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			After months in deep space conducting an intensive field study of social dynamics aboard the cryoship SS Delany, Nalini Jackson, NASAx Post-Doctorate Fellow of Applied Sociology, D.A.Sc., came to an uncomfortable conclusion: She didn’t really like people, on the whole. It was an embarrassing realization, given that her life’s work was studying them. Sort of like a dentist who hates teeth, she feared. It was incredibly isolating as well, as the universe lacked any other intelligent life to talk to.

			There were several human beings, among the (likely) millions she’d encountered, whom Nalini appreciated on an individual basis, which is why she didn’t consider herself a true misanthrope. She even loved some of them, sometimes. Individually, people could be great. Studies showed that even the most antisocial primates made similar exceptions; all the data were clear on this. When feeling particularly optimistic, Nalini would advocate for the theory that, if limited to very small bands, people could even be enjoyable. In limited doses. But the unavoidable truth was that, when people were given the chance to form groups of significant size, tribalism erupted among them like recurring blisters, and thus Homo sapiens’s true nature was revealed. Because with the tribes came the bickering, the rancor, the fighting among polar opposites, the infighting among ideological twins, the rejection of empirical evidence in favor of the soothing myths and partisan lies. Nalini could list the faults of humanity all day; it was all rather predictable, but still fascinating. Sometimes, Nalini wished she could simply enjoy the study of her own species solely for the comedic exercise it was, without the haunting knowledge that these same traits would likely result in their extinction. For, though humanity had faced a myriad of existential questions over the course of its enlightenment, Nalini had the misfortune of coming of age during an era when there was really only one: Would we destroy our planet before we figured out how to escape it?

			If humanity achieved interstellar migration, it could pollinate the universe with sentient life for millennia, avoiding extinction via diversification of location. If humans didn’t accomplish this goal, the only unanswered question would be which combo of consequences for humanity’s collective sins would deliver the fatal blow. Climate devastation, nuclear Armageddon, systemic xenophobia, virulent partisanship, pandemics man-made or man-fault—they were all strong contenders. The range of cataclysms was dazzling, but as an academic, Nalini was most impressed with humanity’s ability to embrace the delusion that everything was fine.

			In her application for NASAx’s advertised “Open Social Science Astronautic Research Position,” Nalini proposed examining whether the Delany’s crew, consisting, as it was, of society’s most capable, intelligent individuals, could overcome humankind’s known social limitations. “Effects of Prolonged Interstellar Expedition Isolation on Group Dynamics,” she’d titled her proposal, then submitted it on a lark, inspired by hubris, free time, and a depressed job market. But someone must have agreed with the argument she made in her cover letter: that, as a sociologist with an undergraduate degree in planetary science, she was uniquely qualified to study humans beyond their Earthly habitat. This undergraduate focus was a mere vestigial tail of a long-abandoned dream that lived solely on her résumé, but it was enough to give her an advantage. Within a year, she was bidding farewell to her life on Earth—her great-aunt; her studio apartment; her younger sister, whom she didn’t really get along with—surprised by how little there was to say goodbye to.

			There were so many potential career benefits to her participation in the Delany’s mission that Nalini failed to note the fact that the trip itself sounded like her worst nightmare. That this honor wasn’t another abstract academic fellowship, but something she really had to do. Something she actually didn’t want to do. On paper, cryosleep sounded straightforward, almost relaxing: You simply sleep through the most dangerous parts of the journey. But as soon as her cryopod’s lid clicked shut, it became immediately obvious to Nalini that underplaying her claustrophobia during the interview process had been shortsighted. Locked into place and still wide awake, Nalini noticed for the first time how much the pods looked like coffins. Before losing consciousness, Nalini realized she’d been snared by a branding trick: This was not “cryogenic sleep,” it was temporarily induced cold death.

			Yet it was still worth it, Nalini tried to remind herself the second she woke back up. A historic mission, the first humanned mission to Jupiter’s orbit. Traversing the Solar System with a dozen crew members contained within the 7,827 square feet for over eighteen months. From a research perspective, this offered a priceless opportunity for discovery. A chance to compile the raw sociological data that might one day improve interpersonal dynamics for the long-haul space travel needed to escape the planet they were currently destroying. Or perhaps her work could even address humanity’s carcinogenic social tendencies in general. So that one day, if they ever did manage to reach another exoplanet in a habitable zone, they wouldn’t screw it up like they did their first one.

			

			—

			In those first weeks of floating in Jupiter’s orbit, Nalini began to fear that the crew’s wariness of her openly monitoring them would contaminate the process. But over time they grew tired of holding up their façades, just as she’d predicted they would. Nalini’s probing eyes became no more conspicuous to them than those of a portrait on a wall. It wasn’t complete invisibility—they saw her socially. Sometimes they even targeted her as the subject of pranks, behavior she referred to in her notes as “Group Masochistic Bonding.” Whenever they were successful in the act of pranking her, the perpetrators’ habit was to laugh and encourage others to laugh with them, a tool to define in-group membership. It was that signature human maneuver: forming social bonds around opposition to an almost arbitrarily defined outsider (in this case, her).

			On the day-to-day, Nalini functioned as a full member of the crew. Because of the ship’s limits on physical space and weight, everything on the Delany had multiple uses and purposes—Nalini was no exception. In addition to her core mission to observe crew dynamics, she also served as an assistant to Senior Astrogeologist Dwayne Causwell, coincidentally the only individual on the ship who seemed to like her. Whereas the majority of the crew was conducting research on the planet Jupiter, Dwayne’s solitary focus was on just one of its seventy-nine moons: Europa. Its name had always reminded Nalini of some failing nightclub in Prague, but the moon was infinitely more interesting. A bruised ball of ice that hid a revelation: an ocean of liquid water just beneath its scarred crust. The moon was famous for being a possible intrasolar colonization target, but at this stage, even getting near enough to conduct drone surveys of its surface took a miracle of technology and finance. The base on Earth’s own moon was only thirteen years old and still had that new-car smell; an In-N-Out Burger on Europa was a long way off. Still, even the smallest step was a move in a glorious direction.

			Researching Jupiter itself was the focus of Bob Seaford, overall mission leader, and his “band of merry pranksters,” whose idea of humor included switching the sour cream with toothpaste, then laughing when Nalini bit into her burrito. All ten of “the Bobs”—as she’d come to think of them—were from M.I.T. “The Engineers,” they called themselves (even M.I.T.’s nickname lacked imagination, in her opinion). Representing rival Caltech (go, Beavers!) was a two-person partnership consisting of just her and Dwayne Causwell, with whom she also shared the research assignment of mapping Jupiter’s most promising moon.

			On paper, and as was clear to whatever algorithm assigned them to be lab partners, Dwayne was Nalini’s perfect match. Nalini was an applied sociologist with a background in planetary geology; Dwayne was an astrogeologist with a personal history of sociopolitical engagement—a rarity in his field. In addition to an alma mater, they shared the distinction of being the only crew members of African descent. They also shared an intense dislike of Bob; Nalini struggled for scholarly distance, but Dwayne didn’t bother to hide his contempt. And they both leaned on humor to combat personal frustrations.

			Winner of the Society of Exploration-Geophysics Distinguished Award, Dwayne Causwell was brilliant, and ethical to the point of piousness, with a reputation for generosity among his students, peers, and community. “A real good guy, not a creep who describes himself as a ‘good guy,’ ” as one of the references in his psych profile noted. In practice, Nalini found all of his glowing recommendations accurate. The man was exemplary. In fact, Dwayne’s only shortcoming as a lab partner, in Nalini’s estimation as both a post-doctorate specializing in long-haul-transport social dynamics and also his lab partner, was that the guy just would not shut up. It turned out, a major side effect of holding both the world and oneself to such a high ethical standard was that at times one was utterly insufferable—another theory Nalini had going into the mission that proved correct. After 8.58 months trapped inside a space can with him, Nalini often wanted to reach into Dwayne’s ever-open mouth and hold his larynx still with her bare hands till all the pious protestations stopped. But besides that, Dwayne was a joy to be stuck in space with.

			When in ranting mode, Dwayne mostly went on about the Bobs, which Nalini found completely understandable. Primarily because the Bobs acted like little shits. Nalini had observed, at around five months post-cryo, that even her own ability to record them with academic impartiality was diminishing. This gave Dwayne the status of a fellow traveler with whom to complain about them endlessly.

			Sometimes Nalini asked Dwayne to stop. Suggested “they” (he) take a break in talking about Bobist topics so that “they” (she) didn’t go mad. Dwayne would try; he really would. He’d go on for a bit about things like the environmental importance of rejecting fundamentalist veganism in favor of ethically harvested honey. Or about the implied ethnic bias in the choice not to season the Delany’s rehydrated food. Or how he wished the Delany were one of the newer cryoships, the ones with artificial gravity replicators. But any observations about the quality of their orbiting home would always lead to mission funding. Which would lead to the subject of the trillionaire donor who pushed NASAx to make his literal “golf buddy,” Bob, the Delany’s lead researcher, despite the fact that any impartial psych evaluator who spent five minutes alone in a room with him would come to the conclusion that Bob was “a complete and utter asshole.” And with that, Dwayne was back to Bob again. The topic was unavoidable. For all their time together and occasional digressions, the pillar of their relationship was a mutual distaste for Bob Seaford, the Bobs, and all that Bobism stood for. As pillars went, it was a solid one.

			

			—

			The Bobs hogged the bridge most of the week, partly because of the nature of their research, but also, Nalini noted, as a dominance display. They maneuvered their probes through Jupiter’s beige fog, hooting as if they were going player-versus-player in some blood-soaked video game. They were loud. They left chaos everywhere—sometimes out of laziness, other times to make the statement that cleaning up their own mess was beneath them. Soiled and discarded socks sometimes floated through the air. In-group Bobist nicknames were crudely etched into the NASAx consoles. Food supplies and schedules were regularly discarded according to their whims. They acted like they owned the whole ship and everything on it, including Dwayne and Nalini—thereby tapping into the pair’s own ancestral trauma, inadvertently or not. But on every seventh day, it was Team Beavers’ turn to take center stage, launching their probes, scanning Europa’s surface until the moon orbited out of range once more.

			Team Beavers’ four drones were named North, South, West, and Camden, the latter a private joke Dwayne took pleasure in not explaining to her. On each run, their pilotless aircrafts shot out to the four directions of Europa’s orbit, taking the day to meet back at the origin coordinates. There, they transferred their visual data to the Delany. “Vacation pics,” Dwayne liked to call them. And Nalini did find them to be like other people’s vacation photos, in that they showed a place she would never go and after a while they got very boring.

			“Oddball.”

			“Where?”

			“Drone South, look. That makes it twenty-three to fourteen: I’m crushing you, lady.”

			There’d been a lot of “oddballs” during the mission: visual peculiarities from the cam footage that Dwayne then printed and taped to the whiteboard as a nod to whimsy in the workplace. There was the image of the rock formation that looked kind of like a smiley face. Meteor scarring that looked like footprints of a giant running for the bus. In his game, every oddity was worth one point; oddball was the only kind of ball there was room to play on the Delany. Nalini collected them, too, and planned to present them one day to Josey, her little sister, so she couldn’t complain that Nalini didn’t bring her anything.

			“A perfect circle, right there on the surface. Look at the size of that thing. That’s got to be, what, ten thousand kilometers in diameter? Twelve, maybe? That’s insane. There’s no new crater-impacts in the record.”

			“Well, then, that can’t be right. It doesn’t make sense,” Nalini told him, as if this negated the existence of what they were both looking at.

			“I’m not saying it makes sense—it doesn’t make any kind—I’m just saying that it’s there.”

			The shape the cam caught from miles above was indeed round like a circle. The next image they brought up, taken by a drone roughly two hundred kilometers to the oddity’s west, was even more impossible. The circle seemed to be on top of the surface, not drawn into it.

			Most of the landmarks they found that appeared to rise out of the planetary mass’s surface were, in fact, indentations, illusions of perspective. Scars of a moon abused by the universe. The only way to tell for sure was to have the computer combine all the correlating footage of the area into a three-dimensional model. Dwayne tapped a few keystrokes to create the model. And there it was.

			Rising up off the surface of this moon, a perfect circle. Not just generally round, or near oval. A perfect 360 degrees. True in curve. Poking out of Europa’s surface like a zit.

			Dwayne looked at the screen and started to say something that audibly caught in his throat. The man who would not shut up was, for once, quiet. Dwayne quietly swiped another drone image onto the main screen. Then another. Kept doing it until there was nothing left to contradict the impossible. For almost a full minute, there was not one sound between them.

			“A mountain?” Nalini gave in.

			“Come on, lady, you ever seen a mountain with that kind of slope? And look. Look at the top. Perfect curvature.”

			“Reminder: We are looking at a computer-generated model based purely on visual images constructed from a compilation of pictures taken roughly two hundred kilometers away.” Nalini was cautioning herself as much as him, and she knew it.

			“So what?” Dwayne successfully countered. “The base, where it connects to the level surface—do you see that? It curves back in. Its footprint’s smaller than the widest point at the meridian. And the surface—it appears smooth, like a balloon, right?”

			“Like a bubble,” Nalini managed, just to get the idea outside herself, and there it made no more sense than it did in her skull.

			Usually, new photos of oddballs were printed and hung on the station’s wall, each one replacing the weakest one posted before, reinforcements in the fight against boredom. This time, Dwayne printed two photos. One copy he gave to Nalini with the message “Tell no one. Not even your little side piece.” The other photo Dwayne slipped into the top of his shirt as if there were a bra under there to store it in.

			He wouldn’t look at Nalini in the hours after that. Not even at dinner, as they floated across from each other, munching on unseasoned MREs. And Nalini wouldn’t look at him. Because, if their eyes met, it would be real forever.

			

			—

			It took 3.55 days for Europa to orbit around Jupiter, and Nalini used that time to reassess her entire understanding of the universe.

			Hours later, it was Bob and his Bobs’ turn to “cook,” which meant hydrating prepackaged protein. Precious ship space was allocated on the Delany for the long communal table that pulled down from the mess’s ceiling, an otherwise impractical device for zero-g space travel incorporated on Nalini’s own suggestion. It offered enough room for all the members of the crew to latch themselves on and break bread (or at least rip aluminum packets) together. Theoretically, she argued in her initial application, this would keep the crew socially bonded, unifying them after a day of individual and subgroup projects. It was the first of Nalini’s experiments to fail.

			It didn’t work because Bob Seaford and his acolytes didn’t want it to work. They were in the majority and genuinely believed this fact entitled them to create new, self-serving rules. Rules like making dinner at 1900 hours on days when Team Engineers were recycling their drones, then moving supper back to 1730 hours when it was Team Beavers’ turn to do the same. Meaning, Team Beavers missed dinner. Meaning, Team Beavers had to reheat and clean up an extra time. And even though Team Beavers was just Dwayne and Nalini, it was a huge pain in the ass. Worse, it forced Team Beavers to submit to yet another blatant dominance display while being unable to complain without increasing tensions with Bob’s majority group, thus making things worse for Team Beavers’ minority. And the Bobs were fine with this, including Nalini’s “side piece,” Ahmed Bakhash.

			Before “side piece,” Dwayne referred to Ahmed as “Ahmed the Emaciated Communications Guy,” but he updated that nickname when he realized what was going on. By then, Ahmed, though still a Bob, had begun conducting clandestine hookups with Nalini belowdecks—in the storage compartment behind the water tanks—when the two shared maintenance assignments. This was after month six, during a period when space-cabin fever drove Nalini to temporary nihilism. But for his part, this act of defiance was the very limit of Ahmed’s rebellion; his mantra being “I don’t want any trouble, okay?” Ahmed recited that phrase every time Dwayne tried to recruit him from the Bobside. Nalini truly admired this about Ahmed: his profound commitment to self-preservation. It was what attracted her to him in the first place—the man was like a one-man neutral country in a world war, a morally nebulous position, but still a welcome break from Dwayne’s constant battle-readiness. Ahmed was chill, and Dwayne was livid—these were their natural states. And Dwayne never exhausted his own self-righteous rage, because he utilized it for catharsis as opposed to a tool for helping anything. Often, his confrontations made things on the ship clearly and obviously worse. But it didn’t matter, because it was a masturbatory act made even more intense by the pride Dwayne took from his belief that it was evidence of his moral purity.

			Despite this insight into his character—one she was certain he would be mortified to learn—Nalini’s respect for her senior colleague was undiminished. The man was a legend; his accomplishments were absurd in their ambition and variety. As a mere undergraduate, Causwell was profiled nationally for his advocacy of using drone engineering as a force for social activism. While Nalini was still a toddler, Dwayne had been part of a cohort of Caltech phenoms who’d pushed for replacing police bodycams (notoriously unreliable and alterable) with their own drone swarm freeware capable of independent surveillance of the LAPD. When it was adopted, it was considered a landmark in police oversight, providing bounteous new evidence of race-based police brutality. It wasn’t until years later, when it became clear that people were just as capable of shrugging off high-def recordings of things they wanted to ignore as they were with the blurry stuff, that Dwayne decided to take his drone research to the stars. He was exemplary. But it didn’t change the fact that every time Dwayne confronted Bob on his latest affront, the astrogeologist became intoxicated by his own righteousness, as if his complaints would appeal to some neutral judge who would finally render a decisive verdict on his behalf. But there was no judge—no alien life holding up numbers on the sidelines. Just them, on a small ship, hurtling through a lifeless universe. Instead, every time Dwayne went off on Bob, the pranks only increased in frequency, and severity. The divide between Beavers and Engineers deepened, and nothing changed, yet everything felt worse.

			

			—

			“The universe is a vast celestial necropolis,” Dwayne said out of nowhere. Clearly, he’d been thinking about it. They were triple-checking the maintenance logs for the solar sails, going through the process largely by muscle memory as their minds wandered.

			“I like how you said that while pensively staring out the portal at the stars, for maximum dramatic effect.”

			“If you accept the Drake equation,” Dwayne continued, ignoring her tone, as he’d become accustomed to doing, “then our universe’s most fertile period for generating advanced civilizations ended more than five billion years ago. Five billion years ago. The party was over before humanity even got out of bed.”

			“So we missed sentient life—so what? Have you ever met sentient life? A lot of them are assholes.” Nalini shrugged.

			“Next shift, we reset the drone’s software, eliminate tampering as a factor. Then we halt the regular survey schedule, and send them back to the oddity.”

			“Dwayne. You’re really going to disrupt the—”

			“Just one drone,” Dwayne interrupted, and Nalini didn’t have a good enough argument other than This freaks me out.

			

			—

			Before his own conversion to Bobism, Ahmed was once an individual named Ahmed Bakhash, a graduate of UT Austin who largely did his post-doc work at Stanford. Therefore, at the beginning of the mission, Nalini categorized Ahmed as a neutral player in the already forming Caltech-versus-M.I.T. divide. This lasted until forty-seven days after wake-up, when the Bobs replaced all the underwear in Ahmed’s storage case with burlap Y-fronts. Scratchy, coarse industrial material meant to hold potatoes, not testicles. It was an act that showed great forethought: These were rare novelty items, bought on obscure fetish sites and ordered months before to add to one of the Bobs’ extremely limited personal weight allotments. The morning of the Burlap Attack, Bob Seaford himself shared this information with Nalini. So that he could explain his upcoming mirth and amplify it.

			“Guy’s gonna be itching for a week,” said the Bob. His thinning hair was so short that it would have been invisible on his pale flesh if he hadn’t dyed it brown. Noticing the way Nalini stared back at him, he added, “Just a little fun. For morale. To keep us from going bonkers.” Bob Seaford winked. At first, Nalini was unable to determine if the wink was a friendly reflex or if Bob was acknowledging that what he’d just said about morale was the bullshit she knew it to be. But then he added, “Whatsa matter? Can’t take a joke? You one of those? That’s the problem today: Nobody’s allowed to admit what’s funny anymore.”

			Bob seemed to want to continue the conversation, but Nalini had no intention of hearing more of his philosophy on who should be laughed at without social repercussions.

			“Okay,” she replied. It was a nonsensical response that was really just an act of submission, and thus she immediately felt tainted by the interaction. Bob looked her right in the eyes and grinned as if he could taste her cowardice and liked the flavor. Pretending not to see, Nalini turned to jump-fly up the portal in the opposite direction to be clear of him.

			It wasn’t that Nalini feared Bob physically, it was that Bob was so emphatic in his statements, so unquestioning in the validity of his points of view, that his forcefulness demanded either total acquiescence or the social discomfort of direct and open conflict.

			Bob was a bully; it was very straightforward. Some classifications didn’t require a doctorate in applied sociology.

			When Ahmed walked into the mess for breakfast, Nalini could see the bulk of the burlap undies beneath his uniform. That bulging was the only sign that something strange was happening. Ahmed himself made no mention of this private torture. After hydrating his breakfast, with his back to the room, Ahmed floated his slender frame over to the table, buckled into his chair before praying, and ate. There was no hint in his face of the discomfort the burlap must surely be causing him. No indication he was even suppressing a response: To Nalini, Ahmed looked bored, half awake, lost within the maze of his own thoughts. The Bobs’ giggles faded into sighs; Ahmed’s nonresponse stole the joke from them. But Ahmed’s performance wasn’t perceived by his antagonists as an act of defiance, Nalini recognized. It was far subtler than that. It was nonviolent resistance for the nonconfrontational. The Bobs recognized it as submission, but Nalini saw that it was submission as a willful and graceful act of rebellion.

			Dwayne’s initial response to Ahmed’s undergarment incident had been less graceful.

			“What the hell is wrong with you people?! Do you think this is funny?!” At the time, Dwayne was working on the trash compactor, and when he swung around to the room, wrench still in his hand, lumps of food waste floated through the communal space. “Does this excite you?!” Dwayne demanded. “Does this arouse you?!” he repeated, and the Bobs tried to smile, but their spell was broken. They were just individuals again, for the moment. Then Bob himself said, “Chill, bro. It’s just a joke,” and forced out a chuckle.

			“That’s the problem with bros like him,” Bob added, minutes after Dwayne briskly floated out of the room. “Everything’s so serious with those guys. Nobody can have a little fun.”

			Studying Ahmed in the weeks after the incident, Nalini was overwhelmed by a hybrid emotion of pity and profound respect. It moved her in a way that she couldn’t name, but the feeling pulsed under her ribs. This confusing emotional reaction led her to pursue a private interview with Ahmed, to discern the theoretical underpinnings of this new form of “radical surrender,” as she began calling it. Conversations that led to the more intimate meetings behind the water tanks in storage during shared maintenance assignments. Because, why not—her best data had already been recorded by month five anyway, so she found it easy to justify the risk of tainting the research. At this point, Nalini’s primary objective was just to make it back to the real world without leaving her mind behind.

			

			—

			When the next drone images came back from Europa the following day-span, Nalini and Dwayne saw that the anomaly—what had originally appeared to be a bubble the size of a city—was upon closer inspection a bubble the size of a larger metro area, suburbs, exurbs, and all.

			“That’s a biodome,” Dwayne said, like the word slipped past the censor of his conscious mind.

			“You’re crazy. You’re crazy, that’s crazy. I’m going crazy now, too—we’re both going crazy, together. But I have to ask…how big?”

			Their first estimates, based off of the previous photos, were clearly in error. “Size” was a straightforward data point on which Nalini felt comfortable focusing.

			“Roughly four hundred thirty-nine miles in circumference. Seven hundred seven in kilometers.” Dwayne’s voice cracked, interrupting his sentence with his own awe. “Also, it’s green.”

			Nalini looked up at the main screen, at the impossibility displayed there. No, it wasn’t green. The surface had no color; it appeared translucent. Or perhaps a naturally forming glass or other crystalline solid.

			But whatever it was, it wasn’t green. The green was what it contained. The green part was inside of it.

			

			—

			They skipped dinner. They sucked their soup packets below, by the air filters, near storage. Nalini said it was so they could talk, but it was really because there were no windows down there, and she didn’t want to look outside again, ever. They did talk, but about nothings. Gossip about professors long discredited. Finally, as he picked his mess out of the air and began to head back, Dwayne started talking in a quieter tone, as if this was the separate, silent conversation that had been happening the whole time.

			“All the UAP sightings over the years, all the flashing lights and flying Tic Tacs or saucers or whatever?” Dwayne said, waiting until Nalini finally offered “Yes?” before continuing. “Even if that shit really is alien, I always figured it still wouldn’t really be aliens—I mean, not like living beings riding inside. More likely: Ghost tech. Abandoned drones still flying around the universe eons after outliving their creators. Like autonomous robotic vacuum cleaners, endlessly sucking debris from the carpet of a post-apocalyptic house.”

			Nalini voiced the three-word phrase that had been bouncing in her head for hours. “It was green.”

			“Yup,” Dwayne responded, and, to articulate her implied conclusion, added, “Green means life, baby.”

			

			—

			“Bullshit!” was the consensus response among the Bobs when Nalini and Dwayne presented their findings. All the Bobs thought it was a hoax, even Ahmed. Not exactly a hoax, Nalini realized—no, the Bobs thought it was a prank. Of course. They thought it was revenge. A Trojan horse to somehow attack their clan. Nalini and Dwayne were both outsiders, not to be trusted. Worse, Team Beavers had motive, given the escalation in blatantly unfunny practical jokes in recent weeks. So the Bobs looked at the digital imagery and analyzed it for evidence of tampering—all while Dwayne hovered over their shoulders to make sure they weren’t doing their own sabotage.

			“You sure you’re okay, big guy?” Bob asked, as Dwayne floated, eyebrows raised. Nalini was sure Bob knew Dwayne Causwell specifically did not like to be called “big guy.” “This is a little out there, even for you. I mean, holy shit, this is nuts?” Bob burst out with a laugh that was purposely loud and forced and signaled to the other Bobs they were supposed at least to smile as well.

			“There is no ‘nuts’ in science, Bob. A scientist is supposed to ignore preconceived notions in favor of empirical evidence. I know you bullshitted your way onto this mission with help from the guys at your country club, but, still, I’m surprised you didn’t know that.” Then it was Dwayne’s turn to force a laugh, a solitary sound devoid of the pretense of humor.

			That night, far belowdecks and out of sight, sweat droplets floating in beads away from their exposed flesh, Ahmed really ruined the moment by saying, “Little cabbage, I don’t know what you’re up to with this—and don’t tell me, I one-hundred-percent don’t want to know. But if this space-blister thing is about you and Dwayne trying to get back at Seaford, it’s not worth it. You can’t beat Bob in that manner. He’s a spiteful and petty man without shame.” The last sentence Ahmed whispered in a barely audible exhalation.

			“It’s real. It’s surreal, but real. The only reason Bob can’t see that is he’s blinded by the notion that Dwayne and I can’t be trusted, because, for whatever reason, he’s designated Team Beavers as his enemy.”

			Ahmed nodded politely as he snatched his clothes from the air, waiting until she was done before pushing both feet off the deck. “But, Nalini, you are,” he said as he floated above her, pulling on his pants in midair.

			

			—

			The thing was, Nalini, proud Beaver, had also attended M.I.T. Technically, she was a Team Engineer affiliate. Between Nalini’s graduate degree and post-doc fellowship, she’d likely spent more time on M.I.T.’s campus than most of the Bobs ever did. But collegiate tribal affiliation was based on where one did one’s undergraduate education, and so, in that regard, Nalini was Caltech through and through (go, Beavers!). As ridiculous as this little war was, the difference in schools wasn’t totally meaningless, she thought. Caltech’s Pasadena campus was a small, temperate town, not a frozen city unto itself like M.I.T.’s; Nalini found it doubtful that Dwayne would’ve undergone his latent lean toward progressive activism in Cambridge. Conversely, Nalini felt that in response to living in the hyper-competitive college town M.I.T. shared with the predatory overachievers of Harvard, it made sense for young people to form cliques, defensively. During Nalini’s own years in Cambridge, spent pursuing her Ph.D. at the Economic Sociology Program, she, too, was forced to make unfortunate social alliances to survive the landscape. Hers took the form of a brief membership in a communal-living raw-foods co-op in exchange for reduced room and board. A period of her life Josey found hilarious to bring up at large family events, a malicious act that always ended with Nalini’s having to repeat the phrase “It wasn’t a cult.”

			Still, objectively speaking—and Nalini felt that cultural objectivity was essential to her, as a former undergraduate of Caltech and not M.I.T.—Nalini knew that both schools were similar in more ways than not. And there were other connections among the crew that were arguably stronger. One of these Bobs even shared a family name with Nalini’s maternal line, Patel, with all the shared immigrant experience and regional and ethnic connections that implied. And of course, it was with one of those Bobs, Ahmed, the svelte communications-technology specialist with the emotional IQ so high it was in itself erotic, that she’d been sneaking time in the storage hold behind the water tanks. But it didn’t matter. Because of Bobs. Or, to be more specific, the patient zero of Bobism: Bob Seaford. A bureaucratic scientist whose greatest distinction was the level of shamelessness with which he endorsed dodgy environmental-impact assessments for energy oligarchs. Appallingly wealthy donors who repaid Bob’s decades of soul-selling with the senior research position on this little field trip to Jupiter.

			

			—

			“You want our drones? Ours? Really? Your own custom tech’s not good enough, huh? How far are you going to take this? Every minute of their time’s been allocated for years; you want to play with them to research a visual anomaly?” was how Bob Seaford started the conversation. Bob’s tone was smug, but Bob’s tone was always smug. Like many who had been awarded positions of power they did not earn, Bob rationalized his good fortune with an unstated belief that somehow he must be as qualified as a person who’d actually earned that position.

			Nalini knew the type too well: Bob bullied his way through life because that’s what bullies do. But even saying this to herself gave Bob an element of power.

			“Don’t you see? It’s a win-win, Bob.” Dwayne emphasized the name with disdain every time he said it. The Bobs rarely said it to Seaford’s face—he was largely “sir” or “chief” or “gov” with that lot—which was why Team Beavers found petty rebellion in saying his name consistently.

			“Either you get to expose me as a fraud and make me a laughingstock for the rest of my career,” Dwayne continued, “or you get in on the biggest scientific discovery since Bigfoot.”

			“That’s a horrible bet: I’m literally laughing at you now.” As Bob Seaford chuckled, a vein appeared on Dwayne’s forehead so abnormally large that Nalini could see his heartbeat pulse in it. Unaware of how close Dwayne was to physical assault, the other Bobs snorted in support of their leader, which encouraged Bob himself to reiterate part of Dwayne’s original statement with mocking incredulity. “ ‘A win-win’ to see you lose-lose?”

			Nalini’s hand to Dwayne’s fist. The words “Don’t. Not worth the fallout.” She made sure Bob saw and heard this, too.

			“Whatever,” Bob declared. “Tomorrow, six hundred GMT. We’ll all get to the bottom of this.” And spun himself out of the room casually, as if that were not an act of self-preservation.

			

			—

			The next morning, the male Bobs showed up on deck holding balloons made out of condoms that they called “space bubbles.” Bob floated upright with a packet of coffee in hand, yawning his disdain.

			When the drone’s feed went live, a couple of Bobs began shouting out its coordinates as it moved toward the oddity. The rest of the crew gathered around the drone display, largely jovial, subdued, half awake. The mood was light. This lasted up to the moment when they saw it on the display.

			The dome. The blister. That bubble.

			Whatever it was, when the Bobs saw it, they roared with laughter. They thought that was real funny.

			Laughed and laughed and laughed until they ran out of air.

			Eventually, though, as they struggled to contain themselves, the Bobs began to notice the look on Nalini’s face. She was frozen, staring at the images showing the clearly unnatural structure. Perfectly round from all sides.

			Then they noticed the same look on Dwayne’s face. The usual scowl, which had taken up permanent residence months ago, had been replaced with a slack jaw of awe. They saw the tears escaping down the grumpy man’s cheeks despite himself, saw Dwayne’s full lips pursed and trembling.

			The Bobs weren’t smiling anymore.

			After some pointless rechecking of equipment, some zooming in as far as the imaging would allow, the Bobs, too, grew completely silent.

			Because, with their drone, they didn’t just see the bubble. They could see what was inside. Another, impossible world.

			“That’s…I think that’s a landing pad.” Nalini pointed at a section of the image taken directly above the structure.

			“No,” Bob Seaford finally said into the hush. “That’s a football field.”

			Nalini marveled that Bob, for once, might be right.

			What they saw was not the size of a football field, Nalini realized as she looked longer. It was a football field. An actual American football field. With white lines sprayed into the grass, raised seating, and, just beyond the field itself, a parking lot packed with cars. Then, as the drone pulled back from the field, Nalini saw something that dwarfed the field, spreading miles and miles within the structure.

			A city.

			An entire city. Then suburbs. Then the green tops of woods beyond that. Highways laid over the ground like a nervous system. A river that bowed, hugging the collection of skyscrapers of the city’s downtown.

			All within a glass dome on the moon Europa.

			The crew of the Delany stared at the screen into another world, inside of a bubble.

			

			—

			And then, in a disorienting instant, they were inside of it as well.
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			“It was freaking aliens,” Chase declared, then sipped his Pistol Pete’s to give all the new faces at the meet-up a chance to soak in that wisdom. “Near Valles Caldera, about sixty miles west of Santa Fe. That’s right, I said it. I got no problem saying it. Now, does that statement make me look crazy? Sure. But that doesn’t mean freaking aliens didn’t steal my wife.”

			That was when the chili-cheese tater tots came out of the kitchen. “Carnitas?” the waitress asked, and Chase reached up like she might drop the plate. There were a lot of “unexplained phenomena” interest gatherings in New Mexico, and Chase was a regular at most of them. But the Allies of Alien Abductees Sunday meet-up at Tres Abuelitas was the gold standard. They had those private dining rooms, they had those pitchers of Bud for five bucks, they turned tater tots into art. Just two bucks more to get meat on top, and then it was a meal you could sleep on.

			There were a lot of UFO meet-ups to choose from. Some focused strictly on that military UAP stuff, all the verified footage of little Tic Tac ships or the long cigar-shaped ones or the silent black triangles, etc., each flying around at speeds and slants that would turn human passengers into applesauce. Lots of veterans of nuclear sites came as guest speakers at those clubs, coming to talk about the wild things they saw, trying to get the feds to disclose more. Some groups were all about that consciousness idea, that you could communicate with the “visitors” if you meditated the right way. Other cliques were into the thing as a larger phenomenon, looking at portals and dimensions and poltergeists and whatnot—freaky stuff that freaked Chase out to think about. And, of course, there was the old-school ufology scene, with a whole mythology laying out the multiple alien species and a galactic tournament in which Earth was just one playing field.

			The meetings weren’t just good; the meetings were important. Sometimes it was years between leaks of any solid data, so if you were interested in the topic the best you could do was talk to like-minded others about what little you all knew. And, sure, there were tons of UAP podcasts featuring UAP podcasters talking to other UAP podcasters, but it was always better to commune in person, looking one another in the eye while destroying a steaming plate of chili-cheese tater tots.

			But for abductee experiencers? Sweet Lord. That was a unique social situation. It was just different.

			All those believer camps—as varied and contentious as the members could be with one another—had one thing in common: Once you started talking about abductions, everyone got real uncomfortable, real quick. All of a sudden, everyone was looking at you funny. You were either crazy, or crazy for bringing it up. A uniformed four-star general could interrupt a sincere discussion about dog-men versus hybrid dinosaur-pigs and reveal his abductee story and everyone would look at him like he just crapped his pants.

			It was not a huge leap, at least for Chase, to go from believing there were alien craft flying around to believing they might pick someone up. The UFO scene had all types of people, with all types of beliefs. But once you told people you were an experiencer of abduction, a lot of them figured you were either nuts or a con artist. Or they did believe you, and it made them majorly uncomfortable, because it went against their pet theories. Or simply because the idea that there were forces above that could snatch your ass whenever they wanted, do whatever they wanted, then make you forget if they wanted, was some seriously fucked-up shit.

			But not at Tres Abuelitas. Always a nice crowd at the Allies of Alien Abductees meet-up, and always all types of folks. People willing to open their minds. And professional types, not just kooks. Sometimes actual scientists would show up. Or tourists who flew into ABQ before driving north to Santa Fe. But tonight was special, because, for the first time, Chase’s boss, Harry Bremner, was finally in attendance. After a decade of declined invitations, here the old guy was, coming out to see what Albuquerque’s unidentified-phenomena scene was really all about.

			Having the boss in attendance—it was mind-blowing, that’s the only way Chase could describe it. Such an honor: Harry Bremner was considered the Michelangelo of the military-training-compound industry. Getting him there was a huge accomplishment on Chase’s part. A vindication of all those times he’d tried to get the old man engaged in a conversation on unidentified aerial phenomena and bombed—all those attempts that Harry shot down with “Chase, don’t start with that shit again.” After each failure, Chase accepted the brush-off, waited a few months, then once again rolled down the limo’s privacy window to tempt Harry with his latest theories and research on the UAP issue. It was Chase’s duty to the cause, he felt: The issue could use the addition of Harry and his strategic mega-mind, his military experience, and all that. His connections. But even Ada was like, “Chase, if you don’t cut it out, he’s going to fire you.” Or she’d say, “Nobody wants a chauffeur who won’t shut up about freaking aliens.” But look now where they were: Harry and Chase, together at the Allies of Alien Abductees’ Sunday meet-up at Tres Abuelitas. Chase just wished she was here to see it.

			“When I said your tab’s on me, I didn’t mean you could get drunk and dump me into a goddamn ride-share. I pay you to drive my car, Chaz. That’s the basis of our relationship. So stick to Cherry Coke,” Harry told him, though Chase already assumed as much. Harry himself never drank—or not in the limo
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