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    C​hapter One


    “M​ars? Mars sucks. It’s far, dry as hell and everything can kill you. But it sure is beautiful.”


    —Jonas Seaborn

    MEMOIRS FROM MARS


    Napoli Institute, Human Habs Laboratory: Victoria


    Ping. Data packet received: Mars-vES06. Decrypt?


    Dr Victoria Tang fumbled for her mug—hot chocolate sloshed over the rim.


    She froze. There it was: the data that confirmed proof of concept. She shook her head in amazement, hot chocolate spilling down her lab coat and across the keyboard.


    “Damn it!” She shoved the mug aside and pushed away from the desk, liquid dripping onto the floor.


    Her colleagues’ quiet patter ceased. She waved them off, not wanting to draw attention to her screen. Victoria looked around for something to mop up the spill. Finding nothing towel-like nearby, she reached for a scrap of paper. She wiped at the mess, eyes drawn to the report.


    This was the big breakthrough she’d been quietly plugging away at with her Dopplebot Martian twin. After months of persistent attempts to get Human Habs and the larger European Space Agency to listen to her project pitch, she’d gone rogue.


    Well, not completely. Just a little. A side project.


    The bitterness at the stonewalling swelled again as she reached for her drink, pursing her lips against the edge of the mug; what remained of it was still too hot to drink.


    It frustrated Victoria to no end that the lead scientists thought her project might compromise the helium-3 reactor. Honestly, how ridiculous. The cartridge, the size of a suitcase, would easily run off the w​aste heat and electricity of the fusion reactor.


    But no, ‘first things first, Victoria’ the Chinese–Dutch governance team had chided. Stabilise the helium-3 power, secure a l​ava tube extension to the main base, build out the infrastructure. Then they’d get around to atmosphere. After all, there were no humans heading to Mars any time soon. Earth was the priority with the helium-3 Moon shipments. Yada yada.


    She exhaled, heart hammering. One suitcase cartridge, one waste heat tap and Mars could breathe—Earth, too.


    It wasn’t the science they rejected. It was her. Or rather, it was Greg Johnson, that manipulative bastard, who undermined her at every chance. He wanted to control the Human Habs narrative and output. He wanted his name on the Mars project.


    She clutched the remnants of her hot chocolate while she stared at the CO₂ reports from the Red Planet. Groggy from yet another late night, she yawned and rubbed her eyes with the heel of one hand while the other held the mug in front of her. The pit-a-pat of her colleagues’ quiet work, studying charts and drawing sketches of habitat filtration systems, grew into low-grade white noise. Coupled with the artificial light turned to gentle ‘ambient’ light, given the late hour, plus lack of windows, Victoria struggled to focus.


    It wasn’t just fatigue. Having synced her Mars-based Dopplebot data packet with her brain computer interface, she was jittery with excitement.


    Epiphany, she thought-connected to her A.I. ThinkLink. Confirm the data readings from the Martian cartridge.


    “One cartridge suitcase with a scalability factor: ×1,000 = 21% O₂ in a 50-metre dome within 24 hours,” the ThinkLink projected. “Looks like it worked, Victoria! Congratulations!”


    “Oh my God,” Victoria said.


    The clickety-clack of keyboards ceased once more.


    “You okay, Vicky?” A round-faced sausage of a man jumped to his feet far more nimbly than Victoria would have thought possible for a man of his girth. He peered over his display screen, craning for a peek, old-school, wire-rimmed glasses perched on an upturned nose.


    Victoria moved in front of her monitor, shielding it. “Fine, thanks Greg,” Victoria muttered and returned to mopping at the mess with a scrap of paper. “Just spilled my drink. And”—she paused to catch his gaze—“it’s ‘Victoria’. Not ‘Vicky’.”


    He held up a hand in apology and sat down again with the ghost of a smirk flitting across his face.


    Turdball, she thought.


    “He’s just trying to get a rise out of you.”


    I know, damn it. And it worked.


    Victoria mopped up the dregs of the hot chocolate with another crumpled ball of paper and tossed it into the recycling basket. Wiping her fingers on her lab coat, she resumed her study of the report display. She clicked through a few screens to the video of the Mars dome her Dopplebot twin had erected out of sight of the main camera feeds.


    The readings scrolled: the CO₂-catalyst ran spikes from 0.04% to 1% in six minutes—projected to 20% in 18 hours at scale—historic! They’d taken the CO₂-rich atmosphere of Mars and made oxygen. Enough to create atmosphere in the dome. With just one cartridge. Scale that up, and they could start tackling terraforming. Breathable Mars air within a generation.


    This is Nobel prize territory for sure.


    “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Victoria! Publish headline findings to the CEO?” the A.I. asked.


    Forgiveness beats permission.


    Do it.


    Victoria then sent the video and reports directly to the CEO, Elena Fischer, and deleted her path files just in case. She didn’t want that puffed-up little prick Greg Johnson finding the files and claiming ownership of her breakthrough.


    She sat back in her chair, mind whizzing with possibilities. She drained the hot chocolate, silently toasted her Dopplebot twin and swallowed in sweet success.


    S​paceward Bound Helium-3 landing and processing centre: Claire


    Bleep—Message from unknown sender.


    Claire Edwards secured the last helium-3 canister inside Spaceward Bound’s secret loading tunnels, rapped twice on the truck’s door and watched it vanish into shadow. She killed her headlamp and waited three slow minutes, shivering in her heated suit, a whiff of liquid nitrogen frost creeping through her dark face mask. There was only the distant thrum of the main off-load bay and the drip, drip of condensation seeping through cracked concrete.


    She hated this subterfuge. Claire remembered the offer Lincoln had made: he could make Earth First legitimate, bring them out of the shadows. After all, he’d managed to position Spaceward Bound as the lunar helium-3 supplier when they’d orchestrated the downfall of the Indian Space Agency and hamstrung Gaia Enterprises. No more space agencies left to run the Moon operations. The Lunar Commission had had no choice but to grant Lincoln the shipments.


    He’d gone from prisoner accused of double-dealing and sabotage to the hero of the day.


    Claire thought she heard a sound down the far end of the tunnel and froze, senses electric, heart thumping. She counted breaths.


    Nothing.


    Just a few more minutes and she could head out.


    She shook her head to cure the regret that poisoned her attention.


    She sighed. The deal hadn’t turned out as planned. Lincoln had been willing to manipulate a free pass for her and several more for Earth First too. They’d be redeemed: no longer eco-terrorists, but serious environmental advocates and social entrepreneurs.


    But she didn’t trust any of the techno-billionaires and greedy space tech companies. Not Lincoln, not Aryanna Sharif, not the Chinese, not the Indians.


    So she’d made a deal with Lincoln instead: she’d keep the space agencies struggling to keep up with Spaceward Bound, and they’d get a cut of the helium-3 Lincoln was skimming off each lunar shipment.


    Her agreement had turned them into Lincoln’s hired guns.


    Regret soured her thoughts again.


    She checked her watch. Time to go.


    Satisfied no one had tailed the diverted cargo, she thumbed her wrist comm for the agent’s message.


    “Acquire Tang and all relevant design specs. Zero public fallout.”


    Tang had done it then, Claire mused. Mars was ‘go’ now.


    She flung a leg over the seat of her electric motorbike, donned her night-vis helmet and accelerated hard down the tunnel.


    As the bike hummed between her thighs and the walls sped by, ghost-lit by her visor, Claire experienced none of the usual exhilaration. Instead, a worm of doubt wriggled in her guts.


    Earth First, as a radical eco-coalition, had everything they needed now thanks to the deal she’d made with Lincoln Ellison: helium-3 supplies, bankroll to fund their advocacy work and sabotage ops. They were close to pushing governments and the other tech billionaires to fix their catastrophic geo-engineering failures, with compensation for the millions who died and were dying in cities under permanent sulphur drizzle or choked by toxic air.


    Lincoln Ellison’s agent at Human Habs, Greg Johnson, had promised game-changing intel. And now it seemed they had delivered. Tang and that cartridge painted a whole new future.


    Whoever controlled the air controlled everything.


    And that’s what bothered her. Ellison already had the helium-3 ops stitched up. And now this too?


    Claire checked the gauge and cranked the bike to max.


    She could worry about Lincoln’s plans later.


    First? Get Tang.


    Napoli Institute, Human Habs Laboratory: Victoria


    Victoria rummaged through her desk drawer for a painkiller. Since she’d briefed the CEO Elena Fischer about the ALVEUS biogenic cartridge scrubber, she’d been swamped with meeting after meeting. The engineers, life support techs, governance group and peers all wanted to know more. And she’d had to thread a fine needle of sharing enough to satisfy curiosity without revealing the proprietary secrets of the device.


    This breakthrough from the team at Human Habs would not only help Earth’s battered atmosphere; it would accelerate the development of Mars as humanity’s second planet. What a time to be alive—and it was all thanks to Victoria’s innovative technology. The attention was draining.


    Johnson had fumed. Then he’d gone into snake mode. She’d seen it happen before: he’d dial up the charm, cosy up to a colleague, mine them for ideas, then start gaslighting and undermining, claiming the ideas as his own. He targeted the juniors, the rising stars; too often, it was the women.


    God, she hated him.


    He’d done it to her too. She’d designed a software update that would make synching with the Martian Dopplebots faster and easier. Johnson had been gushing with praise and admiration. Then in a meeting with the governance team, he’d proffered the idea as ‘something Vicky and I had been discussing’. It would have been seen as sour grapes to point it out as her original idea.


    Once news of the ALVEUS scrubber ripped through the office, Johnson had booked a meeting with the CEO. He stood outside her door now, talking amiably with Elena’s assistant.


    Victoria found the painkillers and tipped one into her palm. She swallowed it with the cold dregs of the morning’s cup of tea, keeping Johnson in her peripheral vision.


    Epiphany, amplify the conversation in the CEO’s office, she thought-commanded.


    The door swung open and Johnson slithered into the CEO’s office, closing the door behind him.


    The voices were still muffled. Victoria glanced around, grabbed a stack of papers and made her way towards the office door, where she pretended to stumble, the files cascading to the floor. She took her time restacking them on hands and knees as the conversation piped through her ThinkLink.


    Johnson’s sycophant voice dripped its oil: “Vicky and I had many conversations about the prototype. I actually suggested a Dopplebot twin could possibly run a trial on Mars. Once we’d fulfilled our mandated priorities, of course.”


    Victoria swallowed the bile that gurgled with resentment in her throat as she kneeled, still shuffling papers, face burning.


    “I was really surprised she went ahead with this idea, without telling anyone. I’m concerned she used undeclared resources and unsanctioned time in the office to push this ahead. I’m also quite disappointed she did not acknowledge my cartridge design ideas. The celluloid membrane in particular was one of my early concepts.”


    Elena mumbled a reply—something about concerns duly noted and getting to the bottom of this—and then footsteps.


    Victoria sprung away as Elena appeared in the doorway.


    “Victoria, can you join us please?”


    Victoria spun and feigned surprise. “Certainly. I was…ah…I’m right here.” She clutched the files and followed Elena back into the office, ignoring Johnson.


    Luckily, Victoria had been in to see Elena again before Johnson and had briefed her extensively on the why and how of her endeavour: long hours after work, using discarded components, in a region of the base that would not affect the rest of the Mars mission but would only enhance it. The time away from family, the drain on her health—shingles, bronchitis, weight loss—but the commitment to finding a terraforming, atmosphere transformation tech that would salvage not one but two planets.


    Victoria showed the data, the experiment failures, the video journals: incontrovertible proof she was the sole pioneer and author of the invention.


    Victoria also warned Elena that Greg Johnson might try and claim credit for some of the project. For once, she was on the front foot when it came to office politics and that reptile Johnson.


    Elena was Dutch and did not suffer fools. She cut straight to the issue.


    “Victoria, Greg says he gave you the celluloid membrane idea.”


    “Well, I…ah…”


    Before she could reply, Elena turned to Greg and said, “This is an incredible breakthrough. Previous prototypes have not been able to overcome degradation, especially in low-G, carbon dioxide-rich environments. How ever did you solve that issue?”


    Johnson held Elena’s gaze. A slight nostril flare was the only thing that gave away his apprehension. Satisfaction curled into a smile on Victoria’s face.


    “Yes…degradation is an issue…” Johnson bit his lip. “My solution to that was genetically modified plants spliced with synthetic cotton fibres.”


    Not bad, thought Victoria. But not good enough.


    “Victoria?” Elena peered at her. “Does this synch with the final plans?”


    “Unfortunately, no. We do start with genetically modified plants, but any reinforcement splicing still degraded. My solution was nano repair bots that washed the fibres and wove new threads, on a six-hour cycle, once an atmosphere was up to spec.”


    “It’s great you managed to expand on my concept, Victoria.” His eyes narrowed.


    “I’m curious, Greg. When exactly did we discuss the celluloid filter? It seems to have escaped my memory…” She stared, daring him to continue the bluff.


    “Oh, I don’t know. Ages ago. Since we had been assigned other priorities, I focused on the job at hand.”


    “Was it a year ago? More?”


    His eyes darted about the room and he licked his lips. “Two years ago. At the space tech conference. We’d just seen a presentation from Gaia Enterprises on food in space. Xavier Consus was the speaker, I believe.”


    Victoria smiled. “I remember that session. I remember us chatting about his observations of plant capillaries in low-G on the Moon. But I don’t remember talking about celluloid membranes for air filters.” She leaned towards him, teeth bared almost in a snarl. “Because we didn’t. We never spoke about celluloid membranes or anything else to do with creating atmosphere on Mars.”


    Victoria turned to the CEO. “Elena, you will find in my written journals, which are all date stamped, that I dismissed the splicing solution three years ago. Well before Greg and I supposedly chatted about it.”


    “I see,” Elena said. “Greg, Victoria and I are presenting her technology at the UN Science Forum in two days. I want proof of your supposed contribution by the time we are back. Otherwise, you can pack your things. I won’t tolerate lying and undermining on my team.”


    “So it’s my word against hers?” Johnson’s nostrils widened and his eyebrows pinched together.


    “Not at all. It’s Victoria’s evidence, Victoria’s science, against yours. No notes, no science? No job. Now, please get back to work. I have a speech to write.”


    ​UN Science Forum: Victoria


    Dr Victoria Tang leaned against the side rail of the maglev capsule as it hurtled around a bend in the tunnel toward the UN Science Forum. The humming of the magnetic rail coils matched her own internal buzz as she sank into the plush seating of the VIP carriage.


    Red, of course, trimmed with gold. For royalty.


    She couldn’t stop grinning. She had splurged on a dress, professional hair and makeup, and here she was—travelling with the CEO herself, Elena Fischer. Victoria’s smile tugged wider at Elena, the tunnel lights strobing against the other woman’s serious face, though Victoria thought Elena too was excited, a telltale drumming finger along the window. They were on first-name terms now, sharing a secret that would transform the future.


    Four years of secret development and now the prototype was working safely on Mars. Pride surged. Every nerve fizzled in anticipation. They had kept it on the down-low, of course. Victoria had been in lockdown ever since the confrontation with Johnson. She’d shared videos, research reports and extensive notes with Elena to shore up her case.


    The results had been independently verified, and no one had asked too many questions about the project’s unauthorised origins. Except for Greg Johnson who continued to seed half truths about her endeavours.


    Since showing Elena the data, events had torpedoed forward, overwhelming Victoria, and now the breakthrough was hours away from its grand reveal at the Forum. News reports about the “big announcement” were already streaming in. The world was waiting with bated breath—and soon, Victoria told herself, that breath would be free and clear.


    The lights flickered, and the capsule glided to a halt. Victoria looked over at Elena who shrugged, confused.


    “What’s this, Harold?” Elena asked into her wrist comm.


    “We’re in a maintenance zone, ma’am. Checking it out now,” came the reply.


    An access hatch hissed open ahead of them, and a team of rescue techs in bright orange suits spilled into the tunnel. One pressed the emergency hatch control; the capsule door slid open with a whoosh.


    “Excuse me, ma’am,” said the lead technician, sealed head-to-toe in hazmat gear. “You’re at risk. Please put on these suits—we’ll get you clear before the gas reaches this section.” He tossed the suits at Elena.


    “Gas?” Elena snapped. “Terrorists?”


    “Unclear, ma’am,” the muffled voice replied. “We’ve received threats against your security detail, and we’re not taking chances.”


    Alarm spread across Elena’s face; Victoria’s hands began to tremble.


    “Here,” Elena said and handed a suit to Victoria.


    Harold’s voice crackled over Elena’s wrist comm. Elena, that’s odd—we have no incident reports, and we are your security detail. Check their credentials—


    The transmission cut off.


    “Harold?” Elena tried again.


    Static.


    The lead technician glanced down the tunnel. “Quickly now, ma’am—we don’t have much time.”


    “What about Harold?”


    “I can see him.” The man’s visor reflected nothing but darkness. “My colleagues are assisting your security team.”


    Something niggled at Victoria. This isn’t right. Where was Harold? Where was the rest of the team?


    Nevertheless, she stepped into the orange emergency suit, visor snapping into place. A second technician took a firm grip on Victoria’s arm, guiding her out of the capsule and through the access door. As Victoria craned back, she heard a muffled scuffle inside.


    “What’s happening?” she asked.


    “This way, ma’am,” the man said in the same unnervingly calm tone.


    “Where are we going? Elena? Where’s our crew?”


    Panic squeezed her throat as a sharp chemical odour seeped into the suit, stinging her eyes. A tide of fatigue crashed over her. Her vision smeared and knees buckled, and the tech caught her just before she hit the deck. In the mirrored visor of the technician, she glimpsed Elena’s silhouette collapsing behind her—then the world went black.


    ​Sky Crane Platform: Claire


    Claire Edwards stood on the maintenance platform above the maglev tunnel, orange hazmat suit snapping in the downdraft of the waiting sky crane.


    “Package secure,” a voice clipped over the helmet comm.


    “Roger that. Spoof the surveillance feed now.”


    She pointed to the crane’s open door. A colleague nodded, tapped rapidly on a laptop and flashed a thumbs up.


    Claire checked her wrist display and broadcast to the team: “Extraction in thirty seconds—everyone in position.”


    At zero, she heaved open the tunnel hatch. A suited man emerged, Victoria Tang slung limp over his shoulder. He eased her body towards Claire who hooked her hands under Victoria’s arms; together, they hauled the unconscious scientist to the crane alongside the rest of the crew who sprinted from the hatch. They strapped Victoria to a medical stretcher, the door clanged shut and Claire shouted, “Go!”


    The craft lurched skyward.


    The ride to the airport took scarcely fifteen minutes—exactly the window they had before the alarms would trigger once their jamming link dropped when the crane lifted off. Inside the cabin, Victoria’s head lolled and she moaned. Claire glanced at her suit-HUD—vitals stable. Finally, she let herself breathe.


    The crane set down with a shudder, its doors sliding open. The team stripped off their hazmat gear to reveal crisp white ​ambulance attendant uniforms. They hustled the blanketed stretcher down to a waiting ambulance, the tarmac thick with the stench of jet engine fuel, sodium lights glaring. Sirens flared. Claire signalled the drivers to gun it for Lincoln Ellison’s private jet.


    Airport security intercepted them—lights blazing, tyres screeching.


    “Easy,” Claire murmured over her comm. “Play your part.”


    A security officer jogged to the ambulance. “You don’t have clearance here.”


    “Emergency evac. Gas poisoning in the underground,” Hank, the driver, replied, handing over an e-tablet.


    Claire watched through the window as the officer—a slight man, security name badge ‘George’ askew on his worn uniform; he seemed more librarian than law enforcer—scrolled, frowning. His radio crackled: Patient cleared for medical evac. Do not delay.


    He met Hank’s eyes, paused, then swiped the tablet and waved them through.


    “Well done, Hank,” Claire said into her wrist comm as the ambulance sped off.


    The crew rolled the stretcher up the jet’s airstairs, then doubled back, stripped their ambulance uniforms, swapped to civilian shirts and abandoned the ambulance to melt into the airport bustle. Claire boarded last, gave the ground team a thumbs up and ducked into the cockpit.


    “Passengers aboard?” the captain asked.


    “All secure.”


    “Roger that. Prep for take-off.”


    Victoria—still sealed in her suit—was lashed to a first-aid bench opposite the sumptuous leather cabin seats. Claire ran one more vitals check, buckled herself across from the scientist and felt the jet surge down the runway.


    The jet nosed upward, engines howling. Another operation, almost wrapped, for Lincoln god-damn Ellison. Not for the first time, Claire chafed at playing minion to his every underhanded whim. But this gig…it was next level. Would he finally get a step ahead of Maja Garcia and Aryanna Industries?


    The image of her former mentor stabbed into the darkness behind Claire’s eyelids, and a familiar pang ripped through her, tracing an old path of regret.

  


  
    ​Chapter Two


    “​Play nice.”


    —Madison Floyd

    MARS CULTURE CODE


    Gaia Enterprises Headquarters: Troy


    Under blue floodlights on Gaia Enterprises’s lunar launch pad, Dr Troy Bruin posed for photographers while dignitaries trumpeted the latest Lunar Helium-3 Accord. He kept his megawatt smile dialled high, though inside he was collapsing from the third event of the day, the overdose of pastries and the fawning praise. At least he had Madison here this time.


    “You alright, Troy?” Madison Floyd asked her colleague between camera flashes and frozen smiles. “You look a little haggard. Can’t have the playboy looking downtrodden!”


    Troy smiled without mirth at his friend. “It’s shockingly brutal being the poster boy for this enterprise.”


    “Cry me a river,” she smirked. “All that champagne and hobnobbing. It’s right up your alley.”


    “Perhaps. Used to be. These days, not so much.” He gestured to the podium with the mics. “Shall we get this over with?”


    “Let’s do it.” She gave him a fist bump and a wink.


    Reporter: “Dr Bruin, have you visited the families of the Moon rock-fall tragedy?”


    Troy (sombre): “Yes. Yesterday marked the fifth anniversary; I met with them privately.”


    Click-whirr, click-whirr.


    Reporter: “Thoughts on Spaceward Bound’s expansion on lunar territory?”


    Troy: “All within the Accord—planned growth, preservation of heritage sites, strict non-military protocols. All good.” Broad smile, open-palm reassurance, while privately seething at fresh lunar scarring.


    Reporter: “Dr Bruin, are you concerned at all for space industry security with the disappearance of Dr Victoria Tang?”


    Troy: “A terrible assault on science and space. I hope the perpetrators are brought to justice soon. My thoughts are with the family.” Face serious, concern radiating.


    Reporter: “Captain Floyd, how does it feel to clock the most lunar landings of any space pilot?”


    Heads spun as Madison leaned over the mic.


    Madison: “Well now, you’re just stirring trouble. You know that point is contested between me and Captain Gareth Barrio. I always maintained I piloted the descent onto the Moon’s surface for the Jonas Seaborn rescue mission. But Captain Barrio seems to remember it differently. Why don’t you ask him when you see him tomorrow at Spaceward Bound’s base?”


    Reporter: “Captain Floyd, will you join us there? Rumour has it you and Captain Barrio have more than just a friendly rivalry going on—”


    Madison: “No comment.”


    Troy caught a trace of a smile on the hard-nosed pilot’s face.


    Damn! Barrio? Didn’t see that one.


    A tabloid voice piped up: “Troy, still dating Christina Varese?”


    “Friends, I don’t kiss and tell.”


    Cue chuckles.


    “That was last month’s supermodel,” Madison said under her breath.


    Troy kept his smile pasted on and discreetly stepped hard on her toe, feigning a small loss of balance.


    “Any hope of rekindling with Commander Xanthe Waters?”


    His smile locked; he pretended not to hear. “That’s all, folks. See you tomorrow at Spaceward Bound Base with Captain Gareth Barrio and the Pinnacle crew.”


    Reporters surged like hungry squirrels, snatching tidbits; he strode off with Madison, entourage in tow, pausing for flag-waving fans—signed a few Gaia posters, snapped a handful of selfies—then vanished through HQ’s secure doors.


    “Thank God,” he muttered to Madison as she traipsed in behind him, shaking off anxiety from the scrum.


    His aide Elizabeth floated to his side.


    “Anything else?” he asked.


    “You’ve an hour’s break, then dinner with Lunar Commissioner Colonel Jin.”


    “Lucky you,” Madison chuckled.


    “Really? I thought tonight was clear.”


    “Late booking—Aryanna’s invitation,” she said, grim. “And you’re invited, or rather expected to attend as well, Captain Floyd.”


    Madison’s face sagged.


    “Aryanna asked me to give you this.”


    She handed over a sealed envelope to each of them: OPERATION OLYMPUS DAWN – CANDIDATE PACKET – CLASSIFIED.


    Troy raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”


    “For your eyes only,” Elizabeth replied.

  


  
    ​Chapter Three


    “​The mission is bigger than any one person.”


    —Dr Troy Bruin


    MARS MANIFESTO


    Gaia Enterprises Headquarters: Troy


    Their meal now moved to the boardroom, Troy and Madison padded after Colonel Jin, Chair of the Lunar Commission. Troy marvelled at the Colonel’s stoic countenance, face immovable, with an anxious dewy upper lip. Troy noted the stiff pace of the bullish Colonel and understood this was no ordinary meeting. He exchanged an apprehensive look with Madison.


    Colonel Jin shoved open the boardroom’s heavy doors. Beyond them, a mahogany table dominated a glass-walled room that overlooked the Gaia launch pad. The Saturnia sat there, having recently returned from Madison’s lunar helium-3 haul. Technicians crawled all over her. At this hour? Troy frowned.


    His confusion evaporated to be replaced by delight as he spied Maja Garcia, perched on one of the enormous leather chairs at the far end of the table, deep in conversation with the poised, imposing Aryanna Sharif, biotech billionaire.


    And their funder, Troy reminded himself. Keep the charm dialled up.


    “Maja!” Madison said, as she and Troy hurried to embrace their employer and mentor, who rose for hugs.


    “Aryanna,” Troy said, acknowledging the Gaia funder with a gracious bow.


    Aryanna nodded coolly, waiting. No hugs forthcoming, Troy noted.


    “Please be seated. Dinner will be served shortly,” Aryanna said.


    Troy caught a waft of roast pork and was suddenly famished, his last meal hours ago. He settled in beside Madison, curiosity competing with hunger.


    “It’s time,” Maja said pointedly to Aryanna, eyeing the oversized clock that hung like an accusation. “The announcement is due to start now.” Maja pulled a woollen shawl more tightly around her shoulders, despite the heat.


    Black eyes hardening, Aryanna clicked the remote and glared at the live newsfeed that leaped onto the display.


    On-screen, Lincoln Ellison, CEO of Spaceward Bound, stood on stage with a throng of reporters jumbled in with a buzzy public.


    “Dr Victoria Tang has defected to Spaceward Bound after enduring years of bullying and a toxic culture. We helped her escape the slave-like conditions at Human Habs and have spent the last week counselling her through the trauma.


    “She brings with her breakthrough technology: a three-layer cellular cartridge that converts CO₂ to O₂, driven by waste heat from a helium-3 micro-reactor.” Lincoln paused as an image flashed up on the gigantic screen behind him. “Folks, we’re going to make a breathable atmosphere on Mars. This is our chance to create another Earth, a future for humanity beyond the burned-out cradle of this planet. The space-pioneering age has begun. The Red Planet offers the opportunity to create a new future for you, on behalf of all humankind.


    “That’s why today I’m announcing Spaceward Bound will launch, within six months, its first crewed expedition to the Red Planet to establish a permanent settlement on Mars. Thank you.”


    The pressroom erupted, camera flashes blinding, reporters roaring with questions. Aryanna clicked the feed and tossed the remote onto the mahogany table.


    “Goddamn Lincoln Ellison,” she muttered, smoothing the cream silk of her blouse with manicured fingers.


    Troy sat astounded. Across the table, he saw the announcement had stripped the fatigue from Maja’s eyes. Colonel Jin tugged at his uniform cuffs, square jaw working as he simmered. Madison stared, wide-eyed.


    Aryanna tapped one long finger, took a deep breath, then plunged in.


    “Ellison hasn’t only kidnapped Dr Tang—”


    “Kidnapped?” Troy said. “That report says she defected.”


    Aryanna’s black eyes sparked with fury. “That’s Lincoln’s spin. No way Tang defected. My sources are clear on that.”


    Troy wondered about Aryanna’s ‘sources’. She seemed to know everything about everyone. Only this time, Lincoln was a step ahead.


    Aryanna continued. “That conniving bastard has also served us with injunction papers on our water filtration patent. The scoundrel—” Her voice cracked; she rarely lost composure. “Our production facility was locked down this morning.”


    Troy pieced the implications together. “We can’t move ahead with the water purification breakthrough? So Lincoln maintains control of water distribution in his company city-states…”


    “And the rest,” Maja added. “Prima Aqua won’t want that technology getting out either. It breaks their stranglehold on supply. And there’s a dozen of these corporate feudal city-states who would support Lincoln to shut us down.”


    “The bastards,” Madison said, scowling. “Chasing profit over helping their fellow humans.”


    Troy glanced at her sympathetically. This was Madison’s mother’s lifelong crusade. A radical activist, now in prison palliative care, she was never far from Madison’s thoughts.


    Troy’s mind raced ahead again. Lincoln’s move could fracture the hard-won helium-3 global space agency collaboration. He could kiss his next command expedition to the Moon goodbye. The agencies and tech billionaires would be back to territorial claims. “So not only does Lincoln dominate the helium-3 supply chain, he now owns the tech to terraform Mars and maybe even reverse Earth’s air crisis. And he’s breaking the Mars Accord’s ‘no human expeditions’ clause because…why?”


    Aryanna’s painted lips thinned.


    Maja answered, her voice measured. “By securing Dr Tang, Lincoln now controls energy, water and air. I suspect that the six-month launch is a grab for the Chinese habitat.”


    Colonel Jin nodded. “Our Dopplebots have spent ten years constructing a base near a deep subsurface aquifer. If Ellison lands first, he can claim territorial rights once he’s at the base.”


    “He can do that?” Madison blurted.


    “Oh, yes,” Aryanna said, bitterness icy.


    “Why Mars, though?” Troy persisted. “It’s a long bloody way.”


    “Because on Mars he’s free of Earth’s laws,” Maja replied. “A clean slate. Dr Tang’s scrubber means the place becomes habitable far sooner.”


    “That’ll still take decades,” Madison argued. “Meanwhile, people are dying here now.”


    “Time is no obstacle for Ellison,” Aryanna said. “He’s bankrolling longevity research and expects another century of life to secure his empire.”


    “Unless—” Troy prompted.


    “Unless we get there first,” Madison finished.


    Troy’s pulse thudded. Six months? The last briefing had talked in decade blocks. “So, what’s the new plan?” He tried to keep his voice level.


    “The original plan,” Aryanna said, her voice still icy, “was to begin a campaign for Mars. Our water filtering patent—”


    “The one Lincoln is challenging?” Madison asked.


    Aryanna nodded. “—the patent would help us build a campaign for Mars. Solving one of Earth’s crises would loosen the Accord’s need to keep human resources focused on Earth problems. But Lincoln has got air solved now. There is no rationale for staying on Earth.”


    Troy leaned over the table, planting his chin on the heel of his hand as his mind whirled with the repercussions. “That’s assuming he actually uses Tang’s invention to reverse the air crisis here. He hasn’t exactly been reliable.”


    Troy’s stomach growled. Clatter from the executive kitchen as the chef plated their food distracted him from the double-cross and subterfuge Lincoln had plagued them with since the Olympus Project launched all those years ago.


    Madison crossed her arms and leaned back in the chair. “What now?”


    “The ten-year project needs to be adjusted,” Aryanna said.


    Troy’s hand fell from his chin as the penny dropped. “Six months?”


    “Sooner,” Maja corrected. “We must leave before he does. Five months, twenty-five days is the next window.”


    “How? We have no crew, no craft—”


    “We have a craft,” Colonel Jin rumbled. “The Nyx Odyssey. Built with what remains of the Chinese Space Agency, designed for long-range Mars transit. Decades in the making. We need to reconfigure for six crew.”


    Madison’s head spun. “Six?”


    Jin nodded. “Energy, life support, delta-V—all point to a crew of no more than six.”


    Troy exhaled. “So, the ship is mostly ready. What about the crew? Who are the lucky six?”


    Aryanna’s voice steadied. “Troy, I want you to command the expedition.”


    His eyes widened. “An honour—and a lot.” His mouth went dry.


    “And Madison, I want you to pilot Nyx Odyssey.” Aryanna’s eyes were like black lasers.


    Her jaw dropped. “Mars…”


    Troy clapped her shoulder; she didn’t smile.


    “I…can’t,” Madison breathed. “My mother’s in palliative care. I can’t leave now.”


    Aryanna steepled her fingers and stared hard at Madison. She held her gaze.


    “This is sudden,” Maja noted. “Aryanna contacted me in transit when Ellison’s news broke. We’ve had mere hours to sketch a plan, but we need experienced astronauts who’ve worked together.”


    Troy nodded. “The Olympus crew. That’s why you want us. We worked together for a year on the Moon.”


    “And then some,” added Madison.


    “Mad Dog, there is no one else I’d trust to pilot that ship.” He put a hand on her shoulder and peered into her brown eyes, which were mired in pain.


    She said nothing, arms crossed, and shook her head. “I can’t leave her, Troy.”


    “We can find a way,” Aryanna soothed. “My medical team can look after her. Let’s talk about it later.”


    Madison shook her head again.


    Give her some time, Troy thought. “And the others, then?” he continued. “Jonas Seaborn for engineering. Though his post-trauma recovery is still underway. Not sure he’ll be ready.” Troy rubbed his jaw, excitement rising. “Serena Fox as life support tech. She’s the obvious one with her Breath Dome design. It would marry well with the Tang cartridge filter, I’m guessing.”


    Madison shifted in her seat, pulling herself back into the conversation. Thoughts of her mother no doubt crowding her mind, thought Troy.


    Madison shook her head. “No way Max is going to like that. Serena beating him to Mars? Oof. Plus, those two are inseparable these days.”


    “Second-in-command?” Troy asked.


    “Xanthe Waters,” Maja replied, jaw set. “She’s got the medical training background that would be ideal for the role. Plus, she led the Olympus Project. She’s a proven leader. And she has a ThinkLink, a distinct advantage.”


    “She would be my first pick as Commander,” Colonel Jin said.


    Troy drew a breath at the slight.


    Ignoring him, Jin continued, “But I understand Aryanna’s reservations about her leadership. So, I would support her in the second seat instead.”


    Aryanna’s jaw worked a little before she said, “Xanthe is not a preferred option as Commander. She has shown herself to be defiant and cavalier as a leader. As second, this might be acceptable.”


    Madison’s brows shot up. “Good luck—she’s committed to Po Secco.”


    Troy folded his arms, wry grin covering a gnawing dread. “I’ll ask nicely.”


    “Fat chance,” Madison muttered.


    Maja held Troy’s gaze with a knowing look and said, “Perhaps let me speak with her first.”


    A wave of regret—or was it shame?—surged through him.


    The catering door swung open, and the waitstaff arrived with steaming plates. With the prospect of Mars looming within his grasp, Troy discovered his appetite had fled to space.

  


  
    ​Chapter Four


    “​An injury to one is an injury to all.”


    —Xanthe Waters

    MARS MANIFESTO


    Po Secco Medical Centre: Xanthe


    T-172 Days


    Xanthe stood and stretched her aching back, wiping sweat from her brow with the back of her wrist. The medical refugee tent sweltered, though the fans whirred relentlessly overhead. Here in Po Secco—once Europe’s most fertile plain—only a cracked salt pan remained after the upstream glaciers vanished.


    Leaving behind the clatter of instruments, muffled moans and the pungent fug of blood and excrement, Xanthe stepped under the tent’s awning. A sulphur-tainted breeze washed over her and she shivered in relief, grateful for the mask that kept most of the poisonous air at bay.


    A ramshackle row of canvas shelters sprawled toward an obsolete diesel pipeline manifold that dribbled brackish water. Far to the south the sea glittered—golden, beautiful, deadly. Seeing her silhouette, the waiting patients raised weak voices:


    “Prego, signora, prego…”


    Fatigue clung to her like the dusty salt crust embedded in every garment despite “regular” washings. Xanthe had water enough to rinse clothes—unfair, when people were dying of thirst. The guilty luxury of privilege. But medical staff needed to be clean, so they didn’t kill their patients with infection.


    Rolling her shoulders to ease the tension, she forced a smile and returned to the chaotic triage line.


    Maja should be here soon, she thought, a frown creasing her weary forehead. Maja only made house calls when it was important.


    Any news of Maja, Athena? Xanthe asked her A.I. ThinkLink implant.


    “Her plane arrived not long ago. She should be here shortly. There were delays due to the Victoria Tang disappearance. Increased security at all airports,” Athena said.


    Xanthe grunted in acknowledgment and beckoned to a young mother, face aged beyond its years, to bring her son forward. They ducked into the makeshift medical tent.


    “Grazie, grazie,” the woman whispered, hope easing the strain etched on her face. The boy—no more than four—trotted after Xanthe.


    Xanthe helped the mother lift him onto the examining table. His huge brown eyes shimmered with a pain a child should never know. Xanthe’s pulse skipped: Jack had been this age when the tsunami took him—another innocent claimed by Earth’s fury. She let a heartbeat steeped in painful memory pass and then she steeled herself for the examination.


    The boy’s skin was pockmarked with blisters and open sores, the trademark of acid rain. His breathing rasped; she pressed a stethoscope to his chest.


    “How long has he been struggling to breathe?” she asked in rusty Italian.


    “About a month,” the mother replied, brushing salt-stiffened hair from his forehead.


    Xanthe dipped her fingers into a tub of TerraGreen paste, an emerald protein salve spun from the Napoli vats at Terra Verdi. Brilliant on acid burns, she thought sourly, even if it existed only because geoengineering had failed so spectacularly. She finished dressing the boy’s sores and handed a small pot of salve to his mother.


    “È solo voi due?” she asked. “Any other family?”


    “No—sono due solamente,” the woman replied.


    Only the two of them.


    Xanthe hesitated, then murmured, “Un momento, per favore.” She fetched her rugged tablet, tapped a message and waited for the secure reply. A code flashed on-screen.


    “I’ve arranged a pass for Terra Verdi—for you and your son,” she said, tilting the display so the mother could memorise the sequence. Nothing written down—to be stolen, or to implicate Xanthe. Prima Aqua treated refugees like property, keeping their herd desperate for ‘charity’ water trucks. Not too desperate though. “Repeat the code to Xavier Consus or any of his crew; they’ll honour it.”


    “Terra Verdi…le cupole di vetro?” The woman’s eyes widened.


    “Yes, the glass crowns. It’s a day’s walk if you leave after the heat breaks. Beds are still free on the newest pontoon. You can stay as long as you like. There’s work if you’re able, and your boy will be cared for.”


    Tears welled. “Grazie, signora…grazie.”


    “Prego.” Xanthe stroked the child’s salt-crusted hair. Another clandestine referral; another tick against my name. “Good luck.”


    Outside the flap, she watched them set off in a bitter gust of air and dust and then merge with the refugee tide just as a water credit truck rattled down the dry, cracked road through the heat shimmer. Voices rose. Desperate hands thrust heirlooms, clothing—anything of value—towards the dispensers for a few extra litres.


    Prima Aqua had carved out the neighbouring city-state enclave and laid claim to every drop of groundwater beneath it. Since the rivers turned acidic, the town depended on the company not only for jobs but for survival rations meted out through a fierce monopoly. Unless you paid a ruinous premium, you received only the daily minimum.


    Each morning, hopefuls queued at the gates for work permits. Each evening, most trudged back to the refugee compound Xanthe served.


    She turned to usher the next patient inside when a familiar voice boomed over a portable ​loudhailer near the truck:


    “Water is a birthright, not a line on a balance sheet!”


    Xanthe’s face cracked into a rare smile. Maja—mentor, friend, indefatigable agitator—had arrived, railing at Prima Aqua’s convoy with the same indignation Xanthe felt. She touched the Gaia insignia above the breast pocket of her uniform: the compass. It still guided her. And Maja too, Xanthe felt sure.


    Xanthe observed the water truck altercation from the tent flap. She knew Maja would be streaming the confrontation, hoping to stir anti-corporate sentiment and pressure Prima Aqua into more humane practices. For a tense few minutes, the cries of thirsty refugees mingled with the guards’ shouts for order, but once the first allotments gushed into canisters, the crowd settled into rough discipline.


    Xanthe spotted the slight figure of her mentor edging away. Maja’s lined face melted into a fond smile when their eyes met.


    “Ah, there you are.” She opened her arms.


    Xanthe stepped into the embrace, flushed with pleasure. “All this way, Maja? You could’ve used the holo. Must be serious if you’ve come in person.”


    Maja chuckled. “Well, yes, I have news. Somewhere private?”


    “This way.” Xanthe led her through the chaotic warren of canvas until they reached a demountable hut. “Please.” She bowed theatrically and ushered Maja inside.


    The diminutive cabin was shockingly cool compared to the sulphur-tainted heat outside. Both women exhaled in relief and pulled their masks away. The space was barely wide enough for a bunk opposite a desk and a stack of medical fridges; a small round table with two plastic chairs filled the entry.


    The hum of the fridge motor and the labouring air conditioner dampened the cries and clamour of the refugee camp. Her pocket oasis of privilege, Xanthe thought with another surge of guilt.


    “Have a seat.” Xanthe retrieved two chilled water bottles from a fridge marked PERSONAL. She handed one to Maja, noticing how ageless the other woman seemed. Her brown skin was smooth and glowing, her owl and heart necklace charm sparkling.


    “That’s luxurious,” Maja said, eyebrow arched. “Ten credits apiece.”


    “The last of the original supplies. I had to lock them up in here to prevent any more violence.”


    Xanthe tore off the cap, swigged, then wiped condensation across her forehead. “So…news?”


    Maja tapped a fingernail against the table. “Aryanna Industries has cracked a modular nanofilter. Turns brine into potable water ten times faster than Ellison’s patents. Lab tests verified a 99% salt extraction.”


    “That’s brilliant! Clean water at last. When do we get a shipment?” Xanthe smiled, then noticed Maja’s frown. “Why the long face?”


    “Ellison’s claiming espionage—that Aryanna stole his IP.”


    Xanthe snorted. “Pot, meet kettle. The man practically invented corporate spying.”


    Maja’s expression stayed neutral.


    “Is it true?” Xanthe asked.


    Maja hesitated. “I don’t know. I’m not in Aryanna’s inner sanctum.”


    “Then why are you here?” Xanthe’s tone darkened. Something smelled off.


    “Aryanna is offering Gaia Enterprises free, unrestricted use of the nanofilter tech,” Maja began.


    Xanthe’s focus snapped back to attention. “That’s brilliant. So, what’s the problem?”


    “It will let Terra Verdi expand ​world design builds all along this valley—create a viable, egalitarian alternative to Prima Aqua and pressure the other city-states to drop extortionate water pricing.”


    “Still not seeing the downside, Maja.”


    “Once we use Aryanna’s kit, we align ourselves publicly against Lincoln.”


    “That’s nothing new. Aryanna’s bank-rolled us since the Olympus Project. Why panic now?”


    Maja exhaled. “I’m worried it escalates beyond courtrooms and clickbait into outright city-state wars and corporate sabotage. Po Secco is on a knife edge as it is. Terra Verdi is vulnerable to attacks from both sea and air. So are our other world design communities. We did not build them with the thought of needing a militia.”


    “You sound paranoid, Maja,” Xanthe said. “More likely, Ellison and Aryanna lawyer up while the rest of us patch acid rain burns and keep refugees alive. So—” She levelled her gaze. “Why are you really here?”


    Maja held eye contact.


    “I want you to find a replacement for your role in the camp. Someone who can handle the politics and drive the political change required to turn Po Secco into the model city-state.”


    “You want me to leave Po Secco? All the work I’ve done here?” Xanthe wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, tasting salty sweat and acrid sulphur. “Just when we are about to turn the corner with Aryanna’s tech? Why?”


    “We want you as Deputy Commander for an urgent expedition to Mars.”


    Her mouth fell open. After a moment, she collected herself enough to ask, “What?”


    “Lincoln has not only blockaded the water filtration tech, he’s working on a stranglehold for air.” Maja filled in the details of Tang’s suspected abduction and Lincoln’s announcement for Mars.


    Xanthe’s eyebrows furrowed and she sat back in her chair with a long exhale.


    “You said Deputy Commander…”


    “Troy Bruin has been named Commander.”


    Xanthe’s gut soured, and she gripped her water bottle hard.


    “No. Absolutely not,” she fumed. “I’m done with politics. Done with space.”


    “You’re the best person for the job, and you know it.”


    “That’s exactly what you said when you pushed me to the Moon—and look what happened.”


    “What happened is you saved the helium-3 collaboration that’s powering half the planet.”


    “You forget about Jack,” Xanthe said darkly. “And all the others who died on that mission.”


    “I could never forget Jack. Or the others.” Her jaw tightened, eyes pained. “It’s because of them that I’m here.”


    Xanthe held her gaze for a couple of heartbeats then turned away to sip some more water. “Nice try. The answer’s no. I’m staying here as a medic—hands on, saving lives. Let one of Gaia’s younger guns follow Troy. I’m staying out of it.”


    Maja tapped her bottle, then sighed. “With respect, please reconsider.”


    “With respect,” Xanthe replied, “I won’t. Ask Serena. Ask Jonas. I’m staying right where I am.”


    Maja studied her protégé’s lined, salt-caked face, realised the decision was immovable and nodded. “Do think about it, Xanthe. We need you.”


    “And those people out there need me,” Xanthe said, tilting her head towards the refugee queue. “I don’t need the theatrics of leadership in space, playing second fiddle to Troy bloody Bruin. I can make Po Secco the model we’ve been working on for decades. I know I’m making a difference here.“


    “You have always made a difference.” Maja drained her bottle and replaced the cap. “This assignment needs someone experienced, mature, savvy. If you decline, Aryanna might insist on one of her candidates—someone much less experienced—and well, lives could be lost.”


    Xanthe crossed her arms, and her face pinched in disdain. “You know what I think about Aryanna’s staffing picks. Regardless, I’m staying put.”


    Maja placed her cool hand over Xanthe’s gnarled fist. “I’m heading to Terra Verdi now. If you change your mind, call or come.”


    “Will do. Say hi to Serena, Max and Xavier for me.”


    “Of course.”


    They embraced once more, then Maja slipped back into the heat and sulphur haze.


    Can you believe the nerve, Athena? Xanthe ‘spoke’ to her ThinkLink A.I.


    “I think you should think about it, Xanthe. She’s right—you are the best person for the job.”

  


  
    ​Chapter Five


    “​Air, water, food—guaranteed for every Mars Custodian.”


    —Serena Fox

    MARS MANIFESTO


    Breath Dome, Terra Verdi: Serena


    T-171 Days


    Serena Fox lay on a skateboard trundle, legs protruding from beneath a chugging industrial air scrubber. She eyed the sensor reading: ‘scrubber load 78%’ and groaned as she struggled with the sensor’s casing.


    “Hey, frogman!” Her voice echoed under the casing. “Hand me the drill—it should be charged by now.”


    He didn’t answer, so she pulled herself free. “Frogman!”


    A hulking figure straightened, peering over steel-rimmed glasses. “Mon Dieu, always so rude, non?” Xavier Consus rolled the filter he was inspecting between gnarled fingers. “I, too, am working on important things.”


    “Of course you are, Xavier. Just bring it, will ya?”


    He sighed theatrically, lifted the drill from its cradle and limped across the deck, arthritis cramping his old Moon injury. “Scrubber fixed?”


    “Will be once this bolt’s home.” She slid back under the scrubber. She swore; metal clunked. “Done!” She shot herself out on the trundle, grease-streaked hair clinging to her scalp.


    Xavier offered a hand. She gripped his wrist and he hauled her upright.


    Just then the floor lurched; Serena staggered. “Damned floating island,” she muttered.


    “The stabilisers should cancel wave action,” Xavier said, eyes narrowing. “Must be another disturbance at the docks.”


    “Asthmatics?”


    “Who else? We hand out masks, but they clog within a week. Sulphur and acid rain…” The reality smothered their mood.


    “Enough for today,” Serena declared, patting Xavier’s shoulder. They left the central engine room, the humming heart of Terra Verdi, and went onto a Perspex link bridge. Sunset painted the sulphur sky in burnished ambers and toxic reds. Both inhaled reflexively.


    Xavier’s wrist comm pinged. He glanced down, eyes lighting up. “Maja is coming—tonight.”


    Serena grinned. “Haven’t seen her in ages. Any idea why?”


    His smile faltered. “She doesn’t say.”


    They crossed the arboretum, vines heavy with Terra Verdi’s famed produce; Serena plucked a raspberry from the run. In the main atrium, a small group of staff crowded around the news display feed: “Still no statement from Human Habs scientist, Dr Victoria Tang, about her defection to Spaceward Bound. CEO Elena Fischer remains in critical condition alongside her security team with the tunnel gas leak rescue gone wrong.”
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