction looked like an eight floor building as they knew them. Still he felt it would be good to let others go in first. Of course, he was curious as well, but he could control his curiosity. A little.

Several others chose to avoid rush-hour inside the building, from where all manner of excited yells came.

Paul found himself close to Hilali Hedresi, the white Aheri who was accompanying them. “Did you find anything else that might be considered special?” he asked. “Like animals or materials that could be beneficial to us at some point?”

She nodded. “We found a few animals that live in the great waters near the spaceship’s camp. It is an easy walk, and the creatures are huge and impressive. It is very safe to watch them because they don’t leave the water.” She described four different water creatures. One reminded Paul a little of a whale, but of an insane size. Two of them sounded a lot like fish, and the last one was impossible to imagine. “It has many long strands of hair and a lot of arms. These are the creatures that come closest to the land, but they do stay in the water. One time I felt as if the animal was looking at me.”

“In an intelligent way?” Paul asked. Hilali raised a hand and flipped the palm up and down a few times. He asked what that sign meant.

“This,” she did it again, “means that we don’t know. How do you signal such a moment without speaking?”

“Like this.” Paul shrugged. She asked him to do it again.

“That’s a strange way to signal something,” Hilali decided. “You can only see that from closeby.”

It was obvious that the two species had many differences, and learning to interpret them the right way would take a lot of time and effort.

Someone came back outside. Paul remembered his name was Burt or Burton. “Paul. Come with me. You have to see this.”








Chapter 3

Houses and the rest of the world





Paul followed the man into the house. He immediately was surprised that there were lights on inside. Many lights. It made sense as there was no daylight coming in, but somehow that felt wrong. Why was there no daylight? 

“Look here,” Burton said. He pointed at a wall that had two panels. “We just touched them and they opened.” He demonstrated what he meant. The panels moved up, giving access to two different spaces. One had machinery in it. The equipment was running, as Paul saw small lights blink. The other space contained nothing but a white block. “We have no idea what that is. It feels warm but that’s all we know.”

Paul carefully placed a hand against the white surface. It was indeed warm, and the material was very soft. “Very special.”

“You ain’t seen nothing yet, buddy. Come.” Burton stepped away from the panels. As Paul did so too, the covers slid into place without a sound. “Here.” The man pointed at a set of stairs. “I had not expected that.”

Paul was amazed as well. Something simple and common as a staircase didn’t seem to belong in an alien house. He followed Burton up to the next floor. The wall of the building moved away quickly as they went up, clearly giving him the feeling of being inside a barrel. The sound of excited voices trickled down the steps.

The moment they entered a full-size living room made Paul stop and stare at the area. Sure, everything inside the room had suffered somewhat from the journey through the ice nebula, but it all looked quite usable. Nothing that some cleaning couldn’t fix. It was just cold in here. That would need to be addressed.

“This is amazing. This is a living room,” the astrophysicist said.

“Right. And back there is another space which has to be a kitchen of sorts,” Burton said, pulling Paul by a sleeve to the area he meant. “It just lacks kitchen stuff, but look at this, man.”

The room made sense as a kitchen, Paul thought. Even though the walls were all smooth, this could hardly be anything else, unless the original Shai Hu inhabitants were extremely different from Aheri and Earth people.

“I wonder…” Paul raised a hand and touched a wall. Nothing happened.

“Yeah, we tried that too, because it works on the front door and those panels down there, but no luck so far. But isn’t this cool?”

“It is, it’s absolutely fascinating,” Paul agreed. He asked if they had found more intriguing things even higher.

“Not yet. We’ve not found a way up there,” Burton said as they left the ‘kitchen’. Even though there were over a dozen people in the living room, there was plenty of space to walk around. “Look there, over the stairs we came up on. There’s something in the ceiling.” Burton pointed.

Paul saw the outline of a square. “We just need to find a way to get it down here,” he understood. “And you touched the wall, I’m sure.”

“All of us did,” Burton assured him. “No luck so far.”

Paul looked over the light green wall next to him. There was nothing that stood out or attracted any attention. They were probably looking in the wrong spot. Still this find was amazing. He let Burton walk off, welcoming another visitor who couldn’t resist, and studied the bits of furniture in the living room.

Actually this was quite large for a living room, he thought. There was so much space here, over a dozen people here and it still felt roomy. Paul walked to a simple, brown block that was near the centre of the room and knelt down by it. What was this? Four people could easily sit on it, but he doubted that was its purpose. He ran his fingers along the outline of it and noticed several small indentations. They were so shallow that he hadn’t even seen them before.

“Did you find something?” A woman squatted down with him and looked at the block as well. “Oh, what’s that…” She touched something that Paul had considered a smudge. Slowly the brown block started to grow to one side.

“Watch out, people!” Paul warned them just in time, or the expanding block would have pushed them aside - or over.

“Whoa, what’s that!” Everyone watched the block grow to three times its size, after which a backrest rose up.

“This is our latest automatic, fold-up couch,” Burton said. He sounded casual, but his eyes almost popped out of his head as he watched the small miracle unfold. “I’ll be damned, that’s nifty.”

It didn’t take long before many other people were examining the few bits of furniture that were in the room but none of them wanted to do a trick like the couch had done.

“I’m sure it will fold up again if we press that thing again,” said the lady who’d found it. She tested it, and nothing happened. That was good, because someone was sitting on the couch. “Sweet. It has a failsafe built in.”

Paul decided he’d seen enough and made his way down the stairs again. He would love to examine such a house more but then he’d want Sandy and his son to be there too, as if it was a family outing.

Most people were still inside the house and the Aheri were standing together. Paul was just close enough to hear them, but they were clearly speaking the language from their planet of origin. It sounded as if they were humming songs at each other, and they switched pitch and volume very quickly. It was almost mesmerising, he thought.

The Aheri didn’t seem to notice him, so he walked off on his own. The next barrel-building wasn’t far away.

The door opened to his touch, as he expected. Inside there were the two panels again. Paul placed a hand on the left one, which revealed the same white, warm block. It filled the entire space so there was no way to get around it. As he stepped away and set a foot on the stairs, the panel moved into place.

“That’s something intriguing,” Paul said to himself as he walked up. As he moved up, the lights came on. “And that is convenient.”

The inside of this living room was differently furnished, with a few small ‘couches’ and something that might act as a table. All the items were in need of some cleaning, but they looked very good, considering where this solar system had been. As he stood there, alone in this remarkable, alien house, he tried to picture how a whole planetary system with its sun would move through a giant ice nebula and come out unscathed on the other end. It was mind-boggling.

“I wonder if there is some kind of artificial intelligence running this building.” Paul didn’t mind talking out loud here. It gave him a feeling for the room he was in, by hearing how the sound was. Not muffled but ‘alive’ in a way. “House, open the windows.”

A wall lit up. On it was a question written in the Shai Hu language. “Do you want all windows open or just those on this floor?”

Paul just stood and stared at the question until it faded away. A slight shiver ran over his back. “House… open the windows on this floor…”

All around him, panels moved to the side, revealing five large windows. They were dirty but they let in daylight. Also in the presumed kitchen two panels had moved to the side, and all the lights went out. Slowly Paul walked to the closest window and looked outside. He touched the window. It didn’t feel like glass, he decided. “With a bit of cleaning inside and out, this could be a very good place to live.” He turned to the living room again. “House, how many people live here on average?”

It took him a moment to notice that the wall next to him lit up. “The building can house three to twelve people. A normal occupancy consists of one agreed community.”

Agreed community? Paul tried to remember if he’d ever learnt about that on the long journey to this planet, but nothing came to mind. It probably meant something like a family, he assumed, which would make sense.

He heard a noise coming from below. Before he was near the staircase, six people came hurrying up, all shouting about something amazing.

“Oh. It’s you,” one of them said. “Did you see that this building opened its windows?”

“I did.” Paul grinned. “I told it to.”

“You… How?”

“Easy. Watch. House, close the windows on this floor.” The panels moved into place and the lights came on. “This is a clever house,” Paul said. “You just need to tell it what you want, and if it doesn’t understand you, it will ask through writing on the wall.” He demonstrated it by repeating his order to open the windows. The question about which windows appeared without fail.

“Whoa. That’s amazing.”

Most people started shouting commands at the computer system that ran this house. The system didn’t even try to respond to so many requests, which made Paul smile. All the shouting also made him leave the house and look around a little more here.

The Aheri were still standing together, conversing in their odd, singing language. Paul walked up to them and listened. The Aheri immediately ended their private conversation.

“Paul Eric Carmichael,” Hilali said, “how do you like this settlement?” She looked at one of the buildings he’d been in. “And how do you like the buildings?”

Paul smiled. “It’s an interesting place, and the inside of the building is equally interesting. Have you been inside?” All Aheri seemed to twitch for a moment. Was that a sign of fear?

“No. It can be very dangerous to go inside somewhere that you don’t know,” one of them then said.

“That’s true, but if you never venture into the unknown, you’ll never make any discoveries.”

An Aheri flipped his hand. “You also will not find an untimely life end.”

Paul tried to understand if they were simply afraid, or if their behaviour had something to do with the planet they’d come from. He gave them the benefit of the doubt by assuming the latter. “The buildings are very safe. They seem to be living quarters. They are monitored by a computer system that you can talk to.”

Hilali tilted her head a bit. “Would you mind showing us?”

“Not at all. Let’s find a house that’s quiet.” Paul heard loud voices from the two buildings he’d already been in.

The group walked to a third house, which was near identical to the other two. Again, the living room was furnished slightly differently, but everything worked the same, including the windows.

The former astrophysicist felt oddly at home in this building, and also being there only with ‘aliens’ didn’t particularly frighten him. That was something noteworthy for him. Again he was the first to leave the house. Now the Aheri had overcome their fear, they were very eager to explore the place.

Paul strolled along a bit further, counting the buildings in this village. As the Aheri had said, there were three buildings that had collapsed. Then he recalled that they had said they’d been inside a few houses. That made no sense as they were so scared to go into someplace unknown. But they had only ‘stepped’ inside, he then remembered. Perhaps the staircase had already frightened them. The thought made him smile.

After a while, the explorers left the two buildings. A few of them suggested inspecting the other buildings as well, but the majority assumed that those buildings would be more of what they’d already seen.

“We should go back and tell everyone what we’ve found,” someone said. “They might be worrying over us already, and we have some good news to bring to them.” Everyone agreed, so the group walked back to the Aheri shuttle, strapped themselves in and prepared for the flight back.

[image: image-placeholder]Back at the spaceship camp, Paul and a few others agreed they needed to find a better way to move about quickly. The Aheri were very friendly and helpful, but the straps in their shuttle were terror on the Earth-human body.

“As long as they have a shuttle and we don’t, I guess there’s little we can do, Paul,” Timothy said as they discussed the issue.

“I think there is,” Sandy put in. “Back on Earth we flew shorter stretches with the spaceships as well. Why don’t we use one of those as our shuttle?”

“They’re pretty large for a shuttle, child.” Adele smiled as she shook her head.

“I do think Sandy has a good idea,” Paul said. “It’s not as if we take the whole fleet out to go exploring. A ship is quite large, but there is ample space to land in most areas. And they make a good platform to see more of the planet.”

“Yes!” Sandy nodded enthused. “And we may be able to find more settlements too.” Paul had told them about the fascinating ‘houses’ he’d seen, and the more than careful approach of the Aheri towards things that were new. If everyone had to depend on the Aheri spirit for exploration, they’d live in the ships for the coming centuries.

Adele didn’t look very convinced yet, but Timothy’s face lit up at that idea. “That’s actually a good reason to do that. I’ll talk to Buck and a few others today and see if they’re up for this.”

Paul then asked how their little boy had done, being in ‘kindergarten’ together with the little Aheri.

Sandy wasn’t too thrilled about the experience, even though Angelo hadn’t commented on that. “The Aheri children seem to be born with a natural feeling of supremacy. It’s very strange to witness. The females and the males somehow compete in appearing to be excellent, and the orange ones are completely ignored in that… that game? I don’t know how to call it. And our Earth children were treated as orange ones. Kind of.”

“Kind of? Meaning?”

Sandy looked at Paul and used mind-speak. “Second rate orange.”

That was disturbing. Was that also how the Aheri viewed the humans? “I don’t like that.”

“Neither do we,” Timothy and Adele agreed, who’d been included in the mind-speak part, “but maybe they are, in a way, superior. Who knows. Time will tell.”

Timothy got up from the improvised sitting arrangement they had set up outside their ship. “This makes me want to go and look for Buck even more. We’re going to have a peek around the area from above, you mark my words.”

Paul grinned. He liked his father-in-law.
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