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	Ellie looked out Vulxaris’s observation deck, with a window and bench like the gates of LaGuardia Airport; she saw an asteroid drift to where Gate 6 would be. All of it made for a final reminder of home that shielded her from the unfriendly outside.

	The darkness outside the window was beyond comparison. It couldn’t be like a sea since it gave an appearance of being walled in. Nor could it be anything like a sky since there was no ground to border against the horizon. There seemed to be nothing above, below or to any side. And the only thing that kept it from looking completely empty was the little white dots that randomly clung to their place, glowing at their various intensities. Even then, their existence felt like an illusion, considering the distance it took to mask their true size, and the relatively small treasures that orbited each and every one of them.

	These treasures, these exoplanets, have been getting found by scientists for over a century, with hundreds now listed and filed under every quality we could see of them from Earth. Many of them had shown evidence of being quite like Earth, including the chance of harboring life. But no proof had yet been found. Which is why Vulxaris was made. The culmination of every innovation that could be thrown into a spacecraft, Vulxaris would take a crew of five on a mission to the closest potentially habitable exoplanets to Earth, and confirm or deny once and for all that we were alone in the universe. And Ellie, the best pilot in the Space Force, was selected to be the pilot.

	Now, it’s been twenty-five hours since liftoff, eighteen since radios went silent, and Ellie looked out the window, her heart in a pendulum swing between elation and nausea.

	Eventually, she snapped out of her daze and remembered breakfast would start soon. She took a right out of the observation deck, then a left down the ladder and another left out of the corridor. Entering into the common room, Ellie was almost blinded by the fluorescent lights that striped the ceiling and opened the space like nowhere else on the ship. With the light, she could clearly see the black rubber floor, and the shiny steel panels that made up the walls. On her left, a white and orange plastic table was folded out from the wall, with five plastic chairs set around it. And sitting in two of them, dressed in the same white jumpsuit and gray socks as everyone else onboard, were others on Vulxaris’s mission. Nolan Armstrong, head of maintenance, let his lanky body hang off his chair as he mindlessly stared at a far corner of the room, stroking his short beard. While Ken Sako, lead scientist, sat opposite him patiently, only moving to reposition his glasses. Ellie joined them at the table, and was about to say hi, only for her attention to be brought across the room. Another white jumpsuit kneeled at the floor, worn by someone with darker skin that blended closer with the walls, and long, black locs that hid the entire face. That was Trisha Harris, head of crew welfare, kneeling at an opened panel in the floor, spraying water into the hole from a small hose. A moment later, she came over with five small plates, each with three gray-green gelatinous cubes. Freshly rehydrated breakfast.

	“Thank you,” Ellie said as Trisha set everything out and sat down. The others did likewise. Just then, from the ship’s rear came Captain Lyndon Brock, decorated Air Force general, and captain to the entire mission. Ellie immediately stood up and saluted as he entered, a half-second ahead of everyone else.

	Capt. Brock waited until he reached his chair to say “at ease,” coupled with a gesturing hand wave. It was when he and his crew sat down that breakfast began.

	The crew dug into their rations, made specially for this journey to fit all nutritional needs. Though eating one was like ripping and sucking a soaked kitchen sponge, filling the crew’s mouths with an explosive taste of pork and strawberry flavored water. “Still,” Ellie thought, “it’s better than a C-ration.”

	Once everyone had finished eating, Capt. Brock got up and went to the opposite wall. His face, sculpted from stone and holding its manly angle for fifteen years, beamed with pride matched by his stance.

	“Soldiers,” he began, the voice of a general, “before us now is something no human has done. We will be the first people to ever venture beyond our solar system, the first to ever step foot on another system’s planet, and the first to get the chance to see alien life for the first time. I don’t have to tell the danger we will be facing. We will be too far from Earth to be saved, and space is a beast we are yet to tame. But we still soldiers! We are trained to deal with the unknown, and beat it! And that’s why I’m certain that nothing will stop us! That we will get what we’re after, and be victorious!”

	Everyone applauded and cheered, Ellie the loudest, until the Captain raised his hand to quiet everyone down.

	“Thank you, thank you,” he said as things died down. “Now let’s get ready! We have worlds to discover.”

	“Sir, yes sir!” Ellie yelled as she shot up and saluted him. Everyone then folded their chairs, hung them in the indent on the wall, and folded up the table, covering them. Right after, Ellie ran back through the corridor, and out the other end to the cockpit. Between two rows of seats was a narrow ramp that Ellie took down to the frontmost chair, her pilot’s seat. Getting in, she turned on the console and plugged in the first coordinates: RA: 14h 29m 43s | Dec: -62° 40’ 46”.

	“Whitman,” Capt. Brock called through the ship’s intercom, “can you hear me?”

	“Loud and clear, Captain. Vulxaris is all set for warp jump when you say so.”

	“Good. We’ll all be ready in T-minus 60 seconds, fire up afterwards and get in your pod.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Godspeed to you, Whitman. And godspeed to us all.” With that, the Captain cut the transmission. Ellie counted down the sixty seconds, taking one last look at the stars beyond the orange-tinted glass. To think they were going straight for one of them and see its true size, It lit up her soul like an LED. Once she was done, she initiated the warp jump sequence, and ran back through the common room, through the lab, and finally to the back of the ship. 

	To the sides of her were a total of five glass cylinders, fogged up by the crew member inhabiting each one. At the end was her pod, still open. Ellie entered the pod, which had a metal armature with small plastic cushioning in places. Ellie ripped open a Velcro patch on her jumpsuit, exposing her left shoulder, and mounted the armature. Ring-like cuffs secured themselves around Ellie’s wrists and ankles, locking her to an A-pose. Then from behind, a needled arm penetrated Ellie’s exposed shoulder blade, and injected its CAHS-protein serum. Ellie felt as the jolting pain of the injection melted away as her perception slowed to a crawl. She felt her breath slow and her thoughts dissipate until it all went dark, and Ellie joined her crew in torpor.

	 

	With all the crew in torpor, Vulxaris began to prepare warp jump. First, with all power diverted to the thrusters, the ship oriented itself to point straight at its destination. Then, a supercharge was sent into the Kaus-Hadid engine, the center of the ship’s warp jump capabilities. The K-H sent energies of opposite polarity through two channels, focusing the positive energy to just above the stern, and the negative energy just beyond the nose. With this setup, dark matter from the surrounding space was pulled from the stern, under and around the ship to the nose. The result made a spacetime depression in front, and a hump of spacetime filling the vacuum in the back; a wave of spacetime that Vulxaris surfed on, pushing it up to four times light speed towards its destination.
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	Proxima Centauri b, with its prospect of harboring life so tantalizingly close to Earth, made it a natural first stop for this mission.

	Vulxaris exited its warp jump, and using its rear and ventral thrusters, readjusted to coast “upwards” (relative to its orientation) towards the orbital paths of the Centauri system. Meanwhile, full power had returned to all parts within the ship, signaling for the crew to be brought out of torpor.

	All at once, the pods reopened to the freshly recirculated air, and the crew were injected with a serum to bring them out of torpor. In unison, the crew took their first breath of the day sharply, and a second later were released from their shackles. Each person had a moment to stretch and mentally recoup before Capt. Brock, already nearest to the exit, spoke up.

	“Hope everyone is feeling good,” he declared, “because we have important things to do, so let’s go.”

	And with that, the crew were marching in lockstep, with the Captain in lead, to the cockpit, with smiles barely containing the excitement that was dying to break out of them. Once in the cockpit, each person took their seat, with Ellie proudly marching from the back to the very front in her pilot’s chair.

	“Everybody strapped in?” Ellie said looking back over her shoulder; clockwise from her right was Trisha, Ken, the Captain and Nolan.

	“I’m in,” called Nolan first, followed by everyone else in their own words.

	“We’re all set,” the Captain said at last.

	“Alright then,” she called out. “Hold on tight!” Ellie directed all power to the rear thrusters and pitched up. Through Vulxaris’s orange visor, they saw it for the first time; the star Proxima Centauri, as close to them now as their sun was back home, the only way they’ve ever known. Everyone was awestruck by the red fireball before them, even Ellie, though for only a moment.

	For Ellie had more to enjoy than the new sights around her. Her sights were set on piloting Vulxaris through space, and landing on the planet. Like any spacecraft, Vulxaris frictionlessly maneuvered like a hovercraft in 3D. Precise movements had to be inputted without a second of hesitation, making the difference between a close dodge, a direct hit with any space debris, and an unstoppable drift into a star. Luckily, Ellie’s training made her perfect for this. These environments and controls were second nature to her.

	Ellie’s gaze was locked towards her center, her focus put equally on the center and periphery of her vision. Her hands held the control sticks in an iron grip, each twitch sending the smallest of ion pulses through the thrusters for just the slightest of turns. To Ellie, her moving the controls didn’t move the ship. Rather, Vulxaris became another body part for her to control by thought alone.

	Eventually, about when Proxima Centauri doubled in its perceived size, Vulxaris beeped out a single electronic note, Ellie’s sign that she was in Centauri b’s orbit. Turning Vulxaris sideways, she followed stellar orbit and put extra power into forward movement. Ellie was finally able to let up from her full focus, taking a breather to enjoy coasting Vulxaris down the orbit. Soon after though, there came a thing that once again brought amazed looks to the whole crew.

	Proxima Centauri b, the planet itself. And even when Ellie put the ship in its orbit, not much more could be made of it from their view. But nonetheless, it was a whole other planet, right before them, and they would be the first to step out on it. After a few minutes, Vulxaris had made a speedy orbit around the planet, and found a spot with its scanners to safely land. And after a deep breath to refocus, Ellie locked in again. Nearing the planet, she pulled Vulxaris out of orbit and swung right, putting the ship on its side. With that, she caught herself in the planet’s orbit, and began to ease her way down. A slight glow of atmospheric friction glowed on the nose, but not nearly as much as Earth would give, so Ellie pitched up to catch some slowing ventral thrust. Looking down from the cockpit, Ellie spotted the flat, clear area that the ship found, and maneuvered Vulxaris towards it. At an ever-decelerating pace, Vulxaris was keeping airborne by the thrusters pushing multiple ways, until finally, it loomed over its
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