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by Oksana Heleverya

Jeff and Jennifer were in the garden compartment, tending to the plants—watering and fertilizing them. Jennifer found it strange that Jeff did all this by hand; after all, he had built robots that could handle the work on their own. But over time, she came to understand that when you live in space, this kind of thing becomes one of the best forms of entertainment.

After a while, B joined them.

“Jeff, these asters are beautiful,” he said.

“They’re from the seeds you brought last time.”

“They really are lovely,” Jennifer added.

She liked the garden compartment. Everything below was lush and green, and it seemed to her that Jeff fit perfectly into this place. He had shoulder-length green hair and large, light-green eyes, and here he looked completely at home—like some ancient mythical being, a creature of the forest. She tried to think of him that way, because the truth unsettled her. Jeff was a Synthetic —a genetically modified human, his hair color designed to set him apart from the others.

Powerful lights were mounted on the ceiling of the garden compartment, simulating Earth’s sun.

“I think my face is burned,” Jennifer said gloomily.

“I told you not to come into the garden around Earth noon.”

“But Jeff said he’d lower the light intensity,” Jennifer replied angrily.

“I...” Jeff trailed off, suddenly awkward.

“He always forgets,” B said cynically. “I think he does it on purpose. He’s not as sensitive to ultraviolet as we are.” He ran a hand over his shaved head, the crown of which usually suffered the most from the intense radiation.

“I won’t do it again. I’m just used to having B around—he usually takes care of it himself,” Jeff began to explain.

“Forget it,” B said. “She gets it now, right?”

“You two are impossible,” Jennifer said.

“I’ll give you some cream—you won’t even notice you were in the sun,” Jeff said in a guilty tone, looking at her reddened face.

“Jeff, you once said you took part in developing space travel based on the ‘wormhole’ principle?”

“Yes—but you remember my memory was wiped?”

“That’s exactly why I’m asking,” B said.

“I remember that we proved this kind of travel is possible,” Jeff said. “But I don’t remember the details. It’s something like a tunnel in space-time that connects two very distant points in space.”

B listened to him, trying not to show that even a small child raised on retro science fiction would know this.

“So why did you bring that up?” Jeff asked.

“We have a new case,” B said. “The project you worked on was a success. It sparked a breakthrough in human technology that people had talked about for years, but had never moved beyond theory. A group of first settlers has been living on an exoplanet in the Tau Ceti system for a year now. They were attacked by an alien life form that had previously shown no aggression. We need to go there and investigate what exactly happened.”

“So, you and Jennifer are going there together?” Jeff asked.

“This time, the three of us are going,” B said happily.

“Really?” Jeff said, with a trace of doubt in his voice.

“You wanted this,” Jennifer said.

“Yes, but I haven’t left this station in so long. What about my plants?” Jeff said, looking downcast.

“That’s exactly why you built the agronomy bots,” B said.

“How long are we going for?” Jennifer asked.

“I don’t know, but take plenty of things with you,” B said.

“So, it’s for a long time, if B is saying that,” Jeff said.

They made their way to the spaceport, which was located at the Lagrange point between Earth and the Sun. A spaceship was waiting for them there, and it would take them to a planet in the nearest star system. The trip itself was supposed to take only a couple of hours, including the flight briefing for the ship. It took them half an hour to load their luggage onto the new vessel. They were all anxious, because none of them had ever traveled as far as twelve light-years before.
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They arrived in orbit around the exoplanet called New Home in the Tau Ceti system.

“Is everything all right?” B asked, glancing back at his passengers, who sat strapped into their seats on either side of him.

“Looks like it,” Jennifer replied quietly. “Did we really make it?”

Jeff nodded.

They transferred to a space shuttle packed with cargo from Earth and their luggage, and began their descent to the exoplanet.

“As far as I remember, this planet wasn’t supposed to be here,” Jeff said as they entered the dense layers of the atmosphere.

“It was hard to detect for a long time because of its low albedo,” B replied.

“And yet they managed to find it,” Jeff said, disappointed.

“Maybe you just didn’t pay attention to it; the information probably seemed unnecessary for your work,” B said.

“Or maybe you simply forgot it, because there was so much more important information for you,” Jennifer said.

Jeff always felt upset when he remembered that part of his memory had been erased.

They landed at the planet’s spaceport. From there, they drove to the settlement in an off-road vehicle.

“What do we know?” Jennifer asked.

“Only what I’ve already told you.”

“That’s all?” Jeff asked.

Outside the window it was night, pitch black, the sky glittering with countless stars that dissolved in the beam of the off-road vehicle’s headlights.

“Who lives here?” Jeff asked. “This planet is inhabited, isn’t it?”

“Why do you always assume I know more than you do?” B asked nervously, without taking his eyes off the road.

“That’s how it always is,” Jennifer said.

“This time I know nothing more than you do. We’ll find out everything on site.”

“It’s good the planet exists at all,” Jeff said with sarcasm.

“Fine, I lied to you. In fact, this planet has not been officially discovered. And the fact that settlers were sent here is classified too.”

“So, you brought us on a suicide mission,” Jeff said.

“If a mission is classified, that doesn’t mean it’s a one-way ticket. On the contrary, this assignment has high priority,” B continued.

“We didn’t really have any other choice, did we?” Jennifer asked.

“In any case, what difference does it make?” Jeff said. “Life is a pointless thing, especially when you’re a Synthetic.”

“Or when you’ve been written off like trash,” Jennifer added.

B slammed on the brakes. A long creature, about half a meter tall, ran across the road in front of the off-road vehicle.

“What was that?” Jennifer asked anxiously. She flinched and started adjusting her dark straight hair, which fell just below her shoulders; it felt as though it were tickling her. She rubbed her neck, checking that it was only hair and not some alien creature.

“I told you, I don’t know anything,” B replied irritably.

“Just keep going,” Jeff said.

B only shook his head and continued driving.

They reached the settlement. It was dark; all the lights were off. Small houses were scattered roughly fifty meters apart, and their windows were unlit.

“This looks bad,” Jeff said.

“Maybe they don’t want to disturb the local fauna,” Jennifer said.

“I didn’t get a chance to tell you: I tried contacting them when we arrived in orbit around the planet, but there was no response. The connection with them has been lost for some time now.”

“And, as always, you don’t tell us everything you know,” Jennifer said irritably.

“I had hoped the local communication still worked.”

“So, what do we do?” Jennifer said, looking out the window. “They don’t even know we’re here.”

“Did they ask for help?” Jeff asked from the back seat, turning to look out the rear window. “Didn’t they?”

“Yes. They reported an attack on their settlement.”

“And how long ago was that?” Jennifer asked.

“A month ago.”

“And what are we going to do?” Jeff asked.

“We’re going to figure out what happened,” B replied.

“No, what are we going to do right now?” Jeff said, suddenly tense.

“I’ll get out of the off-road vehicle, look around, and knock on the houses’ doors.”

“At some point, some unknown life form will attack you and kill you, and we’ll be stuck here forever,” Jeff said in one breath.

“Really, none of you knows how to properly fly a space shuttle. That’s a problem.”

“When I worked in the police as a detective, I always worked alone. You rely only on yourself, and if something goes wrong, nobody suffers because of you,” Jennifer said.

“There are no right choices when you work alone, and if you get taken out, you won’t be able to finish the mission, and those who were counting on your success will suffer,” Jeff said.

“I worked as a detective, not a soldier,” Jennifer replied offended.

“How about we wait in the car until morning?” Jeff suggested.

They had already arrived at the settlement, parking near the small residential houses.

“Who said morning is any less dangerous than night?” B said.

“In the morning, at least, you can actually see things.”

“So, I’ll go and knock on the doors,” Jennifer said.

“No!” B objected.

“But that makes you the most qualified among us, which means you’re the most valuable one here,” she went on.

“What kind of nonsense is that?” B shot back.

“I should go. You probably brought me along for exactly that reason,” Jeff said.

“Then let Jeff and me go together,” Jennifer suggested. “And you can cover us if anything happens.”

“We’ll go all three of us,” B said.

They armed themselves and got out of the vehicle.

It was quiet outside. The cool, fresh air was invigorating. Flashlights were mounted on their weapons, and they set them to medium power so they wouldn’t blind one another.

“I’ll be in front, then Jennifer, Jeff behind. Jeff, watch the rear and the right side. Jennifer, watch the opposite side from him,” B ordered.

They heard a rustling sound coming from the far side of the vehicle. Jeff immediately shone his light there.

“Nothing,” he said, though his voice was tense.

“Move forward,” B commanded.

They made their way to the nearest little house. The grass was high beneath their feet, rustling as their boots crushed it down.

“Hey, is anyone here?” B called loudly and calmly. “We’ve come to help you!”

But there was no answer. He carefully climbed the two steps to the porch and knocked on the door. The result was the same. B tried the door handle, but it was locked.

They did the same thing again and again, knocking on seven houses, but with no success.

“And what do we do now?” Jennifer asked.

Jeff was standing with his back to them, covering their rear. Here and there, the grass rustled. There were not many trees in the settlement; the few that stood there were tall, with dense crowns that occasionally emitted sharp, loud sounds.

“We’ll try again. We haven’t reached the end of the houses yet,” B said, moving deeper into the settlement.

They reached another porch. B knocked on the door. No answer.

“Doing the same thing and expecting different results isn’t very smart,” Jeff said.

“Is anyone here? We’ve come to help you!” B continued, ignoring Jeff’s grumbling.

“That wasn’t my idea—that was Albert Einstein, the great physicist,” Jeff began, but before he could finish, the door swung open sharply, and a barrel appeared out of the darkness.

“Who are you?” came a bright female voice.

“We came to this
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