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​Chapter 1 – The Child of the Dome
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I have never told this story. Not to Leonora, not to my children, not even to Vaelon. But a memoir should be honest, or it should not exist.

Here is the truth: I did not become Emperor out of ambition. I became Emperor through asphyxiation.

The dome was creaking.

It was a sound I learned to recognize before I could even speak. The Martian regolith, dry and laden with perchlorates, scraped against the reinforced glass like the teeth of a beast. At night, when everything was quiet in the colonists' quarter, I would listen to these creakings and wonder: how many more nights before the sky fell upon our heads?

I was seven and a half years old that day. Not one of those Terran seven-years the old colonists spoke of with nostalgia—we counted in Martian cycles, longer, heavier. But my friend Eli, he counted the Terran way. He said it brought him closer to Earth, that blue planet he would never see.

Eli was nine. He was born in the same block as me, in the same dust, under the same dome. His father was a life-support engineer; my mother worked in the hydroponic greenhouses. Our families were not poor—no, on Mars, we did not say poor. We said priority cases. The priority cases had their water ration, their functional airlock, their particulate filter. Everything else was luxury.

Eli did not care for luxury. He cared for stories.

"Xenon, listen. My father says when they built the dome, they forgot a seal somewhere. There's an invisible crack, and one day, all the air will just rush out. Pssht. And we'll all die at the same time."

He smiled as he said it. Eli always smiled when he said terrifying things.

"Stop it," I huffed. "There's no crack."

"How do you know?"

"Because my father checks the sensors every day. He showed me. The pressure readings are stable."

"Your father is a liar."

He said it without malice. It was his way of making sure the world was held together only by lies, and therefore, it could be reinvented.

We were sitting in a blind spot of the main corridor, where the surveillance cameras didn't reach. We had discovered this hiding place a year earlier, and we spent hours there reading outdated technical manuals—they were all we had. No stories. No novels. The colonists were not allowed entertainment. Entertainment, the Governor said, made one forget the work.

The work was digging, filtering, repairing, planting, praying the air would stay breathable.

That day, Eli had found an old file on a broken datapad. A photograph. He showed it to me, trembling.

"Look."

It was a forest. Tall, green trees, with leaves that seemed to move in the frozen image. There was a blue sky—blue, not red, not black—and a child running.

"Earth?" I asked.

"Earth."

We stayed silent for a long time. The creaking of the dome seemed louder, suddenly.

"When I'm grown," Eli said, "I'm going to grow trees here. Even without oxygen. I'll plant them in the regolith, and I'll talk to them until they understand."

"Trees don't understand," I replied.

"You don't understand anything, Xenon."

He put the datapad in his pocket, stood up, and took my hand. His fingers were ice-cold—as always. The heating coil in his glove was faulty, but his family didn't have the credits to repair it.

"Come on, let's go see the exit."

The exit was the main airlock. Forbidden to children. But there was a narrow observatory, a window as thick as my arm, from which you could see the dust plains and, in the distance, the red mountains. They called it the Window of the Dead—a cruel name, for it overlooked nothing, and yet the colonists came to press their foreheads against it, as if in prayer.

Eli loved that window. He said staring into infinity made him feel larger.

That day, just as we arrived, we heard an alarm.

Not a drill alarm. Not a routine alarm. It was the sound we had been taught to dread: air leak, Sector G, immediate lockdown.

Sector G. Our sector.

Eli let go of my hand.

"Run."

He did not run. He stayed there, staring at the window, as if hypnotized by the red of the Martian twilight. His lips were moving. He was talking to the trees, maybe. Or to his mother. Or to God, if God existed on Mars.

I ran.

I remember the sound of my soles on the metal. I remember the smell—a smell of burning, of melted plastic, of scorched dust. I remember the voice on the loudspeaker: "Evacuate. Evacuate. Do not run, walk quickly."

I crossed the inner airlock. The doors closed behind me, one after another, with a sucking noise. I could hear them slam. Clang. Clang. Clang. Like the teeth of a beast closing shut.

When I reached our quarters, my mother was there, pale, both hands clamped over her mouth. My father was shouting into the communicator.

"Where's Eli?" my mother cried at me.

"He stayed at the window."

"What?"

She rushed toward the door. My father grabbed her by the arm.

"Too late," he said. "The airlock is sealed."

"Let go of me!"

"The compartments are locked down. No one gets in, no one gets out. The oxygen levels are dropping."

"HE'S ONLY NINE!"

I saw my father cry for the first time. Silently. The tears rolled down his hollow cheeks, and he did not wipe them away.

We stayed there, the three of us, listening to the loudspeakers announce the numbers: "Sector G pressure: 80%. 70%. 60%."

At 30%, the screaming began. I don't know if it was Eli. Perhaps other people trapped in the sector. Women, men, children. Their voices were muffled, distant, as if coming from another world.

At 15%, there was only the hiss of escaping air.

At 5%, silence.

That silence—I have never forgotten it. It was a thick, warm silence that seeped into your ears and clogged your throat. The silence of an empty helmet. The silence of someone who will never breathe again.

My father turned off the communicator.

"We must notify the family," he murmured.

My mother didn't answer. She left the quarters, came back with Eli's datapad—the one he had left in the hideout, by some miracle. She set it on the table and turned it on.

The photograph of the forest appeared.

We stared at it for a long time, in silence.

That night, I did not sleep. I lay on my bunk, listening to the creakings of the dome. And I understood something the adults did not:

The dome does not creak because it is old. It creaks because it is afraid. Because it is fragile. Because one day, it will kill us all.

The next morning, I stole a sealant stick from my father's workshop. I went to see the crack. Not a crack—a badly seated seal, at the junction of two panels. I sealed it with my own hands.

The sealing compound smelled of ammonia. I pressed too hard and burned my left palm. The scar remained for fifteen years. I looked at it every day, while shaving, until the Thunder Therapy erased it along with the rest of my childhood.

It was useless. The leak came from elsewhere. But I stayed there, my back against the glass, staring out at the red plain, and I spoke these words aloud:

"I never want to hear the sound of silence inside a helmet again."

No one heard me. Not even Eli.

But something, in the Martian dust, held onto that promise.

I kept it. For a thousand years.
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​Chapter 2 – The Question That Changed Everything
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Great turning points never come with fanfares. They arrive in the sound of a breath, between two silences.

I was fifteen when I understood that the colonists would never survive. We were all going to die, like Eli, but more slowly. Piece by piece. By cracked domes, failed harvests, days without sun.

There was that dawn. I was walking behind my father in the main corridor, our boots clanging on the metal grating. He was going to his post – checking the pressure sensors, again, always. I was accompanying him out of habit, because there was nothing else to do. There was no school on Mars. You learned on the job: repairing, planting, compressing oxygen, keeping quiet.

My father stopped in front of the wall screen. An old liquid-crystal display showed news from Earth – the news they deigned to send us. Images of green cities, blue oceans, laughing crowds. I watched those images the way you watch a dream you know is impossible.

"Why is Earth like that?" I asked.

"Like what?"

"Blue. Green. Alive."

My father shrugged. He was tired. He had always been tired.

"Because they were lucky, Xenon. They were born in the right place."

"And us?"

"We were born here. That's all."

I looked at him. His eyelids were heavy, his fingers stained yellow by filter grease. He was forty-two years old, but he looked sixty. Martian gravity, the doctors said. Lack of sleep. Stress. The constant fear that the dome would blow up in our faces.

"That's not an answer," I said.

"It's the only one I have."

He left for his post. I stood frozen in front of the screen, watching the images of the seven continents scroll by. Africa, green and yellow. Asia, tentacular. Europe, small, dense, arrogant. North America, proud. South America, wild. Oceania, scattered. And Antarctica, white, mute.

Seven countries, I thought. Seven empires. And us, the eighth, the forgotten, the dust.

There was an interactive map. I placed my finger on it.

"What if each continent were a country?"

The question came out on its own. I wasn't thinking. I was just wondering: why was Earth divided like that, and not Mars? Why were we colonists, sub-humans, disposable labor?

The screen, of course, did not answer.

That evening, at dinner, I asked my father the question again. He was chewing his freeze-dried food – a gray paste that tasted of protein – and he looked up at me.

"What are you talking about?"

"The Earth continents. If they had become countries, each with its own government, its own language, its own power. Why don't we have that here?"

"Because there's nothing here, Xenon. Just dust and colonists who die."

"Exactly. If we were a country, we could decide for ourselves. Negotiate. Earn respect."

My father put down his fork. He looked at me for a long time, with an expression I didn't recognize. Fear, perhaps. Or pride. Or both.

"You're much too young to be thinking about these things."

"Eli was my age. He's dead."

"Don't say his name at the table."

"Why? Because it reminds you that you did nothing to save him?"

My mother placed her hand on mine. Gently. Her skin was dry, cracked, smelled of recycled water and hydroponic fertilizer.

"Xenon, stop."

"No. I don't want anyone else to die like Eli. I don't want to be told we're priorities, that we owe our survival to Earth. Earth gave us nothing. Earth abandoned us."

My father stood up. His chair scraped against the metal floor.

"You don't know what you're talking about."

"Then explain it to me."

He opened his mouth. Closed it. He had no answer. No one did.

I went out. I walked to the Window of the Dead – the one where Eli had smiled for the last time. No one was there. The dome was quiet. The red plain stretched to infinity, unreachable, indifferent.

I pressed my forehead against the glass. It was ice-cold. The cold pierced my skull, traveled down my neck, chilled my shoulder blades. A shiver shook me.

"Can you hear me, Eli? Can you hear me? I swear to you that one day, there will be no more domes. No more colonists. No more priorities. One day, we will walk on Mars without helmets, and we will breathe. One day, we will be an empire. And no one will forget us."

Outside, the Martian wind lifted a cloud of red dust. It danced for a moment in front of the window, then settled.

It was at that moment that I understood.

This was not a child's promise. It was the first law of the Emperor I was about to become.

That night, I drew a flag on the wall of my room, with reactor charcoal. The charcoal scratched under my fingers, leaving a black powder that smelled of sulfur and burnt rock. A dragon. Not a dragon of Earth legend – a Martian dragon, with metal wings and lava eyes.

I looked at it for a long time.

Then I turned off the light.

The next time I turned it on, it would be to illuminate a world.
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​Chapter 3 – The Seven Emperors and the Eighth Crown
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A lie can save lives. A lie can found an empire. But it always leaves a scar.

The hangar smelled of engine oil and colonist sweat. They had come from every dome – miners, farmers, technicians, mothers carrying children on their hips. There was noise, whispering, a nervous energy I had never felt before. Mars, usually, does not buzz. Mars holds its breath.

That night, it was breathing.

I was only twenty-three years old. My face was still smooth, my hands calloused but not yet crisscrossed with battle scars. Yet, when I climbed onto the makeshift stage – an overturned storage pallet – the eyes turned toward me. Not out of respect. Out of curiosity. Who was this young man who claimed he could change their fate?

I cleared my throat. My throat was dry. Behind me, Vaelon – whom I had met six months earlier, in a bar fight – stood motionless, arms crossed. He had told me: "You're going to tremble. That's normal. Tremble, but don't look away."

I did not look away.

"You know me," I began. "My name is Xenon Thunder Dragon. My father repairs air filters. My mother grows tomatoes that taste like cardboard. I was born in Block C, under Dome Number 4 – the one we almost evacuated last winter because of a micro-crack."

Silence. A few nods. They knew. They all had a crack story.

"I watched a friend die of asphyxiation when I was seven. His name was Eli. He wanted to plant trees on Mars. He didn't even have time to sow a single seed."

I paused. My heart was beating too fast. I felt my pulse in my temples, in my throat, in my fingers gripping the edge of the pallet.

"Earth sent us here to colonize. To extract. To work. And in exchange, they give us quotas, penalties, and prayers. But no freedom. No dignity. No future."

A woman in the back raised her hand. I recognized her: Kaela, the head of the hydroponic greenhouses, a tall brunette with muscular forearms.

"And what do you propose, Xenon? A revolt? There are six thousand of us, and billions of them. They have warships. We have patched-up suits and dreams."

"I'm not proposing a revolt. I'm proposing a nation."

Murmurs. Incomprehension. An old man – I had never seen him before – stepped forward. He was stooped, with a poorly trimmed gray beard and glasses repaired with adhesive tape. His suit was at least thirty years old.

"A nation?" he sneered. "On a red pebble? You want to crown yourself king, kid?"

"Not king. Emperor."

A burst of laughter shook part of the crowd. But not all. Some remained grave. They were waiting.

"The Emperor of Mars," I continued, in my firmest voice. "An independent empire, recognized by the seven continents. With our own government, our own laws, our own language. An eighth empire that will sit at the table of powers."

"And you think they'd accept?" asked the old man, mockingly.

"They won't have a choice."

I lied. It was my first lie as emperor. I knew it, and Vaelon knew it too – I saw his eyebrow lift slightly, a tic he had when he detected a flaw. But I couldn't tell the truth. The truth was that the seven empires would crush us if we raised our heads too soon. The truth was that we were too weak, too few, too poor. The truth was that I didn't know how to do it.

But I had learned one thing on Mars: hope feeds on lies, as long as they are beautiful.

"How exactly do you plan to do it?" asked Kaela.

"First, proclaim independence. Then negotiate. Earth needs our minerals. We need their technology. An exchange. A pact. Nothing more."

"And if they refuse?"

"Then we'll be ready."

I hadn't added "to die." But they heard it.

The old man stared at me for a long time. His eyes were clear, a blue faded by years of artificial light. He shook his head, not in refusal. In resignation.

"I'm seventy years old, kid. I've seen twelve leaders come and go. Promising ones, charismatic ones, crazy ones. All dead or gone. Why would you be different?"

"Because I don't want to be a leader. I want to be a wall. A wall they will break themselves against."

The old man fell silent. Then, slowly, he extended his hand.

"My name is Elric. I was a senator on Earth, before they exiled me. If you lie, I'll tell you
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