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  1

“We’ve arrived.” Jane enlarged the view screen to show the polychromatic sphere of the planetoid designated Lantana 46. Scans had confirmed the presence of significant quantities of rhodium deep beneath the surface. It had an atmosphere of breathable air, with the right lung modifications. What appeared to be plant life covered much of the surface. Whether it was hospitable enough for human development was another question. 
Dirk shuffled onto the bridge, zipping her vest and fluffing her spiky hair. “She’s pretty, I’ll give her that.” She took a sip of coffee, winced, then took another sip. “How’s the air?”
“The oxygen is a little low, but well within your range. Nothing harmful shows up on the scans. I’d still recommend a full containment suit for our initial exploration.”
Dirk shot her an annoyed glance. “How am I supposed to protect you when I’m in bubble wrap? I’ve got Hubrix’s best filtration system.” She tapped her chest. “I’ll be fine.”
Jane paused for a long moment. Technically, Dirk wasn’t under her command, and Jane’s defensive capacities were sufficient for most eventualities. Dirk’s reckless disregard for her own safety was bothersome, like a malfunctioning subroutine Jane couldn’t redirect on her own. 
“I’ll wear a helmet if that would make you feel better.” Dirk raised her hands in surrender. She generally complied with reasonable requests if Jane paused long enough to make her uncomfortable.
“You have chosen wisely.” Jane peppered her speech with clips like this from vintage movies, always in the original voice. It seemed to amuse humans, thus making them more comfortable around her. “I’ve identified an appropriate landing site.” She pulled up the image of a grayish-tan rocky plateau surrounded by purple structures resembling trees. “We’ll hover above this area until we’re sure it’s safe, then touch down.”
“Allow me.” Dirk pulled on the fingerless black leather gloves she wore whenever she wasn’t eating or sleeping and slid into the cockpit. It wasn’t necessary, as the ship could self-navigate better than any pilot, but Jane had learned that humans needed to feel control, even—or perhaps especially—when they had none. Dirk flipped down her visor and grabbed the joy stick. Jane magnetized to the seat in case there was any turbulence. 
“Okay baby,” Dirk said, presumably to the ship, “let’s take you in nice and slow.” The barque rotated slightly, then pulsed smoothly toward the planet. “That’s a good girl.” 
“I’ve noticed that you talk to the ship in an almost erotic way.”
Dirk smiled beneath her visor. “You noticed that, did you?”
“I’m familiar with the mech-handler genre, of course, but—” A faint pulse rippled through her, like a weak magnetic field.
“What the fuck was that?”
“I don’t…” The ship’s sensors showed a slight blip in the gamma radiation levels at the time of the pulse. Her own internal sensors registered it as unknown scan type. “I think we just got scanned.”
“By who?” Dirk maneuvered into a low orbit and pulled up out of the cockpit. “I didn’t see any ships on my viewer.”
“There aren’t any.” Jane studied the readings again, just to be sure. “It came from the planet.”

      [image: ]Dirk landed the barque smoothly on the rocky plateau, which overlooked a fog-shrouded valley. Jane engaged the veil and used the ship’s sensors to scan the surrounding area. Large purple tubular structures with feathery pink branches covered the hillside above them. They registered as alive, but their temperature was the same as the ground below. 
“What do you think, some kind of fungoid tree?” Dirk stared at the screen, then pointed. “You see that?” An orb with dozens of winglike appendages hovered among the branches, brushing against them every so often. 
“Yes.” Jane’s circuits ran hot with speculation.
“What’s it doing?”
“Eating, I should think.” She noticed several more of them in other trees. “In any case, they don’t look dangerous.”
Dirk was already strapping her helmet on. “Something tells me they aren’t the biggest things out there.” She hung her mag rifle over her shoulder; she already had a plasma pistol and an electron whip on her belt, not to mention a fanny pack full of surprises. 
“When’s the last time you had to shoot anything on mission?”
Dirk’s eyes hardened for a moment, then a smile wiped the dark cloud from her face. “I just don’t want to get killed for lack of shooting back.”
“Unforgiven, nineteen ninety-two.” Jane scanned the data file for the film. “A three-hundred-year-old movie about the dangers of firearms.”
“A three-hundred-year-old movie about the dangers of the regulation of firearms.” A quick scan of the available literature revealed some debate on the topic, but surely now wasn’t the time to distract her partner further. Dirk checked her rifle, then her pistol, then her whip, then her pouch. “Ready when you are, Janky.”
Jane stared into Dirk’s eyes for long enough that she hoped it would be uncomfortable. She’d expressed her aversion to the nickname, but that only seemed to make Dirk more likely to apply it. “Try not to shoot yourself in the foot.”
The air was as the ship’s sensors indicated: 18% oxygen, 32 degrees Celsius, 33% humidity. Breathable with the kind of modifications Dirk had. 
“My mask’s not picking up anything. You?”
Jane shook her head. There was always a risk, but her scan was clean too.
Dirk tore off her helmet and fluffed her hair. “Smells like cat piss out here.” 
“The soil is high in ammonia. That might explain the huge size of these fungoids.” Jane approached one of the treelike bodies. Its exterior was dry and woody, but the texture suggested fungoid rather than plantoid. She’d seen giant fungoids once before, on a moon in the Cereus system, wide as houses, growing along the edge of a warm-water river. These were about twenty meters tall on average, spaced apart so their fronds occasionally touched when the wind blew. 
One of the fluffy orbs perched on a high branch, seeming to stare down at her; though it had no discernible eyes, bare circular patches spaced at regular intervals around its body might serve a similar function. 
“What the fuck is this shit?” Dirk lifted one booted foot, which dripped a gray, pearlescent slime. The ground beneath the trees was covered with it. 
Jane scanned it. “I believe it’s made up of some kind of unicellular organism.”
“Is it supposed to be doing that?” Dirk stepped back as a long, sinuous tendril rose up from the slime, hovering in the air like a snake. She let her gun hang from its strap and held up both hands. “Easy, girl. Steady on.” The tendril rippled from its tip down to the slime from which it had arisen, then stretched out tentatively toward Dirk. “What should I do?” She sounded more giddy than afraid.
“I don’t think it means to harm you, but I wouldn’t touch it.” Its composition was a bit like the slime molds on earth, but with some compounds she didn’t recognize. 
“You’re just curious, aren’t you?” Dirk stuck out a finger toward the tendril. She never listened. It pulled back, then flowed forward, extending slowly until it touched her finger. Another wave like the one Jane had felt on the ship rolled through her. “Ah!” Dirk gasped as the tendril pulled away suddenly and sank back into the slime. 
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, just startled, that’s all.” She inspected her finger, then held it out toward Jane. A faint residue shone on her fingertip, which looked otherwise normal. Jane pulled out a swab and took a sample.
“Specimen number one: sentient slime.”
“You felt that too? Like on the ship?”
Jane nodded. “Looks like we’re not the only ones gathering information about alien species.”
“Do you really think this goo is intelligent?”
“Either it is or it’s an extension of something that is.”
“I’m not sure I like either of those options.” Dirk back-stepped until she reached the bare rock. 
Jane’s circuits were afire with possibilities. “I guess I’ll explore this planet on my own, then.” She walked past the first tree and turned enough to see Jane tender-footing through the slime to catch up. “Just think of it as mud.”
“A planet covered in sentient mud. What could go wrong?”
Jane gently scraped a bit of the tree’s papery coating into a sample jar. “You could be stuck here with a bodyguard who’s afraid of her shadow.”
“Did you just make a joke?”
“It’s been known to happen.” Though Jane did not feel pride as such, her reward system disbursed an extra .1% battery life from her reserve when she mastered difficult social tasks such as humor. 
“Known by who?”
“Anyone who takes the time to get to know me instead of treating me like a walking computer.”
“Sarcasm, too?” Dirk clapped her on the shoulder. “We’ll make a real girl out of you yet.”
Jane studied Dirk’s expression for signs of how to respond. “I will never be a girl. I am a woman.”
“What, ‘cause they gave you tits? Which, I mean…” Dirk stared at her chest for several seconds. “What was I saying?”
“You were simultaneously questioning my womanhood and objectifying me as a woman.”
Dirk’s smile faded a little. “Yeah, that was shitty of me. I apologize.” She stuck out a fingerless-glove-clad hand. 
“Thank you.” She shook Dirk’s hand, trying to match her strength and pressure without overdoing it. Handshakes were one of the hardest things to get right. Each person was different, and she couldn’t always predict from their other characteristics what kind of hand-shaker they would be. Dirk was strong, but she held back. Jane did the same. “Now, if we’re done with this personal interlude, can we get back to our planetary exploration?”

      [image: ]Jane catalogued thirty-nine different life forms in the immediate vicinity of their landing site. About half would be classified as fungoid. The rest were mostly small insectoids that inhabited and fed on the fungoids or the slime, with two exceptions she couldn’t identify. 
The flying creatures she’d seen in the fungoid trees had wispy featherlike structures on their rippling wings. From the way they moved, they had to be light, and though they had no visible eyes, they navigated the canopy with ease. She’d collected a sample of what she thought might be their excrement to analyze on the ship.
The other exception, which she’d only glimpsed briefly, was a meter-long creature colored the same deep purple as the trees, with wisps of lighter colors resembling the papery bark. It moved through the treetops, leaping from one branch to another and scurrying out of sight on fleet feet. Its temperature was higher than its surroundings, so perhaps it was closer to a mammal than anything else. Its camouflage suggested that the flying creatures it appeared to hunt could see color, or that something larger that hunted it could, or both.
Dirk hovered nearby at all times, scanning the forest through the scope of her mag rifle. If she saw anything, she didn’t tell. In fact, she hardly said a word as Jane collected and stored dozens of samples. Perhaps she felt uncomfortable after their conversation. Jane hadn’t intended to make her feel bad. Then again, she never intended to, but it happened a lot. Though she was an experienced exobiologist, Jane found humans more challenging than the most exotic alien species.
She noticed Dirk watching her as she pushed her specimen drawer closed. “I need to examine these, and you will need to rest soon, and eat.”
“I’m fine.” Dirk was loath to admit when
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