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A New Era—Near-future science fiction





Biologist Freja embarks to find alien life on planet Plura. 


Her mission. Find life, if any. Keep Plura pristine. Her dream come true.


But not everybody has the same dream.


How far will she go to protect her mission?





A story about hard choices in the age of space exploration and the humans making them.





It's a hundred years into the future, and humanity has reached the stars. There are colonies within the solar systems and the first spaceships travel out into the galaxy. 





The stories in “A New Era”-series follow the individuals that experience the start of a new era. A Pristine World is number 4 in “A New Era”-series.











A PRISTINE WORLD





MedBay was the best lit area onboard the spaceship Hermod. The white walls were so bright, it hurt Freja’s eyes. It was chilly, with an acrid smell that always reminded her of when she’d been sick as a child and was forced to spend the night in MedBay without mum and dad. It made her nauseous, and her stomach clenched. 


The only person in MedBay was a nurse she’d never met before with a too bright smile, blond hair, and teeth that filled up every available space in her mouth. Her uniform was white as if it wasn’t bright enough as it was, and the laid-back patient’s chair was also white. In fact, the only color in the space was Freya herself, with her green uniform embroidered with red and yellow flowers. It was frowned upon to decorate the uniforms, but Freya didn’t care, and her expertise was rare enough that Janko, her team leader, just laughed and let it go. 


“It’s just a simple vaccination,” the nurse said. “No reason to fuss.”


Freya frowned.


“Why do we have to take a flu shot?”


The nurse’s smile turned into the patient smile of a teacher with an obstinate child.


“It’s not only for the flu,” she said. “It prevents you from getting sick from a wide range of different diseases. We don’t want you getting sick while on the planet. The medical facilities are not as good as on Hermod.”


Freya took a deep breath. Of course, she knew that. But she didn’t want to take the shot. Her mouth was dry, and her heart rate was through the roof. Memories of her stay in MedBay, and all those shots while they tried to determine if it was meningitis, whirled in her mind. 


It hadn’t been meningitis, but Freya hadn’t set foot here since. Every summon to the mandatory health examination, she’d promptly forgot until they just stopped summoning her. However, this time, she wouldn’t be allowed to go on the expedition if she didn’t take the shot. Visiting an alien planet was her dream since she was old enough to understand that there was life outside the spaceship, and she’d worked her whole adult life to accomplish it. 


So, there wasn’t really any option. She should stop fussing, as the nurse called it, and just get over it. The rest of the expedition team had already gotten theirs. After her shot, she’d go into quarantine, and in two weeks the lander would leave Hermod for the expedition. She swallowed, gall rising in her mouth, and climbed into the chair.




* * *


Two weeks later, the team gathered in the briefing room before launch. Despite its name, it was a cozy room, with eggshell-colored walls, warm-colored built-in lighting, a brown table, and four armchairs the same color as a lion’s mane. Not that Freya had ever seen a lion, but there were movies of wild animals from Earth that they used to show in school, and they had always fascinated her. 


Janko, the team leader, had arrived before her, and was filling a mug with coffee from the dispenser in the corner. The sound of it simmering drowned out the air conditioning. His black hair was disheveled, as if he’d run his hands through it. His flexible spacesuit was glittering in the light, the hood dangling down his back. He hadn’t put it on yet, either. They were all going to wear them during the descent, in case something went wrong. 


Not that it would help if they got burned to a crisp in the atmosphere. 


“Did everyone pass the post-quarantine examination?” Freya asked, waiting for her turn to get some coffee.


The examination had been conducted in her quarantine quarters with medical scanners, so it hadn’t been as awful as the flu shot. Janko nodded.


“We’ve all been cleared for the trip. Before going out on the planet and on re-entry, we’re to go through decontamination. Hopefully, that’ll keep us healthy, and the environment on planet Plura pristine.”


Brenda, with her red, curly hair flowing freely over her silvery spacesuit, laughed as she entered.


“A pristine world,” she said. “Who’d want that? I like vibrant life. Don’t you?”


Freya sipped the warm coffee, its bitter taste firing up her senses. Brenda was right. Vibrant life was much better than a pristine dead world. But they didn’t know it was dead. They hadn’t detected any life from orbit, but it could be bustling with life. She really hoped it was. Not much use for her expertise in biology otherwise.


Brenda collapsed into an armchair, put her feet on the table, and grinned. 


“Why don’t we spread some germs to help jumpstart life on Plura?”


Janko scowled.


“Don’t joke!” he said. “If somebody hears, we’ll all be grounded, and they’ll send another team.”


Brenda shrugged, but didn’t stop smiling. Karl, their last team member, entered without a word. His brown hair reached his shoulders and partly covered his face. His gray eyes were only just about open, and he kept yawning. Janko raised his eyebrows.


“You don’t seem awake.”


“They had to wake me. Give me a minute, and I’ll be just as alert as anybody else.”


Without a comment, Freya filled another mug with coffee and put it in front of Karl. His eyes opened, and he took a deep breath.


“The smell of coffee could wake a dead man,” he said, straightening up.


Freya smiled and brought her own mug to the end of the table. Janko waited until she sat down.


“We’ll keep this as brief as possible,” he said, catching each team member’s gaze individually.


Freya straightened up and leaned forward. This was it. Soon, they’d be on their way. Her skin seemed electric, and her stomach churned.


“The lander will take us to an area with solid ground, which seems flat.”


“How sure are we?” Brenda interrupted.


Her mirth seemed to have been transformed, her face now more somber.


“The sensors can read the surface. There may be vegetation hindering our landing.”


He raised an eyebrow and smirked.


“Can I continue? We’ll wait twenty-four hours before leaving the lander for our first exploration. This will only be a short walk, about one hour.”


Karl sighed.


“We won’t discover much in just an hour.” 


Janko ignored the comment. He’d probably made the same protest when he had been briefed. Freya could bet a month of entertainment that the reason they hadn’t been told before now was the risk the team would revolt. Now, it was too late. The commander could just block their communications, and if they didn’t enter the lander on time, the expedition would be postponed. None of the team wanted that.


“Each excursion will gradually be longer,” Janko continued, “and we can reach areas further away. We’ll have one month on the planet. I’m sure we’ll make the most of it.”


Tingles ran down Freya’s spine. She felt short of breath. Even if there was no life on the planet, as they all assumed after the initial scans, she’d be visiting an alien planet for the very first time. This was the first solar system the spaceship had stopped at since the long journey from Earth began, and she’d be one of the first ones onboard to set foot on a planet. Not counting the initial crew, who’d all been born on Earth, of course.


“Get yourself ready,” Janko said, catching her gaze smiling. “We’re going down.”


Even though the comment surely must have been for the entire team, it felt personal, and she smiled back. The warmth spread from her chest and outwards. Soon, they’d be on their way. 




* * *


The landing on Plura had been rougher than Freya had expected. 


She felt dizzy. An ache penetrated all of her limbs, and it was hard to move within the tiny confines of the lander. Her arms and legs were surely going to bruise. Four people were pressed into the room the designers called the living quarters. The chatter was deafening, mixing with the noise of all the machinery starting up. She couldn’t even hear the humming of the air conditioning above the noise. 


At least, they’d painted the room gray, and not white. It smelled like quarters that had been closed for years. Dust, stale air with a metallic tinge, and something acrid, burnt that she didn’t recognize. Not at all like the MedBay, but certainly not comforting. 


The space had four sleeping bags hanging from the ceiling along the wall farthest in. In the middle, a darker gray plastic table took up most of the space. Collapsible stools were hanging from the side, fixed in place by straps. To the left, a door led into the small laboratory where they could examine material from the planet surface, and beside it were all the screens that would show the outside when all the sensors had started. The decontamination area and the airlock leading outside were to her back, behind the so-called bridge. The lander was fully automated, and they couldn’t do anything in there. They could only strap themselves in and wait until the journey was over. 


The lack of control had frustrated Janko. He’d clenched his fists so hard they’d whitened, and his jaws had tightened until she was afraid he would damage his teeth. It had been a rough ride all along.


She rolled her shoulders to get rid of the tension. They had a lot to do before they could go outside. That twenty-four-hour wait didn’t seem as long once she’d realized the amount of work. The biggest screen started to glow, a sign the optical sensors were transmitting. It was still impossible to distinguish any features, but soon they should be able to look out on the planet. The optical sensors were placed around the lander so they should get a 360-degree image. 


She swallowed, her pulse beating faster. A rush of warm air seemed to envelop her entire body. The flexible spacesuit was too confined, and it felt like sweat was trickling down her stomach. She wished she’d changed clothes, but they were too busy setting everything up.


Slowly, Freya crossed the floor, her gaze firmly attached to the screen. The first images, and she didn’t want to miss a thing. What would it look like? Was there vegetation? Any life? Her imagination had conjured everything from intelligent life with bustling cities as on Earth to a bare world with no life at all. Now she’d know.


Gradually, the voices silenced, and everyone gravitated toward the big screen. The grainy view slowly got more detailed. First, she could just distinguish between the ground and the sky, but soon a landscape formed in front of them. Crumbling rocks littered the ground. Further away, a small creek flowed across the plain. In the distance, mountains loomed. But she could see no sign of vegetation. Nothing moved except the flowing liquid in the creek. It could be water, but they had to examine it to know. No sign of any life. Freya’s stomach clenched. She’d hoped, even though there’d been no sign of life, that there actually would be.


Brenda laughed, a strained sound that didn’t sound joyous at all.


“We should spread some germs,” she said, “to jumpstart life.”


Nobody answered, and soon her laughter died off completely. The disappointment lay heavy in the air. After a long time, Janko cleared his throat.


“We don’t see a lot of the surroundings,” he said. “There is still hope. Let’s continue preparation and withhold judgement until we’ve been outside.”


Everybody nodded and left the screen, but the silence was deafening. The air conditioning seemed to roar in the stillness. The machinery had finished the startup, and its sound had diminished to a faint humming. Nobody spoke, and an occasional thud was all she heard. Freya took a deep breath to clear her mind. Tomorrow, they’d go outside and even if this was a pristine world with no life, it was a planet with a sun in the sky, wind, and a landscape she’d never seen before. It would be great!




* * *


The next day was windier, but still sunny. Freya studied the optical sensor screen while putting on her silvery spacesuit. The taste of oatmeal porridge still lingered on her tongue. Even though it wasn’t done from scratch but heated ready-to-go, it was quite good. She’d probably be tired of it by the time they returned home. All their food for the one-month journey was ready-to-go. 


The air condition was singing in the background. A shuffling from Janko putting on his suit, and Brenda clearing after breakfast, were the only other sounds. Karl was in the laboratory, checking all the equipment before their excursions. They would make two today. In the first one, she and Janko would examine the surroundings and note places of interest. She hoped they’d get as far as the creek and could bring back some of the liquid for examination. The second expedition would be in the afternoon. Brenda and Karl had no specific goal
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