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DISCLAIMER


The plot, places and characters in this science fiction thriller are fictitious. Any similarities with actual events, names and living or deceased persons are purely coincidental.




PROLOGUE


Fear shows you the dark abyss of the human soul. Not everyone overcomes this bottomless nothing. Be ready to jump before the uncanny darkness devours you.




Chapter 1


In the endless darkness of space, the bright red position lights of the base station JANUS flashed. Ghostly and bizarre at the same time, a spider-like construction clung to the asteroid surface covered with craters. A large monster, with glistening bright eyes, seemed to lurk here for its victims. It could wake up at any time.


What the hell was that? There, a little further ... Something moved in the wasteland enveloped in darkness. A small crab-like robot groped thoughtfully over the lifeless surface. The bright search beam of the base station JANUS captured the mining crab and revealed its valuable cargo. The mining crab legs carefully moved the little monster forward. A little carelessness was enough to drift into infinity. Every second a gravitational anomaly could become a deadly trap. Did no one feel the dark threat that spread the ice-cold breath of death?


The little mining crab came closer and its headlights dazzled the observer. Inside there was someone, maybe a human being or ...?  The viewer could not see it clearly. On the horizon the view of stars and planets slowly disappeared. Did nobody notice the ascending demon? The mining crab turned towards the demon. Did it pay homage to an unknown creator? The bright spotlights captured the secret of the Space Mining Company. The slightest inattention ... That would mean for the mining crab the end.








Chapter 2


Music boomed from the headphones. The little mining crab shovelled the last rock samples on board. Suddenly an ugly screeching noise cut through the command module. A monotonous computer voice reported a malfunction ... malfunction ... Damn it! The thing did not want again. Ennie pulled the control lever for the gripper arm. I'm losing my patience now, you robot beast, she thought angry. A provocative red safety light flashed on the control panel. Ennie tried to move the control lever in vain. And again this annoying computer voice reported a malfunction ... malfunction ... malfunction. None of it had any purpose. The on-board computer checked the operating function of the control unit. The air in the cabin smelled stale.


That too, a fuse had blown. Ennie felt anger rising. Where had George hidden the fuses? He could never keep order. Hastily she rummaged through the glazed cabin of the mining crab. The space suit restricted the mobility. Angrily, Ennie took off a glove of the space suit, which hindered the search. Slowly her hand groped under the seat. Finally her fingers touched the repair box she was looking for. From the open repair box, the same chaos stared at her. Ennie rummaged between old chewing gum and tools. On the bottom was finally the fuse she was looking for. Lucky again. Relieved she installed the new fuse. Okay, don't panic. On the checklist was ... I see! ... and ... Press the reset button for the gripper. Her eyes stared spellbound at the system panel with the error message. After a moment of tension the monotonous computer voice came up. The reset was successfully completed. Relief spread. The display on the console changed from red to green.






Ennie was a Space Miner girl with heart and soul. In this wasteland nobody got on her nerves so fast. Well, apart from the radio contact with the base station. But Boris, her commander, didn't take it too seriously. From time to time he reminded her to keep to the schedule. A shrill signal frightened Ennie again from her thoughts. The robot protocol reported the successful completion of the mining process. The system mode showed stand-by. The mining crab had stowed the last material sample in the collecting container. That too. The base station JANUS reported on the display.


''This is Commander Boris. Come in, Ennie. Over.''


Ennie stopped her music disgruntled and looked at the work timer.


''Ennie to base station. I finish my shift in Patch 4A in five minutes. Over.''


''Is everything all right? You are late. Over.''


''The control lever was stuck again. Over.''


''Base station to Ennie. Do you need help? Over.''


''No! I'll be fine. Thank you! Ennie, over.''


No one could predict the unknown dangers that awaited the Space Miners during the extraction of raw materials. The asteroid JANUS was reminiscent of a large, shapeless lump of rock. On the desolate surface, countless impact craters of various sizes were spread out. At first glance, the asteroid seemed lifeless and yet it contained unimagined raw material treasures. The distant light of the sun illuminated some areas. Others disappeared in the darkness of the night. Ennie enthusiastically observed the changing shadow patterns that sometimes resembled demons.


The strenuous shift came to an end. An examining look fell on the display with the oxygen supply. Okay, everything in the green area. The next local gravitational anomaly was thirty meters from the mining crab. Ennie cursed the constant fluctuations of gravity. In Patch 4A there were several insidious areas. She regretted the exchange. How could she let herself be taken by George and his begging dog eyes? Stop! No feelings come up, she thought.


"Otherwise, I'll make a mistake and it may cost me dear."


She had to calm down. Now she was already talking to herself. My helmet is fogging up on the inside again. Ennie run the most absurd thoughts by the head. Why did George want to swap shifts? What was so important? This secrecy did not look like him. George knew that he couldn't hide anything from her.


Ennie routinely programmed the way home to the base station JANUS. The narrowness of her space suit impeded any movement. In an emergency, this thin shell separated the body from the deadly environment of the asteroid. An unpleasant feeling crept into her brain. No one would hear her screams in the silence of space. On Earth she could swim ashore. In space she had a maximum of twenty seconds before she died. Ennie quickly rejected these unpleasant thoughts. Inside, the mining crab had a protective atmosphere. The regulations required double security. Damn it! Some of her long blond hair always got caught in front of the face. Ennie opened the helmet to stroke the hair from her face. At that moment she felt something dark creeping up the back of her neck. An inexplicable fear captivated her mind.






FAKELAND's shadow entered the stage. Black as night and truly demonic, its appearance was reflected in Ennie's helmet. Against the black universe it was hardly to be recognized. FAKELAND rose silently on the horizon. In the transparent cabin Ennie suddenly noticed a flashing. Did the senses deceive their perception? Ennie closed the helmet and turned the mining crab towards FAKELAND. But the headlights did not reach the area she was looking for. And there! It flashed again. What could that be? Her eyes stared hypnotized on ... yes on what? There was nothing else, only darkness. George switched shifts out of fear?






FAKELAND, a forbidden zone, was not to be entered. And if it is, Ennie thought for a moment. She still had air for an hour. What flashed there? The distance from JANUS to FAKELAND was only a few meters. She would overcome the distance effortlessly in the jump. Where was the safety cable? Oh there! The thing had hidden under the cover. In the meantime the black object filled the entire angle of view in her helmet. Now or never, thought Ennie. I only need a few minutes. In an emergency, the mining crab acted self-sufficiently and could catch up with the rescue cable. I must know, curiosity urged her. The flashing intensified with every minute. Ennie stared hypnotized at the mysterious signal. Something attracted her magically. As if by herself, holding the cable drum in her hands, Ennie got out. I have to explore that. The cable must be enough, it hammered in her head. Ennie connected the cable to the mining crab. She pressed the start button of the cable drum. She'd manage it. No one would know about this little adventure. Ennie's mind was overwhelmed by an irrepressible curiosity.


With a strong takeoff she jumped towards FAKELAND. After the jump from JANUS there was an indescribable view of infinity with its countless stars between the two celestial bodies. In the flight over the abyss, between JANUS and FAKELAND, her mind recognized the gross carelessness. Suddenly the speed increased uncontrollably. The increasing gravity of FAKELAND seized the helplessly delivered body. The madness of an irrepressible curiosity took its toll. In the excitement, Ennie forgot to prepare for the impact. Her body fell uncontrollably, with full force, onto the unstable surface of FAKELAND. The violent impact enlarged an existing surface gap. Ennie could not react fast enough. The ground gave way and she slid meter  deep into a dark abyss. The sharp edges of the rock fissure offered no support to hold on. Suddenly the cable, stretched to its limit, broke. The end of the cable turned into a whip, which hit the victim in slow motion. Macabre, no sound penetrated into Ennie's helmet microphone. Helplessly Ennie, trapped in her space suit, slid down the smooth walls in the rocky crevice. The walls slowly shifted against each other. Her helmet collided violently against a wall projection and got a crack. Her space suit immediately reported a loss of oxygen. Oxygen level critical, forty seconds to go ... thirty seconds to go.


In shock, Ennie noticed the increasing force of gravity, which mercilessly pulled her into the depths. All desperate attempts to free herself failed. Ennie now understood the full implications of her recklessness. The walkie-talkie could save her. But she got no connection. Ennie screamed desperately into the microphone.


"Base station, come in!"


But there was no answer. The relay in the mining crab had to receive the emergency call.


''Why does nobody hear me?''


Ennie roared desperately.


The rocky crevice tapered downward and jammed her left foot. The lower right sleeve of the space suit was slit open. The blood escaped through the opening into space. She was tormented by unbearable fear. She was alone in this deadly wasteland. The thoughts no longer made sense.


"Can't anybody hear me?" Ennie rattled into the microphone with her last ounce of strength. ''Answer me finally!''


Tears ran down her face. After six seconds, the pressure loss caused Ennie's blood to boil. She had no chance. In the depths, the embers of hell seemed to open. It was the blood that ran down her face and strangely blocked the view through the helmet lighting. The red blood floated out of the shattered helmet and sealed her end. The brain formed a last thought. I am in hell. What irony? Her last glance fell on the strange flashing before she lost consciousness after fifteen seconds. The unstable walls of the rocky crevice again moved against each other and the increasing pressure slowly crushed her body. No one heard Ennie's last cry of death.






Strange ... The mining crab stood in its place uninvolved. The spotlights lit up the last act of this bloody scene. The other end from the safety cable hung slack down on the mining crab. The asteroid JANUS continued its trajectory as if nothing had ever happened. FAKELAND sank silently behind the horizon.






 




Chapter 3


"This is Dian Hunting for MNC-TV. We are in front of the company building of the Space Mining Company, a futuristic looking building. Large glass facades dominate the entrance area. In front of the entrance of this building you can see a cube-like sculpture. This shows the SMC logo. The logo stands for Space Mining Company and is well known to most viewers. Next to me stands Peter, a well known asteroid researcher and committed employee of the Space Mining Company. Peter! Tell our viewers something about your significant discovery."


Dian held her microphone to Peter. Peter fumbled nervously at his glasses. He cleared his throat in embarrassment. The frog in his throat seemed to grow. In front of him stood his idol. Peter's voice threatened to fail with excitement. The legs became soft and wanted to refuse him service because of tension. Inept, he carefully took a small step towards his idol.

Dian encouraged Peter by stretching her well-groomed hand towards him.


"Peter! Don't be so modest. Come to me."


Dian now put on her winning smile.


''Hello, Dian'', Peter replied trustingly. His eyes threw a languishing look at her.


''My special field concerns ... uh ... yes ... the search for the so-called NEOs.''


Dian looked at Peter with interest.


''Peter, explain to our viewers what the term NEO means.''


Peter relaxed a little, because it was about specialised knowledge.


''These are Near Earth Objects that orbit the sun between Earth and Mars. My discovery got the name JANUS. The exact name can be found in the scientific publications. This asteroid orbits the sun in a relatively stable orbit. In the infrared range, astronomers can also detect objects with very low brightness. Spectral analysis tells us the composition on the surface. This allows scientists to deduce possible raw materials.''


Peter looked down modestly. So he meant that his little lecture was finished. Dian smiled into the camera.


"Thank you for the explanation, Peter. And here we come to the core of our contribution. In the coming weeks, Media News Channel TV will report on new technologies in the hottest companies in our city. Humanity is preparing to leave its nursery. Conquer the future with Media News Channel TV and discover new worlds. Get ready! Companies are looking for innovative young people to join the pioneers.


Dear viewers! I'll tell you the Breaking News now. The first event takes place in this beautiful building of the SMC. Exactly, in two days our event series will start here. Experience the future today and let it inspire you. And ... Yes? Like every year, our Media News Channel TV awards the coveted prize for the best project. You can vote on. The Space Mining Company is waiting for you. Come to the event. You can find more information in our media library under MNC-TV. You can reach us in all social networks."






While the camera made a panoramic view, it discovered a larger cluster of enthusiastic people. The audience applauded and called for Dian Hunting. Some held up their autograph cards. 


"Please give me your autograph , Dian." 


Other viewers wanted a selfie with their media star. Among the crowd stood Rea, a bit awkward, a young female robotic specialist. She was looking for a new job that could change her life. Dian Hunting's media campaign promised new possibilities. That would give her life a huge boost in a new direction. The short, boldly cut blond Bob made her look younger. She could be one of the students who called for her idol. Some used selfie-poles to hold up their smartphones. The student standing to her right whispered excitedly.


"That's her, up close ... I'm about to fall over."


Rea was about to ask. The excited student nudged her.


''Well, you know. Dian Hunting! She is wonderful. Are you also going to this event in two days? We already got some tickets yesterday.''


Another young woman giggled. She waved to a distant friend.


''Look at the astronomer with his long brown hair. I even get jealous.''


Another whispering voice rose in the background of the crowd.


"He reminds me of that guy from Survival magazine. I could also like him.''


Then they laughed and waved at Dian. A student pushed past them with his autograph card. She is the best journalist, Rea heard from all sides. The crowd weighed in time and hung on every word her idol announced. It couldn't have been better for the huntress. Dian smiled contentedly and patiently signed autographs. To say goodbye Dian turned again frontally towards the camera.


''Many thanks, dear viewers. I am Dian Hunting and report for MNC-TV.''






A light breeze crowned this sunny spring morning. On the square in front of the building there were large deciduous trees. The soft murmur of the still young leaves made the interview perfect. The crowd of the fans dissolved slowly.


"We've got everything in the camera box", called assistant Dan Henning, who stood next to the cameraman.


Peter still stood rooted and adored his idol. Dian used the situation and took Peter aside.


''Here's my autograph card with a very personal dedication. Just for you, Peter.''


Peter's eyes beamed.


''Peter, come to my side. We make a common selfie for all followers.''


The shy astronomer believed to conquer the starry sky. The Media News Channel TV team said goodbye to Peter. He waved an overjoyed goodbye to his idol.






In the outside broadcast van, Dian turned to her new assistant, Dan Henning. Fresh from college, he was exactly the perfect slave. Dian urged Dan.


''Hurry up with the media presence. We need more followers.''


Then she reached into the freshness box and took out the bottle of mineral water provided. She thought, reporters could never own enough allies and information sources. My father already said that. He was an old hand in this business.  Then she enjoyed the mineral water she had prepared. Ah, that was good. The cameraman just got into the MNC-TV outside broadcast van.


''Did you stow the equipment? Then let's go. What are we waiting for? Off to the editorial office.''


The outside broadcast van moved away from the scene of the interview.






Peter walked to the SMC building back. He looked at the treasure, whereupon his idol was to be seen. Inspired and with a light step, Peter jumped with joy. Back in his office, he looked at the precious gift again. The photo should get a proper frame. He would arrayed the picture on his desk. Visible for everyone who entered the office.


Peter's thoughts digressed. He remembered that decisive night in the observatory. It was almost four years ago. Nothing interesting appeared on the monitors. The disappointment of finding nothing in the chosen area made him tired. Suddenly his thoughts revolved around the secret reserve in one of the  drawers. His hands were digging between old notes and other office utensils. There, I knew it. He pulled out two Powersnacks. One looked nibbled on. It didn't matter to Peter. After all, it was his favorite flavor. Hungry Peter bit into it, and his brain cells slowly resumed their activity. Some crumbs fell down and he wanted to wipe them off his pants. There he saw it ...! A miracle opened up on the right monitor. His brain sprayed sparks. Peter could not believe it. His calculations were confirmed. The fingers flew deftly over the keyboard to save the data. At first Peter didn't believe what his eyes saw in the infrared range. A giant NEO, a gift from heaven, appeared on the monitor. This night was supposed to change everything.


For the next few days Peter searched other databases. Any confusion had to be ruled out. He checked the values again and again. His heart beat faster, an asteroid of the type Amor. The spectral analysis showed signs of a high proportion of metallic elements. The spectral lines still showed something, probably water ice. Peter's pulse accelerated. He almost hyperventilated. The orbit seemed quite stable. Funny that nobody had discovered it yet. The first calculations showed a diameter of at least four hundred kilometers. Wow!


Peter was sure of his business and took the phone. At the other end a male voice came forward. Peter's words were literally overturning. He spoke excitedly into the tap-proof phone.


''Sir! I found it. I'm sending you the encrypted data.''


''Thank you, Peter. I'll get back to you'', replied the stranger at the other end of the line.








Chapter 4


The interview in front of the SMC building was over and the spacious square with the shady trees emptied. It was only now that Rea noticed the large glass facade, which reflected the spacious forecourt with its trees. 


For a moment Rea let the harmony of the building's construction have an effect on her. So much lightness in the architecture stimulated the desire to enter. This time she would do everything right, for sure. Rea was one of those people who had to fight for every success. The realization that performance alone was not enough came a little late at the age of twenty-seven. She wanted to build robots and breathe intelligence into them. What was predictable in life seemed more important to her today than anything else. The fair hair and the blue eyes unfortunately pushed her into a category of woman who especially expected men in special magazines.


At last ... Rea stood in front of the big information board at the entrance of the building. Should she go to this media event? She had to make a choice. Overcome your fear, the thoughts were pounding in her head. A little shy, Rea entered a light-flooded entrance hall that stretched over two floors. The generous glazing of the exterior walls stretched from the floor to the ceiling. Everywhere there were beautifully decorated green plants and variously grouped seating areas, inviting you to linger. The robotics specialist Rea remained impressed for a moment. Ah! On the right side was a glass showcase. There they exhibited real asteroid finds. At the back wall huge advertising surfaces showed robots on an asteroid. Rea was drawn to the advertising spaces. She had to take a closer look. The foyer could hold at least three hundred people. Only now did she notice the other people around her. There could not be a busier hustle and bustle in a beehive.


In the middle part of the ground floor was the information area. There were already other people seeking help. I will now go there in a very relaxed manner, thought Rea. Nobody will hurt me. Still firmly clasped by inner tension, she stood in front of the counter. The friendly reception assistant Linda looked at the shy Rea.


''You're not from here? I can see in your eyes, young lady. The tickets for this event are unfortunately sold out.''


Rea sadly lowered her head and was close to tears. She stood pitifully in front of the counter. Linda just announced her death. A corpulent security guard approached her from the right. The face framed wild brown hair. Through his glasses he looked at Rea compassionately.


"Hey girl! You look like you could use some help. Linda looks in the computer. We must have a place on the edge.''


Linda looked at her security boss questioningly. Then she turned towards the computer.


''Oh yes! I think there's actually a little place left.''


Rea could hardly believe her luck and promptly turned red in the face.


''Thank you very much.''


Linda handed her the ticket for the event. Rea would have liked to have jumped up with joy.


''Thank you, thank you. You make me very happy.''


Linda smiled gently.


''You're a lucky child today.''


Rea turned in direction to Ben Cutters, the security chief. He was already gone. Her lucky charm was called Ben today. Rea left the foyer elated and full of joy. Today she was the happiest person on Earth. Her face shone and the fears of the past disappeared for a moment.








Chapter 5


On the bridge of the base station JANUS, Commander Boris lolled comfortably in his Commander's armchair. There was nothing exciting to see on the monitors. Walt finished his shift in Patch 2B. Mining robots made the asteroid surface vibrate. The mining unit's collection containers filled with valuable rare earth metals. In Patch 4A, he was watching Ennie's mining crab, which seemed to be causing problems again. However, Ennie was able to solve the problem on her own. Relieved, Commander Boris took the logbook. He wrote an order to repair the mining crab.


His hands palpated the seat and fished out the beloved holiday brochure. Yawning, his body sank deeper into the comfortable seat. His gaze fell on the picture with the dreamlike palm island. The monotonous sounds of the ventilation made Commander Boris dawn into a daydream. His subconscious thought he heard the ocean. The memory led him to a white sandy beach lined with palm trees. White cotton-wool clouds were moving along the azure blue sky. A light breeze caressed his body. His spirit heard the gentle rush of the palm fronds. The bare world of JANUS drifted away. Lightly dressed mermaids cavorted on the beach, waving to him. Far away, a sailboat swam. Its colourful sails were reflected in the water. Cool exotic drinks stood on a small table. Just now his daydream of vacation seemed to be perfect. Suddenly Commander Boris was  brought back to reality. Tajana, responsible for communication, rumbled through the door of the bridge.


"Commander, I need a few more details to report to the Space Mining Company, our beloved SMC."


Still dazed, Commander Boris looked at Tajana in  frustration.


''What did you say?''


His hands seized the beloved holiday brochure.


''Where do you have the documents for the report?''


Tajana pushed impatiently. She looked at Commander Boris questioningly with her big honey-coloured eyes and an innocent smile.


''Tajana! Check your place'', he replied harshly.


"Oh! I hadn't seen it, boss. Sorry.''


Soon you'll be annoying someone else, thought Commander Boris. In the foreseeable future I will enjoy my well-deserved holiday on Earth. He was nearing his 50th birthday. For him, a bachelor's life, with no obligations, meant freedom. The SMC appreciated Commander Boris. He brought many years of experience from the lunar base station with him. But even more valuable was his discretion. In tricky situations he kept the overview. Due to his work a few pounds accumulated in the lifebelt level over the years. But that didn't bother him.


The memory of the landing of the base station on JANUS came to his mind. Captain Josua and he had to get together before they became friends. Oh yes! How could he forget his friend Dr. Keno. His calm charisma helped them to overcome some difficult situations. In the last years their friendship grew with the challenges.


Commander Boris still held the worn-out holiday brochure in his hands. Then ... Without warning, the asteroid base station passed through a violent gravitational quake. The gravity displays literally jumped on the display. A loud alert woke everyone on the base station JANUS.


"Computer! Damage report!", cried Commander Boris.


Tajana's hands seized the grab handle in front of the work console. Her whole body trembled tormented by fear. The entire base station vibrated. Dr. Keno stumbled, followed by Walt, through the door of the bridge. A new gravitational impulse almost catapulted Commander Boris out of his armchair. The abrupt movement made the beloved holiday brochure slowly sail to the ground.


"These damn gravitational fluctuations."


Commander Boris looked annoyed at his display.


''Someday it'll give me a heart attack.''


Uninvolved the monotonous computer voice of the base station reported. A gravitational impulse of strength two had hit the base station JANUS.


''Walt! Damage report. Are the anchors of the station legs holding?''


Walt poked to the front left console. He quickly activated the status check of the anchors. He stared spellbound at the computer display.


"All eight anchorages on JANUS hold, boss. No acute danger registrated.''


''Shut off the alert, Walt!''


The annoying sound of the loud Siren finally stopped. Gravity decreased to the usual level. Commander Boris was struggling for his holiday brochure and almost lost his balance. Unskilful his arms waved in the air to regain balance. Like a beginner! Angry, he accepted the misfortune. Dr. Keno grinned.


"Boris, age doesn't protect from foolishness. Do you need help?"


''No, it's all right'', mouthed Commander Boris back.


He pushed the holiday brochure with his foot under the armchair.


''Walt! The gravitational fluctuations accumulate. We should make new measurements.''


Tajana found her voice again.


''Boss, measurements in the forbidden area?''


''We could set up some measuring buoys along the Patch 4A boundary'', Walt suggested.


''The Space Mining Company is waiting for the raw materials delivery. We get to the bottom of the cause after the cargo has been dispatched'', Commander Boris decided briefly.


The monotonous voice of the on-board computer brought another bad news. The mining robots in Patch 2B had a malfunction. The mining of raw materials was stopped.


''We urgently need spare parts for the robots'', Walt threw in.


"Boss? I'm just seeing a failure of conveyor unit one in Patch 2B."


"Where are Ennie and George anyway? Keno, did you see those two?"


Everyone looked at each other questioningly now. Dr. Keno checked every biochip on the crew at the console. He checked the data twice. Then he looked at his friend Boris.


''Ennie and George are not in the base station.''


"Yes, of course!" A disaster rarely comes alone, thought Commander Boris. "Check all the robots in Patch 2B, Walt. Tajana show me the shift plan.''


Endless seeming minutes passed with feelings of fear. Commander Boris with his experience was one of the best Space Miners.

Whenever trouble was approaching, he stroked his full beard, which had turned grey in recent years. He was responsible for his base station crew. George, with his thirty-six years old, still had to gain experience. The younger Ennie underestimated often one danger. Dr. Keno was relieved to note that the base station was no longer trembling.


''Boris! Are there any casualties?''


''We're checking the surveillance systems.''


On the monitors appeared the mining crabs of Ennie and George. The recordings showed nothing unusual. The mining crabs sent correct position coordinates. The on-board computer still evaluated the telemetry data of the base station. Two anchors showed an insignificant deviation from their position. The base station had shifted by several centimeters due to the quake. Commander Boris cursed internally.


"Boss! We'll probably have to put a new anchor for a spider leg."


Commander Boris knew it from the beginning. The small black object is unstable and we feel its effects. George was right about his hypothesis. The increased mining of raw materials changed the asteroid JANUS.


"Computer! Show me the astrometric data from both objects."


An updated statistic about orbital angular momentum, gravity and magnetic field appeared on the monitor. The monotonous computer voice of the station sounded. All orbital parameters were within permissible ranges. The spin of FAKELAND showed a slight deviation, perhaps due to unknown thermal activities. How reassuring, Commander Boris thought ironically.


''The repair of anchorages has priority, Walt. We'll deal with the defective mining robots in Patch 2B later.''


Commander Boris knew such delicate situations. The most important thing was to stay calm. He had to keep his own fears to himself. The base station could only take off from the asteroid JANUS if all eight legs were correctly aligned. A collision with the other object would lead to an uncontrolled situation. Walt was already hurrying to the lock in his space suit to check the anchors of the base station JANUS.


''Walt to Commander. I'm now at the anchors and starting work. Over.''


''Roger, Walt.''


Walt routinely repaired the base station's damaged anchorages. He didn't speak much. He probably didn't know the word private life. No one knew more about Walt's past. If there wasn't a secret file slumbering in Dr. Keno's computer. The gravitational quake stopped. The mining process of raw materials was only slightly disturbed. After the quake, everyone resumed their daily tasks. Tajana stuck to the communication console and typed the report for the SMC.


"Ouch, my pretty fingernail", she was suddenly whining. For Tajana this mishap was like a bad accident. Commander Boris, who saw Tajana's misfortune, thought his part.


''Tajana, speed up a bit. The report must be send this very today.''


Commander Boris enjoyed the small variety. Tajana looked at him angrily. 


''You don't know how much work such a new fingernail does'', Tajana moaned and turned to her keyboard again.






George arrived late at the hangar of the base station JANUS. The grid search in Patch 3A promised success. Finally there was a trace to find Lanthanum. George's preferred occupation was to research superconducting materials. The gravitational quake in the morning was alarming. It was a good thing that his mining crab put up with such occurrences. George nevertheless felt exhausted. Ennie usually came back last. So George didn't pay much attention to the fact that the other mining crab was missing. His thoughts revolved only around the new find.








Chapter 6


The next morning George was late for shift work again. Good that Commander Boris seemed to be busy with this brochure. The content of the holiday journal demanded his full attention. George entered himself quickly into the duty roster. One should not wake sleeping dogs, George thought. Quietly he sneaked off the bridge. His thoughts revolved only around the discovery of Lanthanum. George took the elevator to the lower level and went to the space suits. Ennie's space suit was missing. He was sure she was chasing a new discovery. Her collection of rare earth metals was impressive. Any planetologist would be proud of it. She often forgot the time when something interesting challenged her attention. The asteroid JANUS was a real treasure trove. The Space Mining Company chose this asteroid because frozen water ice was discovered. This secured their existence on this barren rock. Not far from the base station was an area in eternal darkness.






The Space Miners Ennie and George stood for all pioneers who explored unknown worlds. The work was often dangerous. They could die at any time. While George thought of Ennie, he squeezed himself into his space suit. He felt that he discovered in Ennie an enthusiasm he had already lost years ago. When she threw her long dark blond hair around like that. Wow! Her swinging walk and hearty laughter were infectious. Only the mania for oldie music could not be shared by George. Well. Nobody is perfect. At some point they would return to Earth and enjoy the sun. George missed his grandmother's garden, where he had played so often during his childhood. In his grandmother's house it always smelled of freshly baked cakes and hot chocolate.


George took a look at his work schedule. Patch 3A was waiting. There the black monster, which he hated so much, didn't come near him. The thing was literally stuck to the asteroid JANUS. The mining crab was already waiting for him in the hangar. His subconscious noticed the absence of the other mining crab, but didn't think the information was important. He climbed into the glazed cabin and typed the start mode.


''Computer, Patch 3A.''


''Confirm, Patch 3A, George. Fasten your seat belts.''


The small mining crabs were quite comfortable inside. Anyway, there was an emergency system and a survival box.


''Everything roger. It can go off.''


The mining crab moved carefully in the direction of Patch 3A. In the distance George saw the small companion sink on the horizon. Somehow spooky, his brain registered. The unobstructed view of the mining area improved his mood. In the distance of the universe a small bluish point, the Earth, shone. The sun brightened the asteroid out here more modestly. Temperatures fluctuated from one extreme to the other. George longed to walk barefoot through the sand or to lie on a meadow in the grass. Secretly he even understood Boris. The computer voice of the mining crab tore him from the thoughts.


"Target coordinates reached, mining device on standby. You can start the rock sampling program."


George started his work program and the robot arm placed the drill on the surface. On Earth it would make a lot of noise. Here his body felt only the vibrations of the mining crab. After a few minutes the drilling equipment stopped.


''Analyze the mined rock. Wait a moment.''


George pulled out his notebook. In it he noted his secret records. The computer could crash. Where did he have the damn pen? Of course it was lying on the ground again. That meant unbuckling. Come on, George motivated himself.






On the bridge of the base station JANUS, the monitoring systems recorded all outdoor work. Perhaps this day would end without any major surprises, Commander Boris thought hopefully.


''Tajana, the external monitor one is not working again. Tell Walt to do the repairs."


Commander Boris annoyed these surprises.


''I'm going to get something to eat.''


''I'll make that. Okay, boss.''


Distracted by her reading, Tajana forgot the assignment. She wallowed in thoughts of the new clothes and high heels. High heels in all colors were on the display. Walt entered the bridge to check the results of the raw material mining. The values were quickly entered in the report to SMC. He felt tired although his body was well trained.


"Good night, Tajana."


"Night, Walt."


Tajana leafed through again in the fashion journal. Walt took the elevator down. Light was still burning in the lab. George and Dr. Keno discussed something. Quickly a few strength exercises and then sleep.


In the hangar Ennies Abbaukrabbe was missing. But his subconscious was too tired to follow his instinct. Walt! Not today, he said to himself. It was a hard day out there.








Chapter 7


Each year, the Future Weeks offered all participating companies the opportunity to present themselves and their latest innovations. A positive side effect was the much sought-after job offers for applicants from all over the world. The day of the media event was approaching. At the Space Mining Company, SMC for short, everything was running at full speed. A foreigner might think that SMC was expecting the president.






Jack Coldman, manager of the Space Mining Company, stood on the ground floor in front of the glass showcase with the public awards. Last year, another aerospace company snatched the coveted event award under its nose. Both companies received the most votes. In the end, there were only a few votes that decided victory and defeat. Jack Coldman thought of his father-in-law. The gloating remarks about incompetence were annoying. That could not happen again this year. He wanted to fill the free space in the trophy collection. At all costs, if necessary.


"Good morning, Mr Coldman", he heard the familiar voice of his security chief.


''Hello, Ben! Everything well prepared? We're the first company to opening Innovation Weeks this year.''


Ben hastened to agree with Mr Coldman.


''You can count on my department. My agents stand rifle by foot.''


Mr Coldman nodded contently. Anyway, it made the impression on Ben Cutters.

Actually, he was gonna take the elevator. But then he decided to take the curved staircase in the foyer, which led to the upper floor. From above, he could once again let his gaze wander that everything really met his specifications. Before he climbed the stairs, he stopped in front of the reception desk in the middle part of the ground floor. Ah! There he discovered Linda, who was eagerly busy the promotional items.


"Good morning, Mr Coldman. Can I do something for you, Sir?''


Jack Coldman smiled shortly.


"No! No, Linda. Tonight we're expecting the Media News Channel TV team and this Mrs Hunting. Grace will give you the list of Mrs Hunting's personal requirements later."


''Yes, Mr Coldman. The delivery service arrives at ten o'clock and brings the Petit Fours.''


''Linda! Make sure that our SMC logo is perfectly legible.''


Mr Coldman stepped behind the counter. Everything had to flash. Nothing escaped his attentive eyes.


''We want to win the media prize.''


''Of course, boss.''


''And ... Linda. Watch the uniforms of our service personnel.''


''Sir! You can fully rely on me.''


Jack was about to leave. Then he noticed that Linda had something on her mind. He stopped and looked at the female foyer employee with an asking look.


"Boss, I'd like an autograph from Mrs. Hunting. Is that possible?''


Jack used the opportunity to give the good and caring boss.


''But surely, Linda. Give me your autograph card.''


''Thank you, Mr Coldman. Thank you very much.''


Linda whirled away busy. Jack Coldman had his employees under control. He didn't want to leave anything to chance today. He went up the big stairs and immediately checked the handrail for dirt and fingerprints. Everything should be perfect when the cameras were pointed at Dian. No dust should cloud his eyes. Arriving at the top, the path led him directly to his office. In the anteroom, his eyes immediately fell on the visitor's corner. That's where the magazines were. His fingers clenched  a fist.


"Grace!" Mr Coldman got upset. "Where are you?"


From the adjacent room, a small coffee kitchen, his female assistant Grace appeared. She held his coffee cup in the hand.


''Should I get another sandwich?''


''No, not necessary.''


Jack looked angrily towards the visitor's corner.


''Better organize the magazines on the table. Our journal is always on top. If the guest takes a seat, the journals have so to lie that the guest doesn't have to turn the magazine to read it.''


''Yes, boss. I take care of it.''


''Do that immediately, Grace! It annoys me.''  


''Oh, boss!''


Grace walked with small steps toward her boss. In the hand she waved a small piece of paper.


"I almost forgot. Here is another memo. Your wife is desperate to talk to you. It's about the after-show-party tonight, at your father-in-law's.''


''Thank you, Grace. I'll do it myself.''






Jack walked purposefully towards his executive office and carefully closed the door behind him. Now he could breathe out. Before he went to his expensive desk, he had to let air in, lots of air. He opened the window and the mild spring air flowed through his lungs. He sucked in the fresh air deeply to get the unpleasant task behind him. Calling his wife Cori was one of his burdensome duties. Standing at his desk he paused for a moment. His eyes looked benevolently at the new designer armchair. The white leather felt soft. Jack gently stroked the upholstered backrest with the golden SMC logo. Only now did his nose feel the invigorating scent of coffee. When he took his seat, he took a sip from the porcelain cup, which also decorated the SMC logo. Then he dialed his wife's home number.


"Cori, this is Jack ..." He did not get a chance to speak more.


"I know your voice, Jack ... blah, blah ... blah."


Jack briefly held the receiver away from the ear.


''What have you got, my darling?'', he replied in a grasped voice.


Again! From his wife came only ... blah, blah, blah ...

Jack cooked inside.


''You're doing very well, Cori'', he heard himself say after a while. ''Your father will be satisfied. Oh darling, my meeting is waiting. See you tonight, after the event.''


He was about to hang up. His ears almost slid through the telephone line. At the other end Cori continued chattering excitedly ...


"And ... Mr Smith is coming too."


"Okay, Cori! Be cool. I gotta go.''


He hunged up the phone. Damn it! That's all he needed. His father-in-law, that sneaky puppet master! Jack stood up and went to the sideboard to the right of his desk. He desperately needed a whisky. With the crystal glass in his hand, Jack sat back in the white executive chair and stared at the small picture in front of him. In the picture, on it he was to be seen with his wife Cori. His hand slowly pushed the glass picture to the edge of the desk. The middle finger suddenly flicked against it. Oops! The picture flew to the floor. The fragile hologram shattered into several small pieces. Such bad luck, too. Jack flooded satisfaction.


"Grace!"


From the antechamber, his female assistant rushed over. She immediately noticed the shards on the floor.


''Mr Coldman! Did you hurt yourself? I'll get the vacuum cleaner robot.''


Grace hurried away. Seconds later she came back with the flat robot. It removed the shards.


''Grace! Call the interior designer, this Decoration Messiah. You already know, who. There's no hurry.''


Jack felt liberated. Cori's sight didn't get on his nerves for the rest of the day.


''And Grace! I need the documents, you already know which ones.''


Grace had understood and quietly walked out of the office. Jack activated the large television set that adorned the wall opposite the desk. There she stood, Dian and her MNC-TV television team. Peter followed his instructions.


He zapped boredly through the programs. Ah! There was a documentary film about the Earth at the end of the twenty-first century. He should listen to it. A report about Space Resource Mining aroused his interest. The show reported about the ruthless fight for the last mineral resources on Earth, which intensified rapidly.


The idea of Space Resource Mining triggered a new, unprecedented gold rush. The future gold diggers dug no longer on Earth for treasure. They conquered foreign celestial bodies. With the spirit of optimism, companies sprang up like mushrooms. The spongy laws of the countries intensified the run. Mining on asteroids, moons and planets promised private space companies rich profits and supremacy in conquering new worlds. Inspired by this new gold rush, resourceful engineers and scientists developed fantastic technologies. The new generation of robots underwent own learning processes for optimization. The clients demanded people with new abilities.


Oh! The commentator reported on his company, the SMC. Jack Coldman turned up the volume. The young Space Mining Company was already considered an insider tip by experts to be one of the most successful companies in the industry. Applicants queued up every year. Everyone wanted to be one of the pioneers of the future. The Space Mining Company stood for this future dream of human civilization. Blah blah blah, boy. You tell me nothing news.


Jack pressed the Mute button and leaned back satisfied. He was just right with his vision. No one was to snatch his prey from him. Jack needed the Foundation, his main investor. Without the spaceship division, the license to mine mineral resources on foreign celestial bodies would be witless. And since everything had its price in life, he was forced to make compromises. Jack sensed that he still had a long way to go. Maybe he belong to it in soon.


Jack Coldman stood for the new type of manager who had this magical charisma. The resourceful economic expert was distinguished by a flair for innovative management. An excellent strategist knew how to push the right buttons. His advertising platform, finding suitable employees, paid off. Everyone had a price tag around their neck, even his wife Cori, the former beauty queen.


In secret, Jack Coldman had another side, that of a power-hungry psychopath. This made him sometimes forget his human side. His narcissistic streak did not shy away from illegal actions.


The inferiority complex towards his father-in-law often caused him sleepless nights. His wife Cori knew how to take advantage of this sensitive weakness. She kept telling him about her father's successes. Jack took refuge in affairs. It was complicated with his unpredictable wife, Cori. Jack tried to compensate. Two years ago, Dr. Suki appeared on the scene. She summed up his ideas about the future. That really excited him. She knew how to make herself indispensable. It was a good thing that Dr. Suki had no idea of Jack's chess pieces, which he was willing to sacrifice at any time.






The day was leaning towards the evening. Colored laser spots illuminated the building of the Space Mining Company on the ground side. On the large forecourt, in front of the main entrance, the SMC logo rotated. Jack knew that the square in front of the building would be filled with guests who didn't have an event ticket. He had a projection screen set up in front of the main entrance. The service staff was instructed to distribute free drinks and sweets with the SMC logo. The first guests praised the inviting idea and entered the glass foyer with high expectations. A inviting, faint music welcomed the visitors. Linda paid meticulous attention that each of them received a small present. Jack knew that small gifts would bring about a benevolent attitude. Every voice counted today and he wanted them all.


Visitors crowded into the foyer of the SMC. The area filled up increasingly to the last place. Various media representatives had already positioned themselves, equipped with their equipment. One of the reporters pointed to a busy brunette in the room.


''Hey! That's Dian Hunting from MNC-TV. She always gets the piece of cream. That's why some colleagues call her the sharp tongue.'' 


Now both laughed.


''Let it be good. Tomorrow our performance comes with ...''


Dian enjoyed sunbathing in public. Today, the well-known female journalist was given the opportunity to introduce one of the most successful companies in the space resource mining industry. Jack Coldman, a charismatic man in his mid-forties, represented the SMC. Nobody could escape his winning charisma.


Gold rush atmosphere was nothing against the expectations of the crowd. The fans wanted to absorb new technologies. Everyone tried to find a good place. The first advertising sequences of the SMC were already running on the media walls.


Then she entered the podium, the ultimate huntress of the hottest stories. Applause drowned out all other sounds in the entrance hall. The fans were really raving. Dian always had something special in his luggage. The greedy crowd wanted to be fed, like predators. Among the visitors it bubbled. Smartphones and tablet computers flashed. The visitors tried to record everything exactly. And there, a thunderous applause flooded the foyer. Jack Coldman, the heartthrob of women, jumped elegantly onto the podium with a panther-like movement.


"Welcome! Welcome, all together. Dian! Thank you for your support.''


He took her free arm and raised it together with his as a greeting. The boxing ring was released. The applause increased to excess. Whistles and finger lights were waving through the foyer.

Dian raised her clear voice and the applause slowly subsided.


''Hello Jack, nice to greet you. We're all eagerly awaiting the news of the SMC.''


Enthusiastic voices of the fans reached the podium, which stood in front of the main video wall.


''Jack, Jack, Jack'', shouted a speak chorus.


The audience was literally hanging on his lips. Jack cleverly used the moment to give the prophet. He raised both arms. In anticipation of things, it became quieter in the large entrance hall. The VIP guests looked down from the upper floor  to the roaring crowd.


''Thank you for coming. Thank you to the enthusiastic fans in front of our building.''


Outside and inside there were continuous applause and cheers of enthusiasm.


"Today I present the latest project of the SMC. Our spacecraft, the MININGSTAR BX2, will start a new mission in a few weeks.''


Dian turned to Jack.


''What's so special about the mission?''


''Dian! Good that you ask. Let us surprise you within the next hour. New technologies await you. These will make the work on asteroids easier and safer. We offer every employee a secure job and above-average pay.''


Jack pointed to the left video wall.


''With our new robots and improved mining methods, we are increasing the safety of our employees. The future begins ... now!''


The crowd was freaking out with enthusiasm. The new mining techniques impressed everyone. Especially the new mining crabs stood for a stunning engineering design. The stormy applause swept everyone present along to look into a future of superlatives. Dian once again raised her clear voice.


"Jack, it remains a dangerous undertaking to work in space."


That was exactly the question Jack Coldman had waiting for.


''What scientist or engineer does not dream the adventure of his life?''


Jack stepped forward and distributed vouchers for internships.


''Besides! The SMC offers interesting jobs on the Earth too. All of these scientists form a team with our Space Miners. They work together, hand in hand. Only in a team are we strong!''


New applause flowed through the entrance hall and the forecourt in front of the building. Dian on the ball again, beamed.


''Jack! What is the credo today?''


Jack inserted a short break. Everyone should understand the meaning of his words.


''Who would not like to make the discovery of his life? The SMC offers the conditions for it.''


The awards of scientists and engineers who worked for the Space Mining Company appeared on the video wall.


''What do you have for us today, Jack?''


''The SMC is planning a new mission to our base station on the asteroid JANUS. You can see the station behind me.''


A murmur went through crowd. In the 3-D playback the guests saw a huge spider-like construction.


''The base station has the characteristics of a spaceship. It can leave the asteroid at any time and set off for a new source of raw materials. We are independent and plan sustainably.''


Applause filled the entrance hall. Wow! That was really a new concept. Rea came a little late. Squeezed in she stood at the outer edge. She could hardly breathe like a herring. Suddenly an elbow attacked her right side. Rea wanted to protest vehemently.


''Hey, is it still going?''


The cheeky jostling person also laughed.
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