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World Under a Shadow or Behind It?


In ancient documents, Taylor Maxine discovers traces of a lost spaceship in the distant future. She pursues a mystery: What became of the descendants of this first expedition to the stars?


She is commissioned by the Federation of Worlds (FUW) to search for the missing starship. Her mission reveals secrets of Earth in the 21st century. Between high-tech, matriarchal counterworlds, and geopolitical upheavals, she finds ...


What if the future has long been written—just not by those who planned it?









I. Cycle 2517 – Taylor Maxine and the historical records of the lost space mission


I.1 FUW calendar: Cycle 2517 4th decade Sol 5 - Taylor Maxine


Taylor Maxine wanted to enjoy her free weekend at the coast. She had accepted an invitation from her older cousin Dilara Sareh, who owned a vacation home on the beach. Dilara lived with her partner and two children on a farm inland.


It was a windy day, which made swimming in the warm sea pleasant. Taylor's sky-blue bikini was made of a thin, evaporation-active fabric. They were knee-deep in the water when her cousin asked the usual question when they could talk alone:


"Taylor, when are you finally going to introduce us to a man you like? Your figure in a swimsuit makes men turn their heads. Girl, you'll be forty soon. Isn't it about time?"


Her cousin was right. There were men on the beach who were eyeing her. Taylor understood why the older Dilara couldn't understand her reluctance to commit to a long-term relationship. Her cousin had committed to her partner Thoras when Dilara herself was not yet twenty-three and still in school. Today, Dilara was fifty-five local years old and the mother of two children. They were in college—and Dilara's twenty-nine-year-old daughter had been in a steady relationship with a man for two years. She was pregnant and would make Dilara a grandmother in six months.


"Dilara, you know that I definitely want to become a full-time lecturer with prospects for success. I'm on the right track to get there!"


Taylor had graduated with honours as a historian and was now temporarily employed as an assistant lecturer at the academy in her home country of Amazonia. She had chosen a field of study that was unlikely to bring her much glory. Competition in this field was sparse. Who would want to deal with documents written in ancient languages on Terra? There were no automatic translators for ancient regional languages. The last twenty-five centuries since the introduction of the standardised calendar of the Federation of Universal Worlds (FUW) had been much more productive for scientists in the field of sociology on the known planets and, above all, much better documented than the events of an estimated twenty thousand standard cycles ago.


Dilara knew Taylor's point of view, but she was not satisfied with it. "Young lady, professional success is only one part of life! Do you want to go through life alone forever? Come on, tell me the truth! You are sometimes unavailable. There must be a reason for that."


Taylor couldn't and wouldn't give any other answer if she didn't want to break her promise. She had sworn to her lover Selem that she wouldn't tell anyone about their relationship.


So she resorted to a vague answer:


"I'm not lonely. I meet up with friends who want to chat without being disturbed. You know – no interruptions from phone calls at parties on the weekend!"


Taylor avoided further questions by diving into the waves. She didn't want to talk about her lover. There were two reasons for this, both related to his place of residence and the academy.


Fifty-five-year-old Professor Selem Kata belonged to the Ira community. His partnership with Adoba Rala, which began a good twenty years ago, was indissoluble. He was determined to remain in the rural community where he had grown up.


The other reason had more to do with the unwritten laws of the academy in the capital. If it came out that Taylor had already entered into an intimate relationship with her professor in her minor subject of linguistics as a student, the reputation of both of them would suffer. The excellent grade for Taylor's thesis would be questioned, as Selem had been one of the reviewers. Such concerns were particularly unfortunate because Selem also had good contacts with the interplanetary coordinators of the FUW. They were Taylor's hope for promotion to full lecturer.


It was a kind of ironic twist of fate that Taylor received a call from the FUW half an hour later, when Dilara and Taylor had returned to the vacation home. She would never forget the date and time. It was Sol 5 in the 4th decade around the 16th hour in the year 2517. On the line was the local embassy of the FUW diplomatic service on Amazonia. Taylor was overwhelmed by the fact that the embassy was inquiring about her.


"Ms. Taylor, you have been recommended to us as an expert on the historical languages of the planet Terra—then still called Earth. We have also been told that you are knowledgeable about the history of Earth's last epoch. We have found ancient evidence in a collector's estate of a mission that reports the exodus of a group of people on an unknown spaceship. Would you be able to place such documents in their historical context and assess their veracity?"


She had to concentrate hard, because she could not answer the question too hopefully or too pessimistically. There had been hundreds of active languages at that time.


"As long as the documents are written in the ten most important language groups, I think I can make an assessment. Why is it important to evaluate the veracity?"


"It is probably the most important of the supposedly lost missions, because it is said to be the first interstellar mission, if the collector's foreword is to be believed. Unfortunately, the foreword is the only text that is written in understandable language. The rest may be the wild invention of a person craving recognition. But if it is true, then we could get valuable clues that the FUW must pursue!"


Taylor realised that this request would have enormous significance for her career if even a spark of verifiable truth could be found in the documents.


"Madam Ambassador, I promise you that I will devote all my energy to this project if you entrust it to me."


I.2 FUW calendar: Cycle 2517 4th decade Sol 6 - Taylor Maxine


Selem congratulated her immediately when Taylor told him about the phone call with the FUW the next day. He was proud that his beloved had received such an important request. Driven by her own curiosity, Taylor selected the part that was chronologically the latest on the first day after receiving the documents. At least, the part that she thought corresponded to her time frame.


There was one module that she couldn't clearly identify because it contained several elements at once. There, Taylor Maxine was able to pinpoint an initial map. The information followed the so-called Christian calendar. The date was "Year 2060 A.D." and was therefore in English. Taylor found a supplementary card and searched for a date. She recognised the year 2598 according to the Buddhist calendar from India on the left margin. That was five years before the date on the first card in English, if she had converted it correctly. Taylor found two more maps that could be dated: one from the year 1477 according to the Islamic calendar in Arabic script and one from the year 5835 according to the Jewish calendar. This corresponded to the period from 2055 A.D. to 2090 A.D.


The map from the year 1477 Islamic calendar originally came from Morocco, a country on the African continent of historical Earth. Taylor dated it to the year 2055 AD. In terms of classifying the documents, the map was a useful addition if one considered the year 2052 to be the beginning of the collection. According to this map, there were only four spheres of influence on Earth. The areas in green stood out on the world map because the others were marked only in various shades of grey.


The green block covered many areas in North Africa and the southwest of the Asian continent. The projection of the map showed the area representing the Ibrahim confederation as larger in comparison to the other continents.


Much larger in terms of actual area was the light grey area with a brown border, which encompassed the rest of the Asian continent, as well as large areas in Africa, South America, Oceania, and Europe. It stood for the Patriotic League of Nations, which also represented the larger number of people compared to the other blocks, as Taylor knew.


The dark grey area represented the republics of Pan-America. Taylor was surprised at how strongly North America was bordered by white areas. At the same time, there were many dark grey enclaves in Europe, Africa, Asia, and Oceania. In terms of area, it was considerable because Australia contributed a lot to it.


The Union of Democratic States was clearly the smallest area in terms of surface area. It was so light in colour that it could be described as ivory white and encompassed Europe, small parts of North America, Africa, and Oceania, where New Zealand was particularly noticeable.


Taylor set about arranging the various documents in chronological order to create an overall picture from the individual fragments of the reports. Some of the names of places or organisations made no sense even to her as an expert in history. Perhaps something would emerge from the context.


Slowly, she became excited. This was a period from which there were few documents about the history of humanity on Terra. The wars there and on Guan had resulted in most of the reports from this period being destroyed. Until now, no one had been able to produce a document that could be proven to have originated on Earth and dated after 2103 A.D. When she told Selem about it, he suggested that she join a group of historians he knew. It was exactly what Taylor needed. She needed to exchange ideas so as not to be led to premature conclusions. Her assumption that the new documents actually originated from Earth and possibly offered clues to the lost mission could be considered hasty.


I.3 FUW calendar: Cycle 2517 4th decade Sol 9 - Taylor Maxine


Professor Sanduk was the first to speak in the expert panel: "Young lady, all civilisations today provide information about their history that appears contradictory when compared with each other. According to the current government in the Sol system, their society has existed for exactly 5327 local years, calculated from the time of the first settlement on Guan, then still called Mars. On Amazonia, there are already two different accounts: one states that 16,900 local years have passed since the landing on Amazonia. The other states that it has been around 15,800 years since the arrival. What am I trying to say? It all depends on the sequence of events. Absolute numbers can be misleading!"


Lecturer Schaniga agreed with him: "For other planets that humans have colonised, there are all kinds of figures ranging from 3,000 to 33,000 local years. The problem is basically the same for all colonised planets. None of the governments or cultures have a continuous history. There have always been breaks, which are also reflected in the calendar. In addition, each of the planets had its own calendar and its own historiography. The use of absolute years only makes sense since the official founding of the FUW, when standard years were introduced."


Taylor was familiar with the argument. There was only one reliable, universally valid year. That was the introduction of a uniform definition of the calendar for all planets of the FUW 2517 standard cycles ago. This calendar was used in science and interplanetary communication. The populations on the respective planets generally used the local calendar, which was linked to the orbital period of the respective planet around the central star and the starting year of the local calendar.


The calendar in standard days was common in science and research. This allowed publications and patent applications to be reliably dated across all worlds of the FUW. This would not be a problem between Amazonia and Gaia, as both planets were in the same solar system. Telecommunications messages sent there could be answered within forty to seventy minutes.


University professor Katiga could no longer hold back. He was known as an expert on the history of Guan and had made a name for himself by studying the upheavals on the Red Planet. "This applies to Guan, for example, since according to their calculations, the great civil war took place a good five thousand local years ago. The conversion to standard cycles is fraught with misunderstandings. Some historians have not sufficiently identified days on Terra and local days on Guan or the corresponding local years during the many, many centuries of turbulent times, but only refer to years or days. Since a local year on Guan corresponds to 687 Earth days, the margin of error is considerable. Added to this is the use of different reference points. The length of the imperial republic's reign on Guan before the civil war is disputed among scholars. There are references to a period of 2654 local years on Guan or 3273. There are four different versions of the duration of the Mars monarchy before the republic. The exact figure of 21,536 standard years since the first settlement on Guan, according to President J'Onzz, is a joke in my eyes – and in those of most other historians!"


Taylor realised that the clues about the lost mission were more important than the exact time when the mission had taken place. The timing would always remain a mystery. Many worlds had been colonised by spaceships that had carried few adults but had traveled with many fertilised human eggs. It was understandable that building a civilisation after arrival took a long time until a level of civilisation was reached that made reliable science possible. In quite a few cases, it had taken dozens of generations before one could speak of a technologically advanced civilisation. In some settlements, tribal societies of a primitive nature had remained. It was no wonder that historiography did not offer reliable information for dating.


Only after the discussion could Taylor talk privately with her older lover, Selem.


He encouraged her: "Taylor, you can see for yourself how little is known about the period after the founding of the first settlements outside Terra. It is much more important that you can justify your evaluation of the collection well and, if possible, supplement it with other documents. A single source should be treated with caution when it comes to the reliability of the information."


In her eyes, that was the most important piece of advice he had given her. Personally, it was important to her that she had been taken seriously by the group of recognised experts. A hope arose in the back of her mind that she might be able to work with Selem officially in the future. That way, she could introduce him to her cousin Dilara with due caution.


I.4 FUW calendar: Cycle 2517 4th decade Sol K - Taylor Maxine


Taylor Maxine had skimmed through the three sets of documents. Two sections were clearly identifiable, covering the years 2083 to 2085 and 2052 to 2053. The highlight of the collection was clearly the year 2084, the assumed departure date of the spaceship. There were extremely few documents from the years 2080 to 2102 A.D. from Terra or Earth in the literature. From 2103 onwards, no original documents were known to exist at all.


The rest of the collection was less clearly defined. Some of the documents were like diaries, others were more like historical writings, and still others were more like journalistic articles. Many were precisely dated by the collector of the documents. Others seemed to be only roughly classified by time. Then there were those that had no precise reference of this kind. Taylor's curiosity had led her to first tackle the part of the documents that was closest in time to the presumed departure date in 2084. She now understood the situation of society on planet Earth at that time. The planet to which everyone in the FUW owed their existence. The other documents in the second and third parts of the collection dealt with events that took place ten to twenty years before the beginning of the episodes in 2084 AD.


Taylor suspected that the collector was the heir of a former inhabitant of Earth. The original inhabitant must have had a close connection to some of the people in the documents. Otherwise, it was difficult to explain why there were reports about people who had never appeared in public.


Taylor Maxine had gained an overview in a first pass, but there were many inconsistencies. She had to check everything several times to get a clear picture of the events. It was clear to her why there were so few documents. The conflicts during this period were intense, and the views of the individual parties were far apart. There had undoubtedly been widespread destruction of documents belonging to opponents, done deliberately because the other side was considered illegitimate.


First, Taylor looked at the detailed reports from the early days in 2083 AD before the Great Decision. She hoped to find clues there that would explain why there were no records of the whereabouts of the European Space Agency (ESA) mission. It took her a good twelve local days on Amazonia to get an initial overview of the documents in the collection, which is equivalent to fourteen standard days.


On Sol K in the 4th decade of 2517, Taylor officially completed the first part of her research. She did not find the explanation she was looking for about the whereabouts of the ESA mission. But one document in the collection clearly stood out. It was written in a language that had been spoken on Amazonia two centuries ago. According to this document, there were further documents on the planet Gaia. This was enormously important. Taylor sent a preliminary statement to the FUW diplomatic service on Amazonia, emphasising the reference to additional documents available on Gaia.


She formulated her cover letter very politely and cautiously. The ambassadors were still higher in protocol rank than the head of government of the planet Amazonia. The FUW's chargés d'affaires had to come from another FUW solar system. This was to avoid any appearance of bias in the decisions of the diplomatic staff.


At first, she received no response. Selem reassured her. The embassies carefully weighed their official responses and took their time to react. Patience was called for.









II. 2083: Selection of the crew for the planet Happiness in the Alpha Centauri system


II.1 Mid-January 2083 – Jonathan Winston Spencer and the potential launch of the project


Jonathan Winston Spencer was close to seeing his dream come true. It was not only his dream, but also that of many of his colleagues at the ESA. The desire to send humans on a journey to other planets outside our own solar system had been a strong hope at the ESA since NASA's first manned landing on Mars in 2034. Back then, he had been a teenager who dreamed of a future as an astronaut. Now he was about to celebrate his sixty-fifth birthday. Would there be such a birthday present in February? At the same time, it was a nightmare because only the desolate situation in the world made the expensive path of such a mission seem feasible.


Three decades ago, it had been an inspiring idea that, during his time as a student, had had only a tiny chance of being realised within his lifetime. Yes, they had managed to establish human colonies on Mars under domes with breathable air. There had been attempts to explore the moons of Saturn and Jupiter. The more distant planets were a considerable challenge. Thirty years ago, exploring worlds thousands of times further away in other star systems had been unthinkable.


The development had turned out quite differently from what Jon had imagined as a young student. Technologically, he had seen NASA at the forefront of space travel, although he had thought it possible that the CMSA would challenge its dominance. Today, neither NASA nor the CMSA were planning such projects. Both organisations were far too preoccupied with the conflict between the two confederations on Earth and Mars to be able or willing to deal with it. The 2072 ceasefire between the two blocs had ended the hot phase of the war, but not the conflict itself. The previous outsiders in the global competition between NASA and CMSA now had the advantage. Since 2072, the ESA had been better at researching such journeys than NASA, the former leader in technological progress in space travel. This was thanks to its own research and defectors from the three other power blocs.


Jon Spencer would not be alive in twenty-five years. In his personal situation, he could be happy if he survived the next five years. A dozen years ago, he had vividly regretted that he had to remain single from then on for security reasons. Around the beginning of his forties, he had missed opportunities that could not be made up for. That was now water under the bridge.


Now, in January 2083, everything could change. There were three meetings he was supposed to attend that week. The first one today concerned an advisory committee of representatives of the sponsors and the ESA Executive Committee. The sponsors had become uneasy because there had been military movements a few hundred kilometers away from the ESA launch pad.


Hall, a representative of the sponsors, addressed him directly: "Mr. Spencer, how great do you think the danger to the two ESA missions is from the military threats?"


"I have not lost hope that at least the preservation of many species of flora and fauna in the ESA station will be respected by all factions. Ultimately, it is in the interest of all people on Earth that we are able to preserve endangered species. I assume that this ESA mission is not in danger at its core. However, I consider it questionable whether this assumption also applies to the operation of the station."


Jon took a deep breath and addressed the other issue: "ESA's second mission involves planning a trip to another star. The project is in jeopardy if it is not implemented in the next few years. The Ibrahim Confederation, with its space agency FADA-X, is set to take over ESA's launch pad and space stations. This will put an end to all ESA projects. The confederation has a bargaining chip against competing confederations in the form of the space stations for species conservation."


"Aren't you exaggerating the danger, Mr. Spencer?"


This brought Francoise Sirloin, the younger government representative on the ESA Executive Committee, to the barricades. "Sir Hall, with all due respect, that's rather an understatement! There is a risk that within ten years, even the last democracy in our confederation will be conquered or undermined by other countries. We are already seeing a local collapse of structures in many states. More than half of the countries fall into the category of 'failed states'! Why else would FADA-X be pursuing a project to travel to another planet? The end of civilisation on Earth can no longer be ruled out – that has to be said."


Hall looked stunned and turned to Bill Perez, ESA's technical space expert: "Since when has FADA-X been planning more than just the expansion of settlements on the moon?"


Bill Perez leaned back in his chair. "For the Ibrahim Confederation, the situation on Earth has become a problem. The hostilities between the Patriotic League of Nations and the Pan-American Republics are having an increasing impact on Earth and Mars. The rich and powerful in the Ibrahim Confederation of God's States have no refuge on Mars. Wars and the climate and food crises are causing mass migrations, as people in all regions of Earth try to find places where survival is assured. In many regions of the Pan-American Republics and the Patriotic League of Nations, local administrations have already collapsed under this onslaught. Warlords rule the roost there. The upper class in the Ibrahim Confederation fears a similar future for the theocracies – and for the colony on the moon. Oh, it won't happen next year, but it is likely. Many see the writing on the wall for the coming quarter-century. FADA-X, as their space agency, is supposed to offer an alternative for the worst-case scenario."


Sir Hall was not satisfied with this. He snorted indignantly. "Those are just baseless rumours! Yes, NASA and the CMSA have proven with the settlements on Mars that they can handle interplanetary travel. But FADA-X has only made it to the moon. Mars is about a thousand times farther away – and you want to tell me that FADA-X is planning interstellar travel?"


Bill Perez remained calm as he replied to the man: "With its space agency FADA-X, the Ibrahim Confederation was banking on colonisation with relatively few leaders and mentors who would establish a theocracy on a new planet. The advantage of this concept is that it allows the spacecraft to the nearest star system to be kept very small. The majority of the population is to be raised on the new planet through the artificial fertilisation of human egg cells. It is debatable whether such a plan is realistic in terms of building a new civilisation. However, it shows that the leadership elite of the Ibrahim Confederation feels sufficiently threatened to invest significant resources in planning such a project."


Jon Spencer did not believe in the thesis that this could lead to the emergence of a civilisation similar to that on Earth. The religious leaders did not even ask themselves this question, because the leaders on board and on the new world to be colonised would ensure the right education, they said. Jon was fatally reminded of the show "Island of Youth," planned to run for a year, in which the absence of adults had led the young people to revert to the law of the jungle within three months. The camera crew had been murdered and two rival tribes of teenage hooligans were fighting for supremacy. It did have a taste of ‚Lord of the flies‘.


Francoise clearly couldn't bear the whole discussion any longer. "Sir Hall, this is not about the perspectives of other powers! It's about the survival of the democracies that founded the ESA. No one here in this room wants to bring about doom and gloom. But alternatives are still important if the problems continue to worsen. Meanwhile, the world's population has fallen by a third from its peak of just over nine billion in 2050 to just under six billion. The global problems facing the Earth can no longer be denied. I move that a subcommittee be established to evaluate the ESA's 'Exodus' project."


The room immediately became noisy. Jon realised that a turning point was imminent. If the committee was rejected, the project would be dead. However, the establishment of such a small commission did not guarantee the success of the project. He held his breath as the vote was taken. There was a narrow majority in favour.


II.2 End of January 2083 – Jonathan Winston Spencer and the current launch of the project


The committee meeting took place six days later. Five people attended. To his surprise, the discussion focused more on the feasibility of the project than on the necessity of 'Exodus'. This was probably because Cape Verde had been threatened by a military operation involving battleships the day before. Everyone on the committee saw the danger posed by the proximity to the ESA launch pad. This made the development of a space program for the interstellar "Exodus" project a race against time. Accordingly, technical director Bill Perez was cross-examined about the feasibility of "Exodus".


"Mr. Perez, what is the difference between 'Exodus' and the FADA-X project?"


"The ESA is following science for the 'Exodus' project. It postulates that at least five to ten thousand individuals are necessary for the survival of a civilization like the one on Earth. Imagine all the activities necessary for a typical community to function, as well as the indispensable supporting functions of a country. The advantage of a profitable society is obvious when it comes to continuing a culture worthy of the name. The disadvantage of the concept is that the spacecraft must be designed large enough to ensure the survival of at least five thousand people on board. It is an enormous challenge to technology and engineering!"


Jon saw people become thoughtful as Bill continued: "Building such a huge starship and planning such a journey is a tough nut to crack. Converting one of our space stations into a starship for five thousand passengers is no longer so difficult for us at ESA because we have consistently improved our spacecraft propulsion technology. At the same time, given the turbulent times on Earth, the pertinent question arises as to whether ESA will still exist in two to five years. All three other confederations on Earth regard the nations of Europe/Africa as easy prey. They are based on different types of undemocratic systems of government."


Jon was pleased that this commission proposed the official launch of "Exodus" for the next meeting of the advisory board on February 1.


II.3 End of January 2083 - Michel Maury


The athletic Michel Maury came from Tunisia in North Africa. He had applied for the new "Save Africa's Biodiversity" program so as not to lose faith in a better future. As a veterinarian, he thought he had a good chance of being accepted. Michel had worked in nature parks in Kenya and Tanzania. There were not many veterinarians his age who had experience with elephants and rhinos.


The program involved setting up stations in space to preserve the diversity of Africa's fauna. In reality, it primarily served as a source of hope for the people of Africa. It was an emergency measure to partially compensate for the lack of opportunities in the Mediterranean region to emigrate to Europe – or at least to make it appear that way.


Michel Maury had little hope of being able to work as a real veterinarian in a space station. But it was better than occasionally treating the spoiled mutts of the few rich tourists who still visited Tunisia for a tip. He was not pleased with the military selection process. At least the application process was short and sweet because he had sent in his written documents in advance. The border controls before the on-site application test were thorough and lengthy. The reexamination before entering the launch site itself was even more meticulous.


Once they were standing in the hangar in front of the space shuttle, things moved unexpectedly quickly. Everyone was asked again for their exam code and assigned space station to check the correct assignment one last time.


He had no memory of the launch into space, as he and the other candidates were treated like luggage. They were put into deep sleep and only woke up at the desired space station. There, he was assigned to the preservation of animal and plant species in subtropical and tropical temperature zones.


II.4 Early February 2083 – Jonathan Winston Spencer's plans


Jonathan Winston Spencer had seen it coming for a long time. But on New Year's Eve 2082, it hadn't happened. The ESA's decision on the first Monday in February 2083 came too early and maybe too late for other aspects. Too early because Bill Perez, as technical director for the development of interstellar spacecraft, demanded more time. He was aiming for an implementation in four years. In Bill's opinion, the mission would be much safer if at least two spacecrafts were ready and tested. For eight years, his technical team had been secretly working in parallel on two space stations, which they wanted to convert and test as spacecrafts. On the other hand, it was too late because hope was fading for the inhabitants of EurAfrica. In the countries where sympathisers of the autocrats of the Pan-American republics had seized power, supporters of the democratic governments were immediately denounced as "communists" and discriminated against. Getting a job or support in case of illness or nutrition was out of question.


In the regions where the theocracies of the Ibrahim Confederation ruled, the previous inhabitants were declared "infidels" who were lucky if they didn't end up in the dungeons of the morality police. The Ibrahim Confederation had originally been a purely functional alliance, because until 2068, this was the only way these states could defend themselves against the two larger blocs. At that time, the Pan-American Republics and the Patriotic League of Nations were much more powerful in military matters than the Ibrahim states.


The incorporation of certain countries in EurAfrica into the "patriotic" nations usually resulted in a large proportion of the citizens of the conquered state ending up in re-education camps within a short period of time. Overall, the future looked very bleak for the people of EurAfrica, because at the same time they were being resettled in regions where climate change was having a particularly negative impact.


Mars was not an option for people from EurAfrica. There, war between the autocrats and the patriots threatened to destroy the nascent civilisation on the Red Planet. Thus, neither Earth nor Mars offered a future for the people of Eur-Africa.


There was only one small chance to preserve a spark of life in peace and freedom. That was the idea of founding an alternative civilisation on a new planet. Originally, it had been the prospect of space exploration that had fuelled the ESA. Now, it was their only prospect of achieving the ideal of a life without dictatorship. On Mars, this would have been possible for hundreds of thousands or millions of people from EurAfrica, but the rule of the Pan-American Republics and the Patriotic League of Nations had made that impossible. In the context of interstellar travel, the vision of ten thousand people escaping was more than optimistic. But what other alternative did they have?


Jon had the life experience and communication skills necessary to select personnel and build such a huge team. He knew that his team would make some mistakes. The mammoth task of selecting the right personnel for the accelerated construction and crew of the first spaceship could not be accomplished in less than a full year. The following year would be no less pressured for time. Fortunately, there were many people in the space stations who were qualified to crew a spacecraft. Selecting these people was much less time-consuming because they had already gone through an application process for the species preservation programs. Jon estimated that this contingent could make up about half of all applicants.


II.5 End of February 2083 - Nicola Lumumba


It wasn't the first time Nicola wished her parents had chosen a different first name for her. A European-sounding first name and an African-sounding last name did not make her life in Madagascar easy. In a world dominated by poverty, European origins and African roots were not an advantage. Nicola was looking for opportunities outside the island. She heard about the opportunities to work in the infirmaries on the ESA space stations.


Nicola had been tested at a center on Earth for such tasks in the stations for species conservation. For a young nurse from Africa, it was one of the few ways to build a life that offered her approximate equality of opportunity. She was approved for access and application at the ESA launch center.


First came the normal identity check by ground personnel on Earth. The crucial part of the ESA space stations orbiting the Earth was perfectly secured. At the spaceport itself, an automatic check was carried out by scanning and electronic identification via the database. Finally, there was an interview by specialised security officers who were familiar with the applicants' regions of origin. Nicola met a slim, elegant woman with dark blond, well-coiffed hair.


"My name is Francoise Macros," she introduced herself. "Nicola Lumumba, I'm pleased to meet you. We were interested in your suitability for the cosmetics industry. We don't invite many people from Africa to interviews – no more than two hundred per year. In an average year, we accept up to five thousand candidates from all regions. And by 'we,' I mean the GenShip management team, of which I am a member. A good half of the applicants come from Europe and West and North Africa, and another quarter from allied countries such as New Zealand and Eastern Canada. Just under twenty percent are defectors from the rest of the world."


"Cosmetics?" she asked, taken aback. "I thought this was an application for space stations in Earth's orbit? What do cosmetics have to do with species conservation?"


"According to your test results, you have demonstrated an extraordinary talent for a differentiated sense of smell. This is an interesting trait for the GenShip crew," replied Macros. "If you don't pass our special tests, you will receive job offers on Earth and Mars where your sense of smell will be valued. Just the invitation to join us will open the door to large cosmetics companies that are happy to offer our candidates interesting positions in their development departments. Passing our test does not mean you have to accept our offer."


Nicola noticed that the woman took a deep breath before offering her additional information.


"Becoming a member of the GenShip crew is not without its challenges at this point in time. All members of the Gen-Ship must be prepared for a lifelong, high-risk space flight and, if necessary, accept scientific selection by the management for the control of their offspring. There are fewer than two hundred potential male partners in the appropriate age group—and that is not ideal for every woman. When you arrive in the new world, you will be of retirement age. It takes about six years for a message you send to reach Earth, which is added to the up to fifty years of space travel. All your relatives, friends, or acquaintances would be at least sixty years older by the time they receive the news of your arrival in a new world. That is, if it comes to that, because they will probably be long dead if conditions on Earth continue to deteriorate so rapidly. That is not acceptable to everyone."


Nicola was confused. Was the woman trying to scare her off or test her reaction to the comment? She tried a cautious follow-up question: "I specifically applied for the 'tropical climate' position. Is that position no longer available?"


Ms. Macros looked at her thoughtfully. Only after a short pause did she answer.


"Your profile is not suitable for a space station, but for emigration to another planet. You are one of the first candidates we are specifically testing for this. It is my job to ensure that all candidates are aware of possible alternatives. The decision to travel on the spaceship, with all its consequences, is irreversible. There is no turning back once the launch has taken place."


Nicola received a memo from the woman. The seriousness in Ms. Macros' voice made Nicola hesitate before she reaffirmed her decision. She had read the paragraph about choosing a partner, but had seen the wording as more of an obligation to become a mother. She agreed with that. She wanted children later, not now. She understood that the timing of her pregnancy—and the biological father—could be predetermined on the spaceship. She was aware of the significance of her decision. All her fellow travellers would join her in founding a new civilisation. On a planet that did not orbit the sun, but another, alien star. In a new world where they could hopefully avoid all the mistakes humanity had made on Earth so far.


II.6 Early March 2083 – Recruitment by Jonathan Winston Spencer


A total of five thousand positions were to be filled on the spaceship. As a precaution, Jon's staff planned to have a deputy for each position. If Jon's human resources department looked at three applicants per position, that amounted to approximately two hundred applicants per day. They could not afford to reject applicants with rare talents. Jon knew that there would be agents from enemy blocs among the applicants. No matter how hard he tried, it would not be possible for him to weed out all the applicants who were hostile to them. He could only ensure that the selection process for critical tasks was as thorough as possible. Of course, it would help if Dr. Emitt's secret service agents assisted him in this, but they had their hands full preventing enemy saboteurs from accessing the launch pad.


It was important to avoid selecting only selective groups with high qualifications. Later, the crew would have to build a new civilisation in which all social groups had to be represented. During the journey, they needed nuclear physicists and space experts. On the new planet, such specialised personnel would not be able to contribute much.


Another constraint was maintaining a reasonable age pyramid. Without children and young people under the age of twenty, the group of adults of reproductive age would be missing on the new planet after a journey time of twenty years. On the other hand, it was reasonable to minimise the group of pensioners on the starship. This would put the starting position on the new planet in a better position with a fully working population. This corresponded to an age pyramid in the shape of a beehive. Restarting a civilisation with five thousand people was difficult enough when twenty percent of the population was under the age of fifteen. With twenty-five percent of the population of retirement age, only just under half of the population would be fully able to work.


Jon had made it his mission to personally review every single candidate for the five percent of critical positions who had not yet gone through the application process. It was a Herculean task because he had to personally screen around 1,500 applicants per year. In addition, he took a look at other candidates who were to take on leadership roles but did not belong to the critical five percent. In this area, he relied more on his gut feeling than on a detailed interview. It was not uncommon for him to have doubts about some of them.


II.7 April 2083 – Ludmilla Petrovka Sarkina


Ludmilla's parents came from Uzbekistan and Belarus. She herself had fled from Belarus to Poland when she had the opportunity to attend a scientific conference in Warsaw as part of her studies. That was a good six years ago. As the name suggests, "Save Europe's Biodiversity" was about setting up stations in space to preserve Europe's flora. It was supposed to cover everything from the diversity of the Mediterranean world to the Arctic tundra. In reality, it may also have been a project that served as an outlet for the people of Eastern Europe. An emergency program to compensate for the lack of opportunities in Eastern Europe to emigrate to Mars. In Western Europe, they were not in a much better position. Small differences were seen as enormous differences in motivation.


She didn't think she had any chance of participating in the program. On paper, her knowledge of biology was only at the bachelor's level because she had never been able to complete a higher degree. At thirty-six, she could no longer be considered a young graduate. She was pregnant—and getting divorced. Her application was more of an act of desperation. The idea came from her ex-husband Antonin Sarkin, because his brother Oleg worked on one of the space stations. She had met the two brothers twelve years ago. In 2071, the two had been soulmates.


Today, things looked different. Antonin considered her and Oleg traitors to the cause of the "great fatherland" because of their escape.


In 2071, Antonin had been convinced of Russia's destiny as a great power. That was before the loss of much of Siberia to China. For years, Antonin had had a job in the Russian military in a secret area. She doubted that he still believed that Russia could be seen as a great power compared to China.


His younger brother Oleg had taken a job in Poland. He had worked more and more on projects in Strasbourg and made a career for himself. Ludmilla had lost sight of him until he called her a year ago. She didn't know how he had gotten her phone number. In Poland, there was no possibility for her to find a job as a biologist or continue her studies. Her marriage to Antonin from the Russian Empire ruined every small chance she had of getting a job interview. She had switched to geriatric care. She had gained experience in this field when she worked as a nurse in Russia on weekends to finance her studies.


Based on everything Ludmilla had learned so far, she didn't believe that it was her biology test results that had been the deciding factor in her acceptance into the program for the interstellar journey to the planet Happiness. Rather, it was perhaps the fact that Oleg Sarkin was to be part of the regular cast.


Regardless, the view of the two new stations, which were being converted into a spaceship, was impressive. The cylindrical main body of the facility was to be around ten kilometers long, with the power plant section behind it measuring a good kilometer in length and the bow section just under a kilometer. The diameter of the cylinder was not much smaller at around ten kilometers. Inside the space station, there were clouds, as we heard. That wasn't so crazy, because most rain clouds on Earth were found at an altitude of five hundred to two thousand meters.


The basic design was essentially the work of one man. The man must have been a genius. He also had something in common with her: he was considered a traitor by people in the USA who saw themselves as patriots and, like her, had defected to the ESA.


II.8 Mid-September 2083 – Jonathan Spencer has reservations


Jon skimmed through the summaries of the documents Francoise Macros had given him. If necessary, the people could be introduced to him personally during the week. It was a diverse group with no clearly visible common denominator. Rather, what they had in common was that, despite similar backgrounds, there were major differences in their résumés. There was a rare cluster of cases. Normally, Jon's gut feeling kicked in for ten percent of the people in such reviews. At the end of the week, it rang for three out of ten people, which was rare. They were two women and one man. It was clear to him why Francoise had assigned the people from the last group for review. All three could be classified as current or former defectors. In human resources, they defined these as people who did not originate from the states of EurAfrica, but had fled there from one of the other three blocs within the last three years. The probability of there being enemy agents among these people was higher than in any other group. At the same time, it was important to have representatives from other regions of the world on board. Knowledge of other cultures strengthened a community. That was a well-known fact.


II.9 October 2083 – Michel Maury from North Africa


Michel was surprised when he received the invitation to a meeting. What was behind it? He had been happy to have been accepted. Was that now being called into question, or what was it about? He was surprised by Jonathan Spencer's questions about his experiences in North Africa. But he was equally astonished by the shock on Spencer's face at the rebirth of diseases long thought to have been eradicated, such as syphilis and leprosy.


Michel had assumed that everyone knew. For six years, the declining effectiveness of antibiotics had been undeniable. In Tunisia, doctors no longer had medication for many infectious diseases. It was commonplace for people to die of pneumonia or blood poisoning. A poor country like Tunisia could not afford the rare and extremely expensive reserve antibiotics. The richest people in the country had the alternative of seeking treatment in Europe as private patients. This was not the case for the vast majority of the population in Tunisia. Meanwhile, it was also no longer the case for many regions in Europe.


Those who had the opportunity chose to emigrate to safe countries. There weren't many of those left. Either you sought refuge in one of the dictatorships of the two major blocs, where you were better protected from disease and hunger. However, it was also easy to end up in one of the labour camps—and die if you didn't keep your mouth shut. Or you could try your luck in Sweden or Switzerland, if your talents were in demand there. The journey there was a lottery with no guarantee of success.


Staying in Tunisia was a race against death. Sooner or later, war would come to the country – or the economy would collapse, resulting in famine and waves of disease. The nomads in the interior of the country might survive. The densely populated region near the coast would pay a terrible death toll. Few of the locals saw any chance of a future for their children. If privileged Americans or Chinese were aiming to emigrate to Mars, what could a shepherd or a small trader in Tunisia expect? Jonathan Spencer looked visibly shaken as Michel explained everything to him bluntly.


At the same time, it was difficult from a political point of view. Iran, as the local leading power, had nuclear weapons and demanded more influence in Tunisia. Iran's neighbouring countries were vassal states in a kind of new Persian empire. Conversely, Iran could no longer break away from China or Indonesia. Economically, it depended on the Asian region. Tunisia would no longer be able to maneuver politically between Ibrahim, the Asian bloc, and the American union—and its political ties to EurAfrica were now worthless. That was Michel Maury's personal opinion.


"Mr. Maury, would you accept a promotion to chief veterinarian for a space voyage with many animal species? However, it is a journey with no return."


He had started talking and was initially taken aback by the abrupt question from the personnel manager. Michel had been under an illusion. His job was not primarily about biodiversity in nature, but about biodiversity within livestock breeds, as he was told. Looking at it soberly, he was a glorified cattle breeder. There were small groups of the wild animals he had imagined caring for in his dreams. There were even fewer large animals. The one rhinoceros was a symbolic animal and intended for demonstration purposes. All in all, he was still glad to have landed in the safe spaceship. The few news reports about his home country of Tunisia that reached him were disturbing. There had already been violent unrest over food supplies in the spring of 2082. Now it sounded much, much worse.


Within a week, Michel realised that it wasn't his qualifications as a veterinarian that had brought him aboard the spaceship, but rather the combination of his veterinary knowledge with a byproduct of his studies. He had also qualified as a fitness trainer, having earned his scholarship as a cross-country skier. He was supposed to devote about half of his time to refreshing his knowledge as a trainer. During his first weeks on the GenShip, he was more confused than anything else. Why were there experts in natural sciences such as physics and chemistry? Why did you need engineers specialising in propulsion technology when working with farm animals?


Gradually, through conversations with his neighbours and colleagues, Michel realised that his knowledge of training people could be useful for long space flights. Its usefulness was no less than that of his specialist knowledge as a veterinarian. Maintaining physical fitness was an issue when sports opportunities were automatically limited by the restricted space available, as was the case on board a spacecraft. Rumours suggested that the spacecraft would be launched within a year. He wondered when the first preparations would be announced.


II.10 Mid-October 2083 – Jonathan Winston Spencer's unease


Jon had doubts. It wasn't the first time he had called for more stages in the recruitment process and vetting. He understood that time was of the essence. His acute concern was that the ESA might overlook some agents of hostile forces. It wasn't paranoia that haunted him. He correctly assessed the danger when he looked at the actions of the enemy blocs. It wasn't the first time he had to fend off attacks from the side.


What irritated Jon about the current situation was easy to pinpoint. Sigrun Brobeck and Kol Opal had both discreetly warned him of the dangers posed by the other. How much credibility did a suspected conspirator have when accusing another?


Sigrun Brobeck had warned him that a man who did business in Malta was not to be trusted. There were rumours that Kol Opal had been in contact with drug dealers with connections to various theocracies. Between the lines, it sounded as if he might be an agent of the Ibrahim Confederation. A check revealed that she was at least right about Kol Opal's contacts with drug dealers.


Conversely, Kol Opal had warned him that Sigrun Brobeck held an important position in her religious community. She was a priestess who wanted to recruit many people to her sect. It was a form of proselytising that looked like indoctrination. Jon had feared this. He couldn't justify exclusion on the grounds of religion. Officially, he wasn't even allowed to ask her about her religious affiliation. His gut feeling told him that the woman was up to no good. How could he express his rejection without sounding like the oppressors of freedom and certain religions in the Americas or Asia? He knew all too well that among the people who were capable and willing to embark on decades of space travel, there were many from Greenland who might belong to the DEVA religion. If he rejected someone like Ms. Brobeck as an exception because of her religious activities, it would have a devastating effect.


Jon had no concrete evidence of actions by the two that would have legally justified their exclusion. His gut feeling urged him to take such action. Neither Kol Opal nor Sigrun Brobeck inspired confidence in him. Frustrated, he decided to intensify his surveillance of the two. Magda Held, the third suspect, remained inconspicuous. Had he been wrong about her?
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