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CHAPTER 1
He Went With Them
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Renee watched the pickup until the word pickup stopped sounding like language.

The raw feeds had been copied into three isolated systems before the first hour ended. Civilian phones. Traffic cameras. Military optics. A warehouse thermal unit that had been pointed at the yard by accident. A weather station that recorded the pressure disturbance. Two aircraft had caught a transient radar return at different angles. No single source was clean enough to explain the object.

Together, they were clean enough to ruin easier explanations.

The craft had been there.

Jonas had expected it.

And the figures inside had known him.

Renee stood in a temporary evidence room while technicians synchronized the feeds to a common clock. Outside, the city was running on alternating power districts. The building’s lights dimmed every forty minutes when the local grid transferred load.

On the largest screen Jonas walked toward the impossible craft for the hundredth time.

“Freeze at first visible response,” Renee said.

A technician stopped the footage.

One of the figures had changed posture when Jonas entered its view.

“Advance four frames.”

The figure stepped aside.

“Again.”

The second figure moved too.

The path opened for Jonas.

No restraint.

No surprise.

No effort to pull him inside.

Renee said, “He went with them.”

Nobody answered because that sentence had become the room’s only stable fact.

A defense liaison said, “Voluntarily is still an inference.”

“Then give me another one.”

“Coercion. Conditioning. Prior abduction.”

“He straightened before the object appeared.”

“Maybe he heard it.”

“He walked to the exact yard.”

“Maybe he was directed.”

“By what?”

The liaison rubbed his eyes.

“That’s why we’re here.”

On Mars, Calvin watched the same synchronized package thirteen minutes later.

He had spent the morning with Tomas arguing over storage priorities for the new oxygen stream. Water had changed the settlement’s future, but it had also created new ways to be stupid. Every liter could become drinking water, process water, crop water, thermal mass, hydrogen feedstock, oxygen feedstock, or reserve. Every kilogram had five claimants.

Then Renee’s file arrived and Mars stopped talking about tanks.

Marianne sat beside Calvin. Molly stood behind them with her arms folded. Isaac had been sent to Dr. Yuki’s module because Marianne had decided one impossible thing per child per morning was enough.

The pickup played.

Molly said, “He’s smiling before it opens.”

Calvin replayed the moment.

She was right.

Not the theatrical grin Jonas wore for cameras. Something smaller.

Relief.

Calvin hated that interpretation because it made the scene personal.

“Maybe he recognized a procedure,” Marianne said.

“Or a person,” Molly said.

Calvin looked at the figures.

Human-shaped.

Wrong.

One moved with a slight turn of the shoulder as Jonas approached, making room the way a person did in a narrow kitchen.

The gesture was ordinary enough to be obscene.

Renee’s voice came through the recorded briefing.

“We have no evidence the event caused the illness or behavioral disruption. We have no evidence it did not. Do not merge mysteries because they arrived in the same year.”

Calvin almost smiled.

That sounded like Renee.

Then she added, “But Jonas has been present near too many thresholds to ignore. We are rebuilding his entire public history.”

Marianne looked at Calvin.

“Thresholds.”

“It’s a useful word.”

“You don’t like useful words when they sound religious.”

“I don’t like any word that starts explaining before the evidence does.”

The habitat ventilation shifted to its night-cycle setting even though it was midday by Earth clocks. Mars had taught them that time was local before their minds had agreed.

Molly pointed at Jonas on the frozen screen.

“What if he wasn’t warning us?”

Calvin remembered what she had said after the pickup.

Maybe the signs were not for us.

“Then who were they for?” Marianne asked.

Molly stared at the figures waiting for Jonas.

“Maybe him.”

On Earth, Renee opened a new case file.

Not ALIEN.

Not DEMON.

Not INVASION.

She typed:

JONAS: RELATIONSHIP UNKNOWN.

Then beneath it:

QUESTION ONE: HOW LONG DID HE KNOW?

The investigation did not remain in the evidence room.

By evening, the pickup had changed behavior around the planet. Flights were grounded in regions where governments feared another appearance. Religious broadcasts ran the footage beside paintings of angels, demons, and beasts. Science channels slowed it frame by frame and argued about propulsion signatures. People who had spent months blaming disease, politics, food systems, climate, social media, foreign governments, or divine judgment suddenly had something shaped enough to fear.

Helena hated the effect immediately.

“One object,” she said during a secure coalition call. “One event. And everybody’s previous theory has already swallowed it.”

Dr. Anika answered from a darkened office on Earth. “That’s what people do with anomalies. They don’t change their model. They decorate it.”

Renee kept her face still.

“Then we keep the evidence undecorated.”

Malcolm joined from a launch-control facility running on emergency power. Behind him, a countdown board had been repurposed to track cargo windows and evacuation capacity.

“The practical question is whether we alter Mars traffic.”

Calvin answered before Helena could.

“No.”

“You didn’t let me finish.”

“You were going to say unknown craft may be operating between Earth and Mars, so perhaps we suspend launches until we understand the threat.”

Malcolm sighed. “I hate when you know me.”

“Earth cannot afford to stop sending what Mars needs. Mars cannot afford to stop becoming less dependent on Earth. If Jonas wanted launch traffic stopped, he had easier ways to do it.”

Renee noted the sentence.

Jonas had easier ways.

That became a recurring test over the next several weeks. Whenever somebody proposed that the apparent enemy had done something, Renee asked what easier action their demonstrated technology would have allowed.

The answers did not solve the mystery.

They made it stranger.

That night Molly found Calvin in the green module staring at the pickup footage again.

“You’re going to wear out a digital file.”

“I’m talented.”

She sat beside him.

The plants had grown enough that leaves brushed the transparent partitions. Water recovered from Mars moved through tubing with a soft mechanical pulse.

Molly said, “Do you think they’re aliens?”

Calvin looked at the frame where the figure stepped aside for Jonas.

“I think alien is a category. Categories are useful until they start pretending to be answers.”

“So that’s a no.”

“That’s a dad answer.”

“Worse.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder.

“I’m scared.”

Calvin closed the footage.

“Me too.”

He did not add anything reassuring.

For once, he thought the truth was kinder.
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CHAPTER 2
The Enemy Without a Base
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The first week after Jonas disappeared produced more certainty than evidence.

That was how fear worked when given broadband.

Alien became the dominant word because it was short.

Demon became the dominant religious word because Revelation had already entered public language months earlier.

Collaborator became the dominant government word because it allowed officials to imagine a human chain of command.

On Mars, nobody used any of them in operations meetings.

Malcolm had joined by delay from Earth. Renee appeared from a secure facility. Helena was calling from somewhere she refused to identify. Calvin sat with Dr. Priya, Hector, Tomas, Dr. Samira, and Keira around a table built from cargo paneling.

“Where do they operate from?” Helena asked.

Renee answered, “Unknown.”

“Earth?”

“Unknown.”

“Orbit?”

“Unknown.”

“Mars?”

Renee looked toward Calvin’s side of the split screen.

“We are checking.”

Keira muttered, “Comforting.”

Calvin pulled up the settlement sensor map.

Mars had been scanned aggressively since landing, but scanning aggressively was not the same as seeing everything. Ground radar had narrow purposes. Orbital imagery had cadence limits. Thermal mapping blurred under dust, terrain, insulation, angle, and time of day. Their own infrastructure created interference.

There were odd patches.

There had always been odd patches.

One shallow basin returned inconsistent thermal readings. A ridge occasionally vanished from one low-resolution radar pass and returned in the next. A dust plume had once moved against the local forecast and then corrected itself.

Dr. Priya pointed at the map.

“If you circle every place Mars behaves badly, you’ve circled Mars.”

“Agreed,” Calvin said.

“Then do not turn sensor noise into a castle.”

“Also agreed.”

Renee said, “We need a search protocol that does not assume a base exists.”

Calvin nodded.

That mattered.

Once people decided there was an enemy headquarters, every missing pixel became a door.

They expanded passive observation anyway.

Mars orbital assets changed timing where possible. Surface cameras increased sky coverage. Hector gave up power margin for two new sensor masts and complained about it for three days. Keira installed one of them during a dust event and came back threatening to personally arrest the planet.

Nothing appeared.

On Earth, there were intermittent sightings.

A shape over an abandoned reservoir.

Two figures crossing a ruined industrial district at night.

A craft seen by military sensors and then not seen before interception.

None lasted long.

None behaved like an invasion fleet.

That made people more afraid, not less.

If something could appear anywhere, perhaps it was already everywhere.

Calvin went home to the family module after a sixteen-hour workday and found Isaac constructing an enemy base from food containers.

“That’s supposed to be classified,” Calvin said.

Isaac looked up. “Molly told me aliens were classified.”

“Molly says many things.”

Molly called from the next room, “Most of them accurate.”

The base had six towers, three landing pads, and a tunnel made from a rolled ration wrapper.

Calvin sat on the floor.

“Why is it underground?”

Isaac shrugged. “Because we’d see it if it wasn’t.”

Calvin looked at him.

Children could make terrifying logic sound like arts and crafts.

“Could be,” he said.

Isaac moved a toy rover toward the tunnel.

“Then we just find the door.”

Calvin wished adulthood still worked that way.

Across Mars, every instrument they owned continued insisting there was no door.

The search changed Mars operations in less visible ways.

Every exterior crew now worked under observation protocols designed by Renee. Nobody went beyond local range alone. Camera feeds were duplicated. Suit telemetry was archived instead of overwritten. If a sensor returned nonsense, the nonsense was preserved before anyone recalibrated it away.

Dr. Priya approved of that last rule.

“Geologists have been begging engineers to stop deleting ugly data since the invention of engineers.”

Calvin said, “We invented you so we’d have somebody to blame for rocks.”

“History does not support that sequence.”

The new procedures cost time.

Time cost oxygen, power, and patience.

Keira hated the escort rule most. She had spent months learning to move outside the habitat efficiently and now had to wait for a second person to confirm every service route.

“If an alien wants me,” she said, fastening a tool kit, “I am not emotionally prepared to make it sit through two-person lockout procedure.”

Tomas checked her seal.

“Perhaps that’s our defense.”

“Bureaucracy?”

“Earth’s oldest weapon.”

They laughed, but the fear remained.

An exterior worker found a line of shallow depressions near the western sensor mast. Too regular to be wind. Too faint to classify as footprints. By the time Dr. Priya reached them, dust had softened the edges.

Calvin crouched beside one.

“Could be landing gear.”

“Could be a rock that moved.”

“Rocks don’t move in pairs.”

“Mars has spent billions of years creating ways to embarrass confident men.”

They photographed, measured, sampled, and left the marks unnamed.

That was the discipline Calvin wanted.

No alien footprints.

No secret base.

Only depressions.

Later, when the hidden station finally became visible, the archived images would become evidence that something had crossed their perimeter long before they understood what.

At the time, they were just another thing Mars refused to explain.
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CHAPTER 3
Two Worlds in Trouble
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Water had given Mars hope.

Hope immediately demanded maintenance.

The first large ice extraction line developed a seal problem on sol twelve.

Not catastrophic. Worse in a way. Ordinary.

The kind of problem that would happen again.

Keira lay on her back beneath an insulated pipe while Tomas read pressure values through a headset.

“Still dropping.”

“I know.”

“I’m required to say useful things.”

“Try being quiet.”

“Pressure now stable.”

“See? Excellent useful thing.”

Calvin watched from the service bay entrance while she replaced the damaged coupling.

Mars had crossed from heroic engineering into plumbing.

That was success.

Dr. Yuki’s expanded crops were still fragile. Hector’s fission system needed inspection cycles that could not be delayed because everyone was excited about water. Dr. Samira was tracking bone loss, sleep drift, skin changes, stress hormones, and a cluster of headaches she did not yet trust enough to name.

Mars was functioning.

Earth was not.

Farah’s hospital had lost one wing after a fire set during a fight outside the emergency entrance spread into temporary storage. Nobody knew who had started the fight. Video showed three people trying to beat one another senseless, then all three helping move patients when smoke appeared.

Farah had stopped asking contradiction to explain itself.

She moved through the reduced ward with a clipboard because the electronic bed board had failed again.

Dr. Nikhil met her at a nurses’ station.

“Case rate flattened in two districts.”

“Good.”

“Rose in four others.”

“Less good.”

“Behavioral incidents dropped where neighborhood food schedules stabilized.”

Farah looked at him.

“You said this wasn’t social.”

“I said the illness wasn’t explained by social conditions. Outcomes are.”

“That’s a scientist’s way of saying everybody matters.”

“Please don’t quote me that way.”

Marianne spoke with Farah by delayed video that evening from Mars.

They had known each other only through the crisis, but catastrophe made fast friendships without asking permission.

Farah showed her the damaged corridor.

Marianne showed Farah the green module.

“That is unfairly pretty,” Farah said.

“It smells like wet socks and fertilizer.”

“Still pretty.”

Molly crossed behind Marianne carrying a tray of seedlings.

Farah waved.

“How’s Mars?”

Molly stopped. “Trying to murder us more professionally than Earth.”

Farah laughed harder than the joke deserved.

When the call ended, Marianne sat alone for a while.

Earth remained home in every useless sense of the word. Her school. Her old street. The hospital where Isaac had been born. The grocery store whose carts always pulled left. A thousand small things no settlement manifest could preserve.

Calvin came in dusty and tired.

“Pipe?”

“Fixed.”

“For how long?”

“Never ask an engineer that.”

She leaned against him.

“Farah’s wing burned.”

“I saw.”

“I hate that we are safe enough to watch.”

Calvin looked through the small pressure window.

Mars stretched black beyond the habitat lights.

“We’re not safe.”

“You know what I mean.”

He did.

Mars demanded everything from them but did not lie about what it demanded.

Earth still had oceans, forests, weather, breathable air, and cities built over centuries.

Yet somehow Mars was learning to hold together while Earth came apart.

Calvin had once believed the hardest problem in settlement design was keeping people alive on another planet.

He was beginning to suspect the harder problem was giving people reasons to keep one another alive anywhere.

The family story changed on Mars too.

Marianne had resisted becoming the settlement’s counselor because she had not traveled millions of kilometers to recreate her old job in a pressure vessel.

Then people started knocking on the family module door.

A technician who could not sleep unless she kept her suit beside the bed.

A father ashamed that he had screamed at his daughter during a pressure alarm.

A woman who had left a brother on Earth and now avoided messages because every call made survival feel like betrayal.

Marianne stopped pretending this was not work.

She borrowed a small room from the education module and put a handwritten sign outside.

NO APPOINTMENT NEEDED IF YOU ARE ABOUT TO DO SOMETHING STUPID.

Keira added underneath:

THIS INCLUDES MAINTENANCE.

Marianne left it.

Molly began helping with younger children during adult meetings. She disliked being assigned because she was seventeen and therefore considered herself morally exempt from children under twelve.

Then Isaac developed a habit of waking at Mars dawn convinced the habitat was too quiet.

On Earth, silence had meant power failure.

On Mars, quiet could mean systems were working correctly.

His body did not know the difference.

Molly sat with him one morning in the connector corridor.

“Nothing’s wrong,” she said.

“How do you know?”

“Because Dad would be running.”

Isaac considered that.

“He does run funny.”

“Exactly. Best alarm system on Mars.”

He smiled.

Molly realized she had become the person explaining safety to somebody else while not feeling safe herself.

That was how the settlement worked now.

Nobody waited to become unafraid before being useful.

Calvin would later recognize that pattern in Dr. Anika’s data.

For now it was simply his daughter sitting on a cold floor with her brother until his breathing slowed.
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CHAPTER 4
The One Who Runs
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Pavel ran on a Tuesday morning in Pennsylvania.

Nobody knew his name.

The cameras called him Subject Three.

The first sighting came from a highway maintenance drone that was still operating because the state had never bothered to cancel its route. The drone recorded two of the strange figures standing beneath an overpass with Jonas.

Renee watched the footage hours later.

One figure remained beside Jonas.

The other was Pavel.

He moved badly.

Not injured.

Agitated.

His hands opened and closed. He kept looking toward the tree line. Jonas stood in front of him and said something the microphones could not recover.

Pavel stepped backward.

Jonas did not follow.

Pavel turned.

Then he ran.

The figure beside Jonas moved as if to intercept.

Jonas lifted one hand.

She stopped.

Renee replayed that part.

“He let him go.”

A military analyst said, “Could be a dispersal maneuver.”

“Then why stop the other one?”

“Command decision.”

“Yes. That’s what I’m saying.”

Pavel crossed the median, cleared a barrier with frightening ease, and vanished into trees.

Within twenty minutes a driver reported seeing a “white demon” near a service road.

Within forty, the phrase was trending.

By noon, armed checkpoints appeared across three counties.

Farah heard about it from a patient.

“They got one loose.”

“Got one what?”

“Alien. Demon. Whatever.”

The patient held up a phone showing a blurred image of Pavel crossing a road.

Farah stared at the screen.

He was narrow, long-limbed, clothed in something that followed the
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