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Jake slowed the airbike to
get his bearings. Flattop to his left and just ahead lay the Goblin
Mountains, named by a couple of drunken cartographers. He stopped
the bike, landing gently in the sandy valley.

His goggles told him that the Humping Horses
Mountains should be on his right, and beneath that, the cave system
he was looking for. But all he could see was a large pitted rock
which looked more like a brontosaurus and it was only slightly
larger than his room at the Institute. Definitely not a
mountain.

The wind kicked up and hit him with a mixture of
sand and sanshay. He’d only been on Paradiso for a couple of days
and still wasn’t used to smelling sanshay all the time. Strange to
have what was an expensive drug on Earth, simply floating through
the air. It was a distraction.

He tried to figure out where the hell the caves
were.

He looked at the wristband. No reception out here.
When he got back everyone would hassle him, again, about not having
a gilt. On Earth it was a status symbol to go without one. Out here
at the edges of the galaxy, apparently, you were crazy not to have
one. Still he didn’t want a piece of metal wrapped around his head
and all sorts of stuff implanted into his brain. He liked his brain
just the way it was. Without the constant noise.

If he could get this entire cave system explored,
then he’d be able to one-up the old guys at the Institute. Jake
smiled at the possibility. He hope to find his career making site
here.

He whizzed the airbike around the boulder, close to
ground level. On the far side he found what looked like the cave
entrance, peeking out from behind a large slab of stone. Could it
be? Or were the directions that fed into his goggles more of the
hassle the new guy thing? If he had a gilt, he’d have been able to
tell.

But he didn’t. So he stopped the bike and turned it
off. Then he adjusted the temp on his enviro-suit. It would be
cooler underground. He wasn’t used to temps above 44C.

The sand nearby wasn’t too deep his goggles told
him. Walkable at least. His boss, Jessica, had warned him to check.
Some sand was so deep that anything heavy on it, like a human, got
sucked right in. The native Paradisians had some sort of sense that
could gauge sand depth, so they avoided those places. But they
spent most of their lives underground anyway.

The Paradisians fascinated him. Their customs,
rituals, language and of course their physical bodies, created so
perfectly for their planet. He’d first learned about them a few
years ago, at the U of Arizona. His desire to study them in the
field had started there and grown, until he finally found himself
hired at the Paradisian Institute. Looking for something new and
mind blowing about the Paradisians. Something which would make his
career.

Not their rituals involving sanshay. That had been
studied and overstudied. Humans were fascinated by the aphrodisiac,
although it had no such effect on the natives.

And why would it? Their physiology was completely
different. Eight foot tall semi-humanoids with three horns on their
heads and perhaps five different genders, none of which were
obviously discernible. And a culture stretching back so far it made
humans look like infants in comparison.

Okay, focus. Focus on what need to be done.

He floated the airbike next to the boulder and
turned on the parking stabilizers. Then examined the hole at the
base of the boulder. Definitely a cave entrance. He peered in to
see that the entrance took several steps, the path turned left,
then descended the stairs. He rubbed his feet around and discovered
rock beneath only a couple inches of sand. Not bad. Had it been
used recently to only have a couple inches?

The Paradisians carved large steps into their cave
entrances. Since most of the planet was filled with caves and the
natives were nomadic, many caves hadn’t been used since the
beginning of their cultural timeline. There were so many caves and
they were almost all connected. Who knew what he might find?

He walked back out to the airbike, opened one of the
saddlebags and grabbed two water bottles that he snapped onto his
belt loops on the suit. He licked his dry sandy lips. He’d save the
water for later.

Excitement pinged around inside him like little
lightening bolts. This was his cave. His chance. No one had really
explored it. Well, no humans.

He hunched over to get into the small opening. What
must the tall natives have to do to climb in?

Cool air rose from beneath him. He flipped the
goggle lights on and looked down. The path at the entrance was only
three feet wide, it turned left and ran along the outer cave wall.
On the other side of the path was empty air. He looked over the
edge. A drop of maybe twelve feet to the floor. The main room of
the cave had six other tunnels leading out of it. Not much in the
large cavern. Several carved boulders lay strewn around, as if
someone had a wild party then left, forgetting to put the furniture
and the art upright again.
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