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    Chapter 1




    

      


    




    Our mission was simple. We were to find out what had happened to project AJ-59-6892, also otherwise called “Biotopia”. Then we would return and give a report.




    Project Biotopia: About 30 years ago a crew had been sent to make an experiment on a smaller planet at the edge of what could be reached with our still somewhat limited capabilities of space travel. The planet was C-32 in the Alpha Centauri solar system.




    The objective of the experiment was to explore the possibilities of merging computer technology and robotronics with the human species and thereby create a perfect society - a microcosm of an improved society based on the convergence of technical knowledge and biological life forms. Because of the dangers involved should the experiment go wrong a la Frankenstein’s monster and also to keep it away from interference and curious investigations it had been located out there, far away from Earth and our other settlements.




    In simple words, they were going to find a way to do away with the many problems of human existence with which we – the Earth – were still besieged, and to improve on human behavior and society. After all here on Earth the past is always too much with us: conventions and traditions hold us back from fully embracing new technologies and from exploring the limits of what can be done. Moral guardians raise their voices, often with no or little understanding of the technologies they warn of; concerns for safety and security enter in, making us cautious.




    And therefore project Biotopia was born – a whole planet as a laboratory, the dream of scientists. And in case things would go wrong, people could be evacuated. Or if things would go very wrong, the number of casualties and the damage would be limited to this planet.




    But things hadn’t quite proceeded as planned. Only 6 months after the team had landed, one of the satellites, which relayed the messages across the universe, had stopped working. Normally it would’ve been replaced after only a short time, but due to the rebellion of the colonies on near Earth planets a replacement was put on hold. We - Earth – had remained without news or any information from Biotopia as now not only the project, but the planet itself was called.




    For all we knew they could all be dead.




    But now peace had returned, the rebellion been ended and finally someone had remembered the distant colony. The initial ship had carried 200 people, another ship sent only 3 months later had brought another 300.




    “They could all be dead,” I said to my assistant as the planet appeared as a small disk through the window of our space transporter.




    We – that was a crew of exactly 6 people, not more than necessary as we had orders to bring some of the colonists back with us, if they were alive still. Besides myself--Will Willbur, Captain and Commander--there was Assistant Commander and Personnel Officer Helen Hunt, Communications Specialist Chu Sen Li, Cyber Scientist Nelson Woodruff, Biologist and Linguist Elektra Gundolfo, and Physicist, Navigation Officer, and Space Craft Fix-It man Igor Rostov.




    In spite of having two females and four males on board nothing was happening. Our relationships were strictly professional and I very much preferred it that way. On these long missions personal involvement could spell serious complications or even disaster.




    I remembered only too well an incident that had happened a few years back. One of my long-time friends never found his way home, when a personal relationship between two of his crew members turned sour and ended in a shoot-out. The navigations officer got shot and she died from her wounds not long after. When they entered a magnetic field turbulence later on their trip he tried to navigate the vessel himself, but to no avail. They have never been found or heard of since.




    No, I’m not married either, but not for that reason. I simply never found the right person.




    Back to our trip.




    “Scan for life forms,” I instructed Helen, though that wasn’t necessary. It was the expected procedure.




    A screen flashed up with blue and green colors. Blue and green was cold, no organic life; orange, yellow or white were organic matters with yellow and white for higher organic life forms, like humans. Don’t ask me how this works.




    “What is that?” I asked.




    I thought I had seen little sparks of red flashing on and off on the screen. She had seen it too.




    “Hmm, could be nothing,” she mumbled as if to herself. “Could be lichens or mosses, or even small meteors burning up in the atmosphere.”




    The atmosphere - Biotopia was supposed to be very much like Earth, with atmosphere, water deposits, and a form of gas from which oxygen could be extracted. And carbons, the basic building block of organic life.




    “Humans?” I asked.




    “No way – it’s too weak. Unless it’s a body part – cut off and still breathing.” She laughed, but I found her humor rather morbid.




    “Maybe on the other side,” she said in a more sober tone.




    We would have to keep watching and scanning.




    I called the Navigation Officer over the sound system.




    “Igor,” I said, “Can we go into high orbit and circle the planet?”




    The answer came affirmative and without emotion. “No problem.”




    Right.




    High orbit – this was a security measure to avoid being detected before we knew what was down there.




    Just in case. Though we didn’t expect any hostility – if someone was alive there.




    Slowly we circled around the dark sphere hardly visible to our eyes in the window. We could see more on the screen. We had switched to holographic image – the disk of the planet as if transposed on a sheet of glass was about as tall as I was. It was still a sea of green and blue.




    Then it happened: A gleam of orange on the rim of the eastern side slowly growing like the awakening sun, turning to yellow and white and growing into an almost perfect circle.




    “Bingo,” I shouted, and we all clapped our hands. Excitement gripped us.




    They were alive! There was life down there. Whatever had happened, they had survived. How we were soon to find out.




    “Let’s go down into a low orbit and let’m know we are here,” I commanded Igor. “And Chu, try to establish some contact.”




    Our spacecraft, until then a rather quiet affair, erupted into feverish activity.




    Life! We had found life – an oasis in the vast barrenness of the universe.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    

      


    




    “Identify yourself,” a voice came through the radio. They were humans all right, or at least they spoke our language.




    “We are sent by the Central Command of the Space Colonization Department, Organization of United Planets. We are here to re-establish contact and to give account of the progress of the Biotopia project and the living conditions on this planet,” I spoke calmly into the microphone.




    There was a silence for a moment.




    Then the voice returned. “We are fine. You can report back that all is well here. We don’t need anything.”




    For a moment I was speechless. Were they telling us to go away?




    “We would like to land and see for ourselves,” I replied.




    Silence again.




    Too long to account for the delay of electromagnetic waves. Finally a different voice, rougher and stronger, a determined voice.




    “What took you so long? Hey, welcome to Biotopia. You can land and see for yourself.”




    This sudden hospitality! Was it sincere? Who was this voice?




    I checked my papers. The leader of the initial mission had been a commander named Jason Brown. Was this him?




    “Do you need anything?” I asked him. “Do you need any help with information about our ship, coordinates, or so?”




    The voice laughed. “Hey, wrong question. Question is: Do you need any help from us? – We have all the necessary data, if you don’t mind we can bring you down from here and you can sit back and relax.”




    I looked at Igor. He shrugged his shoulders.




    “It’s okay with me,” I answered. “By the way, who am I talking to? It’s Commander Will Wilbur on this side.”




    “Glad to hear you,” he answered. “I’m Dr. Wenzel. Dr. Jaroslav Wenzel.”




    I checked my papers. He had not been on the initial team, but I found his name on the second ship’s roster.




    Dr. Jaroslav Wenzel – Computer Scientist, Physicist, Biologist and had degrees in Nanotechnology, a specialist in applied artificial intelligence. Also a member of the International Counsel.




    The International Counsel – a grouping consulting the governing body of the Organization of the United Planets, consisting of the brightest minds of scientists, philosophers, inventors, and thinkers our world had to offer. Only now it had become obsolete as it had been dissolved after it had played a major part in the rebellion. Their demand had been for a stronger world government, on the grounds that progress on Earth and other planets was slowed down by too much interference and restraint.




    But Dr. Wenzel couldn’t have had any part in it, since they had lost any contact with Earth and the planets near us 10 years ago.




    “Please relax. Everything will be taken care of. We will bring you down and see to it that you will be comfortable. Welcome indeed, welcome to Biotopia, the world of the future. See you soon.”




    His voice was calm and reassuring. Everything will be taken care of.




    And yet, I felt uneasy. They had been cut off from the rest of the world and still didn’t need anything?




    The descend was smooth. Finally in front of us appeared the open entrance of an enormous domed building, obviously their spaceport. Behind it was a city of white high-rises and several smaller domes, all white and impeccably clean. Like a giant gaping mouth it swallowed us up and gently our space ship floated to a deck, where it settled without as much as a ripple. We closed down the ship and disembarked.




    Stepping out we were surrounded by personnel in gray silvery bodysuits and led to the decontamination area.




    Here all the people we met wore a white bodysuit with a few black insets at the sleeves and the neck. The suits clung tightly to their bodies to the point one could have been almost embarrassed as it showed all the contours. The surroundings were similar in that the same white and occasional black dominated, in fact, so far I hadn’t seen any other colors.




    They performed several checks on us, it seemed all to be part of a routine and was done in a very professional manner, in spite of the fact that a space ship hadn’t landed here for the last ten years.




    We looked at each other.




    “What do you think, Igor?” I wondered.




    He smiled as if too embarrassed to answer.




    “Well,” he said then, “things seem to be under control.”




    Right! Things were under control. Whose control?




    I decided to make contact.




    “Hi,” I addressed one of the lab workers, who was doing a blood analysis on me. “How are you today?”




    “Fine,” came the polite reply.




    “So, what do you do here?” I asked. “Like free time, you know. Do you do any sports, any hobbies?”




    “We exercise from 6 – 7 in the morning, then again from 5 – 5:30 in the evening. It’s part of the day plan.”




    “And hobbies, going to the movies? Dating?” I continued asking.




    “There isn’t any need for these things here,” she replied. “We don’t have time to waste.”




    Hmm, I was impressed with that kind of dedication.




    “So, you’re married to your work then,” I tried to sound casual.




    “I’m simply doing my duty; fulfilling my place in the plan.”




    The plan! A plan – and what was the plan?




    “Then,” I asked her, “what is this great plan that you are so eager to fulfill?”




    She gave a hint of a laugh.




    “Everyone knows the plan. The plan is to create the best possible society, which will benefit all to the highest degree and ensure our survival on this planet and maybe the universe. And will bring everyone happiness.”




    It sounded great, and yet, too simplistic.




    The pursuit of happiness, the search for building a more humane society – wasn’t that what we are all aiming at? And yet life is much more complicated than that; our weaknesses, individually and collectively, getting in the way, personal desires conflicting with the expectations of society, the process of trial and error – we often seem to only learn from bitter experiences.




    “Do you ever make mistakes?” I asked next.




    “Oh no, you don’t have to worry. It will all proceed according to plan. Well, I’m finished. Your blood count is a little low, Sir. I will give you a drink, which will stock up your hemoglobin supply.”




    Professional!




    She knew exactly what to answer. I tried to keep up this professionalism on board of our spaceship, but it hadn’t been free from tension and at times bad feelings, arguments, etc. Nothing out of the ordinary, but I was glad that we had arrived at our destination.




    It’s not easy to be the commander of a crew and get people to work together well and keep emotions level at the same time.




    My conversation partner returned with the drink. I studied the liquid inside the glass. It was colorless, milky and odorless. Suddenly I followed a quirky impulse.




    “Hey, how about we go out for a date tonight, after your work?”




    “That won’t be possible,” she replied. “Would you like to take your drink now?”




    Smooth. Definitely not my type. I wasn’t attracted to her, though she had all the qualities I’d like a young woman to have. Pretty face, nice body, cute smile, but I had only meant to test her, to see how she would react.




    I returned to join the others of our crew waiting outside in a kind of lounge.




    “Quite organized,” Helen commented.




    It was not without a barb, as she was always highly critical of my organizational skills. I couldn’t blame her, my desk usually looked like a random collection of books, charts, and papers without much rhyme or reason with the occasional writing utensil thrown in.




    Helen herself is a rather tidy person, tidy and self-sufficient, using her computer unit and talking into the mike at all times. I use these too from time to time, but I also liked the old way of jotting down notes on paper and collecting ideas in a rather random fashion on scraps of paper here and there. Helen though took advantage of it, teasing me about it at every opportunity.




    A young man came.




    “The tests are finished. We are satisfied with your physical condition. We will now show you to your rooms where you can rest.”




    That was it.




    Another young lady came. The same body suit, the same smile.




    “This way, please.”




    We began to traverse the halls of this reception building. After walking through a lighted corridor shaped like a large tunnel, we arrived at another building. The buildings all seemed to connect, for we never stepped outside. And since the halls and the corridors were brightly lit and it was dark outside, looking out we couldn’t see anything. Neither could we determine at the time the size of these building, but my impression was they were big, like high-rises, going up ten to twenty floors.




    We went on to another hall using a moving staircase and then gathered in an elevator. Our escort lightly touched the number on the panel of the elevator. 11th floor. Beside the numbers on the panel were strange symbols.




    “What are these symbols for?” I asked our young guide.




    She laughed. “They are for the different departments. This is our administrative building, our government.”




    “And where are we going?”




    “11th floor – our guest suite,” she replied politely.




    “Do you have guests often?” I inquired.




    “Not too often.” She gave me a surprised look. “You are the first ones.”




    How strange, I thought, a guest suite yet no guests for 10 years. Dr. Wenzel or whoever had set this up must have expected us – someone – since a long time.




    Arriving at our rooms I tried to talk to our guide one more time.




    “Listen,” I said, “we need to talk with someone. When can we see Dr. Wenzel or someone else, who can give us the pertinent information?”




    “Maybe tomorrow, after you have rested a bit. There isn’t really any need for hurry. Dr. Wenzel will see you, when it is convenient. You are our guests and we will take good care of you.”




    Her eyes lingered on me a bit longer than necessary; then she left us with the door to our suite wide open in front of us.




    Yes, that is something else, all the doors and the walls were white, plain white. And all the furniture and everything else was white, though here and there appeared a black panel or stripe or doorknob. These were the only colors used inside the buildings, white and black or else transparent. However the domes and the roofs of the corridors connecting the different buildings and the spaceport were of a watery transparent blue color.




    We entered and found a – white – table full with many different kinds of food. There wasn’t anything unfamiliar about the food, except perhaps the absence of any kind of meat. But maybe that was to be expected. There were vegetables, fruits, breads and cereals, even sauces of various flavors.




    If anything was remarkable about it, then it must have been the quality of the produce. None was misshapen or had any spots, bruises, or parts that had to be removed even by the most careful – picky, I’d say – eater. Had they indeed succeeded to make a better world, here in this microcosm of this planet, far from the annals and traces of our history, a blueprint for civilization as a whole?




    I tasted a strawberry. It was good, as good as any I had eaten on Earth, but not better. But as I wasn’t hungry I excused myself and went into an adjoining room. I saw a window. It didn’t have any curtains, it appeared simply as a black square on the white wall. It was dark outside. How did the planet look during the day? All I could see now was blackness with an arrangement of small lights glowing steadily. A few red lights in an uneven pattern were blinking on and off, off and on, off and on. Everything was quiet. If there was any nightlife in this place, it must be happening somewhere else.




    My crew, having filled their stomachs, staggered sleepily to their quarters. There were many rooms with one or two beds, more than we could fill. No one came to the room where I was standing by the window. I think they assumed that was to be my room, since I had come here after leaving the table.




    Well, just as well. I began to feel tired myself; still I couldn’t find rest for a long time. I had an anxious feeling, a nagging doubt boring within that wouldn’t go away. That in spite of everything running so smoothly, everything appearing so perfect, something was nevertheless wrong. Something was seriously wrong, though I didn’t have a clue. Or was it me?
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