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      The landing ship's hull tinks and pings, cooling from its rapid passage descending through Corrul's atmosphere. There are six of us aboard, still strapped into our comfortable acceleration couches, waiting for the all clear.

      The ship is a six-story high cylinder of aluminum, titanium and other metals, filled with tanks and pipes and plastic and life support and enough hyper smart computing systems that we six occupants are practically cargo.

      We're all geared-up in full life support suits, a little bulky and little uncomfortable in places. Corrul's atmosphere is pretty breathable, and the biosphere is what I would call rampant.

      My helmet hums to itself with the standard suit noises. Little pumps and induction systems keeping me cool and with enough fresh air that I don't asphyxiate.

      The HUD gives me details. Maxter, T --for Tim--HR 63, BP 120/70, etc., etc. As if I need to know all these details. It's all being fed back into the landing craft's system, and then back up to the good old Sanchez, our interstellar up in orbit.

      I take a sip from my drinking tube--a delicious, pulpy mango juice, laden, of course, with a plethora of vitamins and nutrients and electrolytes. I could stay in the suit for the duration and survive just fine. Might get sick of mango, though.

      We've driven through the vast reaches empty space for over sixty light years. Extraordinary to think that the twinkle of good old sol somewhere in the sky is from light that left long before I was born.

      I'm thirty-eight now, this is my tenth exoplanet exploration. The first with life.

      For the longest time, well before I was born, and even before that just-arriving light left the home system, it had looked like we would be stuck there. After all, if you could push a ship to ninety-percent of the speed of light it would take say seventy years to get out to Corrul. Not counting your acceleration and deceleration times.

      There had been AI around for a long time, for sure. Couple of centuries, but then it got really good. Figured out that if you talk nicely to physics, it lets you bend it. You can travel just about as fast a you like.

      At least that's how it was explained to me.

      Bunches of people will tell you that it's testing the universe's limits. Or patience. That at some point there will be problems. The whole thing about particles decaying and what-have-you. Maybe some anti-big bang and it'll be our fault.

      Still, here we are now.

      The landing ship's big legs have splayed out into a jungle. The ship found itself a clearing and set down here.

      The crew landing compartment--a silvery cone at the tip, with our heads crossed, three on each side lying back in our couches--will convert into an operations center. Below is the kitchen, rec room, bathroom and medical center. Each about the size of a big closet.

      Below that, are our cabins--each about the size of a small closet. They're horizontal tubes--you can't stand up!--but wider at the outer end, than the inner. As if the designers were having pizza and thought that slicing the ship up like that would work.

      Below that are the real nuts and bolts of the expedition, the machine shop, stores and airlock.

      Kassie, the navigator, has reminded me that on the first ventures into space the astronauts, as they were called then, could spend weeks aloft in cans where the room they had inside was basically the shape of their body, with about a half an inch clearance all around. Pretty sure she's exaggerating.

      Corrul showed up about six years back with clear signs of life.

      Oh, you might be thinking that interstellar travel is a doddle, after all I've said before. Nothing more than a simple stroll from your home along to your local park.

      Fact is, those smart AIs are very much about ROI. Gav keeps telling me this. Return On Investment. What is the value to Earth, of sending expeditions into the cosmos?

      Kassie and I would spend hours talking about it on the flight out--Sanchez is way more spacious than the landing vessel so we could sprawl out in her cabin's living room and solve the problems of the world.

      She'd decorated the place quite tastefully. Turkish rugs and brass lamps and a tri-d showing views of Istanbul in the 1800s. Sometimes it looked real, as if you could just walk on in and grab a coffee and pastry from a sidewalk café, and other times it did this glitchy thing, with the timing out of whack and the tone all sepia and big scratches across it, like newly recovered film.

      On my HUD, a timer is counting down. Four minutes. Everyone's real quiet.

      We have to sit tight for a short period, just to be sure we don't have to make an emergency abort to orbit. You know, on account of some giant predator lumbering by, or acidic ground eating away at the landing ship's feet.

      Standard practice.

      "Look sharp everyone," Oscar, the captain, says. "Two minutes."

      We can all see that. I'm tempted to mention it, but I already got off to a bad start with Oscar soon before our Earth departure, so I keep my mouth shut. Good thing to practice.

      The countdown continues. I take another sip from the mango.

      Then we're on the go. Up and out of our couches, removing our suits and getting them stowed in the machine shop and starting the ground prep for the morning's expedition.

      Corrul's gravity is about thirteen twelfths of Earth's. That's the way they tell it. 13/12. Don't ask me. Sounds like about a hundred and eight percent, right? Why not just say eight percent stronger?

      Still it makes for work. Along with bending physics, those AIs figured out gravity, so we've been riding out with the shipboard artificial gravity increasing, incrementally until we were at 13/12.

      But real gravity does feel different. And the landing ship is still cramped, so it can be hard work.

      When we're done, we get gifted an eight hour sleep period, which seems less like a gift than a necessity. Corrul rotates in a little over twenty hours, so we've likewise been training up aboard the ship.

      We'd had more than two months to do it.

      You'd imagine that all the prep would have been done already, but there are always triple and quadruple and so on checks to do. No sense in having something fail just because you hadn't checked it for the hundredth time.

      Boots were good, air lines were good, emergency caches were good. Data sets were good.

      Which brought us to the real reason were here. People.

      Naturally before even considering such an expedition, there had been a raft of remote craft nipping in and checking out the planet.

      People here. Hominids. Hunter-gatherer society.

      Even looked vaguely human.

      When we were done, Kassie and I snuggled down in her cabin to read for a little before lights out. All the cabins had external windows and we pressed up against hers, lying flat since there was no way to stand in the narrow space--designed for sleeping only, after all.

      It was night outside already, with vague, beautiful purple and orange highlights along the western horizon.

      A pity we couldn't have gotten in earlier and seen out into the jungle in daylight.

      Except that there are other lights.

      Through the jumble of foliage, there are glitters and glimmers. Three, perhaps four.

      "Fire," I say. "They have fire."

      "It is the beginning of the end," Kassie says.

      "What do you mean?"

      "It's solving a problem you do not have."

      I frown. Kassie has green eyes. Her black hair is thick and lustrous. It's knotted at the back of her head right now, but when loose it reaches halfway down her back.

      She has a scar on her neck, below her right ear. About an inch and a half long, a couple of millimeters wide, whiter at the top, redder at the bottom. She's told me that it's where she 'had a thing removed' and that's all the detail I'm privy to.

      She hates it, she says, but I think it makes her more interesting. Kind of thing that could be removed in fifteen minutes at any small town clinic. Probably the AIDoc aboard Sanchez could have done it real easy.

      "Solving a non-existent problem?" I say.

      "Forget it. Just a philosophy, that's all. I'm looking forward to morning when we can get out and start exploring."

      We'll begin with recces out into the jungle. Sample gathering. Data-gathering. Photography. All that.

      We won't bother the locals for a week, at least. Well, not 'bother' so much as 'make contact with'. Likely they're already freaked by the arrival of our landing ship.

      I don't forget it, but I do let it go. Close crew like this, no sense in creating conflict. Not when you're kind of dating.

      We watch the fires a while longer. I return to my cabin and read some Jaine Skolstakodi, last year's big writer, and sleep. It's deep and it's good and when I wake up, it's because Kassie is pounding on my cabin door. And she's pounding on my cabin door, because the locals are pounding on the landing ship's door.

      So much for 'making contact with' them in a week.
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