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CHAPTER 2 — FOUR HUMANS, ONE SYSTEM

— Let's begin.

When the chair's voice fell silent, RS-12 kept turning in the center of the chamber.

The data for the four worlds debated over the past several hours had been pushed to the edges of the displays. Only two colors remained in front of the final candidate: green and yellow.

RS-12 — FINAL ASSESSMENT

Colonization suitability: HIGH

Operational uncertainty: MODERATE

The atmospheric scientist spoke first.

— The atmospheric composition poses no problem for human respiration; the values are within acceptable limits. However, we do not recommend direct exposure until the local biology has been verified. The pressure range is acceptable. Closed systems will still be necessary for long-term habitation.

The geologist across the table raised a finger.

— Could we phrase the "poses no problem" part a little more cautiously for the record?

— "Manageable risk."

— Better.

The chair opened another window.

— Water?

— Surface and shallow subsurface reserves are sufficient. Far beyond the needs of the first colony.

— Energy?

The energy specialist enlarged the data before answering.

— Solar generation can cover the basic demand. But the real advantage is in the surface minerals. The crystalline structures in particular have high energy-storage potential.

— How high is "potential"?

— High enough to make a colony worth building.

A few smiles appeared around the table.

— Good. Let's not put it that way in the report.

The logistics representative opened their display.

— Distance is eighteen point six light-years. In a standard Phase Corridor window, transit time is about ten days. With approach, exit deviation, and landing preparation, it can stretch to eleven.

— Resupply cycle?

— Fine for scheduled shipments. Long for an emergency response.

— Isn't calling eighteen light-years "long" a little ungrateful by now?

— Not if it's an emergency.

Without allowing the discussion to drift, the chair opened the yellow marker.

The three regions from the deep scan reappeared.

— Let's not skip this.

The geologist pulled their chair forward.

— We're not. There is a density anomaly repeated across three probes. It doesn't fit the natural model, but the confidence level is still insufficient.

— Could it be an artificial structure?

The question caused a brief pause in the room.

— With this data, it could be anything.

— That's not reassuring.

— Science is not required to be reassuring.

The biologist joined in.

— The initial surface biological scans show no serious threat. Microbial load is low. No large mobile life signs have been detected.

— Is the threat "not there," or did we "not see it"?

— We didn't see it.

The chair nodded.

— Then write it that way.

For a while, only the sounds of the displays could be heard.

RS-12 was not perfect.

But unlike the other candidates, none of its problems made the first colony pointless before it had even begun.

For the Committee, that was often enough.

The chair looked around the table one last time.

— Objections?

No one spoke.

— RS-12 is approved as the next pioneer colonization target.

The yellow frame around the planet turned green.

* * *

The real argument began after the planet had been selected.

— We can make the initial setup fully autonomous.

The speaker was the head of the automation division. On the screen in front of him, hundreds of robots were building a colony plan layer by layer.

— Construction, energy distribution, initial mining, water extraction... We can prepare six months of infrastructure without sending a single human.

— You can.

The chair looked across the table.

— But?

The colony-planning specialist laced their fingers together on the table.

— But "it works" and "people can live there" are not the same thing.

— Sensors can measure that.

— Sensors can measure air, water, radiation, and production. They cannot decide whether a place is genuinely livable for a human being.

— That sounds a little romantic.

— No. It's operational. A nonhuman system can model the human factor. It cannot replace it.

The automation specialist did not answer.

The chair cut in.

— Large crew?

— Unnecessary.

— How many?

The colony-planning specialist placed four boxes on the screen.

— Four.

For the first time, a real wave of objection rose around the table.

— We're going to build a planet with four people?

— We're not building a planet. We're building the beginning.

Robot units, automated probes, and production systems appeared around the four boxes.

— The machines will do the heavy work. The AI will manage energy distribution, production scheduling, maintenance forecasting, robot logistics, and life-support optimization. The human crew will decide, verify, and stop the system when necessary.

— What areas will the four people cover?

Four headings appeared beneath the boxes.

MISSION COORDINATION / FIELD COMMAND

STRUCTURAL AND METAL ENGINEERING

LIFE-SUPPORT SYSTEMS

MATERIALS AND ENERGY-CRYSTAL ANALYSIS

— Finding people for that isn't difficult.

This time, the chair smiled.

— Finding the right four people is.

The screen went dark.

Then thousands of candidate files opened.

* * *

Elias Ward was not packing a suitcase when he received the mission notification.

He was in his sister's kitchen in Seattle, trying to reattach a cabinet door that had come off.

— It's crooked.

Elias tightened the screw another turn.

— It isn't.

— It's crooked.

— Only when you look at it.

— The cabinet is in my kitchen.

— Physics doesn't change from person to person.

— You may be the first person in history to say that about a cabinet door.

Elias was about to answer when the display on his wrist vibrated.

The message was a single line.

INTERPLANETARY COLONIZATION COMMITTEE — MISSION INTERVIEW / PRIORITY

His sister looked at his face.

— I know that look.

— What look?

— The "I'm not going to say anything, but something definitely happened" look.

Elias closed the display.

— They've called me in for an interview tomorrow.

— Where?

— They haven't said yet.

She looked at the cabinet door.

— Straighten that before you leave.

Elias laughed for the first time.

* * *

Luo Jian received his notification two hours later.

He was in his father's workshop, removing the sensor package from a forty-year-old mechanical press.

His father looked over from the other side of the workbench.

— It worked.

— It measured wrong.

— It's been working like that for twenty years.

— Twenty years of measuring wrong doesn't make it right.

His wrist vibrated.

Luo opened the message, read it twice, and sat down on the press.

His father looked at him over his glasses.

— Did you break it?

— No.

— Then why do you look like that?

— They've called me in for a colonization mission.

His father said nothing for several seconds.

— Where?

— They haven't said yet. I only know it's an interstellar mission.

His father nodded.

— Far, then.

— We don't even know where it is yet.

— "Interstellar" is never nearby.

Luo laughed.

— Your sense of distance is a little broken.

— If my son is going to another star system, I get to decide what counts as far.

Luo did not answer.

He turned the removed sensor in his palm.

Then he looked at the message again.

* * *

Kwon Ji-ho was at the dinner table when his notification arrived.

His mother placed another plate in front of him.

— That's enough.

— It isn't.

— It really is.

— That's for me to know, not you.

Ji-ho looked at the plate. Then at his mother.

— There is no scientific basis for that statement.

— Motherhood is older than science.

His display vibrated.

The change in his face as he read the message was small. His mother saw it anyway.

— What happened?

— A mission interview.

— Hospital?

— No.

— Research?

— Colonization.

His mother put down the spoon in her hand.

— For how long?

— I'll find out at the interview.

— How far?

— I don't know yet.

She studied him for a few seconds.

— If you go, don't forget to eat.

Ji-ho looked at the second plate in front of him.

— I think you can be certain that won't happen.

* * *

Nadia Volkova's notification arrived while she was taking the same measurement for the third time in the laboratory.

— The result isn't going to change.

The researcher at the next table looked up.

— I know.

— Then why are you measuring it again?

— Because the first two results were identical.

The man waited a few seconds.

— Isn't that normally a good thing?

— Results that are too good still need verification.

Nadia overlaid the third graph on the first two.

The three lines overlapped almost perfectly.

— Now it's good.

The display on her wrist vibrated.

She opened the mission notification.

A minute later, the laboratory director came over to her.

— Congratulations.

— I haven't accepted anything yet.

— They haven't even made you an offer yet.

— Then we're both getting ahead of ourselves.

Nadia opened the message attachments.

— Where is the raw planetary data?

— Full access opens after you accept the mission.

Nadia stopped looking at the screen.

— So I have to accept blindly before I can see the data.

— Apparently.

— Then I'll find my own way to decide.

* * *

The four candidates went through four separate interviews that same day.

The Committee asked each of them the same questions.

The questions the candidates asked the Committee were nothing alike.

Elias asked about the mission's chain of authority.

Luo asked about the maintenance capacity of the robot fleet.

Ji-ho asked about redundant life-support architecture.

Nadia asked how much access she would have to the raw scan data.

The Committee reopened all four files.

This time, there were interview records beside the names, not scores.

One member tapped Elias's file.

— Leadership experience is sufficient.

— He may be too controlling.

— In a four-person pioneer crew, what's the downside?

Luo's file opened.

— Strong field engineering. Does he take unnecessary risks?

— He doesn't like uncalculated risks. He likes the ones he has calculated.

— Is that better?

— We'll find out.

Ji-ho.

— Conservative when it comes to life support.

— Good.

— No objections this time?

— To the system we'll be breathing through? No.

Nadia.

— Do you know why she ran the measurement a third time?

— Because the first two were identical.

A brief silence settled over the table.

— Exactly.

The chair placed the four files side by side.

— Do they know one another?

— No.

— Good.

Someone raised an eyebrow.

— Good?

— They didn't choose one another. We'll see whether they choose the mission.

* * *

The first time they sat together, none of them spoke.

It was not because they were taking the moment seriously.

The screen on the table had opened the same one-hundred-and-eighty-seven-page mission contract in front of all four of them at once.

Luo looked at the page count.

— Are we building a planet or opening a law firm?

Ji-ho scrolled the screen.

— One hundred eighty-seven, not including the appendices.

Luo turned to him.

— Why would you say that?

— So you'd be prepared.

Nadia was already on page twelve.

— Could the two of you be quiet?

Luo looked at Elias.

— You're the commander, I guess.

— Not yet.

— Good. Then I'd like to file my complaint now.

Elias tried not to smile.

— Noted nowhere.

A neutral voice came through the room's speakers.

— I can record it if you wish.

All four of them looked at the ceiling.

Luo went silent for a few seconds.

— Who are you?

— I am the colony AI assigned to the mission.

— Do you have a name?

— I have a system identifier.

— Is that the expensive way of saying "no"?

— No.

Ji-ho lowered his head. The movement of his shoulders made it obvious he was laughing.

For the first time, Nadia looked up from her screen.

— Can you access the raw RS-12 data?

— According to your authorization level, yes.

— Open all materials, surface, and deep-scan data for me.

— You do not have full access to operational data until the mission contract is accepted.

Nadia's expression did not change.

— I don't like this system.

Luo looked up at the ceiling.

— I do.

— Your opinion was not recorded.

This time Elias laughed too.

* * *

When the briefing began, the humor disappeared for a while.

RS-12 appeared in the center of the room.

For the first time, all four candidates were looking at the same world.

— Distance: eighteen point six light-years.

The logistics representative opened the route.

— Estimated Phase Corridor transit is ten days. Including the exit window and approach, total travel time is between ten and eleven days.

Luo did not raise his hand. He simply spoke.

— Coffee?

The official paused.

— What?

— Ten days. Is there real coffee on the ship?

Nadia did not look away from the planet.

— It's reassuring to know your priorities.

— In ten days, this is the question you'll remember most.

The briefing continued.

First base.

Energy.

Water.

Metal.

Crystal.

Robot logistics.

Emergency protocols.

In the end, five words remained on the screen.

LAND. BUILD. PRODUCE. VERIFY. REPORT.

Elias looked at the display.

— That's it?

— That's the mission in summary.

Luo leaned back.

— They turned one hundred eighty-seven pages into five words.

— Not including the appendices.

Luo looked at Ji-ho.

— Never say that again.

* * *

All four accepted.

The confirmation boxes turned green one by one. None of them looked at anyone else's screen.

But not for the same reason.

Elias wanted to take responsibility for what would be built.

Luo could not resist the idea of building a working system from nothing.

Ji-ho believed that in a place where people would live, the first line had to be drawn correctly.

After seeing how many unanswered questions remained even in the limited RS-12 data shown during the briefing, Nadia no longer considered not going a serious option.

Preparation took twelve days.

Not training. Adaptation.

The four of them already knew their own jobs.

What they had to learn was where the other three people's work began—and where their own ended.

In the first few days, those boundaries moved often.

When Luo opened a panel in the life-support section, Ji-ho threw him out.

— I was just looking.

— With a screwdriver?

— I look better that way.

When Nadia spotted an excessive cutting speed in the crystal section of the robot-mining simulation, she stopped Luo's entire shift plan.

— At that speed, the vein will fracture.

— The simulation says it's safe.

— The simulation hasn't seen the crystal.

— Neither have you.

— Which is why we're going slowly.

Elias usually did not end their arguments.

He only decided when they needed to end.

The AI recorded all of it.

Who did what, and how quickly.

Who made a mistake once and did not repeat it.

Who consulted whom before making which decisions.

By the end of the twelfth day, the four of them still did not truly know one another.

But they could already predict when one of the others was about to cause trouble.

For a beginning, that was enough.

* * *

On launch morning, Earth looked clear and bright.

Clouds stretched across the continents in long white lines, while orbital traffic moved around the blue planet like tiny points of light.

As robots locked the final containers into the ship in the loading bay, the four of them wore the same uniform for the first time.

Luo checked the container list.

— We still don't have enough spare actuators.

Elias looked at his own display.

— Forty percent above calculated need.

— Yes. Not enough.

Ji-ho walked past them.

— If you answer him, it'll take longer.

Nadia stood in the open hatch of the ship.

— Is the crystal-analysis module loaded?

— Two of them.

— Good. In case one fails?

Luo pointed at her.

— See? This person understands me.

Nadia considered that for a moment.

— No. To cross-check the results against each other.

Luo nodded.

— Close enough.

Before boarding, Elias looked back one last time.

Earth was there.

Along with the humanity that had grown on it, lived on it, argued on it, worked on it, and kept searching for new places.

No one was saying goodbye to it.

Because this was not a farewell.

The hatch closed.

* * *

The few hours before they reached the Phase Corridor entrance were ordinary.

Checks.

Orbital departure.

The first meal.

Luo trying the coffee and saying nothing for five full seconds.

Elias noticed.

— Well?

Luo looked at the cup.

— Ten days may be a long time.

Ji-ho laughed.

Nadia was looking out the window.

At first, the stars did not change.

Then the corridor lock completed.

The lights inside the ship dimmed for a moment.

— Phase Corridor transit will begin in thirty seconds.

The AI's voice carried through the ship with the same calm tone everywhere.

— All systems nominal. No human intervention required.

Luo leaned back in his seat.

— Are you going to say that often during the trip?

— As often as necessary.

— We're going to get along very well.

Nadia looked at him.

— I doubt that.

The countdown began.

Ten.

Nine.

Earth was a small blue sphere on the display.

Eight.

Seven.

Elias took his hands off the edges of his seat.

Six.

Five.

Ji-ho checked the life-support readings in front of him one last time.

Four.

Three.

Nadia closed the RS-12 file.

Two.

One.

The stars did not stretch.

There was no explosion.

The ship did not shake.

The darkness outside simply lost its depth for an instant.

Then Earth was gone.

Ten days of travel lay ahead of them.

And at the end of it: RS-12.
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