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  The world does not revolve around me. I am neither the

center nor the cause of everything. I am a small speck of dust in the infinite

vastness of the universe. My contribution to creation is a small one. I do my

best, I live. If one day the world should reflect and put me in the center

without asking me, I will do what I have always done so far, I surrender into

the inevitable.












 Project "

ExoMars "





The

Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter reached the red planet on March 10, 2006. It was

the last orbiter to be sent to Mars.  




The

first Mars landing happened on May 25, 2008 near the northern polar region with

the Phoenix spacecraft.  




Exploration

of Mars entered a new phase with NASA's Mars Science Laboratory mission. A

largely autonomous rover named Curiosity was launched.




On

November 18, 2013, the MAVEN spacecraft was launched for further exploration of

the Martian atmosphere.  




In

March 2016, "In Sight" was launched to investigate the inner core of

the planet and find out whether it would be possible to siphon off energies

here to build a settlement.




A

new era of spaceflight began as part of the European project

"ExoMars", which launched the first Proton rockets on March 31, 2018,

equipped with Exomars rovers, as well as special descent modules and transport

modules. The mission objective was to test the landing of heavy payloads on

Mars, as well as mobility on the Martian surface.




On

June 22, 2021, the first two Proton rockets, HABITAT and MIRTH, reached the

surface of Mars with a crew of 25. To this day, it is still unclear which of

the two rockets first delivered its 




transport

module onto the sandy surface of the red planet first.




HABITAT

and MIRTH both claimed to have been the first.




After

two years there was already a small settlement on Mars. It was located at the

foot of a volcano in the Tharsis province.




This

region had been chosen because it contained the largest volcanoes within the

solar system and because it was possible to gain insight into geological

conditions that were completely opposite to those on Earth.




The

digging of a tunnel was started and the space freighter MERLIN was to deliver

further prospecting equipment. Meanwhile 53 scientists, geologists and mining

specialists were on site. The settlement consisted of 23 container buildings

and a special container for plant cultivation. One had appropriated a water

vein in approximately 2000 meters depth. There were several large cavities in

the former volcanoes and in the entire Tharsis region. In this regard, the

question had already arisen whether these huge caverns and rock domes could not

be used more effectively as living space. In the control center of the large

space transporter MERLIN a quiet, steady whispering of the instruments could be

heard. Captain Tarik Connar sat relaxed in the cockpit chair, casually watching

the instruments.




The

MERLIN was ESA's first space transporter, which had been equipped with new

modules and better propulsion technology. Its payload capacity was 43,500 tdw,

with a size of 200 meters long and 40 meters wide.




The

technology used for the first time was based on a combination between HDLT and

nuclear propulsion.




He

had night watch until 23:00 Earth time. Then his co-pilot and friend Wayne-Zeno

Uelisch would relieve him. The rest of the crew, which consisted of a total of

14 men and 13 women, were in their bunks sleeping. The HELLOSS Martian

settlement continued to expand. The MERLIN carried a transportable prospecting

unit and other living and working modules. It also carried five newly developed

rover models.




These

were to provide for the greater demand for mobility. Tarik Connar yawned.




It

was a boring thing, this flight to Mars. They were now already, or rather only,

two weeks on the way. His thoughts drifted back to those days when the first

humans had flown to Mars. With the old engines, it had taken six months to fly

there. That would have been nothing for him. Even with the new propulsion

technology, it would still be eight weeks, but that was still a relatively easy

time span to keep track of. Although, even he had thought twice about accepting

this mission in the first place. After all, it was almost sixteen weeks in

total, and the return flight had to be included as well.  




Connar

was startled out of his thoughts when the central bulkhead opened with a loud

hiss. "Sorry, did I wake the captain," came the wry remark from

co-pilot Wayne-Zeno Uelisch, who now entered the bridge.  




"That's

easy for you to say, dwarf. Since my accident, I sometimes have the impression

that my thoughts take on a life of their own. Then I kind of shut myself off

from my environment for a moment. But that doesn't mean I sleep when I

do."  




Wayne-Zeno

Uelisch was, in contrast to Tarik Connar, only 1.61 tall and was therefore

occasionally jokingly dubbed a dwarf by him, of course it was only meant in a

friendly way.




 The

radiation accident was now a good two years ago. Connar tried to suppress the

events as well as he could. Only the long time in the hospital, the various operations,

and the rehab afterwards, were still stuck in his memory. But this time also

began to fade more and more. What remained was this strange feeling of pressure

in his head from time to time and the mental compulsion to seemingly dive into

another world.




 Even

if it was only for a short time. Of course, he had told no one about it. Only

his best friend Zeno, as he called Wayne-Zeno Uelisch, had been informed about

it.




Working

closely with him, he had of course been the first to notice his friend's

strange behavior from time to time. Back then, when Connar had been restored to

health, there had been the first and only real quarrel between them in their

now fifteen-year friendship.




Zeno

had deemed him unfit for duty and a danger to his immediate work colleagues.

After all, they worked for ESA and were usually in dangerous situations where

one had to be able to completely rely on one's partner.




It

was only after Connar had passed all the mandatory tests with flying colors and

after they had spoken out in this regard that Zeno dropped his concerns.




Only

now and then he liked to tease, and usually in such a way that only his friend

could notice it, since everyone else naturally did not know the background.




The

headquarters lay in a gloomy light as Wayne-Zeno Uelisch now entered. Connar

yawned again and stood up to make room for him.  




He

flipped the switch to voice recording, "Changing of the guard, 11:00 p.m.,

Nov. 12, 2023. No special events, Connar out."  




He

looked toward his friend. "Have a nice watch duty, too," he said.




"What

I wouldn't give for this room to at least have a window or screen to the

outside. Then you wouldn't feel so lost and lonely." 




Zeno

sat down in the pilot's seat. Connar turned to him again briefly: "Believe

me, if you could look outside into space, you'd feel even more lost than you do

now." Then he left the control center. The shelters were located to the

left and right of a straight corridor.




To

save space, the goal and purpose of the spaceship being the transportation of

goods, the cabins were just three by four meters and four crew members had to

share one room each. Even the captain was not exempt from this. Only Tanya

Rubin, the thirteenth female crew member, had an entire cabin to herself.




Connar

shared the cabin with Zeno. When he finally lay in his bunk, Tarik Connar could

not fall asleep, even though he was dog-tired.




An

inner restlessness made him roll over again and again. He just couldn't find

his sleeping position. Lying on his back, Tarik tried to use his self-developed

autogenic training. He concentrated on one thing. Then he went through the last

days again in his mind. It was somehow like counting sheep. The thoughts became

sluggish and slower.




The

steady background noise of the ship's engine did its part and he fell asleep. 




"Engineer

Mehlem from sector Delta. We have detected a malfunction in the port side

control module here," came the message.




Tarik

looked at the small screen of the central control console into the man's sweaty

face. 




"Are

you in distress. Should I send reinforcements?" 




"No,

no, we can handle that. Frommer is with me at the object. We're replacing the

entire module. What I just want to know is, do you get an error message on your

display?" 




"Negative.

All functions are running flawlessly. Nothing is displayed." 




"That's

what I thought. We've already had two other subordinate systems failures today.

These had also not been reported and were discovered by accident. Mehlem

out." 




The

face faded, leaving a very thoughtful captain. "Tanja, would you please

initiate a general check." 




Besides

Tarik Connar, Tanja Rubin, Sören Bistrahl and Svenja Möhring were still in the

control center. Their task was to monitor various internal functional processes

and machine activities. The fourth in the group, Albert Scheuning, responsible

for external functions, was absent. 




"Ai,

ai, captain. You know that the process is very elaborate and will take an

estimated six hours. Also, I will need a second person to do it." 




 "Call

in Abigot Temmson. He's on off-shift, but he's the only one who knows the

MERLIN very well.  We need to find out why the malfunctions are happening

and why they're not showing up!"




 Just

as Tanja and Abigot had begun their review, a red alert lit up on the console

in front of Tarik Connar. Zeno, who was standing next to Tarik, only flinched

briefly and was already on his way to the Power Generation Plant II, which was

in the rear of the freighter. 




"I'll

take care of it already. You stay here and keep watching the instruments. I've

got a funny fucking feeling about this." Then the bulkhead was already

closing behind him. Now that nerve-wracking siren sounded as well. Zeno rushed

around several corners. It was just as well that the corridors were reasonably

straight and always had to remain free of obstacles. So, he reached the rear

area in just one minute and twenty-five seconds.




Smoke

drifted toward him. With practiced grips, Zeno opened a storage compartment in

the corridor wall and removed a breathing mask with a built-in oxygen

cartridge. He had already started the fire extinguisher when other crew members

now appeared. They, too, were armed with fire extinguishers. The cable fire,

caused by several short circuits, was quickly extinguished. The question of why

and by what, however, remained. Tarik was still waiting for the result of the

ordered inspection before he met with Zeno in the small meeting room. Also

present was Tanja Rubin. The so-called general check had led to no results at

all. On the contrary, all machines and all technical inventory were supposed to

work trouble-free.




Tarik

Connar put it in a nutshell: "We don't have any assessable data on the

malfunctions that have occurred, but it's the lack of warning messages that is

worrying." 




He

looked at two dismayed faces.




"So,

what do you suggest we can do?" 




The

silence that had fallen told him everything already. They didn't know what else

to do.




"The

transporter has a new type of distribution of machine connections to the power

grid. Still, of course, the monitoring would have to work." Tanja shrugged

her shoulder. 




 




"Zeno,

did you radio ESOC?" Tarik looked at his friend. 




"Yes,

of course. They have no idea what the failures mean either. All I got was

another crack drawing transmitted from MERLIN. They said they could not assess

the situation well from Earth and that we should try to keep special watch on

the most important parts of the ship. That's easy for them to say!"




"Then,

indeed, we have no choice but to distribute every available man and woman to

the neuralgic points within the ship. Zeno, would you please arrange

that!"  




"Tanja,

what is the status of our course. Have the various recent failures had any

effect on our trajectory?"




"No,

Captain." She tried to manage a smile. 




"Definitely

not. Flight time is still exactly five weeks and twelve and a half hours. We're

right on the calculated course and within the target coordinates of Mars."






"At

least that reassures me somewhat." They were about to leave the room when

the Bildcom, placed in the center of the briefing table, lit up.




"Captain,

there's trouble in the lower engine section, which means I don't know exactly

what's happening either. Anyway, sparks are spraying here and there is a burnt

smell of plastic. I can't see anything visually, though." 




Albert

Scheuning looked slightly tense. 




"Keep

watching, I'll join you in a moment." 




Tarik

Connar was already running towards the exit. Tanja Rubin glanced after him. She

wondered now, for the umpteenth time, why she had volunteered for such a

suicide mission in the first place. On the way to headquarters, she continued

to brood and came to only one conclusion. 




She

had been lured by the fact that the new miracle engine would shorten the flight

to a maximum of eight weeks and that such an offer of ever being able to set

foot on Martian soil again would not come so quickly. 




Six

months of flight time there and another six months back, as had still been the

case in 2021, she would not have accepted under any circumstances. She flinched

when a loud, crunching sound was heard. She now felt as if she were in a flying

coffin. Tanja Rubin quickened her steps unnoticed and looked around hurriedly

several times. 




When

she reached the control center, the alarm sirens of the navigation control

system blared loudly. An automated voice announced, "Trajectory deviation

of 22 degrees sine. Automatic adjustment failed. Urgent action required."

The announcement was repeated continuously. The control center was bathed in a

warning red light, which automatically replaced the constantly burning white

light in the event of serious problems.




Sören

Bistrahl and Svenja Möhring received it visibly excited and wanted to know what

had happened. Unfortunately, she could not tell them anything more. 




 




When

Tarik Connar reached the lower engine area, Albert Scheuning already came

running toward him. "Where are you going. I told you to wait for me."

"Captain, I just couldn't take it anymore. The converters went so high

that I thought my eardrums would burst."




Together,

they now walked on. When the last bulkhead between them and the engine room

opened, Connar thought he was looking straight into hell. The volume was unbearable.

Dense sparks and heavy smoke also blocked the view of the engines. Scheuning

had stopped, while Connar had taken two more steps.  What was he supposed

to do here. The power generation had to be stopped immediately. He rushed out

of the room and arrived at the nearest image com when the bulkhead had already

closed again.




"Bridge,

immediately shut down the engines in area Gamma 3 before they blow up in our

faces. I'll be in the control room immediately. Connar out."




Only

peripherally had he noticed that no image had built up. But the device had

delivered clear green values, so it had also transmitted.




Together

with Scheuning, he was already running along the long connecting corridor that

led directly to the control center. On the way, Zeno joined them. 




"All

available crew members are posted in key locations. And where did you just come

from? What's going on anyway?"




Before

Connar could answer him, they already reached the control center. Connar hadn't

really arrived on the bridge when he asked, "Is Area Gamma 3 shut

down?" Sören Bistrahl, Svenja Möhring and Tanja merely looked at him

questioningly. "Damn, didn't anyone hear me on the Bildcom. You have to do

everything yourself."




He

reached the pilot's chair with a racing leap and hit the emergency switch

responsible.  




The

gauges and control display on the command console continued to show normal

readings. Reactor four and five in sector Gamma 3 should have shut down to

zero.




"Scheuning,

would you please personally verify that the engines in the lower engine section

are shutting down. Please give me a Bildcom call immediately, or better yet,

come back immediately." Scheuning understood and frantically left the

bridge. The automated voice still announced, "Flight path deviation of 22

degrees sinusoidal. Automatic adjustment failed. Urgent action required." 




Just

as Scheuning came crashing back through the bulkhead, the announcement changed:

"Uncontrolled acceleration. Vessel is accelerating at 50 kilometers/second

square. Automatic deceleration failed. Action required."




"There,

you hear it for yourself. All engines are running at full speed. In fact, I'd

say they're well over one hundred percent of their power capacity."  




Tarik

Connar looked somewhat helplessly at his friend Zeno, who was standing next to

him again. 




What

neither of them knew, but what they at least guessed in those minutes, the

transport ship had left its course to the planet Mars and was accelerating

uncontrollably.




The

course it was now on would catapult it out of the solar system at its

ever-increasing speed.




But

what they didn't know was that exactly in their direction of flight was a

space-time curvature that suggested the presence of a black hole.




 "There

must be something we can do. Tarik, come on, what are we going to do?"




Zeno

had reached the end of his nervous strength.




Captain

Tarik Connar seemed to be thinking.




Right

now, his thoughts began to circle again and his mind wanted to retreat into

itself. With a superhuman effort, he forced himself to fight it.




With

a slightly blurred look, he rose from his chair.




 "We

must first succeed in bringing the drive to a standstill before we have

completely left the solar system. Zeno, please go with Scheuning and Rubin to

the weapons locker and get a laser rifle for each of them. We will use force to

cut the power lines if necessary. Hurry up, we'll meet in front of sector Gamma

3!"




He

didn't need to emphasize that; they were already on the run.




Connar

activated the manual distress call and succinctly gave their current situation.

The automatic transmitter had been running for several minutes and had

activated on its own after no action had been taken by the crew to address the emergency.




Connar

was still considering whether to wait for a callback from Earth, but decided

against it.




Every

minute counted. When he reached Sector Gamma 3, the others were already waiting

for him.




"Why

are you still standing here in front of the bulkhead. Every minute

counts." He picked up one of the laser rifles and was about to open the

bulkhead when he was pulled back by Zeno's arm.




Annoyed,

he already had a rebuke on his tongue as he glanced at the handheld device Zeno

held out to him.  




It

was a Geiger counter in hand format. It showed a radiation level of 18000

millisieverts. Zeno slowly shook his head.




"You

can't go back in there. You won't last a minute."




Connar

was still looking at the radiation meter. He hadn't thought of that at all.




That

the reactor might be leaking. "That damn newfangled engine!"




He

had spoken aloud. They were looking at him perplexed now, too.




"Can't

the whole room here be blown off somehow?"




The

question came from Scheuning. 




"You

can't. I have looked closely at the crack drawing. The whole construction of

the freighter is such that the inner skeleton has been interwoven in such a way

that if it were to be forcibly dismantled, the whole body would be destroyed.

In the reverse case, of course, this kind of construction helps the overall

stability immensely."




When

a loud hiss sounded at the bulkhead to the engine room, Rubin and Scheuning

jumped aside with a yelp. They had been standing right in front of it. The

edges of the bulkhead had been automatically sprayed with a sealant.




Zeno

didn't need to lay a hand on the bulkhead to see that the material had already

heated up considerably. 




"Nothing

works here at all now. The composite sealant has welded the bulkhead to the

wall in such a way that it now looks like a single surface. No one could have

gotten out of there now."  




"We're

going back to headquarters," Connar decided. Sören Bistrahl was already

waiting for them. 




"I

just got the automatic indication that the engine room in sector Gamma 3 has

been hermetically sealed due to overheating of the pile as well as strong

radioactivity."




Connar

just nodded. "We already know that, Sören. We just came from there."

Tanja Rubin set the laser rifle aside and sat down in her seat.




 "Bistrahl,

Scheuning, please keep trying to shut down the drive by pressing a button.

Perhaps it will succeed with constant actuation."




 Connar

didn't believe it, but it could have been. 




The

astronomical department, or rather, Dr. Markus Weidenreich, the only scientific

employee with the special field of astronomy, looked somewhat

embarrassed.  




Captain

Tarik Connar had asked him a simple question, but to answer it required a very

precise observation and measurement of the star constellations. But for this he

lacked the instruments. Those, which were present in the MERLIN, were just

suitable, in order to compute approximately their position.  




"Melani

can you please get me the recordings of yesterday from the archive."




Melani

Klein was the jumper in the ship, so to speak. She was always used where a

second force was needed. Now, she had been requested by Dr. Weidenreich.  




She

first handed him the images taken with a special telescope in the form of a

stick and thus in digital form, but also handed over the same images in paper

form.




Markus

Weidenreich preferred to hold the images tangibly in front of his eyes than to

look at them on the screen. "Look at this. No correspondence at all with

the present recordings. In general, the starry sky on the new images makes no

sense. Not a single known constellation. How am I supposed to determine our

location?" 




"Just

enter that into the computer and run a match against all the alternates,"

Melani said succinctly.




"That's

exactly what I'm going to do. I could have thought of that, too."  




Dr.

Markus Weidenreich literally rushed to the input area of the ship's computer

and began hacking away at the display like a wild man.  




He

seemed visibly annoyed.




Melani

wondered if it was because he couldn't recognize stars anymore or if it was

because he couldn't explain it. In any case, she had now gotten hungry and left

the astronomical section and went to the small common lounge, which was

directly adjacent to the galley.  




When

she entered, there was a bustle of people, which Melani noted with

amazement.  She fought her way through those standing around and after two

minutes finally reached the food counter.




"Wow,

usually it took ten seconds to get there." 




"Hi

Frana, can you give me a double portion please?" Frana just nodded.




"Say,

what's going on here today. I've never witnessed such a rush."  




"It

really seems like the entire crew is present. The room is not designed for that

many people. There are no tables or chairs." 




Frana

handed Melani the day's menu. "We just have furniture here for two shifts'

worth of people. The fact that almost everyone could fit in, I don't think that

had occurred to the space planners." Melani thanked him. "When the

danger is greatest, people start eating. That's the way it's always

been."  




Weidenreich

had aligned all the measuring and observation instruments at his disposal with

their trajectory. It would be a laughing matter if he didn't find something

that provided him with enough data to determine their current location and

direction of flight.




He

quickly figured out that there was a certain system in the deviating images and

data. The ship's computer had calculated that there must be force field or

something similar in the direction of their flight, which consumed all incoming

data and measurement results. 




Now

it was up to him to find out what it really was.




Captain

Connar was stretched out in the cabin on his bunk and had been wondering for

the umpteenth time why the power generator in the lower engine section hadn't

blown up long ago when the bulkhead opened and Wayne-Zeno Uelisch came in.




"Gee,

here you are. I've been looking for you all over the ship. You're a soulful

one, aren't you? We're shooting out into unknown space on a walking bomb, and Mr.

Captain is making himself comfortable on his bunk."  




"What

else do you want me to do? I have instructed Dr. Weidenreich to calculate our

present course. The engine area is hermetically sealed, no one can get to it.

So, dwarf, if you've got an idea, let's hear it!" 




"Have

you ever thought why the reactor hasn't blown up already? I have!" Zeno

sat down on the second bunk and now looked at Connar in his superior manner.




"I

just came from our two engineers. They claim that due to the strong radioactive

radiation the reactor has been raised to another energy level and therefore it

could not be shut down.




At

the same time, the generated excess energy continues to flow to the consumers

in the ship's propulsion system, so there will be no overloading. So at least

for the time being the all-clear is given. But the problem is that once the

machinery is set in motion, it can't be stopped."




Connar

grinned. "Well, that would bring us back to the starting point of our

dilemma."




Zeno

looked at him first in amazement then more and more angrily. 




"At

any rate, I haven't holed myself up in my cabin and pretended that everything

is just fine."  




"Now

make a point. I need some time to think. That's all. Besides, I'm hungry now.

Will you come to the canteen with me?"




"I

would advise against that. After all, I just came from there. It seems that all

the crew members have arranged to meet there at the same time. The room is

totally crowded and you can't understand your own words." 




Zeno

had also stood up again. "Well, you can call Frana to bring you something

edible. Preferably to the bridge. My stomach needs some work badly, too." 




They

were about to leave the ship's cabin together when the Bildcom picked up. 




"Markus

Weidenreich here. Captain, I have concluded. They won't like it at all. But if

they still want to hear it, come to the astronomical section."




Connar

looked at Zeno and raised his eyebrows. Quickly he pressed the answer button,

"Stay where you are, I'll join you in a moment."




 




On

the way, they ran into Melani. She was also on her way back to Dr. Weidenreich.




She

had just put the last bite in her mouth and was chewing.




"I'm

starting to get the munchies, too. Everyone here is eating, and when you want

to treat yourself, the place is totally packed." Zeno grinned at Melani.

"I guess that means I should organize something edible for you two.

Doesn't it?"




They

stood in front of the opening bulkhead of the astronomical section. 




"That's

a great idea. Thank you, Melani," Captain Connar now also said and walked

into the darkened room. 




"A

salami sandwich topped with cheese, that wouldn't be bad." 




Zeno

also disappeared into the room, leaving a somewhat speechless Melani behind.

The bulkhead had already closed again when she turned and headed back to the

cafeteria. 




"You

can do it with me!"  




Dr.

Markus Weidenreich pointed to the three-dimensional image, which he held in

paper form in his left hand. 




"Take

a look at this. The image shows an object that is exactly in our direction of

flight. My measurements also show an improbably high gravity in this exact

area," he pointed to the image with the index finger of his other hand. 




"The

results are unambiguous. I have repeated the measurements several times."

Connar had taken the image from him and passed it to Zeno. 




"Furthermore,

our ship is still accelerating." Connar was getting impatient. "We

know that. We can no longer get to the reactor to shut down the engine."




"No

gentlemen, that's not what I mean. We are being accelerated, or should I say

pulled, in addition to our own propulsion thrust!"




He

looked at them both. "What does that mean?" Connar's question was

also on the tip of Zeno's tongue, only he had beaten him to it.




"I've

brought the on-board computer into the analysis. There's no doubt about it,

we're hurtling toward a space anomaly. And to put it more scientifically, there's

a black hole ahead of us. A small one, to be sure, but nonetheless it has

already captured us and is further accelerating the ship in its direction

toward the event horizon."




"Toward

what?" Zeno's gaze was still fixed on Weidenreich's lips, as if expecting

some additional explanation.




"The

black hole is rotating and its gravity is so strong that we are now already

being attracted at twice the speed we are generating. It will swallow us up, as

will all matter that comes too close to it." 




"Now,

slow down. Don't get my knickers in a twist. How does such a black hole get

into our solar system anyway? We're still in our system, aren't we?" 




"Yes,

of course we're still in the solar system. Although the course we're on now is

the coordinates: Right Ascension 88.793°, Declination 7.407°, would take us

right to Orion's shoulder star. If it weren't for that juggernaut."




"What's

a Moloch?" Melani stood in front of them holding a tray full of all sorts

of edibles. Zeno helped her set it down. 




Her

question went unanswered. "How long until we reach this thing?"




"I

can't tell them that. All the instruments are already going crazy. I don't have

the ability to get exact dates anymore."




A

loud sound made everyone cringe at the same time. The floor began to shake,

like an earthquake. Zeno almost got the cheese-covered sandwich he had just

taken stuck in his throat in shock. 




"Weidenreich,

what happens if we fly into the black hole?" 




"It

is a curvature singularity of space-time. Once we reach the event horizon, we

are inexorably sucked into it. There is no escape from it. We will be

pulverized, dissolved, and scattered in space for all times!" 




His

voice sounded almost hysterical at last. Melani looked at him open-mouthed. A

second tremor threw them all to the ground almost simultaneously.




"Zeno,

we have to get to the bridge!" Connar scrambled to his feet, and despite

the heavily lurching floor, he had already reached the bulkhead. It creaked

noticeably as it slowly rose. Then it just stopped, it was only a third open.




Connar

forced himself through it and ran down the corridor. He stumbled several times,

but always caught himself. Zeno was not so lucky, which Connar noticed from the

loud curses behind his back several times. What Captain Tarik Connar wanted in

the ship's control center, he himself didn't really know. The ship's controls

were locked and the rest of the ship's functions that he could operate from the

cockpit, as the oval control console on the bridge was called, were of little

use to him in this situation. 




He

almost cracked his skull when he didn't stop in front of the central bulkhead,

but more unconsciously trusted the automatic opening.




The

bulkhead did open, but so slowly that it took almost exactly three minutes to

open all the way. Connar was already sitting in the pilot's chair and had

pressed down the continuous call button with connections to all ship

departments.




"Everyone

proceeds to emergency stations. Suit up and close spacesuits. Establish

internal oxygen supply. Failure of all systems, including life support, is to

be expected immediately."




The

emergency stations were three rooms evenly spaced throughout the ship where

special couches were permanently attached to the hull and used to accommodate

and protect the crew in an emergency. "What about you?" Standing next

to Connar, Zeno held out to him his spacesuit, which he had just pulled out of

the closet compartment. While Zeno himself was only now putting on his outfit,

he said tersely, "You don't suppose these clunky things will be of any use

to us if this juggernaut eats us?" 




Connar

was about to reach for the suit when a terrible thud shook the ship. Zeno was

swept away from him.




Connar

himself rolled over several times and flew over the control console towards the

bulkhead, which was just beginning to close again slowly.




He

slammed into it and his body wedged itself into one half of the bulkhead. It

crunched again briefly, as if sand were in the drive motor, then it did not

move another millimeter. Instead, the ship itself seemed to rotate faster and

faster. Connar was still conscious. 




He

did not estimate for much longer, but for it he got the beginning of the

beginning chaos still relatively well. He was stuck between the wall and the

bulkhead and his surroundings were spinning faster and faster. The first

devices and machines began to detach themselves from the floor or the wall and flew.

They mowed down everything in their path. A sharp piece of metal drilled into

the wall next to Connar's arm with a shrill sound.




Then

something hit him in the head and he instantly lost consciousness. His last

thought, which was of the onset of doom, abruptly cut off. The former supply

transporter MERLIN was engulfed by the black hole. It flew through the event

horizon of the space-time curvature in seconds. Its velocity had increased to

infinity, then it disintegrated, only to be spewed out of an identical black

hole exactly 585 light-years away in the next second.




All

the engines were idle or had shut down after being exposed to powerful neutron

radiation.




The

speed of the ship after transfer was not more than 10 kilometers per second.

Several power generators were just a fused pile of metal. Now the emergency

generators kicked in. The stern area was no longer accessible.




The

safety bulkhead directly behind the food refrigeration compartment had properly

locked and welded shut as the stern section of the ship had been compressed to

ten percent of its former size. The novel power cells were already half

recharged. The lights in the control center turned back on. Out of twelve

lights, five flashed briefly and went out. Connar was still stuck in the

bulkhead when he regained consciousness. His skull was humming as if after a

night of drinking. A bulge could be felt above his right eye, and when he

pressed lightly against it, he thought he saw flashes and another wave of pain

rolled over him. 




"Ow,

damn it!" With all the strength he could still muster, he tried to free

himself and braced himself against the bulkhead. "Tarik, are you all

right?" Zeno's voice came from the far corner of the room.




Connar

couldn't see him, but hearing a human voice at all gave him some hope that the

situation might not be as messed up as he had silently feared after all.

"Here, in the entrance bulkhead. This thing has got me trapped. I can't

get loose."




He

heard a thump, then a curse as well. "What does this even look like

here?"




His

friend fought his way through electrical junk and all sorts of objects lying

around to deformed consoles and screens.




When

he finally stood in front of him, trying to push back the bulkhead with his

bare hands, Connar was startled. Standing in front of him was Zeno, his face

covered in blood. "What do you look like. Are you in a lot of pain? Where

is Doctor Degenhardt?"




Connar

desperately tried to free himself from the predicament by twisting and turning

his body. Zeno grabbed his face and looked somewhat astonished at his now

bloody hand.




"I

don't feel anything at all. It's probably just a laceration." He rattled

the bulkhead with both hands, but to no avail. "Wait a minute, I'll close

the control for a minute. That should actually break the resistance of the

bulkhead half then." Scheuning was standing on the other side of the

entrance and had already removed the panel of the electric bulkhead latch.

There was a brief shower of sparks as he shorted several cables and Connar slid

to the floor before he could hold on. Zeno reached out and pulled him back up.




"You

should get yourself patched up immediately before someone else faints at the

sight of you." Connar held onto Zeno's shoulder as he felt briefly dizzy.




"Scheuning,

you seem to still be the most unharmed of us. Would you please walk the

individual departments and rooms and take an inventory. I don't think we can

rely on Bildcom communications right now. 




"

Ai, ai sir. Will do right away." Connar did want to ask him as an

afterthought that if he should encounter Dr. Weidenreich, to send him to the

control center, but by then he had already disappeared into the dark hallway.




The

lights apparently stopped working everywhere, too. 




"The

image com is actually dead. How could you know that?"




Zeno

wiped his hand over his face for the umpteenth time. "What just a

guess." 




The

cockpit was still standing. Only Connar searched in vain for his chair. Other

working consoles had been partially torn from their floor anchors. 




"You're

going to the first aid station first. That's an order!"




"Ai,

ai captain. I'm going." And if you could look for Dr. Weidenreich after

that...!"




"I

know already. He wants to appear at headquarters. Already gone!" 




Connar

now stood somewhat forlornly in a debris field that had once been the bridge.

If the whole ship looked like this, they had added another, even bigger

problem. What was wrong with the reactor anyway? There didn't seem to be a leak

in the ship. He glanced at the only intact console in front of him. Several

LEDs and liquid displays seemed to have resumed their activity. At any rate,

they were blinking frantically in several places at once, and on the single

small screen that remained whole, columns upon columns of numbers trailed

through a light blue background. On the opposite wall segment, which was

supposed to visualize the computer-controlled matrix of the planned Mars

landing maneuver with pinpoint accuracy and which also housed the main computer

system, the following request was written in red letters on the specially

designated info field: "Transport modules 1 to 5 prepare for ejection.

Countdown is running at x minus 119 minutes. Stratosphere will be reached in

100 minutes." 




More

than confused now, Connar had been looking at the glowing lettering playing as

a ticker tape for over a minute.




"What

does that mean now?" 




The

MERLIN seemed to be half a wreck and the main computer for the planned Mars

landing had nothing better to do than prepare for landing on Mars.




Even

more so, since they had been pulled into a black hole and should be dead.




But

they weren't. He listened for a moment and heard nothing. No sound or noise

that could have told him anything more of the current situation. 




"I

need to find out as soon as possible where we are and what condition the ship

is in. Whether there have been any casualties. Damn it, where the hell has

Weidenreich been?"




He

had spoken aloud last and was startled to hear the reply. 




"Dr.

Weidenreich, there must be that much time, Captain. Incidentally, your co-pilot

has just informed me that you wanted to speak to me. And it shouldn't have

escaped your notice that we skidded a hair's breadth past a terrible end. Anyway,

we're not dead yet." He looked Connar in the eye and his gaze lingered on

the very large bump. "Although we should have been. Just don't ask me why

we're still alive."  




Connar

pointed to the opposite wall and to the landing matrix.




"Tell

me what that means, please. Try to determine our present location and speed as

quickly as possible. Put the information on my display via computer, if still

possible." 




The

Bildcom activated, but a picture did not appear, instead Melani Klein's voice

rang out very loudly over the speakers, "Captain, the galley looks like a

bomb hit it. I'm doing what I can, but it's going to take some time."




"What

do you mean?" Connar tried to turn down the volume, which apparently no

longer worked. "Now just don't blame me. You can come by here yourself if

you really need to eat something." A second, even louder voice said,

"Melani, it really doesn't matter now. Tarik, it doesn't look good. We

don't have any casualties and the injuries have remained within tolerable limits,

but the cart has only scrap value. From the looks of it, we are missing the

whole rear part. There is nothing left behind the cold chamber for food.

There's not just two engine sectors missing, but a section of the ship at least

50 meters long." He took a breath. "The only positive news of the

day, the reactor in sector Gamma 3 has come to a standstill, as have all the

other power units. Except for the emergency power units, of course. But they

will also give up the ghost in about eight hours, when their capacities are

completely exhausted. What do you say now?"




"Zeno,

thank you for the vociferous information. And now you just come to the control

center, yes!"




Connar

turned off the Bildcom.




"On

my way." Dr. Weidenreich had still been listening in, and when Connar gave

him a dirty look now, he disappeared hurriedly to comply with the captain's

order.




 




 By

the time Albert Scheuning had reappeared in the control center, his messages

had already been overtaken. Several departments had transmitted their status

report online and Connar had taken an overview. Outside observation was only

possible through the astronomical department and Dr. Weidenreich's report was

now overdue. Of course, the Bildcom to him was not working, so Connar had decided

to go directly to the astronomical department. On the way, he ran into Melani

Klein. When he saw her, his stomach began to growl loudly. His body apparently

had a better memory than he did. He could only vaguely remember the last meal.

She beamed all over when she recognized him. She was carrying a tray with

sandwiches and was now holding it out to him. "Please help yourself,

Captain Connars. Before you die of malnutrition!"




"Can

you tell already?" He hastily took a roll. Then he took another bite.




"Thank

you, Melani, for thinking of me after all." She smiled sheepishly and

looked at the remaining twelve baguettes on the tray. "Come with me to see

Dr. Weidenreich. We need to figure out the current situation as soon as

possible." 




Connar

was still chewing when they reached the bulkhead to the astronomical section.

It was half open.




"Ah,

there they are, Connar. I just transferred all the data to their console. The

outside observation is down as well, but I was able to reactivate an old

Bildcom connection. Here, see for yourself," he pointed to the screen next

to him.




The

tip of Merlin's bow was clearly visible, and in a direct line, a little to the

right, a planet came into view. It glowed in a dusky gray-green glow with a

tinge of gray-red. "The planet has already caught us in its gravity field.

Since we no longer have propulsion, we will crash irrevocably on it. The

distance is 2230 kilometers. I have calculated our speed to be about 800

kilometers per hour. We will have reached the atmosphere in a little over two

hours."




Dr.

Weidenreich seemed absent-minded, or at least he gave the impression of an

introverted scientist.




"The

sun of this solar system seems to be very old. At any rate, its luminosity is

almost exhausted. The heat that the only planet of this system receives comes

from much farther away. You will not believe it, but my measuring instruments

do not lie about this. At over two and a half light years, there is a star that

has ten thousand times the luminosity of our local sun. After the last measuring

values, which I made before the fall into the black hole, and after the present

values there is no more doubt. We are near the giant star Betelgeuse and it is

about 642 light years from Earth." Connar and Melani looked at the screen

as if mesmerized.




"There's

no such thing!" Melani still had the tray of sandwiches in her hands, and

as Dr. Weidenreich helped herself, she set it down on the work console.




"Careful,

don't let the connection slip away again now. It took me long enough to even

get outside."




Melani

scowled at him. "Do you have any more data on the planet?" Connar had

already thought ahead. "There seems to be some resemblance to our Mars.

The atmosphere is quite dusty. The pressure is about 10.56 hectopascals. That's

only about one percent of Earth's pressure. The oxygen content is minimal, but

there is 91.3 percent carbon dioxide. So, a very hostile comrade to life, I

would say." He grabbed another roll.




"But

what are we even worried about. Before we hit the ground, we'll have already

burned up in the atmosphere, or at least broken apart. MERLIN was not designed

for a planetary landing. The ship was assembled in space and cannot withstand

such stresses. But what am I talking about. Connar, you know all this much

better than I do." "Are you still salvageable?" Melani looked at

Dr. Weidenreich like a being from another world. "Can you only talk about

dying, burning up, pulverizing and dissolving? Finally, for a change, make a

suggestion as to how we could get out of this mess."




Weidenreich

almost choked on the roll. Melani was really getting into a rage.




"Well

done, Ms. Klein. I've never seen you like this." Connar's gaze veiled a

bit as once again the pressure in his head grew stronger and his thoughts

wanted to take on a life of their own. "Always in the wrong place at the

wrong time," he thought. And turning to Dr. Weidenreich, he said,

"She's right, though. We can't just lay our hands in our laps and wait. If

we do, we've already lost." He sprang up from the fallen shelf he had been

leaning against, that Melani was momentarily startled.




"I

just remembered something important. Will you both please come with me to the

main office?" Countdown is running at x minus 45 minutes. Stratosphere

will be reached in 30 minutes." Urgent action required," the illuminated

band of the info panel on the opposite wall of the pilot cockpit beamed at them

as Connar, Dr. Weidenreich and Melani Klein squeezed into the control center

through the bulkhead, which was only one-third open. "This may be our

salvation." Connar pointed to the light tape. Tanja Rubin, Sören Bistrahl,

Svenja Möhring and Albert Scheuning were also present in the control center,

trying to get some order. "I already wanted to disconnect the thing from

the grid, since we won't be able to do a Mars landing anyway, and to save

energy," Tanja said. 




"I'm

glad you didn't. Think about it, the main computer system mistakenly thinks

this planet we're headed for uncontrollably is Mars. All systems still intact

are programmed to eject landing modules 1 through 5, and the automatic

countdown is already underway." He looked around at the group of people

who had now gathered in a circle around him. "It's all clear now!"

Melani nodded.




"What's

clear? Nothing at all is clear. We're not approaching Mars. And besides, it

doesn't make sense to expend any more energy dropping the transport modules

now. I agree with Tanja when she wants to shut down all unimportant systems to

save energy." Dr. Weidenreich was apparently a bit annoyed by Melani's

last remark from earlier.




"Nonsense,"

she now replied. "The ship will crash, but we can come down to the surface

in a controlled manner, correct Mr. Captain?"  




"Absolutely

correct, Ms. Klein."




Connar

grinned at her. "We shouldn't waste any more time now, though. We'll put

together five groups. Each group consists of five crew members. Tanja, Sören,

Svenja and you, Scheuning, will each lead a group. Clear out landing module 1

and 2 immediately. As far as I can remember, there is only prospecting

equipment and spare parts in the two modules. Have every man and woman put on a

light protective suit immediately. Scheuning, your group get all available

laser weapons out of the lockers and stow them in the shipping

containers." Connar looked toward the bulkhead, where Wayne-Zeno Uelisch

was just squeezing through and coming toward him.




"Zeno,

you coordinate the unloading of the two containers. The central computer

countdown will not be interrupted. Who knows if there will be a second

one." He looked over at the info panel, where the red lettering had now

reached x minus 30 minutes. "We still have half an hour!" Connar

himself took care of the oxygen cartridges. There were still exactly two

cartridges for each of the 25 crew members in the designated storage area. Each

of the cartridges would provide oxygen for about ten hours. Then it was over.

By then, you had to have found a solution. He filled a variable stacking box on

rollers with all the cartridges from the closet and headed for the hangar. On

the way, Scheuning met him with several laser rifles slung around him.

"These are the last of them. Tell Connar, I suppose it's not entirely safe

for us to entrust ourselves to the transport modules? Dr. Weidenreich said

there have been several accidents with them in the past."




"Dr.

Weidenreich is a worrywart. Besides, do you have a better idea?" Connar

was starting to get a little pissed. Let Weidenreich think what he wanted, if

he kept it to himself. But to make people skittish and even at that not bring

any constructive proposals for solutions, he found more than out of place.

"If he had his way, the black hole would have killed us already!"




Connar

knew, of course, that this comparison was inappropriate and that they had

probably just been lucky. There was almost no way through the hangar. The crew

had emptied the two landing modules and distributed and deposited their

contents in the room so haphazardly, as if they were really in a hurry. Zeno

was already coming toward him. "The entire crew is here now. The main

computer has already given the green light to eject. All you must do is press

the button and landing modules 1 - 5 will be moved one by one on the conveyor

belt to the airlock. There, the ignition of the small control nozzles will take

place to ensure a stable flight within the atmosphere."




Scheuning

had moved on and was already stowing the remaining rifles. Connar looked around

the hangar again. Somehow, he had a strange feeling as if something had escaped

him. "What is it, Captain." Zeno was getting impatient. Module 2 was

just closing its loading dock. Melani waved him over from Module 1.




"Well,

then." He pulled the stacking box around with a jerk and walked toward

Module 1 with steps that were now quick after all. Inside each of the five

transport and landing modules was a small screen mounted on the front. This was

connected to a camera on the outside. What the designers had in mind probably

remained hidden forever. In any case, these container-like transport vessels

had never been designed to transport people. 




"X

minus 5 minutes," was written in large red letters on a slowly moving

ribbon that stretched across the screen. The closed hangar bulkhead was visible

in the background.




Connar's

gaze was fixed on it, as if frozen, when it went up with a scream. Everyone presents

looked in his direction, startled.  




"Something's

wrong! The outer bulkhead, it should have opened by now." Four or five

heads crowded around the screen. "Right, I saw that in that instructional

film. Back when they introduced this new kind of technology. The bulkhead had

been open ten minutes before the modules were completed. Damn, apparently when

it went through the black hole it must have warped too, like some of the inner

bulkheads did. It's all off now!" He dropped to the floor in resignation.




"Look

at that one. Who is that? What the hell is he doing?" Melani pointed her

right index finger at the screen surface and pressed against it so hard that

the liquid crystals shifted and the image reproduced rainbow colors. 




"That's

Dr. Weidenreich, isn't it? Has the human being gone completely insane? Look at

that. Now he's climbing a ladder. What does he have on his back. It looks like

a box. Can you zoom in with the camera?" 




Zeno

was back at the screen, fiddling with two old-fashioned control buttons. At the

top of the screen, the countdown clock showed x minus 2 minutes.




"He's

pushing something against the bulkhead. Wait, what's going on now." The

image had shaken briefly and now the camera was moving forward, even though the

zoom was fully extended.




"We've

started moving.  Quick, we have to get out of the module before it slams

into the closed hangar bulkhead."




"Safety

lock. The module's ramp locked automatically. It's regulation on every ejection

procedure." The voice came from one of the crew members standing in the

rear. Connar was still staring at the screen. Dr. Weidenreich was now

apparently running back to Module 2, which was still standing in the mooring,

waiting for Module 1 to leave the ship and then start moving as well. Connar

felt her transport vessel pick up speed once again as a terrible explosion

shook the landing module. A suction was created as the escaping ship's

atmosphere hit the planet's stratosphere. Where there had just been a solid

composite steel bulkhead, there was now a jagged and frayed hole at least twice

the diameter of the bulkhead. At the same moment, the control thrusters ignited

and Transport Module 1 was on its way. "Should I face Dr. Weidenreich

again in this life, he has one wish left with me." Zeno wiped the sweat

from his eyes. 




"I'll

go along with that." Melani's face also regained color.  




"Connar,

what do you say to our doctor?"




 




"I

just want to know how and where he got the plastic explosive. As far as I know,

we didn't have any of that on board, and besides, it's illegal to carry

explosives on a starship."  




"Exactly,

after all, something bad could happen, like tearing a hole the size of a house

in the outer wall."




The

liberating laughter lasted only a few seconds, then all eyes turned back to the

small screen, which now provided a clear view of the planet's surface. Mars

must have looked similar from this height. Only that the sand here had more of

a tinge of grayish yellow instead of grayish red. 
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