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CHAPTER 6: THE EVACUATION
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[SEPTEMBER 28TH, 2068]

[OLYMPUS RESEARCH STATION, MARS. 09:47 LOCAL TIME.]

The emergency klaxon had been sounding for seventeen minutes, its piercing wail cutting through the habitat like a physical presence. The sound was designed to be impossible to ignore—a cycling pattern of high and low frequencies that triggered primal fear responses in the human brain. It was working exactly as intended.

Kane stood in the command module, his hands gripping the edge of a console to steady himself as another tremor shook the habitat. Around him, the crew moved with barely controlled panic, pulling up screens, checking systems, their voices overlapping in a chaotic symphony of fear and desperate professionalism.

"Power fluctuation in sector three!"

"Seismic activity increasing—magnitude 3.8 now!"

"Commander, the eastern solar array just went offline—"

"I can see that, Brighton!" Rodriguez's voice cut through the noise like a blade. He stood at the central command station, his face illuminated by red emergency lighting that painted everything in shades of blood and shadow. His jaw was set, his eyes hard, but Kane could see the fear beneath the command mask—the recognition that they were dealing with something far beyond their training, their experience, their ability to handle.

"Listen up!" Rodriguez's voice carried the weight of command, the authority of someone who'd led crews through three previous missions, who'd trained for every conceivable disaster. But this wasn't conceivable. This was impossible. And everyone in the room knew it.

"We have forty-five minutes to prep the MAV for emergency launch. That's not ideal, that's not safe, but it's what we've got. Brighton—I need you on the fuel systems. Hassan—life support check on the ascent vehicle. Chen—nav computer, make sure our trajectory is clean. Morrison—medical supplies, enough for nine people for two weeks minimum. Webb—establish communication protocol with the *Hermes*, let them know we're coming up early. Torres—"

"Commander, wait." Dr. Brighton's voice cracked slightly as he looked up from his tablet, his face pale in the red lighting. "Forty-five minutes isn't enough time for a full pre-flight check. The MAV protocol requires at least two hours to verify all systems. Fuel lines, oxidizer ratios, guidance computers, structural integrity—we need to check everything or we're risking catastrophic failure during ascent."

"We don't have two hours, Tom." Rodriguez moved to Brighton's station, placing a hand on the engineer's shoulder—a gesture meant to be reassuring but that only emphasized how desperate their situation was. "We use the abbreviated emergency protocol. Critical systems only—fuel, life support, navigation, propulsion. Everything else we risk."

"Risk?" Dr. Torres's voice went up an octave, her usual calm demeanor cracking under the pressure. She was the youngest crew member at thirty-four, brilliant with atmospheric chemistry but less experienced with crisis situations. "Commander, 'everything else' includes heat shielding, structural integrity, communication systems—any one of those fails during ascent and we're dead. We'll burn up in the atmosphere or the hull will rupture or we'll lose contact with the *Hermes* and drift off into space and—"

"Dr. Torres." Rodriguez's voice was firm but not unkind. "I need you to focus. Can you or can you not verify our atmospheric reentry calculations in the time we have?"

Torres swallowed hard, her hands trembling as she gripped her tablet. "I... yes. Yes, I can do that. I'll need to make some assumptions, cut some corners on the safety margins, but I can give you numbers that will get us to orbit."

"Good. That's all I'm asking. Brighton—fuel systems. I don't care if the mixture ratio is optimal, I just need to know we have enough liquid oxygen and hydrogen to reach the *Hermes*. Yes or no?"

Brighton nodded, his fingers already flying across his tablet screen. "On it. I'll have an answer in fifteen minutes."

"Hassan—life support." Rodriguez turned to the botanist, who looked like he was barely holding himself together, his dark eyes wide with barely suppressed panic. "Oxygen reserves, CO2 scrubbers, pressure seals. Can the MAV support nine people for the six hours we need to reach the *Hermes*?"

"I—yes, Commander. I'll check the systems." Hassan's voice was steadier than his hands, which shook as he pulled up the life support diagnostics.

"Webb—communications." Rodriguez moved to the astrophysicist, who was already working at his station with the focused intensity of someone using work to ward off fear. "Get a message to the *Hermes*. Tell them we're executing emergency evacuation protocols, we'll be launching in forty-five minutes, and they need to prep for early orbital rendezvous."

"Already on it, Commander." Webb's fingers moved across the keyboard. "Message sent. They'll receive it in about twelve minutes given the current orbital position."

"Chen—"

"Commander." Kane's voice cut through the controlled chaos, calm and measured in a way that made everyone stop and turn to look at him. There was something unsettling about his composure, about the way he stood there perfectly still while everyone else was barely holding it together.

Rodriguez turned to him, and Kane saw something in the Commander's eyes that he'd never seen before—genuine fear, barely restrained, threatening to break through the professional facade. "We need to talk about what we're evacuating from."

"We're evacuating from potential hostile contact with unknown entities. That's all the justification I need, Dr. Kane."

"But if we don't understand what they want, how they communicate, what their capabilities are—"

"Dr. Kane." Rodriguez moved closer, lowering his voice so the others couldn't hear clearly, though in the small command module everyone could still make out the words. "I don't give a damn about understanding them right now. My job—my only job—is to keep this crew alive. And that means getting off this planet before whatever is down there decides we're a threat that needs to be eliminated."

Another tremor shook the habitat, stronger than before. The floor lurched beneath their feet, and Kane had to grab the console to keep from falling. The lights flickered—on, off, on, off—before stabilizing at half brightness.

"Power fluctuation!" Brighton called out. "We just lost ten percent of our solar array capacity."

"What?" Rodriguez moved to Brighton's screen, his face growing even paler as he read the diagnostics. "How is that possible? Those panels are designed to withstand micro-meteorite impacts, dust storms, temperature extremes—"

"I don't know, Commander." Brighton's voice was tight with fear. "The system is reporting that ten panels on the eastern array just went offline simultaneously. No damage indicators, no environmental factors that would cause failure, no warning signs. They just... stopped working. Like someone flipped a switch."

Kane felt ice form in his stomach. "They're disabling our systems. One by one. Demonstrating their capabilities. Showing us that they can."

"You don't know that," Morrison said, but her voice carried no conviction. The psychologist stood near the back of the command module, her arms crossed, her face set in professional assessment mode—but Kane could see the fear in her eyes, the way her fingers dug into her arms, the slight tremor in her jaw.

"Don't I?" Kane gestured at the screen showing the solar array status. "Random system failures across multiple redundant systems? No environmental cause, no mechanical failure, no logical explanation? This is deliberate, Dr. Morrison. They're demonstrating their capabilities. They're showing us that resistance is futile before we even attempt it."

"Then what do you suggest?" Rodriguez demanded, his command voice cracking slightly at the edges. "That we just give up? Surrender to whatever the hell is down there? Wait for them to come get us and just... what? Hope they're friendly?"

"No, I'm suggesting we recognize the reality of our situation." Kane's voice remained eerily calm, analytical, as if he were discussing a research problem rather than their potential deaths. "If they have the technology to cause seismic events at will, to manipulate our power systems remotely without physical access, then what makes you think they can't disable the MAV just as easily? They've had weeks to observe our technology, to understand how our systems work. If they want to stop us from leaving, they will."

"Unless their technology is so far advanced that our understanding of 'sealed systems' is meaningless," Kane said quietly. "Unless they can manipulate matter at the molecular level, or interact with our technology in ways we can't even conceptualize. We're assuming our defensive measures work because they work against human threats. But these aren't human."

Silence fell over the command module, heavy and oppressive. No one wanted to voice the thought that Kane had just articulated—that they might be dealing with something so far beyond their technological understanding that concepts like "secure" and "sealed" and "protected" were irrelevant.

The loudspeaker crackled to life, and Rodriguez's recorded voice—he must have set it up while they were talking—announced: "All crew, suit up. We're moving to the MAV in ten minutes. This is not a drill. Repeat, this is not a drill."

[THE CREW QUARTERS. 09:58 LOCAL TIME.]

Kane moved through the habitat toward his quarters, his mind working through probabilities and scenarios even as his body went through the automatic motions of preparing for EVA. Around him, he could hear the other crew members—doors opening and closing, the rustle of pressure suits being pulled on, the beeping of suit diagnostics being run.

His quarters were small—barely larger than a closet, with a bunk, a small desk, and a storage locker. He'd lived here for three weeks, but it felt like a lifetime. The research he'd planned, the data he'd hoped to collect, the career advancement this mission was supposed to represent—all of it meaningless now.

He pulled his pressure suit from its storage rack, checking the seals automatically while his mind continued its analytical spiral.

*They're not going to let us leave,* he thought. *They've trapped the MAV—I saw the field, the geometric patterns in the air around it. They have technology that can manipulate gravity, that can generate force fields, that can disable our systems remotely. If they want us to stay, we'll stay.*

*The question is: why? What do they want?*

The answer came to him with cold certainty: *The same thing I wanted from my subjects. Data. Understanding. Knowledge.*

*We're specimens now. We've been collected.*

A knock on his door frame—the door itself was open, privacy being mostly theoretical in the habitat's close quarters.

Dr. Chen stood there, already suited up except for her helmet, which she held under one arm. Her face was pale, her eyes red-rimmed—she'd been crying, though she'd tried to hide it.

"Dr. Kane, I—" She stopped, seeming to struggle with what she wanted to say. "I need to tell you something. Before we... before whatever happens."

"What is it?"

"That cave. The one we found. I've been running the seismic data through analysis programs every night since then. I couldn't sleep, couldn't stop thinking about it, so I just kept processing data." She pulled up her tablet, showing him a three-dimensional map of the subsurface structure beneath Olympus Station.

Kane looked at the display, and his breath caught.

The void they'd detected—the spherical cavity two hundred meters beneath the habitat—wasn't alone. The new data showed a network of similar voids, connected by tunnels, spreading out beneath the surface for kilometers in every direction. It was vast. Intricate. Organized.

"This isn't natural geology," Chen whispered. "This is architecture. Infrastructure. Dr. Kane, I think we landed on top of a city. Or a facility. Or something. We've been living on top of them this whole time, and we never knew."

"Why didn't you report this?"

"I was going to. I was planning to show Rodriguez tomorrow. But then..." She gestured vaguely at the emergency situation unfolding around them. "Then this happened. And now I'm wondering if they know we found this. If that's why they're acting now."

Kane looked at the network of voids and tunnels, his scientist's mind automatically categorizing and analyzing. "How many could this support? How large a population?"

"I don't know. Thousands? Tens of thousands? The complex extends beyond the range of our seismic sensors. It could go on for hundreds of kilometers for all we know."

"An entire civilization," Kane said softly. "Living beneath the surface. Protected from radiation, from temperature extremes, from the thin atmosphere. We thought Mars was dead because we were looking in the wrong place."

"What do we do?" Chen asked. "Do I tell Rodriguez? Does it change anything?"

Kane thought about it. "No. Don't tell him. Not yet. He has enough to deal with right now, and this information won't change our immediate situation. We still need to try to reach the MAV. But keep that data backed up. If we survive this, if we get back to Earth, people need to know what's down here."

Chen nodded, clutching her tablet like a lifeline. "Dr. Kane... I'm scared. I've been trying to hold it together, trying to be professional, but I'm terrified. What if we don't make it? What if they—"

"Then we don't make it," Kane said simply. His calmness was unnerving even to himself. "Fear won't change the outcome. All we can do is execute the plan, respond to situations as they develop, and hope that we're intelligent enough and resourceful enough to survive. That's all anyone can ever do."

Chen laughed—a short, sharp sound with no humor in it. "You know what's funny? A month ago I would have found that response cold and disturbing. Now I find it comforting. Is that adaptation or is that the beginning of psychological breakdown?"

"Probably both," Kane said. He finished sealing his suit and picked up his helmet. "Come on. We need to get to the airlock."

[THE AIRLOCK. 10:15 LOCAL TIME.]

They assembled in the main airlock in tense silence, nine people in pressure suits, carrying the absolute minimum of supplies. The airlock was designed to hold four people comfortably, six in an emergency. With nine, they were packed in like sardines, shoulders pressed against each other, helmets nearly touching.

Kane watched as each crew member went through their pre-EVA checks, seeing the fear in their eyes even through the helmet visors, the trembling in their gloved hands, the way they kept glancing at each other as if memorizing faces.

Rodriguez moved through the group, checking each person's seals personally. It was unnecessary—everyone had already checked and double-checked their own seals—but the ritual seemed to calm him, to give him something concrete to focus on besides the impossible situation they faced.
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