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      Scarlet plants with white flowers covered the plains surrounding the landing zone. They created a fuzzy-looking carpet only ten centimeters high or so that dominated the landscape, covering the soft rolling hills to the north. Here and there in the distance were trees (at least that seemed the analogous structure) that spiraled up several meters tall, each trunk looking like brown, entwined serpents, narrowing the higher they grew until the individual strands curved away from the center and branched out into clumps of fine, hair-like strands—a pale pink in color. Each clump looked disturbingly like a head covered in long hair that obscured the features.

      Could be a fruit or something, Rocky considered.

      He stood warily (watching everything, including seismic sensors) in his environmental surface suit. The fabric was snug, looser at the joints to give him full range of motion, but it was tough, reinforced stuff. He’d slid down a mountain in a suit once to escape a particularly tenacious predator on a not-quite-terra-compatible planet. His rear and legs were covered with deep bruises by the time his slide stopped—but the suit hadn’t torn. It did its job to keep him and his internal biota quarantined from the planets he surveyed.

      He carried a standard surface utility pack slung over one shoulder. The suit filters drew in the planetary atmosphere, scrubbed it clean, adjusted the percentages of the different gases, and stored it in the tank hanging on his opposite hip from the pack. It’d be a couple hours before the mixture he was breathing was harvested from the planet’s atmosphere, but he trusted the robust engineering that went into the suit. The unit he carried on his back could take atmospheric gases, water, and keep him going for days. The concentrates containers on his belt produced a somewhat edible paste—if he had to go far enough from the ship or field shelter not to return for meals. He didn’t plan on doing that with this planet.

      The light from the red dwarf star serving as this planet’s sun wasn’t as strong as Sol back home. It didn’t put out as much light and heat, but the planet orbited closer, completing a ‘year’ ever forty days. Not quite close enough to be tidally locked, so it still had a day night cycle of almost forty hours. With minimal axial tilt, it wouldn’t have much seasonal variation. Mass three-quarters of Earth’s, so movement was easier. A strong magnetic field and a thick atmosphere—nearly twenty percent denser than Earth’s at sea level—kept it fairly well protected from the stellar variations that unpredictably pushed out radiation pulses. It wasn’t clear exactly why the planet had such a thick atmosphere, but it might have something to do with frequent volcanic activity and cometary impacts. Both happened with some frequency, based on orbital studies of the surface before landing.

      All of those factors pushed the planet out to the margins of the habitable definition. It was Rocky’s job to determine which side of it the planet was on, at least most of the time. One way would open it up to colonization—possible with adequate protections (initial impressions)—and the other would relegate the planet to scientific interest only. Much less profitable for him, in that case. It was an outcome he sincerely hoped wouldn’t happen. He couldn’t afford it. Not and keep the Echo’s Promise flying.

      “A vibrant world, rich in possibilities,” said a cheerful—too much so—voice behind him.

      Rocky didn’t bother turning around to look at the ASAB (Autonomous Self-Aware roBot)—named Popcorn, for whatever reason, the name it had selected for itself. His minder, assigned by the Planetary Surveys Committee to ensure objective and complete evaluations.

      “Oxygen only at seventeen percent Earth-normal. High concentrations of potential allergens. And a surprisingly high level of Helium,” Rocky said, determined to bring up any potentially disqualifying factors first to prove his objectivity.

      “The atmospheric gases fall within the acceptable range for terrestrial life,” Popcorn said. “I will deploy the bio-reactors to study the effects of the potential allergens and any pathogens that might be present.”

      “Good,” Rocky said. “I’m going to take as stroll. See if any of the wildlife stuck around after our landing.”

      “There are none in evidence nearby,” Popcorn said.

      Rocky nodded within his suit. “That’s why I’m taking a stroll.” And take advantage of the chance to stretch his legs. Life on shipboard with only treadmills wasn’t the same as walking on an actual planet.

      “Do be careful.”

      “Yup.” Rocky started out, watching his footing at first, in case there were any surprises hidden beneath the scarlet ground cover.

      Each plant had a burgundy corkscrew stem that branched out into three-lobed leaves at the end of each stem. A secondary set of stems from the center held the small pitcher-shaped flowers. Deep at the heart of the flowers was a dark orange material, it looked like nodules piled into a lumpy core. The flowers were all smaller than his thumb. The leaves and stems were covered in fine scarlet hairs, slightly brighter than the leaves and much brighter than the burgundy stems. As he’d already observed, the plants were the dominant ground cover in this region. He noticed other types of plants mixed in among the fuzzy scarlets. A cluster of almost orange, reed-like plants grew around a depression, possibly a spot where water gathered. A pale yellow sort of branching tendril grew here and there, where it was the thickest it climbed the fuzzy scarlets. In those instances the plants didn’t look healthy—it was probably some sort of parasitic growth. It looked fungal.

      He angled toward one of the hanging trees—naming things was part of the job—and it still looked like heads with long hair hanging from the tree stems.

      The nearest was about a kilometer from the ship. The ground had mostly been flat, with portions that inclined ever so slightly up. Now and then he came across depressions snaking through the fuzzy scarlets, small gullies where water must trickle during wetter seasons. If there are wetter seasons. The computers could predict season variations with enough data, but they hadn’t been in the system nearly long enough for that yet.

      Within a few meters of the tree, Rocky stopped and studied it, keeping a safe distance. It could have looked something like a weeping willow, but it didn’t. The colors didn’t help. Closer up, the crusty bark of the tree looked like scabs. Dried blood. It was the surrounding red plants, he knew, but the entwined trunks looked like massive intestines thrust up out of the soil, with thick blood congealed into scabs over their surface. It rose up a good five meters tall, where the individual stems curved away from the central mass—like the fuzzy scarlets—but at the end of each outwardly curved stem was one of those thick, irregular lumps shrouded behind long (a meter, meter and a half) strands of pink hair. It wasn’t hair, of course, but it looked that way. As if each lump was a head with thick, wavy pink hair blowing in the wind and obscuring the face beneath.
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