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        Rex Stellarum. Chapter 1 — Beyond Earth. New Worlds. Same Humanity. Two people look out at Earth and an orbital station from a spacecraft. Exploration always begins with a next step.
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      PART I — THE FIRST STEP

      
        CHAPTER 1 — BEYOND EARTH

        The cargo tug made its third course correction as it passed over Earth’s night side.

        The man in the control cabin had just raised his coffee to his lips when he noticed. He held the cup in midair.

        “Again?”

        The woman beside him did not look up from her screen.

        “Again what?”

        “It changed course.”

        “Yes.”

        “Why?”

        She spread two fingers across the traffic overlay. The orbits around Earth suddenly filled with colored lines. Cargo ships, service craft, passenger shuttles, lunar transfers, fuel tankers, construction drones…

        He studied the screen for a few seconds.

        “This was empty this morning.”

        “The shipyard’s sixth ring wasn’t open this morning.”

        He took a sip of coffee.

        “Wasn’t the sixth ring supposed to open next month?”

        “The seventh ring opens next month.”

        The cup stopped in midair again.

        “The seventh?”

        She finally looked at him.

        “You haven’t been keeping up.”

        “I took a week off.”

        “Humanity didn’t wait.”

        He drew a deep breath and leaned back in his seat.

        Beyond the broad window in front of them, Earth turned slowly.

        
          Blue.

          White.

          Green.

          Alive.

        

        In the darkness, cities traced the edges of continents in light, and the atmosphere glowed in a thin blue arc where the first sunlight was approaching.

        A few seconds of silence passed between them. He looked down.

        “Beautiful.”

        She looked too.

        “Yes.”

        Then the traffic system sounded an alert.

        
          NEW COURSE ASSIGNED

        

        He put his coffee down.

        “If they open an eighth ring, I’m quitting.”

        She laughed.

        “The eighth ring was approved last year.”

        He looked at her. She shrugged.

        “Humanity didn’t wait.”

        * * *

        Humanity grew. Its horizons grew with it.

        It reached first into the space around Earth, then beyond.

        * * *

        Earth was still there.

        
          With its forests.

          Its seas.

          Its crowded cities.

        

        Its streets full of people trying to catch up with one another, its morning commutes and lunch breaks, people waiting in the rain and seeking shelter from the sun, children and old people, weddings and funerals.

        Earth was still humanity’s home. Humanity was simply making more room to live.

        
          First in the sky.

          Then on the Moon.

          Then on Mars.

          Then in the space between them.

          Then farther out.

        

        Once, an industrial district employing a hundred thousand people had been considered large. Now there were shipyards in Earth orbit where a hundred thousand people worked without ever living there.

        Once, building a new city had taken generations. Now the first automated convoy to land on the lunar surface could lay roads, build a power grid, and establish the backbone of a life-support system months before the humans arrived.

        Once, going to another planet had meant making history. Now, sometimes, it meant not being able to find a connecting flight.

        * * *

        At a terminal in Istanbul, a young man sat on his suitcase, listening to his mother ask the same question for the third time.

        “Your ID?”

        “Got it.”

        “Your travel document?”

        “Got it.”

        “Your university enrollment code?”

        “Mom.”

        “Do you have it?”

        “Yes.”

        She gave him a doubtful look.

        “Show me.”

        “I’m not showing you.”

        His father stood a little way off, stirring his coffee.

        “Show her and get it over with.”

        The young man looked from one to the other.

        “I’m going to the Moon. Not on an elementary school field trip.”

        His mother was unmoved.

        “You forgot your coat on that field trip too.”

        “I was twelve.”

        “And you were cold.”

        “They have climate control inside.”

        “What if it breaks?”

        He closed his eyes.

        His father smiled down at his cup.

        “Your mother’s right.”

        “Why are you switching sides?”

        “I haven’t switched sides. I’m married.”

        As his mother checked the zipper of his coat, a new announcement appeared overhead.

        
          LUNA TRANSFER 822 — GATE 14

          MARS ORBITAL — CONNECTION DELAY: 17 MINUTES

        

        Nobody looked up. Only a few passengers checked their phones.

        Through the terminal’s great window, a service craft could be seen rising into the sky. A few seconds later, it vanished among the clouds.

        The young man tried to wriggle free of his mother.

        “All right. Can I go now?”

        She let him go.

        “You can go.”

        He took a step.

        “Pick up when I call.”

        Without turning around, he raised a hand.

        “Okay.”

        “I mean it. Pick up.”

        “Mom!”

        He disappeared into the crowd. His father watched him go.

        “When I was his age, you had to be an astronaut to go to the Moon.”

        She turned to him.

        “When you were his age, you couldn’t leave town on your own.”

        He thought for a moment.

        “Could we leave that part out?”

        * * *

        A few hundred kilometers above Earth, another morning was unfolding.

        Here, the sun did not rise.

        It came back every ninety minutes.

        Automated arms moved slowly outside the shipyard’s hull, silhouetted against black space. At the center of the structure, which stretched for more than ten kilometers, lay the backbone of a new colony ship.

        It did not look like a ship yet. More like the exposed skeleton of some enormous animal.

        Hundreds of robots worked among the steel and composite beams.

        A production supervisor stared at a red line on the screen.

        “The metal shipment’s short again.”

        The logistics specialist opposite him shook their head.

        “It isn’t short.”

        “There’s an eight-percent shortfall.”

        “The amount delivered is exactly what was ordered.”

        “So where’s the other eight percent?”

        The logistics specialist opened the shipyard plans. Two new sections were highlighted in yellow.

        “Your team expanded the design last night.”

        The production supervisor fell silent for a few seconds.

        “Who approved it?”

        The logistics specialist looked at him.

        “You.”

        He enlarged the display. His own digital signature sat at the bottom.

        “What time last night?”

        “02:14.”

        “Was I working at that hour?”

        “Apparently.”

        He leaned back in his chair.

        “Decisions I make at 02:14 shouldn’t be legally binding.”

        “You could take that suggestion to Human Resources.”

        “I did.”

        “What did they say?”

        “They replied at 02:14.”

        The logistics specialist laughed. He turned back to the screen.

        “So where will the metal come from?”

        “We’re bringing the Vesta shipment forward.”

        “They were expanding too.”

        “Yes.”

        “The Moon?”

        “Already met its quota.”

        “Mars?”

        “Reserved its supply for its own shipyards.”

        He covered his face with his hands.

        “Everywhere is growing.”

        The logistics specialist shrugged.

        “That’s exactly the problem.”

        Problem was the right word. But it did not mean disaster.

        
          Humanity was not starving.

          Humanity was not going thirsty.

          Earth was not falling apart.

          Humanity simply could no longer think small.

          Every new habitat needed another power grid.

          Every new shipyard, more alloys.

          Every new colony, more machines.

          Every new machine, enough production capacity to build the next one.

        

        And one of humanity’s greatest economic problems was now this:

        Successful projects led to even bigger projects.

        
          To humanity, the Solar System had once seemed vast.

          For a while.

        

        * * *

        In an elementary school in Earth’s northern hemisphere, a teacher looked at a screen covering an entire wall.

        “All right. Today’s question is simple.”

        A few children exchanged suspicious looks. The teacher noticed.

        “Why are you looking at me like that?”

        A boy in the back row raised his hand.

        “You said that last time too.”

        “It was simple.”

        “We wrote seven pages.”

        “That’s your problem.”

        A few children laughed.

        Earth appeared on the screen.

        
          Then the Moon.

          Mars.

          Orbital habitats.

        

        Then the Solar System shrank and disappeared into a larger map filled with stars.

        The teacher brought up a prompt:

        
          WHERE WOULD YOU LIKE TO LIVE? WHY?

        

        “Three minutes. Pick a place.”

        Hands began to rise.

        “The Moon.”

        “Why?”

        “Gravity.”

        Another hand.

        “Mars.”

        “Why?”

        “My uncle’s there.”

        A girl spoke up:

        “Earth.”

        The teacher smiled.

        “Your reason?”

        The girl shrugged.

        “It has the sea.”

        “Fair enough.”

        The boy at the very back was watching the screen. The teacher noticed him.

        “And you?”

        He zoomed in on the star map. A few small marked points appeared.

        “Somewhere that doesn’t have a name yet.”

        The classroom fell quiet.

        The teacher raised an eyebrow.

        “Why?”

        This time, the boy really had to think.

        “Because I’d like to be one of the first to go.”

        The teacher looked at him for a few seconds. Then smiled.

        “That’s fair too.”

        The lesson continued.

        A few hundred kilometers away, in another building, a computer was listing nameless worlds at that very moment.

        * * *

        For a long time, humanity had believed the journey was the hardest part of venturing into space.

        It had been wrong.

        The real challenge was knowing what you would find when you arrived.

        A planet looking beautiful from a distance meant nothing.

        Its atmosphere might be breathable, but its soil could be toxic.

        There might be water, but the planet could be constantly exposed to stellar radiation.

        Its gravity might be acceptable, but its orbit could be unstable over millions of years.

        
          The temperature might be suitable.

          The magnetosphere might be inadequate.

          Resources might be plentiful.

          The geology might be lethal.

        

        Humanity could now learn most of these things without paying the price…

        
          Because it sent the robots first.

          Then the sensors.

          Then better sensors.

          Then sensors that measured why the first sensors should not be trusted.

        

        And at the end of it all, there were still the humans.

        
          Making the decisions.

          Taking the risks.

          Going.

        

        That was what the Interplanetary Colonization Committee was for. Despite its name, it was not housed in a single building. Research centers on Earth, lunar observatories, Martian geological networks, deep-space sensors, automated probes, and hundreds of scientific institutions all fed data into the same system.

        
          The system screened out candidates.

          The humans screened out more.

          Then the system looked again.

          Then the humans argued again.

        

        Classifying a planet as habitable was easy. Deciding to entrust human lives to it was not.

        * * *

        There were sixty-three candidates on the screen.

        
          An hour later, forty-seven.

          By evening, twenty-nine.

        

        The two people still in the analysis room had dimmed the lights. Planets lined the wall.

        One leaned back in his chair.

        “Seventeen’s out.”

        The other closed the report.

        “Stellar activity?”

        “Yes.”

        “Expected.”

        “It was beautiful, though.”

        “We don’t choose planets from their photographs.”

        “The job would be more fun if we did.”

        “And much shorter.”

        Another candidate turned red.

        
          RS-21 — ELIMINATED

        

        Another stayed yellow.

        
          RS-09 — FURTHER REVIEW

        

        Then a new line appeared.

        
          RS-12

        

        
          Atmosphere.

          Suitable.

        

        
          Surface water.

          High.

        

        
          Temperature range.

          Suitable.

        

        
          Gravity.

          Suitable.

        

        
          Magnetic protection.

          Acceptable.

        

        
          Geological activity.

          Low–moderate.

        

        
          Estimated surface resources.

          High.

        

        
          Biological risk.

          Uncertain / low confidence.

        

        The first analyst leaned forward.

        “Twelve’s still here?”

        “Yes.”

        “How many filters has it passed?”

        “All of them.”

        He whistled.

        “That’s a little rude.”

        The other analyst laughed.

        “The planet?”

        “Yes. It could at least have the decency to show a flaw.”

        “There’s the deep-structure scan.”

        He was still smiling, but his eyes returned to the screen.

        “What about it?”

        The other analyst switched off several layers. Part of the planetary map expanded. Colors showed differences in density below the surface. Three small regions were marked.

        “These.”

        “Voids?”

        “No.”

        “Dense ore deposits?”

        “That’s not what the model says.”

        “What does it say?”

        “The model says nothing.”

        He moved closer. Two of the three markers were hundreds of kilometers apart.

        “Scanning error.”

        “Probably.”

        “How many passes did it show up on?”

        “Three.”

        He looked a little less relaxed.

        “In the same place?”

        “Approximately.”

        “How approximate is approximately?”

        The other analyst zoomed in. The markers were scattered across areas a few kilometers wide.

        “This approximate.”

        He leaned back again.

        “The geological model?”

        “Doesn’t match.”

        “Old data?”

        “Two different probes.”

        “The sensor?”

        “Could be.”

        “Could be, or probably?”

        The woman looked at him.

        “Which one do you want to hear right now?”

        He thought about it.

        “Probably.”

        “Probably the sensor.”

        “Good.”

        A yellow note appeared in the RS-12 file:

        
          DEEP-STRUCTURE SCAN — REVALIDATION

        

        He was about to close the file when he stopped.

        “Will it go to the Committee?”

        “It’s already a finalist.”

        “How many candidates are left?”

        
          She looked at the screen.

          Twelve.

        

        “Twelve.”

        He looked at the RS-12 entry again.

        “Ironic.”

        She did not follow.

        “What?”

        “Never mind.”

        He closed the file. RS-12 returned to its place among the other eleven worlds.

        
          No alarm sounded.

          No warning was issued.

          Nor did it seem as though human history had changed direction at that moment.

          A sensor was unsure of a reading.

          That was all.

        

        * * *

        Over the next three days, the twelve candidates were examined again and again.

        Some lost ground because of their resources.

        Others because of travel time.

        Some lost points for atmospheric stability.

        One planet’s surface water proved more acidic than expected. Another’s star was more active than the model had predicted.

        
          RS-12 remained.

          Another report came in.

          It remained.

          Another simulation.

          It remained.

        

        At last, the system drew a white frame around five worlds.

        
          FINAL EVALUATION

        

        
          RS-04.

          RS-09.

          RS-12.

          RS-18.

          RS-23.

          Five worlds.

          Five possibilities.

          Five places where the next great wave of colonization might begin.

          And this time, an algorithm would not make the decision.

        

        * * *

        The lights in the committee chamber came on ten minutes before the meeting.

        The room was surprisingly plain.

        Earth was visible through one wall.

        The real Earth.

        Just beyond the glass of the orbital station that housed the chamber.

        Service robots moved between the tables, activating displays and verifying secure connections.

        The first members began to arrive.

        
          Atmospheric scientists.

          Geologists.

          Energy specialists.

          Colony planners.

          Logistics specialists.

          Biologists.

          Security representatives.

        

        As a woman took her seat, she lifted the cup in front of her.

        “Coffee?”

        The service unit replied.

        “Synthetic coffee profile.”

        She set the cup down again.

        “What did I ask?”

        The man beside her laughed as he sat down.

        “Don’t start a fight before the meeting.”

        “They call this coffee.”

        “Who?”

        “The machine.”

        The service unit spoke.

        “I did not use that expression.”

        He burst out laughing.

        She pointed at the robot.

        “Look. It’s defending itself.”

        “I think it has a point.”

        “Pick a side.”

        The seats around the tables gradually filled. Conversation died down. The same five worlds appeared on every screen.

        Nobody stood when the committee chair entered. That custom had been abandoned decades earlier.

        The chair took a seat and activated the screen.

        “Five candidates.”

        Five holographic spheres appeared above the room.

        “We don’t have to choose one today.”

        Someone in the back rows muttered.

        “That sentence never ends well.”

        A few people laughed. The chair heard it too.

        “But no one should be surprised if we do.”

        More people laughed this time.

        The chair studied the five planets, then pointed to the first.

        “RS-04.”

        The others dimmed.

        The first world grew larger.

        The meeting began.

        Hours passed.

        RS-04 was discussed.

        RS-09 was discussed.

        They broke for lunch. People continued arguing with the coffee machine.

        The meeting resumed.

        Another planet was eliminated.

        Then another.

        As Earth turned slowly outside, the chamber lights switched to night mode.

        The chair checked the queue. Only one file remained. They brought up its heading.

        The hologram changed. A world of blue and gray, tinged with green, began turning silently in the center of the chamber.

        The basic parameters appeared on the right.

        
          Atmosphere.

          Water.

          Gravity.

          Resources.

          Temperature.

          Distance.

        

        The chair looked at the planet for a few seconds.

        “Our last candidate?”

        An official opened the file.

        “RS-12.”

        Several members leaned toward their screens. The yellow note about the deep-structure scan was still near the bottom of the file. Nobody was looking at it yet.

        The chair placed both hands on the table.

        “All right.”

        RS-12 went on turning slowly.

        “Let’s begin.”

        * * *

        Millions of kilometers from the meeting room, an uncrewed observation probe completed its latest data packet. The deep-structure scan from the surface of RS-12 was processed again.

        Three anomalies.

        The system compared them once more.

        
          The first.

          The second.

          The third.

        

        The angle between them was calculated. The result stayed on the screen for a few seconds.

        
          GEOMETRIC CONSISTENCY: 99.71%

          DATA CONFIDENCE: 11.84%

        

        The system made its decision.

        
          CLASSIFICATION: SENSOR ARTIFACT

        

        The data was removed from the main report. The probe moved on to its next task.

        RS-12 remained silent.
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