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For Immediate Release

Delhi, February 15, 2125 – Phoenix, Inc. is proud to announce the launch of the Vimana with its crew of eight intrepid explorers. Led by Captain Anil Sharma, the internationally famous test pilot who proved the maneuverability of the Phoenix Lander in the face of satellite silence and unpredictable weather conditions, representing the pride of India, this team begins its ten-year mission to explore new worlds and pave the road to the future for humanity.

Second in command is Dr. Eddie Mananjara, who leaves his family behind in Bali, Indonesia, to navigate the crew through the complex slingshot maneuvers that will take advantage of Phoenix’s proprietary engine design and allow the crew to traverse the 40 light years of their planned route in the ten Earth years of their mission.

Dr. Jade Liang joins the crew as the resident medical practitioner, trained and certified not only in Traditional Chinese Medicine, but also to the highest standards of Western medical practice. She leaves her family behind in Beijing, China.

Engineers Dr. Jill Sanderson and Dr. Daniel Hassan Abeo Yessuf bring their multitude of credentials in robotics, artificial intelligence, and physical sciences to the team. They leave behind families in America and Nigeria, respectively.

The Earth sciences team completes the crew with representatives from Germany, Italy, and the Philippines. Dr. Marina Spitzer’s botanical expertise will ensure compatibility of life forms and possible hybridization to address critical food supply issues. Dr. Leonardo Federici’s geological expertise will assure safety as well as discover mineral deposits crucial to future expeditions. Dr. Aninag Sinabariba’s ecological expertise will harmonize humanity’s needs with what is available on the new planets being explored.

Join us in wishing this crew—the cream of what our united planet has to offer—well on their historic journey.
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At least in space, the air doesn’t smell like despair.

Her brother would thump her if he ever heard her say that out loud. Dr. Marina Spitzer grimaced as the g-forces accumulated and she tracked the digital graphs in front of her eyes. The three screens that descended in front of her on an arm that extended from the back of her chair during high-g maneuvers blocked out most of the view of the cabin around her, but the new-plastic off-gassing smell had left the room many months back. Industrial-strength light gray carpeting at her feet was starting to show wear in the aisle between the two rows of crew seating centered in the oval space.

“So far, we’re still in the green over here.” Three years into their mission and it remained strange to her to use the tongue switch to make the words print out in the chat screen for her team mates. Given the frequency of the slingshot maneuvers they were using to traverse deep space, though, the small group couldn’t count on being able to use hand signals or even type on their keyboards.

Their tech was cobbled together from what remained and was at least minimally viable after the third World War had ended a hundred years previously. What had survived would have to be sufficient. For as much as the Chinese and Indian governments had done to ensure humanity had a road off-planet, none of their gear was as tested as it should have been, and the urgency to escape the planet meant that most plans were ad hoc and subject to interpretation.

Which didn’t sit well with Rina, whose German heart was deeply imbued with the plodding nature of step-by-step investigations and the slow cycles of growing things.

Still, theirs might be the last generation that could yet make use of the ancient tech before planetary resources to replenish it were completely depleted. The pressing need for options of any kind overrode all arguments.

In the meantime, it was vital to make sure that the seedlings in her care made it to their destinations hale and hardy, else essential nutrition be missing for the entire team. And for the future of humanity.

Rina argued with her brother in absentia. She was definitely in space—even if she were in a spaceship on her way to the next in the string of planets that everyone left on Earth hoped would suit for starting over. And she imagined she could smell the plants her digital dials and gauges were reporting on, as the oxygen they provided filtered throughout the ship.

The gleaming, white look of its glass-ceramic composite interior belied the gray, concrete-clad memories she had of home. And hid the ancient tech that drove them to the stars in a veneer of modernity.

She visualized her brother putting on his rebreather mask as he braved the pollution of nuclear winter on his daily trek between his home bunker and the research institute in Stuttgart. She was out here for Karl as much as for humanity. He would have to share the precious oxygen from the institute’s atrium with hundreds of employees while she shared the freshness brought by the plants on this ship with only seven others. The privilege she enjoyed could not go for naught.

Earth-bound rebreathers just recycled the sadness of generations. Rina would make sure humanity could breathe hope again. If she ever got to do her job.

Dr. Aninag Sinabariba’s words showed up under Rina’s. “Green here, too.”

Heartening for similar reasons. Ani was a renowned ecologist who had helped save her home island in the Philippines, so if she weren’t seeing any disturbance in the fish that nourished the roots of their plants, there was a world of hope awaiting them. Rina could recall the easy grace in the long, slender fingers as they tickled the fish in her care. It was a bizarre care ritual to witness for someone who had grown up on carefully regulated nourishment packs.

She hadn’t seen actual food animals until she’d done her doctoral research in Etosha National Park in Namibia. Many of those had been scrawny and sick from the global die-off in plant matter, their hides dull, and nothing like the rainbows that could refract from the fish scales visible through Plexiglas in their atrium.

Captain Anil Sharma’s texts chimed in next. “We still have five minutes of acceleration, team. Rina, Ani, let me know if any of the plants or animals indicate any distress. The rest of you, remember to breathe. Doc? Anyone showing undue stress?”

The captain was built like a small tank, so sometimes Rina imagined he would bulldoze his team into whatever route he chose for them. Including good health.

Whatever mad scientist had put this group together really was trying to test the boundaries of team building. Notwithstanding that they had all been born between 2085 and 2095, and had all passed the most rigorous application, interview, testing, and training regimen Phoenix, Inc. could throw at them, it seemed someone had forgotten to clue them in that the competition was over. The team wouldn’t succeed without collaboration.

The fact that everyone had shaved their heads at the start of the mission to avoid the need for the extra water required to keep their hair clean had done nothing to build an esprit de corps.

The fact that there were four women and four men had not led to any balance, much less pairings, that Rina could perceive.

Perversely, she was grateful for the extreme regimentation of the team’s schedules because she’d dreaded being left out, once again, from the easy camaraderie she’d witnessed in so many high-performing research teams.

The flip side of that coin was the toxic stew of jealousy and pettiness. She’d suffered through that too.

But this team was too busy for either. Phoenix had agreed that everyone needed eight hours of sleep to maintain health and focus, but had scheduled them down to the fifteen-minute mark to ensure their waking hours were devoted to as much productivity as the company could wring from them.

Not that that sense of urgency was particularly different from back on Earth, where humans were watching the sand run down on an ecological hourglass. Nobody Rina knew could imagine anything like the old Hollywood depictions of vacations. Mental decompression was snatched in front of vids in carefully regulated hours.

For the team in space, that meant fewer entertainment vids, and more carefully scheduled contacts with friends and family. As if the people together on the ship couldn’t satisfy the need for social interactions.

It really wasn’t as depressing as all that, though. She liked to think of herself as a member of an ascetic group of monks worshipping at the altar of science. Studying the mysteries of the universe through the lens of logic.

Still, the news from home was an ongoing, depressing tally of the latest species to die off. Or the latest mortality rates from early onset cancer traceable directly to the nuclear radiation that bathed the planet.

Wrenching herself away from her ruminations, Rina watched an emoji of the one hundred percent symbol scroll by as posted by the medical professional on the ship, Dr. Jade Liang. She was taller than Ani, but just as slender and brown and represented China’s interests in the expedition. Jade had been the first to allow a patch of her shaved hair to start growing out, so now she wore stylish bangs at the front of her head. Sometimes she would braid a small section of the longer hair. Rina envied the grace that allowed her to pull off something unique, but hadn’t done more than grow her hair from completely shaved to a short brush cut that remained easy to maintain.

The fact that participants had been selected to represent the whole globe might have been part of the problem.

It was also not unusual that none of the engineers on the team contributed to the group chat scrolling in front of her eyes.

Captain Anil’s next text chimed on the screen. “Coming up on braking procedure. Prepare for the drone launch.”

Rina gritted her teeth. What, really, was the point of her being on this team?

The expedition had been pitched as a way to make sure Earthlings, humans, would have potentially hospitable homes throughout the galaxy. But if Rina couldn’t get her hands into some dirt and plant some of her seedlings, that marketing slogan would never become a reality.

Dr. Eddie Mananjara switched the primary screen to a view of the new planet. The sixth of their twenty-one planet agenda. The navigator was an engineer by training and by passion, so in the first half-second after the switch in display content, his choice surprised Rina.

Then she became absorbed by the wonder of the blue planet that was their next target. Tauruti Three.

She could see cloud formations swirling across the face of the azure globe. Irregular land masses made the planet look like an old-style marble. Early readings on her secondary screen showed another oxygen-rich planet. The glow over the horizon shone a brilliant teal and the reflection of distant galaxies in the blackness of space sparkled like diamonds highlighting the larger gem in front of them.

It was beautiful.

It felt like home, calling to her across the void.

Somehow, she had to convince the team that this time they should all get a chance to do their jobs.

“Team meeting in five.” The cursor at the end of the captain’s message winked at her like an omen.

The pressure lifted. The final maneuvers to place them firmly on the trajectory that would give them a few days to consider their target had been completed. The screens in front of their faces lifted and their displays diverted to the shared screens that lined the perimeter of the cabin.

Eddie was the first to unsnap his harness and stretch his arms. All she saw was the thick black hair at the back of his head while his stubby, hairy fingers danced in the air in front of him in his own personal micro-calisthenics. She wondered whether those exercises were something he’d brought with him from his home in Indonesia.

Rina shrugged and carefully took a deep breath. It always felt like an elephant had finally decided to stand up after having sat on her chest. A different kind of pain and relaxation after the long stretch of tolerating the extra weight of gravitational forces humans weren’t built to support.

Her stretches were more subtle. A look to her left and a nod at Ani. A look to her right and a nod at Leo. Arching her back and unstrapping from the webbing that cradled her against a custom-molded memory foam-lined couch for the most uncomfortable stretches of their journey. It was remarkable she hadn’t yet been crushed into the same kind of goo that made the padding at least tolerable when she was immobilized against it.

Standing was always more of a challenge than she’d hoped, so she took it slowly.

But then, none of them was young anymore, so she wasn’t the only laggard making sure the kinks untangled in the proper order.

Still, they had the meeting to look forward to.

She stepped into the aisle behind the row where her seat was situated, and turned to face the conference room adjacent to the bridge. Rina was determined that this time it would be different.

Captain Anil placed his hands palm to palm and bowed slightly per usual as she approached the door. “Good job. Thank you for reporting promptly.”

She took a seat on the far side of the oval table and listened to all the variations the captain came up with to welcome the other seven expedition members into the shared space.

Dr. Daniel Hassan Abeo Yessuf had more degrees than any of them, and could engineer anything. The 3D printer on board was his design and had universal fabrication capacity. He was a genius at repurposing what was available locally to make it serve his needs; Rina was sure his assistance was what had led to his home country, Nigeria’s, economic boom in the decade prior to their departure. His ingenuity would ensure that whenever they did finally find a planet to land on, they would have sturdy shelter that wouldn’t impact the local ecology.

Rina speculated that Phoenix had stretched its body type acceptance parameters to allow the two-meter-tall man to join the crew given his wide range of accomplishments. Whenever they crossed paths, she felt every insignificant centimeter of her own short stature, while the ship’s lighting brought out the blue undertones in his deep black skin.

Dr. Jill Sanderson was the robotics engineer. All of the remotes were her purview, though that thought turned Rina’s stomach slightly. The ongoing debate among the crew related to the level of risk agreed upon as acceptable. Jill had so far trumped everyone by claiming her bots could do all their jobs, collect any necessary specimens, and avoid the possibility of illness in or injury to anyone onboard.

Her gray-blue eyes spoke of her Anglo background and made her unique among the eight of them. Jill’s habit of shaving all her body hair made it impossible to know what her natural hair color was though. Even her eyelashes were short and stubby. Rina guessed that the other woman fully embraced the unisex look in order to be perceived as not allowing her femininity to have any impact on her engineering.

Having sufficiently monopolized the typically ninety-six-hour window on the past five colony planet candidates that none of the team members most interested in first-hand experience of a potential new home had gotten to do more than sniff the remnants of whatever atmosphere had survived the trip back to their space ship and the decontamination protocols, the engineer had not yet realized the strength of the alliance lining up against her.

On the other hand, Jill had managed to drive all the engineers to produce additional mechanicals to leave behind on those first five planets so at least some data collection could continue despite human absence.

It was odd that those machines didn’t send their findings to the team once they left the system. Their results were encrypted and uploaded to the comms buoys strung out across the galaxy behind them, to be queried weekly by Phoenix. From what she’d seen of automated server message traffic, Rina wondered if one of the new mandates would be to reduce human communication in favor of the machines’ information transmissions.

Her eyes crinkled at the memory of Leo—Dr. Leonardo Federici—pounding his fist into his hand and gesticulating wildly while discussing the situation with herself and Ani during a serendipitous meeting in the hallway. The women had exited the central atrium following one of their shifts there and surprised him while he walked furious laps around the ship. “It’s not acceptable that we are forced to rely on machines. It’s not acceptable that we who are most likely to understand these worlds are confined to this ship. We’re not being allowed to do our jobs!”

Their Italian geologist was literally climbing the walls in an effort to keep his skills at least somewhat current on the long voyage. His swarthy complexion had gone slightly sallow in the artificial light of their ship, but even in that moment of frustration, Rina had appreciated the twinkle in his light brown eyes that hinted at a sense of humor.

They were all fit enough to meet the mobility requirements Phoenix had established, but Leo knew how to use his body after a lifetime of mountaineering.

It seemed his passion for exploration was not fulfilled by merely hurtling through space.

Rina and Ani had shrugged and nodded. It wasn’t a new beef. But if they voiced their concerns to Captain Anil, he would smirk in that annoying way of his and say, “Can’t you ladies work it out without it becoming a cat fight?”

Knowing that the prejudice came from centuries of classist and sexist assumptions made Rina sigh. All the more so because she’d encountered those attitudes among half a dozen other male leaders she’d worked with, most of whom didn’t even have the cultural background excuse the captain did. Still, she was grateful she’d earned her way onto the team led by the Indians. English might not be her first language, but it was a lot more comfortable for clear communication for her than learning Mandarin with no previous experience with a tonal language. She did not envy the follow-on team’s required effort in that direction.

It was a testament to the long-lasting power of colonial history that so many on her team had had early exposure to a common language. Rina couldn’t remember anymore if English had been her second or third language. She was sure Leo, Ani, Hassan, and Captain Anil had fared similarly. Jade and Eddie might have been exposed to it later in life, given their nations of origin and more tentative usage. What really blew her mind was the fact that the Americans had started World War III, yet somehow the language of academia still tended to be English.

Funnily enough, the staff ordered themselves in the conference room according to the same ranks as their seats on the bridge. Ani sat at Rina’s left, and Leo at her right. Then came Jade, Hassan, and Jill. The captain and Eddie took the final two seats with their backs toward the door, which had sealed behind them.

Rina steeled herself to speak, took a breath, and opened her mouth.

Jill said, “All of my remotes have been updated with the latest code and are ready to fly the first pass on your command, captain.”

Rina closed her mouth.

Eddie’s fingers were apparently once more the most fascinating thing at the table—if his focused gaze were to be believed. Rina wondered what made them such a compelling subject. And why these meetings always followed the same pattern. The brash American taking charge, even though her country was the one responsible for the nuclear detonations, the reason they were out in deep space looking for a new home for humanity. Everyone following her words as if they were gospel.

“That’s all well and good, but the earth sciences team must log some hours on the planet’s surface this time.” Leo’s voice was intense as he responded to Jill’s almost rote recitation.

“Oh? I thought we were all agreed that that was too risky?” Captain Anil cocked his head and blinked, beetling his thick eyebrows as he considered the geologist’s words.

Leo leaned forward, pressing his splayed hands in front of him on the table. “I doubt we were all agreed, as the three of us have grown increasingly impatient with the restrictions we’re operating under.” He nodded at both Rina and Ani before continuing. “We can’t do the work we were hired to do. The best way for us to gather data is not through remotes, but through the experience we bring to our interactions with our environment.”

“Exactly.” Rina nodded. “There is no bot in the universe that knows how to plant a seedling, and I would never trust one of the few we have to do the work that my expertise and training have prepared me for.”

“I can always reprogram one to your specifications. I thought I had already offered that.” Jill shrugged as she leaned back in the chair and seemed to roll her eyes at the ceiling. Rina couldn’t understand why the woman sounded perennially bored with so much to accomplish. How she wasn’t thrilled with the opportunities that lay before them.

“My point here is that technology is only a useful first step in the process of evaluating these planets. We were included in the team in recognition that not everything can be automated. The human factor is important in coming to a decision about whether a new planet will work for the future of humanity.” Rina was leaning forward, pressing her hands into the table in an unconscious echo of Leo’s aggressive stance. She wished she had better words to express her passionate belief in the vital nature of their roles. On the other hand, it wouldn’t do to let her emotions run rampant and choke herself up about it either.

“It is remarkable that the softer sciences were considered relevant to such a critical venture.” Jill shrugged again while Rina struggled to contain her anger at the woman’s dismissive attitude. “But if you think it’s important, let’s just make sure that nothing interferes with the schedule I’ve come up with. I have waves of three bots each scheduled to leave at eight-hour intervals. That way we can analyze data and make tweaks to their search patterns based on what we find. And we should be able to maximize our data collection task across the twelve units I have.”

“That is unacceptable.” Leo’s voice was loud as he cut off anything else Jill might have to say. Leo first gestured to Rina and Ani before he started pounding a finger into the top of the table as he was speaking. “It’s very nearly exactly what we’ve done at each of the first five planets we’ve visited. It did not result in any meaningful exploration for us.”

“But our scans showed we would not have been able to land there without significant risks to our health.” Jill sounded genuinely perplexed.

“That’s not true this time, though.” Both Rina and Leo raised their voices to make the most cogent point.

Captain Anil leaned forward, patting the air in front of him as if that would calm the people in the room. “It’s not necessary to fight now. We still have an hour while we’re inbound into the system before we need to decide to deploy the lander, right Eddie?”

Eddie’s head snapped up upon hearing his name. “Sorry?”

Anil cocked his head and repeated himself more slowly, catching Eddie’s gaze as he enunciated each word.

This time Eddie nodded. “Sure. Sure. I can customize the landing protocol for this planet in the next hour.”

It was remarkable that for a team of which seven-eighths had learned English as a second language there weren’t more crossed signals. Rina wondered if in this case Eddie’s actions were so much an indication of misunderstanding as a simple lack of attention to the matter at hand, though.

Still, it was the first time the captain had acceded to a plan that included getting out in the lander. She jumped on the opportunity to push her agenda. “Should the life sciences team plan on spending the entire fly-by window on the planet?”

From the way the others were staring at her in stunned silence, with varying expressions of horror and confusion, Rina would have thought she was suggesting smashing equipment.

Another moment of silence passed before Ani leaned forward and spoke softly. “Maybe we should take it in shorter visits? We don’t know if there are any indigenous predators or poisons down there yet. Maybe we should wait for the first results to come back from the bot fly-overs?”

“See? That’s what I’m saying. It’s too dangerous to risk humans down there. We don’t know what you might face. I’m just trying to make sure the team stays safe.” Jill gave a satisfied nod to each point in her summation.

Leo cleared his throat. “I don’t know that we have to be as cautious as that, either. Rina’s right. We already know the atmosphere is breathable from the astronomers who found the planet for us, as well as the follow-on confirmation in the long-range sensor feedback Eddie shared with us as we crossed this system’s heliopause. This time there aren’t unknown gasses in the atmosphere that could put us at risk. Our time is limited, so we can wait until the first set of bots has returned before we leave, but we can use that time to collect our equipment and prepare for at least an overnight expedition.” Leo paused and spoke more softly. “I’d like to know what it’s like to sleep under two moons before I make any recommendations about whether this planet is fit for colonization.”

The tightness at the back of Rina’s neck eased slightly.

There were so few of them on this trip, and it had been so hard to feel like she had a connection with any of them—notwithstanding the three years it had taken them to come this far—it felt like victory to have someone understand her perspective.
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“I’m so glad you said something in the meeting, but were you really serious about staying the whole four days on Tauruti Three?” Ani was measuring the pH in one of her fish tanks with practiced movements while the soft sounds of the filters and pumps in them created a background of white noise.

Rina hadn’t expected that the first work period after their meeting would bring her back into contact with Ani. Usually that didn’t happen more than once a month. But the warm humidity of the atrium soothed her and made it easier to open up to her colleague. Act like the social interaction was more normal than its rarity might indicate.

“I spent a number of years in the Succulent Karoo on the border between Namibia and South Africa as well as the Caprivi Strip in northeastern Namibia. I’m used to roughing it. Before the war, that area was known for its dramatic biodiversity. Given its distance from the main nuclear strikes, we were hoping to track signs of recovery down there.” Rina leaned down to brush her nose through the feathery fronds of her favorite sword fern. The plant didn’t have a distinctive scent, but she felt better with her nose so close to the greenery. The fronds reminded her of the soft touch of friends and family on Earth, though she had a perpetual soundtrack in the back of her mind of professors and advisors who had harped on avoiding physical touch. Our bodies are merely vessels for our minds, don’t be distracted. She stepped back from the plant and pointed her mister at a zebra plant. “We weren’t able to make any conclusive findings, but the experience made me yearn for being outside.”

Ani shivered despite the moist heat surrounding them. “I was part of a delegation sent to what used to be St. Louis on the North American continent to see if we could do anything to counteract the storms that raged on what had been the eastern seaboard of the United States. Being outside for any length of time... was courting death.”

“That must be part of why Jill keeps harping on safety. She was based somewhere in the US, right?” Rina still had a hard time believing Jill was actually worried for humans; she seemed more like she had programmed herself to reject all humanity.

Ani nodded and squinched her eyes shut. “If I remember correctly, maybe Denver?”

“I guess it doesn’t really matter. But for me, for my mandate, it’s so important to run the specialized spectrum tests on the soil, to test its arability, to quantify the relative abundance of organisms, to start classifying plants on these planets and seeing whether any hybrid opportunities exist. Those aren’t things bots can be programmed to do. It’s the height of arrogance to think that’s even an option.” If she spent another day in the artificial confines of the space ship, where no winds could blow, no sun could shine, and no moons could let her eyes work to pick out the pin pricks of starlight, she might cheerfully start peeling out of her own skin.

In the quiet of her own mind, she wondered if the social constraints of her work schedule might finally have tipped over into an underlying stressor. She might be an introvert who had considered long-distance, asynchronous conversations a blessing, but she was simultaneously excited by and anxious about this longer conversation with her colleague.

She reached up and picked a dead leaf from the pygmy date palm, retreating again to the silence that was her normal working mode. Rina had been getting more passionate in her statements to her colleagues. It would be better to find her focus in solitude.

Still, the picture she had in her e-frame of her and her friend Katje with their arms around each other’s shoulders as they stood on the Namibian coast reminded her of the joy a companion could bring. Even though that particular picture had memorialized the sad day when the last known wild giraffe had died and the looks captured on their faces were mournful despite their long-standing friendship.

The tanks of microalgae looked healthy, and Rina was careful to confirm that the Spirulina, Dunaliella Salina, and Haemotococcus Pluvialis remained monocultures with production strong enough to meet their dietary needs. These microscopic plants were the team’s primary protection against radiation damage and poor health. Aerating their tanks and making sure the light and temperature remained at optimum levels was therefore one of Rina’s most important daily tasks.

The ship seemed constructed to encourage being alone. Each crew member had his or her own dormitory, which also served as a lab or office as appropriate. Because there had been some hope that the life scientists could create Earth/exoplanetary hybrids, though, and because properly oxygenated air was key to the long-term well-being of the crew, the ship had a generous arboretum at its core. Each room looked inward toward the tops of the leafy plants that nourished them all, one way or another.

It meant that there was a certain level of circularity to everything about the ship.

Rina had reached the low-light area of the central arboretum chamber when she heard Ani rustling nearby again. She enjoyed letting the mist intended for the plants briefly land on her hands instead. The Chinese Evergreen varietals didn’t have any brown spots under her care. She rubbed at the glossy surface of one of the leaves nearby to confirm there wasn’t any dust building up on them.

“We should talk more.”

Even Ani’s soft voice made Rina startle.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.” Ani’s hand rested briefly on Rina’s shoulder before Ani took a step back and looked into the dim light of the dense leaves surrounding them. “I knew this would be a long voyage. A long separation from my family and friends. I didn’t know we would be so cut off from each other.” She faced the same direction as Rina, but she angled her chin as she spoke to create a non-threatening connection between them.

Rina sighed and smiled, considered her words before admitting softly, “You’re right. I may be an introvert, but even I’m getting to the point that emerging from the cocoon of data and research and expectation might be a welcome change.”

The women stepped closer together and Ani brushed her shoulder against Rina’s. “At home it’s so much more common to have large gatherings with food and family and friends and laughter. I stick out as too serious there, but here, I feel silly suggesting that we might benefit from eating as a group. Do you think I’m silly?”

Rina startled again, then snorted. “I don’t think there’s any universe that would define you as silly.” She paused and slowly rubbed her fingertips through the stubble of hair at her temple. “You know, there are no regulations about bringing food into the conference room. Maybe we could just take our meals there. See who joins us.”

Ani nodded enthusiastically. “We could turn on the viewscreen in there, too, so we’re not just staring at each other as we eat.”

“I like the way you think.” Rina gave a final swipe to one of the leaves hanging nearby and turned her steps toward the nearest exit. “Our afternoon chores are done here, right?” She glanced at the chronometer over the door, the digital numbers ticking forward through time. “It’s supposed to be my meal break in a minute anyway. Why don’t we go test your plan now?”

Leaving the smell of green and growing things was always a challenge for Rina, but the idea that maybe, three years into their journey, she might have someone to talk to while she nourished herself was at once scary and exciting.

She walked carefully to contain herself.

And noticed they had stopped talking already.

This could be a disaster.

Rounding the curve leading to the front end of the ship, they nearly mowed down Leo. “Sorry!”

He laughed and held his hands out to make sure nobody overbalanced. “You ladies look like you’re off to slay the dragon.”

Rina blinked and tilted her head. “No. We’re tired of being so isolated. We decided we would go eat in the conference room.”

It was Leo’s turn to blink. He broke into a slow smile. “Why didn’t anyone think of that before? That’s genius. Do you mind if I join you?”

Rina looked at Ani and shrugged. “Fine by me.”

“Meet you there in two minutes?” Ani strode off to her rooms after assuring herself the other two didn’t object.

“Sure.” Rina nodded and kept walking toward the conference room. “Doesn’t make sense to plan for something like this, though, if the space is already reserved for something else. Or make plans and not reserve the space.” She stood at the tablet computer next to the door and tapped in her scheduling request.

Leo was still hovering, watching her fingers tap and swipe.

“Did you need something else?” Rina took a small step in the direction of her cabin, trying to put some distance between herself and her colleague.

He shook his head. “I’m glad you two thought of this. It’s actually strange nobody else thought we should share communal meals. As small as this team is, I feel like nobody knows anybody. Though I’d like to.” He shrugged and smiled, keeping steady eye contact with her. “Know you, that is.”

Rina grimaced but nodded as she continued toward her cabin. “We probably would all work better together if we had any clue about what each of us does.” She considered the two hours allotted each week for correspondence with friends and family. “Though I don’t know where we’d find the slack in our schedules.”

“You mean, in the fifteen seconds you gain by rushing through your work, you haven’t memorized all of our CVs and started reading our most recent peer-reviewed papers?” Leo affected a nasally voice, then laughed at his own joke while he waited at her door as she collected the packet of food that had been delivered at her dispensary.

Rina shook her head. “You manage that much spare time?” She blew a gentle raspberry as she considered how each hour of her day was scheduled. “I mean, I know Phoenix is trying to earn back some of its capital investment by the experimental schedule they’ve set for us, but that’s not how science works. Unless the canned broadcasts we’re sending back help them earn advertising revenue.” She’d wondered for a long time what the point of all that extra effort was and she glanced sidelong at Leo to gauge his reaction to her speculation. “What do you think?”

Leo laughed again. He really was a handsome man with the short bristle of his dark hair silvering at the temples. Given his excited hand movements and what seemed to be genuine good humor flowing from him, Rina wondered why she’d been so hesitant to have any longer conversations. “I wouldn’t put anything past Phoenix. We have enough sponsored gear in our holds I wonder how much capital the company actually had to invest to get us out here. We could even be a next century-style Big Brother program, and somebody, somehow, gets to eventually vote us off the island.”

Rina’s eyes got big before she smiled. “Blasphemy.” She winked. “You mean you don’t believe the company is doing this for the greater good of humanity? To make sure we have a home among the stars?” She quoted the marketing slogans easily, having seen some variant of them on every virtual desktop she’d had access to while on board. “I wonder why they market to us when we’re so far from home. And we’re the ones trying to make their marketing true.”

The door to the conference room opened as she and Leo approached.

Ani smiled at them from across the table. “Join me. I got the screen Eddie shared with us to display in here, too. This planet looks so much like Earth.”

Leo strode toward the screen and tapped on the console beside it. “Looks like we’re getting some of the initial readings from the first wave of bots already. I can...” He tapped and dragged and muttered while Rina settled herself near Ani. “There!” He turned around and smiled at the ladies. “We have data.”

Rina squinted at the screen. “Looks like ants to me. But the aerial view is truly breathtaking.”

Leo turned around again and kept fiddling with the interfaces. “Is that any better?”

Rina looked back at the secondary screen he’d pulled up. “Oh. Wait. That looks like chemical composition breakdowns. Those are usually the first things Jill scans for, or? And... those figures... Ani? Do you have the historical record for Earth?”

Leo looked back at the printout on the screen. “Iron, oxygen, silicon, magnesium, sulfur, nickel, calcium, aluminum, and traces of others. Rina, you’re right.” His eyes were big and his jaw was tight as he strode to the door and out of the room.

Ani hovered intently over her tablet, fussing with document archives. “The composition of old earth, before the war... Here we go: thirty-two point one percent iron, thirty point one percent oxygen, fifteen point one percent silicon,” she stopped reading out loud and stood to walk to the screen, where her fingertip traced numbers on first the big one, then the one in her hand. Her eyes were wide as she looked back at Rina. “What are the chances of such a perfect match out here in Tau Ceti’s neighborhood?”

The shiver crawling up Rina’s back could only be hidden if she pretended a nonchalant shrug.

Leo came rushing back through the door with their captain in tow. “Look. This is as near a perfect match for what earth was before we destroyed her. Ani? Did you find the historical archive?”

Ani nodded and handed over her tablet.

The captain glanced at the figures then paced closer to the display where the bot figures continued scrolling by. After a minute of silence he cleared his throat, opened his mouth, paused, and closed it again. He handed Ani her tablet and stormed out of the conference room while Leo, Rina, and Ani were still waiting for him to speak.

“That... was unexpected.” Rina massaged the back of her neck and finally shook her head as if rattling her brain loose.

Leo stared at her then burst out laughing. “I wonder which engineer he’s tracking down now.”

“I’m guessing we’re going
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