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      Wow. Three volumes of Zion Station stories. Who’d have thought?

      Not me, especially right after I finished the first Zion story nearly six years ago. I remember thinking, “Well, that was fun,” figuring I’d move on to other universes and stories, and that would be that.

      But it wasn’t. Zion Station and its denizens—Jones and Max and Skip and Jana and Dane and Mike, and more—wouldn’t get out of my head, so I wrote more stories. And here are the next five.

      Like the rest of the Zion stories I’ve published so far, these all first appeared in the most excellent Boundary Shock Quarterly magazine.

      Except for “Ffstlt,” this volume’s stories are in chronological order (“Ffstlt” is its own entity altogether, and gets its own mini-introduction).

      Happy reading!

      

      
        
        M.E. (Lisa) Owen

        July 2024
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      Twenty-five months after the AI Purge

      1.

      Everyone on watch crowded silently onto the CES Calatrava’s bridge, the rest of the crew jammed into the galley, the gym and the main conference rooms. No one wanted to be alone when they could be Jumping to their deaths, and Tremix Ochain was no exception.

      Nineteen times, she’d done this. Jumped into the unknown, and returned safely home.

      Crazy, some of the rookies called her. And maybe she was, when one in eight Jump expeditions didn’t return. She’d had to explain more than once that someone with nineteen expeditions—or a hundred—had the exact same chance of coming home as someone on their first. Seven in eight. Simple probability.

      And the astrophysicists knew their stuff, which meant they probably wouldn’t jump into a planet, or a star. But how about something smaller on an intercept course? Or something bigger, like an undetected ion storm? Small chance, but not zero.

      So yeah, nobody wanted to be alone.

      On the bridge, a few folks took deep breaths, a few prayed silently, a few shifted nervously.

      Tremix sat at her science station, back straight, hands in her lap. She didn’t really have any rituals beyond sitting still and trying to quiet her mind. She’d learned long ago not to dwell on the possibility of failure. So she waited.

      She glanced to her left, past the empty helmsman’s station, to the command station, where Captain Reyes sat stiff and intense, mouth thin, bushy eyebrows furrowed in concentration as if he could will a safe Jump with the power of his mind.

      Aziz entered the bridge and walked past Tremix to stand by the captain. “Captain,” he said.

      “Helmsman Aziz.” Reyes relaxed enough to reach out and rub Aziz’s shaved head.

      One by one, the bridge crew stood and filed past him, each one giving him a quick rub or touch on his head. Nobody took a pass, nobody failed to greet him when he said their name. The first time Tremix had seen this ritual, she thought it was silly. Now she didn’t.

      She stopped before him.

      “Tremix,” Aziz said.

      “Aziz,” she replied with a small smile. They went way back. She rubbed his head, a caress almost, and he winked at her.

      “All accounted for, Captain,” he said as she returned to her seat. Meaning, every crew member had done their part to ensure good luck.

      Reyes nodded.

      Aziz took his place at the helm. He checked his numbers and looked up. “Ready to Jump.”

      “All crew, stand by for Jump,” Reyes announced shipwide. “Mr. Aziz, make the Jump.”

      Tremix’s gut tightened as Aziz’s hand moved toward his console.

      Nineteen outbound Jumps over twenty-two years, and her gut still tightened.

      For the first half-dozen Jumps after she was arrested and conscripted into the Consortium Exploration Service, it was less of a tightening and more of a bowel-watering, breath-robbing clench. Her superiors had told her it would go away with experience. They’d lied. It got better, but it never went away.

      Aziz entered the command. “Jumping,” he said, and pressed the button.

      They Jumped.

      And … nothing.

      No instant disintegration as they Jumped into a star. No impact or explosion. No ion storm. No proximity alarms.

      “All clear,” reported Clas at navigation.

      “Ship’s systems normal,” reported Angela, the first mate.

      Tremix ran the near- and far-range proximity checks, looking for potential dangers to the ship. “All clear,” she reported. Her gut relaxed as the cheering and clapping began.
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        * * *

      

      Their primary order of business was to build the Jump point that would get them home.

      And Phase 1 was to construct the ring that would hold the Jump point itself.

      Tremix had worked nearly every ship’s position there was, from the heavy loading, hauling and other grunt work done by conscripts, to working the massive semi-automated walkers that pieced together the main body of the Jump ring, to the dangerous, painstaking and ultimately repetitive open-space work that couldn’t be automated, to running the mechanics’ shop that kept the ship’s sixteen runabouts running about, along with everything else in between.

      Hell, she’d even done a tour as Cook.

      And nearly every position during Phase 1was heavy-suit, deep-space EVA. Ten-hour days, rotations of four days on and one off for nine months. Everyone on board except the captain was on ring duty in one capacity or another, and even Reyes had been known to fill an EVA shift if needed.

      They built the ring in six sections, each section with a construction walker and an EVA team on either end, building out simultaneously, slowly curving to meet its neighbors.

      When it was done, they would have a single open ring, equipped with the multiple-redundant automated systems that ran it and kept the idiots from running into the thing. Not much to it, just big. Diameter 500 kilometers, about that of Saturn’s moon Enceladus.

      Tremix wore multiple hats on the Calatrava. Senior science officer, Explore and Evaluate officer. And during Phase 1, she ran a section crew, supervising twenty-five others, working alongside them, monitoring every aspect of the build as the section grew. Occasionally, she would float at the center of the section and look out at the stars and think not too bad for a former conscript.
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        * * *

      

      Once the ring was completed, the work shifted to Phase 2—threading the ring. Fifteen runabouts were reconfigured with their massive Spools and set to work, each with a pilot, copilot, and crew of ten.

      And yep, capital “S” on Spool, just like capital “J” on Jump. Jump points, and the Spools that threaded them were one step down from flat out magic, the physics only understood by a handful of brainiacs back on Earth. Some of the CES engineers Tremix had known professed to understand parts of it, but most of them were full of crap.

      But the good news was that the crews didn’t have to understand the magic to build the gizmo that used it. They just had to understand the build process and be able to follow directions to nth degree, every single time. Because if someone half-assed a step, or missed one completely, then no one was going home.

      Repeat after me, conscript! Check and recheck! Every! Single! Time! Tremix had been on both sides of that command.

      Three runabouts for backup and relief, which meant twelve Spooling runabouts in operation at all times, flying back and forth in an intricate dance, reeling out the molecular filament as they went.

      Same shift rotation, but now eight-hour shifts so the work didn’t stop.

      Tremix still dreamt of Spools and molecular filament. And in her nightmares, her runabout missed a step in the dance and got cut apart by the filament, dumping herself and everyone she cared about out into the hard vacuum—her dead parents and older brother, the younger brother lost forever, her first captain, who had seen past her crimes as a raw conscript and took an interest when he realized she had more brains than half his officers, her friends on the Calatrava and back at CES headquarters on Callisto—all of them gasping and bleeding and dying as the molecular filament unspooled around them, cutting them into tinier and tinier pieces, each piece still screaming.

      Phase 1 of building the Jump point took nine months. Phase 2 took two.
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        * * *

      

      And during those two months, the ship’s secondary order of business was carried out. Technically, the “exploration” part of “Consortium Exploration Service” was the primary order, but without a working Jump point, it was moot.

      The sixteenth runabout was for her use. She performed the expedition’s Explore and Evaluate missions.

      It was the best job on the ship, the thrill that kept her coming back, mission after mission.

      This was why she’d busted her ass training, learning everything she could about planetary geology, ecology, meteorology, biology, ever other -ology she could find, along with evolution and ancient cultures and civilization, and even passing knowledge of astrophysics. It was why, when her sentence was up, the CES had begged her to sign a commission as an Explore and Evaluate officer, with a per-mission salary that was ten times her parents’ combined lifetime income.

      The money didn’t matter. What mattered was seeing what was out there. Approaching the next planet, or moon or minor planet, wondering what stories it had to tell, what treasures it held, and then discovering them.

      Wondering if one of those treasures was sentient life. Or—and these words were only whispered—alien culture. But the chances of that were tiny.

      Tremix had found an alien culture, nearly twenty years ago, and knew of no other E&E officers who had found any at all. Of course, she’d never talked about her find, either, it was prohibited.

      The fact that she was the person who evaluated the usefulness of the systems and the planets and moons and asteroids in them was a byproduct of that thrill, and the twelve-point-five percent chance she wouldn’t make it home was its price.
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        * * *

      

      2.

      This time there were three interesting systems within reach of the runabout. And one of them was a very interesting system.

      G-type star like the Sun. The long-range observations had revealed six outer gas giants, two of which had methane-helium-sulphur atmospheres, perfect for gas mining. Six rocky inner planets, two asteroid belts, and lots of moons, nine of which were candidates for heavy mining operations.

      And the jackpot, sitting smack in the just-right-for-life Goldilocks zone, was potentially a near-Earth world.

      Tremix would pay special attention to that one.

      She could perform the work herself—it was mostly flying, and observing and sending probes, and analyzing the results as she flew to the next planet or moon. But the CES required E&E missions to have at least two people, and it was nice to have someone to talk to over the next seven-plus weeks.

      Going flyabout with the E&E officer was considered an honor and a privilege. Some captains ran a lottery, some used performance on the first phase of building, some only considered regular crew, some only considered conscripts. Reyes consulted with her and they chose together.

      She always chose someone who’d never been on an Explore and Evaluate flight, giving slight preference to regular crew. She made her recommendations based on performance and attitude—she wanted someone competent who she could live with in very close quarters for the weeks or months the mission would take. The other Phase 1 section chiefs sometimes offered recommendations.

      The Calatrava’s regular crew had all been out, so this time the field was all conscripts. They narrowed the candidates to five, she and Reyes conducted interviews, and Tremix made her choice.
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        * * *

      

      Her name was Linden Groves. Female, mid-thirties, so a few years younger than Tremix, and a few years older than most conscripts. Hard worker, friendly but not overly so. Medium build like Tremix, but dark-skinned and dark-haired as opposed to Tremix’s pasty pale and dirty blonde.

      The other candidates wanted to go flyabout to get a vacation from their conscript duties and see other worlds. Linden wanted to see other worlds, yes, but she also wanted to see the science in action. She’d been a ecologist before her conscription, studying the accelerating decline of Earth’s biosphere, and hoped to study a planet with pristine and diverse ecosystems.

      “I want to see for myself that there’s hope,” she’d said during her interview. “That even if we totally screw up Earth, there are other planets out there that we’ll never discover, that can evolve in peace.”

      “You realize,” Tremix had said, “That any planet with even a remotely-acceptable biosphere will be a prime candidate for colonization.”

      “I do. But for every one that we find and exploit, there are thousands of others we won’t.”

      Tremix had narrowed her eyes slightly. “You’re not a Preservist, are you?”

      Linden had laughed. “Oh good gosh no! I just an ecologist.”

      Gosh. She’d said gosh. Tremix liked her.
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        * * *

      

      The E&E runabout was half again as large as the others, and outfitted for longer-term travel. Faster, more powerful engines, bigger fuel pods, better shielding. And a lot more comfortable.

      The main cabin, just behind the two-person cockpit, contained the galley, the head, and two bunks, and just enough room to move around in without tripping on each other (unless the table was folded down). Behind the main cabin was storage for food, other supplies, and a tiny bit of personal effects, and the aft area—which would otherwise be outfitted with the ship’s Spool—instead contained a small army of probes and a vast array of passive sensing equipment which would be used to return information on every aspect of the local solar system.

      “Cozy,” was Linden’s only remark as Tremix pointed out where she should store her two small bags. Tremix suspected that they contained everything she owned.

      They strapped into the cockpit, Tremix made the final system checks, got clearance, and departed from Calatrava.

      “Good luck and godspeed,” said Captain Reyes.

      “Thanks, Captain, see you in seven weeks,” replied Tremix.
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        * * *

      

      This would be a longer-than-usual run. They’d make a big loop hitting all three systems, then back to the Calatrava. Twelve days to reach the outer planets of the first system, nine to the next, ten to the Goldilocks system. It was farthest away and she wanted to spend the most time there.

      So they’d go fast, looping through the first two systems, hitting the gas giants, and any rocky planets or moons with atmospheres. Record and run, analyze later.

      Then spend seven days in the Goldilocks system, up to four of them on the fourth planet, returning to the Calatrava in fifty-two days.

      Tremix hoped her instincts were right about Linden, because a long run like this with a non-compatible shipmate was hell.

      It only took a few days to fall into an easy routine. Linden learned her duties quickly, and cheerfully took on her share of shipboard day-to-day maintenance. They were evenly matched in most of the onboard games, and had similar tastes in entertainment. They had long conversations about things they’d seen and done, men and relationships, Jump points, their shipmates. They had not yet talked about their families or their pasts. That would come.

      Tremix breathed a mental sigh of relief and decided that so far, Linden was likely in the top three of E&E companions that she’d had, but she wasn’t going to tell her that. They still had weeks to go and things could change.
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        * * *

      

      The first system was small and fairly routine. Red giant, only one inner rocky planet and an asteroid belt left, the rest already swallowed. The five outer gas giants had lots of moons, but only one with any atmosphere, and that too hot and thick for human habitation. The giants could be suitable for methane or helium mining, but there wasn’t enough scientific interest or resources here to score it as more than low priority.

      They were well on their way toward the second system, doing routine cleaning of the ship’s quarters, when Linden said, “I have a question for you.”

      There it was, she was opening the conversation they’d been ignoring—the one about their biggest commonality.

      “What?” said Tremix, knowing full well what. Why were you conscripted?

      But Linden surprised her. “Why don’t we put Jump points in every system?”

      Ah, that. They’d get to the other one, it was just a matter of time.

      “Couple of reasons,” she said. “On the practical side, jump points affect space-time. Just for a tiny fraction of a second, but the effect is huge. So we have to be careful and place them as far away from systems and each other as feasible.”

      “You’re saying we don’t really know what we’re playing with,” Linden said wryly. “We could be destroying the universe.”

      Tremix smiled. “Pretty small chance, I’d say. Hey, hand me that rag. But yeah, when has ignorance ever stopped humanity?”

      “What’s the other reason?”

      “Money. Jump points are insanely expensive. That’s the real reason.” The ships, the materials, the ongoing replacement costs when that one-in-eight landed and a CES ship and its materials was lost. And as bad as it was to lose a crew, the cost of their replacement was negligible in comparison to the ship and materials.

      Very early on, when a Jump ship was lost, the Consortium would send a rescue mission, which was by necessity another Jump ship. But when most of the rescuers didn’t return either, they decided to cut the loss instead.

      Regular crew tended not to mention that fact to conscripts.

      “Technology always gets better,” mused Linden. “What’ll happen when they’re cheap enough—and safe enough to build—to drop in every system?”

      “The galaxy will get smaller,” said Tremix. Just like Earth had as transportation got faster, safer, and cheaper.

      They worked in silence for a few minutes, the smell of cleaning solution faint but acrid in the air. Then Linden said, “I guess you’re wondering why I was conscripted.”

      Whoops, there was the conversation about their pasts. But again, Linden had surprised her. Most conscripts wanted to hear Tremix’s story first before opening up, so they started with questions.

      “Sure, but I’ve been around long enough to not need to ask,” Tremix replied.

      All she knew was that Linden had been assigned four missions on the Calatrava, which meant she was either a one-time violent criminal, with little possibility of a repeat, or a lower-level repeater. This was her second mission.

      “And I guess you have your own past to protect,” Linden replied.

      “Everyone has a past,” Tremix said. “I’m open about mine.”

      “Really? I haven’t heard anything, except that you were a long-timer.” And there. Linden hadn’t actually asked the question, but she had.

      Tremix stowed her supplies. “We’ve done enough cleaning for now,” she said. “It’s a bit of a story, so let’s get comfortable.”

      Three minutes later, they sat across from each other at the galley table, a plate of cookies between them, and each with a cup of hot tea.

      “I was conscripted because I killed someone when I was seventeen,” Tremix said with a shrug.

      “And you were conscripted? You were a minor!”

      “Didn’t matter,” she said, “I was already a wanted criminal.”

      “Really? You? You’re the most solid member of the crew!”

      Tremix snorted. “And a former criminal, just like most of the rest of us.”

      “What happened? How’d you come to kill someone?”

      “It’s all about power,” Tremix said.
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        * * *

      

      3.

      Tremix had grown up on the Metis mining colony, one of Sol System’s larger main-belt asteroids, and one of the few remaining that was self-owned. Her parents were miners, their parents had been miners, and their parents before them. It was a hard life, but Tremix and her two brothers didn’t know anything different, and they were happy. There was no question that she and her brothers would all join the cooperative and become miners when they reached their majority.

      But then the Consortium began to take over the Solar System. They’d started on Earth, then Moon, then the more resistant minor colonies, quietly taking over operations.

      “It’s the same story told across history,” Tremix told Linden. “Those who want to be in power say the right things to those not in power. They gain power, then expand their power, taking resources from those now not in power. Then they subjugate their enemies—which is everyone that’s not them—and fight like hell to keep themselves and their friends in power, but eventually someone else starts saying the right things to the people not in power.”

      Linden snorted and Tremix continued.

      “The Consortium first tried to buy us out—the Metis Cooperative. But by then, my parents and the others had seen how they ran other colonies. Worse conditions, fewer safety protocols, unreasonable quotas, far less money. So they refused. The Consortium made threats, we stood fast, so the Consortium invaded.”

      “Invaded?” said Linden. “That’s a pretty strong word.”

      “They entered a self-owned colony unlawfully, and used armed force to try to subdue us and take over our operation for themselves,” said Tremix. “Invasion.”

      A proximity sensor pinged. Nothing to worry about. Tremix checked it and reset it.

      “I assume you fought back?” said Linden when Tremix was done.

      “We did. And the co-op leaders—including my parents—were prepared. The Consortium had the numbers and the weapons, but we had home-colony advantage. There were undocumented tunnels and warrens everywhere.”

      Even so, they hadn’t stood a chance. The Consortium had taken the colony easily. But the miners had seen that coming too, and quickly formed a resistance and fought back, refusing to work, using sabotage and other tactics to make their colony and its operation as unappealing as possible.

      The Consortium tried to negotiate, the colonists refused. So the Consortium found and killed the co-op leadership, including Tremix’s parents.

      “That must have been awful,” said Linden.

      Tremix thought back to the terrible night that changed everything.

      She and her older brother Darin were part of a mission to sabotage the massive Consortium ship parked on the civilian pad just outside the colony’s main dome.

      The mission was successful—Tremix and Darin had blown up the ship’s propulsion conduits while other small teams took out additional critical equipment. The ship, now useless, blocked the pad, which was what they wanted.

      But it had taken too long to disable the ship, and they ran out of time. They were met in the access tunnel by a squadron of Consortium “peace-keepers” returning to the ship. Trapped, outnumbered, the miners were no match. They surrendered, but instead of arresting them, the peace-keepers began to fire.

      Darin shoved Tremix toward the dome. “Run!” he said.

      “But—!”

      “RUN! I’ll be right behind you!”

      But he’d lied. Instead of running, he’d fought, distracted them while she got away. And been killed.

      She’d run straight home and found another horror waiting.

      Her parents slaughtered, their blood everywhere, their bodies still warm. And hiding in the closet, her little brother Eric curled up in shock, eyes staring. He’d seen everything.

      She’d scooped him up and fled.

      Tremix didn’t mention any of that, had never talked about the details of that night to anyone.

      She didn’t now. Instead, she said, “They though that would break us, but it didn’t. We doubled down, knowing it was a losing cause. And that we were small and insignificant and nobody would step up to help. I was captured eighteen months later. The squad leader decided he wanted some fun before hauling me in.”

      “Oh, hell,” said Linden.

      “He had a knife, thought he had me under control. I fought, disarmed him, stabbed him.” She remembered every motion. “Killed him.” Even now, she could feel his blood running warm down his hand and arm, see his eyes widen, smell his last breath as he stilled, then toppled, taking her with him.

      “It was self-defense,” said Linden.

      “I was a resistance fighter. They called it murder.” She’d been given a choice: twenty years in jail, or join the CES as a conscript for eight missions. She wasn’t stupid, and chose the CES. “Eventually the miners were subdued, and forced back to work. The Metis Cooperative is now the Metis Consortium Mining Operation, and none of the original co-op families remain.”

      She made a small, needless adjustment to the long range infrared scanner, waiting for the next question.

      And got it. “With all that,” Linden said, “you must hate them. Why did you sign up once your conscription was finished?”

      “Because on my second mission, I got to go flyabout and two things happened.” Tremix smiled at the memory. “For the first time, I got a true glimpse of the enormity and diversity of the universe, and the possibility of other worlds, and maybe even other life, and all that … called to me. I wanted to see more, to learn its secrets. Needed it like I’d needed almost nothing else.

      “And that forced me to see myself for what I was. My home was gone, my family and friends dead or missing. I had nothing. The Consortium was getting stronger, and I had already fought and lost. I could spend my life kicking and screaming at a wall, or I could use the wall for my own purposes. Climb it and see what’s on the other side. Find opportunity for others.”

      Ultimately it came to not living her life with hate. She knew that when her conscription service was up, CES would be the only skill she had, and already she was very good at it. So she’d made a plan. Eight missions as a conscript, which meant about ten years at good money, then another fifteen at even better money to be able to retire with twenty-five years. She’d be forty-two years old, with more than enough to buy her own ship and go where she pleased. If she got unlucky before then, got stranded or killed, so be it.

      There was nothing and nobody waiting for her anywhere. She had come to believe in humanity’s expansion. And because she’d read history, she knew that every single empire eventually fell. It was already starting, much sooner than she expected. She might not be there to see it, but it was coming. She sometimes considered joining some resistance movement, going back to her roots, but she hadn’t lied to Linden. She’d fought her fight and lost. Humanity didn’t need her. She’d be happier and more useful living and exploring in some quiet corner of the universe far away from Earth.

      “Plus it’s a good gig,” she added. “Career-service pays really well, even at the lower rungs. With your background, you could easily get in the Explore & Evaluate division. Declare your interest, start working on it now. Your background gets you halfway there, you got two more missions on your service, plenty of time to make them want you. A couple more will set you up just about anywhere you want to go.”

      “I’ll think about it,” said Linden with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      The second system was more interesting. A lovely bluish-white type K star, eight inner rocky planets, three with atmospheres, a gas giant three times the size of Jupiter with beautiful rings and seven rocky moons, two with atmospheres dense enough to support life, and a third with a subsurface ocean. Then a large asteroid belt, three more gas giants, and two far-flung captures in highly eccentric orbits. Tremix decided to slow down and spend an extra day here, double-checking for life.

      “What happens if we find it? Life, I mean?” Linden asked. They were in the aft compartment, preparing a probe for the second of the atmospheric moons. The first one had returned no signs of life.

      “Not much unless it can notice us and care about it,” said Tremix, opening up the probe’s three fins. “We find life all the time, but it’s mostly just cellular. You and I are looking for blatant evidence of more. Alterations in the atmosphere or landforms. Anything that looks or acts like a plant or non-sentient animal gets noted, and scientific expeditions come out later to do detailed analysis and make a final recommendation. Anything sentient gets a bigger scientific expedition, and anything that can be classified as intelligent at any point gets the whole system red flagged and declared restricted.”

      “But that’s never happened, right?” said Linden. “Otherwise everyone would know we’ve found intelligent life out here.”

      “Here,” said Tremix. “Hold this.”

      Linden held the probe while Tremix snapped the fins into place.

      “Nope,” Tremix said when they were done. “Nobody’s found anything more intelligent than a cat. And those are rare.”

      “Too bad,” sighed Linden. “I’d love to discover an alien culture.” She began checking the surface of the probe for imperfections.

      Tremix snorted as she opened the electronic panel. “No you wouldn’t,” she said. “You’d get an instant Level-Zero prohibition, sworn to utmost secrecy, unable to talk about it except with other E&E officers with Level-Zero. Every communication you make outside the CES would be surveilled, everyone you talk to will be watched.”

      Linden shot her a look. “Then … if you can’t talk, then how do you know nobody’s found anything?”

      Tremix grinned and shrugged. “It’s a problem, isn’t it? I will say that E&E folks do sometimes whisper amongst themselves, but nobody admits to finding anything.”

      They finished setting up the probe, slid it into the ejection slot and fired it toward the planet.

      And she thought of her second mission, and going flyabout as a conscript guest, and the alien civilization they’d discovered on a hot, earth-like world.
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        * * *

      

      Six hours later—during which time they were gathering as much information as possible from the passive sensors—the probe reported back. No life found.

      They finished up and moved to the Goldilocks system, listed as KOL-8948. This was what they’d been waiting for.

      They looped through, scanning the whole way, slowing for the outer gas giants, their moons, and the far asteroid belt (resource-rich and life-deficient, all of them), then the inner asteroid belt and rocky planets. Three inner planets far too hot to support life as currently understood, and no atmosphere on the two furthest ones. They’d be able to support enclosed colonies, if anyone cared enough to come mine for resources.

      “So what?” said Linden. “We don’t care about them, let’s visit Goldilocks!”

      Tremix chuckled at her enthusiasm, even while tempering her own.

      Statistically, the chance of life on KOL-8948.04 was about 80%. Given the right conditions, life would find a way. And this planet had the right conditions. But the chance that there were any life forms more intelligent than a cactus were slim. Intelligent life … well it hardly ever found a way.

      She knew all the E&E officers, and only one had even hinted that he’d found an intelligent culture. She suspected a couple of others. Some folks were better liars than others. Two hundred and two E&E officers, current or retired, over two thousand expeditions, three (conservative) to ten (highly optimistic) civilizations found, and none of them publicized.

      As they approached, the long-range readings began to scroll in. Atmosphere mostly nitrogen, like Earth, but more oxygen, and more carbon dioxide, and a surprising amount of helium.

      They’d find plants. Lots and lots of plants.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They found plants, all right, and more.

      “Ohhhhhhh …” breathed Linden as she looked at the main viewscreen. It was about the thirtieth time she’d said that, in just that tone.

      Tremix remained silent, but didn’t disagree.

      High in the dense atmosphere, visible from orbit, huge cities floated teeming with airy buildings and flying vehicles and airborne life of all types.

      “Can we go down?” asked Linden. “See them up close
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