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​GRANDPA YEWMON

His Martian bio-pod was dying.

Every dust storm made it sound worse. The patched skin shivered and sighed at the end of the outer transit tunnels, and the recycler inside coughed out warm air that smelled of rust, old copper, and something faintly sweet gone bad. It was the kind of sound you stopped hearing after a while, the kind that became part of home whether you wanted it to or not.

“Get it fixed, Grandpa,” I had told him more than once. “The intake is failing.”

He’d filed the request ages ago. Nothing had come of it.

That was how the Council worked. They took what they needed, praised you while they needed it, then left you to fade in whatever corner they had decided was convenient. Grandpa Yewmon had risked his life going down to Earth, had come back with surface data no one else had been able to gather, and had spent the rest of his life being politely forgotten. To them, he was a retired professor. To me, he was the man who had taught me how to pay attention to what others overlooked.

The pod itself was crowded with proof that he had never really let Earth go. Broken rover gears lay on one shelf beside blackened bits of plant life, each artifact cleaned and labeled with ridiculous care. In the center of the room, sealed in a pressurized stasis case, sat three small human bones. Real ones. Impossible ones. The kind of thing that could get a person in serious trouble if the wrong official cared enough to notice.

No one cared enough. Not really.

I didn’t come for his stories today, though part of me always did. I came because I couldn’t sit still in my own pod, and because by this time tomorrow the roster for the 23rd Earth Expedition would be posted. If the Council approved me, I would be the one descending through the amber clouds. I could barely breathe around the thought of it.

The outer door groaned open before I could knock.

Yewmon was already there, as if he had been waiting on the other side. He was thinner than I liked, his body all sharp angles and old stubbornness, but his eyes were alive. He pulled me into a quick, fierce hug that smelled faintly of ration sweetness and dust.

“Tomorrow is the breakthrough,” he said, a little too loudly, a little too warmly, as though saying it hard enough might force the universe to agree. “What hour does the Council convene?”

I gave him a look, though I couldn’t stop the smile at the corners of my mouth. “Nothing is guaranteed until the slates lock, Grandpa.”

He snorted and steered me inside with a hand

on my shoulder. “Then we will simply behave as though it is guaranteed.”

The salon was cramped, warm, and half-lit, with the recycler rattling softly in the wall. He waved me toward the table, then immediately reached for the dispenser. “Recline,” he said. “Caloric intake time. We mark the occasion.”

“I’m fine with one green,” I said, glancing at my wrist-slate. “I need a clear head for the Capital-dome transit tomorrow.”

Yewmon gave me the slow, indulgent look he always wore when he thought I was being too careful. “Always project-oriented. Fine. I shall have a magenta, a light blue, and a liquid purple.”

He pressed the dispenser controls with theatrical ceremony. The machine hissed and clacked. I took the green bar he handed me and tore into it, grateful for something solid in my stomach. My nerves had been buzzing all morning, and the ration helped blunt the edge of them.

Yewmon, meanwhile, had gone from brisk to blissful in the space of a few swallows. The light blue bar sat him down in his own chair like a hand easing him into rest. Then the magenta softened his mouth. By the time he uncorked the liquid purple, his shoulders had dropped, his eyes had grown heavy, and the sharpness in his face had started to blur at the edges.

He looked pleasantly wrecked by it.

“The trajectory matrix,” he murmured, leaning back with a slow, contented exhale. “Is it fast-tracked?”

“Affirmative,” I said. “Launch occurs before the 22nd Expedition even starts return transit. The data changed everything.”

“Liquid water,” he whispered.

His voice had changed now too, losing its usual bite and becoming softer, more honest, almost boyish. He stared at the table for a long moment,

as if the surface might answer him.

“Unbelievable,” he said at last. “My teams logged barren rock and dead sky. Zero visibility. Nothing but dust and disappointment.” He gave a small, crooked smile. “Of course, we were on the wrong hemisphere.”

“We’re targeting the basin edge,” I said. “If the acidity isn’t lethal, if the liquid readings hold, everything changes.”

Yewmon nodded, but the motion was slow, weighted. He looked tired in a way that had less to do with age than with all the years he had spent carrying hope no one else seemed willing to touch. Then his expression shifted, and I knew what was coming before he said it.

“If only your parents had survived the Great Global Storm.”

The room seemed to cool around us.

We didn’t talk about that storm. We didn’t talk about my father’s break from the program, or

how the program itself had turned family into a kind of weakness. My grandfather knew better than to push, and I was grateful for that. He reached for the liquid purple vial, but now even that movement had become gentler, slower, as if he were moving through a warmer world than the rest of us.

“And the atmospheric anomaly?” he asked, blinking at me with heavy eyes. “The oxygen spike?”

“High concentrations,” I said. “Still unbreathable for us, but it’s there.”

Yewmon gave a small, almost reverent laugh. Then, with the kind of solemnity only a mildly over-satiated old man could manage, he said, “It’s an exit vector, Doran.”

He swallowed, then leaned back hard in his chair and stared up at the ceiling as if he could already see Earth through it. “Mars is dying,” he said, the words no longer sharp, only true.

“The math is not kind. Recolonization is the only answer.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, breathing slowly through the warmth settling through him. When he opened them again, they were glassy and kind.

“Exaltations to the 23rd,” he said, very softly.

I smiled despite myself. “Transit duration is one hundred and four diems. Two diems after launch for telemetry stabilization, then cryostasis. Reanimation on atmospheric entry.”

“The gravity well is brutal,” he said, and this time there was no bluster in it, only old concern and love made plain by the drink. “A very ugly neg-neg-minus.”

“I’ve logged two hundred hours in the high-G centrifuges,” I said, standing to stretch. “The exo-suits will compensate.”

He made a sleepy sound that might have been approval. Might have been pride. He pushed himself upright when I said I had to go, though it took him a moment longer than usual. The extra ration had softened him so thoroughly that his movements had grown careful, almost tender, like he was handling the day itself with both hands.

“I’ll vid-call you the second the briefing ends,” I said.

He escorted me to the decompression chamber with his hand still resting lightly on my arm. It struck me then how small the pod seemed, how thin the walls were between one life and the next. The inner seal opened with a hiss, and the cooler air of the tunnel met us both.

This was the last moment before everything changed.

Yewmon drew me into one final embrace, quick and tight and awkward in the way people get when they are trying very hard not to show how much they care.

“Return for my 175th annum,” he murmured into my shoulder.

“You can count on it,” I said.

He pulled back just far enough to look at me. The ration had softened his edges, but not the love in his face. That was all still there, plain as daylight.

“Double-plus-plus love, Doran,” he said.

“And also with you,” I answered.

The doors closed shut between us.

I stood there for one long last look, listening to the echo die in the tunnel, then turned and headed for home with his hope sitting in my chest like a second heartbeat.
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​AZURE FIELDS OF ALGAE

The alarm didn’t need to cycle. I awoke instantly, clear-headed and moving. I dressed, swallowed a green ration bar, and cleared my pod hours ahead of schedule. Punctuality could be a sickness, but pacing my quarters was worse. I caught the early express toward the Capital-dome, three sectors away.

The shuttle car filled quickly with working-sector Martians bound for the opening shifts. Heavy eyes, slumped shoulders. None of them were tracking a reality like mine today. The pneumatic doors locked, and the shuttle accelerated hard down the tube.

Scorpius-dome flashed past the viewports—dark, silent, still sleeping. Canis-dome was next. Industrial. The doors fired open, discharging a mass of exhausted laborers bound for the deep mining tiers. A fresh shift shuffled in, and the shuttle locked down again, launching into the longest leg of the transit: the Hellas Crater line.

Outside, the horizon fractured with light. The jagged red rock vanished, replaced by millions of hectares of shimmering blue-green algae—the primary atmospheric engine of Mars. From this height, it looked like a vast, breathing sea. But as the shuttle plunged deeper into the crater basin, the truth showed: black edges, necrotic decay. The intensifying solar storms were killing the crops, shrinking our oxygen supply every annum.

Nobody on Mars pretended not to know what was happening anymore. The planet was failing in plain sight, and everyone lived with that knowledge in different ways. Some worked harder; some looked away; some protested until their voices went hoarse.

The Capital-dome materialized out of the dust—a massive, glinting mountain of engineered polymer. My great-grandfather had laid the structural foundations for those outer rings. The shuttle hit the central airlock braking system, decelerating hard. Central Station was a chaotic swarm of bureaucratic movement. I stepped onto the platform, checking my comm-slate. I had two hours until the NAS-EX Space commission briefing.

“Doran! Double-plus-plus happiness!”

I turned. Aileen was moving through the crowd. She had a tall, slender frame, striking grey skin, long silver hair, and intense, wide black eyes. She was the designated Mission Commander, and technically my superior if the slate locked today.

We embraced—fast, but lingering just past the professional boundary. I stepped back first. “Ready for Earth?” she asked, her voice clipped but vibrating.

“Pos infinitum,” I said.

“I just cleared transit from Aquila-dome,” she said, checking her wrist-slate. “Surplus time available. Have you hit the nutrient stations yet? Let’s grab a liquid ration.”

“Extra good,” I said. “There’s a terminal near the Hall of Antiquities.”

We wove through the market district, keeping a tight, rapid pace. The noise of the merchants kept my nervous vitals steady. At the counter, I ordered a liquid green; Aileen took a liquid turquoise. We downed them in sync.

Aileen gave me a small, knowing look over the rim of her drink. “You still walk like you expect the academy floor to grade you.”

I huffed a quiet laugh. “Old habits.”

“We used to think passing drills was the
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