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Prologue
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By 2068 AD, the Earth was home to over 30 billion inhabitants who shared limited resources of water, food and safe housing. The oceans had risen as the polar ice melted and many large cities such as London and New York, succumbed to major floods.

The air was polluted and the future of life on Earth became uncertain. This was when a guild of international scientists proposed a radical plan of building six huge spacecraft that could house thousands of people and send them out into space to planets similar to Earth. Using radical new Cribbs-Outram Dark Matter hyperspace engines, they were able to journey huge distances, in relatively short periods of time.
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This is the account of one of those huge space cities named New Endeavour. And its five-year journey to Proxima B in the Alpha Centauri constellation, as seen through the eyes of a fifteen-year-old teenage girl, Lara and her new companions.
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Chapter One : Lara
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Lara, a small, brown-haired girl with large eyes and a pretty elfin face sat at the screen in her family quarters and sighed. She had just spoken to her grandmother on the electronic screen and while, the wrinkled, old lady assured her ‘that she was fine, dear!’ Lara still felt guilty at leaving her cherished Nana behind.

She knew that the space agency had insisted that no-one over fifty years of age was eligible for the long space journey and that Nana would never have had the skills or health to make the dangerous trip; but still, she just hated leaving her behind. There was almost a certainty that they would never see one another in person, again!

“Now, you must be strong, Lara,” her grandmother told her gently, “Your father and mother are taking this important step for your own and your brother Robert’s future. Think of it as like, well, the English leaving Portsmouth for the New Colonies in America. They were founding a new country and couldn’t be sentimental about leaving their old relatives behind!”

Besides’ she said with a twinkle in her pale, blue eyes, “I shall have all the fun of hearing about your adventures, as you fly through space. And here at the retirement village, I shall be the centre of attention with all of my insider knowledge!”
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Lara tried to smile, but she still felt terrible at being so far from her old home, grandmother, and friends. Here, she knew no-one, except her family and she would have to go to school daily, make new friends and overcome her natural shyness with strangers. She wasn’t sure that she could do that. Tears filled her large green eyes, and she wiped them surreptitiously away.

“Now dear,” said her grandmother with an encouraging look, “You will soon make new friends and if you get upset about anything; you can call me on the screen, and we can discuss it, right? You are a very special person Lara, please believe it!”

Lara nodded and tried a weak smile. She blew her Nana a kiss and shut down the screen. She knew, just as she was sure that her Nana also knew, that in time, the spaceship would travel so far away from Earth, that their communications would fail, and she would never hear from her grandmother, again. But for now, she could find comfort in her kindly advice, most days.

A disembodied android voice suddenly spoke to her from the wall communicator, “Lara, you are due for your voluntary shift at the library on deck six, at 16:00 hours. Please, proceed there, now”
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Lara stared around her at the tiny box of a room with its pale lemon coloured walls, four bunks, desk/table, food replicator and single chair. It was as small as her old bathroom at home, but now the whole family shared it. How she longed for her family’s apartment where at least she had her own room, but here, well, everyone lived on top of each other and rarely had any privacy.

She felt upset and moodily kicked the chair. “And on top of all this,” she thought, “she had to go and work in the library; what a bore that would be! Why did her father have to be a rocket engineer and her mother an exoplanet arborist? It just wasn’t fair!”

Robert, her brother a younger, male version of herself came into the room and threw himself down on his bunk. “I hate school!” he said with a groan. “We had trigonometry, today and I hate maths!”

“I start tomorrow.” groaned Lara. “I bet all the other kids will be brainiacs with scientists for parents!”

Robert sniggered. “Well, neither you nor I are brainiacs, Sis, so ...”

“I know, I know”. Like mum says, “We just have to grin and bear it. But the sooner we get to Proxima B and I plant my feet on solid ground and have room to swing a cat, the happier I will be! Tell mum I’m doing my shift at the library, Rob.” And off she hurried down the long white corridors.
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Chapter Two : Zane
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Lara entered the library in a flurry of panic, for she was ten minutes late, and she knew that this was not a good way, to start a new job.

Everyone had to work at least part-time on the spaceship, that was well-understood, and she knew it raised morale and made everyone feel needed. But meeting and talking to new people always made her feel uncomfortable, so for now, she hung around the main desk uncertainly.

A slim, woman in her thirties looked at her over sparkly red spectacles with inquisitive dark eyes. “Are you Lara, my new assistant?” she asked. “I am Ms Yakamoto. Come and I will show you how to find certain books, text them to the crew and send reminder texts to those who are over-due with their books.”

She explained that the books were mainly electronic or audiobooks that could be read on ereaders or listened to with earbuds, but there were also some real paper books, in one small section of the library.

Miss Yakamoto sighed sadly. “I wanted more print books, but they were too heavy for the ship. Who would have thought that one day, we would store books by the kilo?”

Lara had never held a paper book, and she took one from the shelf and sniffed its musty-smelling pages. “They must be very valuable.” She commented and the librarian nodded. “Very! So take care with them!”

“Now, I want you and one of the other volunteers, to enter these lists of books into the computer. You can work with Zane!” She called a tall, dark-haired boy over. “Zane this is Lara. I’ll leave you both to get acquainted and then enter the titles here; okay?”

Lara stared briefly at Zane and nodded and so did he. When the librarian had bustled away, he turned to her and said, “Hi, I’m Zane, and you’re Lara, right? We’ll probably be in the same class. Isn’t the New Endeavour great!” His brown eyes shone. “It’s all so magna!”

Lara was shy of boys her own age, but she simply nodded and echoed his enthusiasm. “Yeah, magna!” she said with a grin.
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They worked beside each other companionably for an hour and then shared a hot coffee on a library bench. Zane told her that he came from Alberta, Canada and loved skiing and snowboarding. “I wonder if there will be snow on Proxima B?” he asked with a smile.

Lara shyly told him that she was from Sydney, Australia and that he father was an engineer and mother, an arborist. “I’ve never seen snow,” she admitted, “But I used to love surfing at a nearby beach, until the water rose of course!”

Zane nodded, “Yeah, that must have been lousy. Most of Sydney was flooded, wasn’t it?”

Lara finished her coffee and explained. “Yes, when our home was lost in the floods, we had to go and live with my grandmother in the Blue Mountains, my father decided to apply as an engineer on the New Endeavour, and he was accepted. My mother studied agriculture and such, so she too was a good candidate; It’s only my younger brother Robert and myself that weren’t so keen on the idea.”

He looked sympathetically at her, and she blushed a little. She usually found it difficult to talk to strange boys, but Zane, he was different!

“I think many of the crew feel as you do Lara, but it is a new hope for us all. Earth is too polluted and as the oceans rise, more of the land will disappear and things will get even worse. We are lucky that we have a chance even if it takes five years in a tin can to get there!”

He smiled at her, and she felt something shift within her. He was right, they were all in this together, and she should make the best of it.

Later, she joined her mother, father, and brother for the evening meal. They had a choice of eating in one of the large communal dining halls or replicating food in their small cabin, tonight they chose to eat in.

They ate vegetarian meatballs and spaghetti, as her mother told them of her day in the huge gardens, and of meeting the other staff and of Robert helping her sow the seed boxes and watering special plants.

He sniffed as she told of a mishap with an over-enthusiastic android who had tipped over a box of soil and how he had to clean it up! He did not like gardening, but knew, as they all did, that he must do his part.

Father then told them of meeting the captain and his praise of the work the engineers were doing. “He’s a good man, Captain Forrest.” He said as he gustily ate his meal.

Then Lara talked to them about working in the library and of making a new friend called Zane. She glowed as she talked about him. Her parents looked at each other with a smile.

“That’s great Lara. I think that this voyage is going to be a real watershed moment for you!” her father said, and her mother nodded happily.

That night, the ship was passing Mars the red planet, and they crowded around the large porthole to see the red giant with its dark spot pass by. It seemed somehow, a solemn moment and Lara realized that they would probably never see such a special sight again, in this lifetime.
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“Bye Mars!” she whispered, and then she climbed into her small bunk, closed the privacy screen and fell instantly asleep.
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