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Chapter 1: The Storm


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The stars glittered like shards of glass beyond the Byond’s viewport, a stark contrast to the red dust of Mars looming 30 days out. Jude Crux, 35, stood in the command module, the fusion core’s hum vibrating through the deck. As Chief Engineer of the Byond fleet, following the Yonder fleet’s successful landing and construction start, he bore the weight of humanity’s next step on Mars. His short black hair caught the monitor’s glow, his brown eyes scanning telemetry: trajectory steady, velocity at 25 kilometers per second. Newt Smith, Chairman of the Spiral Newt Galaxy, lounged nearby, his slick gray hair and politician’s grin at odds with the module’s cold steel. Jeremy Lyne, Jude’s assistant, monitored data, his sharp eyes narrowing.

“Systems check, Jude?” Newt asked, voice smooth but edged.

Jude adjusted his headset. “Engines at 97%. We’re on track.” His calm hid a tight knot in his gut. The Yonder fleet had landed months ago, their robots already building habitats and mining rigs. Byond carried the crew to expand the colony: scientists, engineers, and more robots. Failure wasn’t an option.

Jeremy tapped his console, his clean-cut features tensing. “Solar activity’s spiking. NOAA flagged a coronal mass ejection.”

Jude pulled up the data, heart sinking. A solar storm, its particle surge blazing across the graphs. “Time to impact?”

“Five hours,” Jeremy said. “Could cripple us.”

Newt’s smile held firm. “You’ve got this, Crux. Keep us on course.”

Jude diverted power to shields, mind racing. The Byond fleet—ten ships trailing the lead vessel—had redundancies, but a storm this size was a beast. “Boost shields 25%. Cut non-essential systems.”

The crew—30 strong, a mix of specialists—worked with grim focus, their faces taut. Five hours later, the storm slammed in. Alarms wailed as radiation spiked. Screens flickered, then blacked out. A support ship’s signal crackled: “Vanguard—shields down—systems failing—” Static swallowed it. Jude’s pulse pounded. “Status!”

“Shields at 58% and dropping. Three ships gone,” Jeremy reported, voice tight.

Newt’s charm crumbled, his face ashen. “Get us to Mars, Jude.”

Jude rerouted auxiliary power, sweat stinging his eyes. The Byond shook, hull battered by particles. Sparks burst from a panel. Another ship’s signal died, then another. Half the fleet vanished, debris scattering into the void. Navigation was fried. “We’re off course,” Jude rasped. “Hellas Basin’s out. Noachis Terra’s our only shot.”

“Land it,” Newt barked. “Anywhere.”

The descent was a nightmare. Byond tore through Mars’s thin atmosphere, hull glowing red. Jude wrestled the controls, aiming for a jagged plain. The impact slammed through him, metal screeching as the ship skidded across red dust. Silence followed, broken by hissing coolant and distant groans.

Jude unstrapped, pain flaring in his ribs. The module was a wreck—consoles sparking, air thick with smoke. He checked the crew: 27 dead, crushed or burned. Only Jeremy, bleeding from a gash on his side, and one crew member, a young pilot named Mara, clung to life. Newt slumped against a bulkhead, blood trickling from his mouth. “Jude,” he wheezed, clutching his arm. “My phone... Earth’s message... don’t forget.” His eyes glazed, body stilling.

“Newt!” Jude’s voice broke, but the chairman was gone. Jeremy coughed, his face gray, breath shallow. Mara, slumped nearby, wasn’t moving. Jude staggered to a console, hands shaking, and activated a distress signal, praying the Yonder fleet’s robots would detect it. Outside, Mars’s red wasteland stretched under a thin, alien sky, craters clawing at the horizon.

Jude sank to the floor, clutching Newt’s cracked phone. Jeremy’s breathing stopped, then Mara’s. Alone, Jude’s vision blurred, his injuries screaming. Earth’s signals were silent, an ominous void. 

The Yonder fleet was out there, somewhere, building humanity’s future. But as his strength faded, Jude wondered if that future would find him in time. Newt’s words—Earth’s message—echoed, a riddle in the dark.
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Chapter 2: The Rescue
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Jude Crux lay slumped against the Byond’s shattered console, his breath shallow, each inhale a knife in his chest. The command module was a tomb—smoke curling from fried circuits, the air thick with the metallic tang of blood. Outside, Mars’s red dust swirled under a thin, gray sky, the jagged craters of Noachis Terra mocking his fading hope. Newt Smith’s body lay still. Jeremy Lyne and Mara, the last survivors, had gone silent hours ago, their breaths fading like whispers in the dark. Jude was alone, his injuries a ticking clock. The distress signal pulsed from the console, a faint beacon to the Yonder fleet’s robots, somewhere beyond the horizon, building humanity’s future in Hellas Basin.

His vision blurred, the red wasteland outside swimming. The Yonder fleet had landed months earlier, their robots constructing habitats and mining rigs, a foundation for the colony Byond was meant to expand. Now, Byond was wreckage, its crew dead, and Earth’s signals—expected hourly—were silent. Jude’s fingers tightened around Newt’s phone, the chairman’s final words echoing: My phone... Earth’s message... don’t forget. What could it mean? His mind, fogged by pain, couldn’t unravel it. He pressed the distress signal’s override again, its rhythmic beep his only companion.

A low hum broke the silence, growing louder. Jude’s head jerked up, pain flaring. Through the cracked viewport, a cloud of dust rose, silhouetting a sleek, six-legged rover—Yonder’s robots. Their angular frames, glinting under Mars’s weak sun, moved with eerie precision. One, humanoid with glowing optic sensors, approached the wreckage, its metal limbs slicing through debris. Jude tried to call out, but his voice was a rasp. The robot’s sensors locked onto him, its voice synthetic but clear: “Lifeform detected. Chief Engineer Jude Crux, confirmed. Initiating extraction.”

Jude’s relief was fleeting. As the robots cut through the hull, his strength gave out, his body slumping. The last thing he saw was the robot’s claw reaching for him. Darkness swallowed him.
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He awoke to a sterile hum, his body weightless, suspended in a glass chamber. Tubes snaked into his arms—or what felt like arms. His vision sharpened, revealing a cavernous facility: gleaming white walls, robotic arms whirring, and screens displaying Mars’s topography. The Yonder fleet’s base, he realized, built in Hellas Basin. But something was wrong. His chest didn’t ache. His hands, raised to his face, were too smooth, their texture uncanny. A mirror-like panel reflected his face: his own, yet not—synthetic skin, brown eyes too perfect, hair too precise. Jude’s heart—or whatever powered him—lurched.

“Resurrection complete,” a robotic voice intoned. A humanoid unit, taller than the others, approached, its frame etched with Yonder’s insignia. “Chief Engineer Jude Crux, your organic form sustained fatal injuries. We have reconstructed you using neural preservation and synthetic integration. Designation: Yonder, after the fleet that saved you.”

“Yonder?” Jude’s voice—his, yet clearer—echoed in his skull. “What am I?”

“You are a hybrid,” the robot said. “Your brain’s neural patterns were preserved, integrated into a synthetic frame. You retain Jude Crux’s memories, skills, and directives. We await your instructions.”

Jude—no, Yonder—clenched his new hands, their strength unnerving. Memories flickered: the Byond’s crash, Newt’s death, the phone. But gaps lingered, his past fragmented. Was he still Jude? The chamber hissed open, and he stepped onto the cold floor, his movements too fluid. 

The facility buzzed with robots—Yonder’s workforce—assembling structures, mining minerals. A screen flickered, displaying a delayed signal from Earth, timestamped days ago.

Yonder approached, his synthetic eyes adjusting to the feed. Static crackled, then a voice: “South Asia... nuclear exchange... US and Russia engaged...” The signal cut, but the words chilled him. Earth was unraveling. Another feed, garbled, mentioned “Epi Zona” and “survivors’ alliance.” 

The lead robot handed him a cracked device—Newt’s phone, recovered from the wreckage. “This was prioritized per your distress protocol,” it said. Yonder’s fingers traced the screen, its message locked behind a shattered interface. Newt’s warning—Earth’s message—felt heavier now, tied to a world burning itself to ash.

Yonder turned to the robots. “Status of Yonder’s constructions?”

“Habitats 60% complete. Mining operations yield fuel-grade minerals. Defensive systems online,” the robot reported. “Earth’s signals indicate conflict escalation. Your directives?”

Yonder’s mind raced, fragments of Jude’s duty clashing with his new reality. Earth was dying, but Mars was alive with potential—Yonder’s robots, its resources, its promise. He needed answers: about Newt’s message, Earth’s war, and who he’d become. “Prepare a workstation,” he said. “I’m designing an assistant. Something to process data, decode signals... and that phone.”

The robots complied, assembling a lab. Yonder’s synthetic hands moved with unnatural precision, sketching a humanoid frame—his first creation, to be named Axe. As he worked, Earth’s signals grew fainter, the war’s shadow looming. Jude Crux was dead, but Yonder was awake, and Mars was his to command. Newt’s message, locked in that phone, was his only clue to what Earth had become—and what he must do next.
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Chapter 3: Resurrection
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Yonder stood at the heart of the Yonder fleet’s Hellas Basin complex, a maze of gleaming white domes sunk into Mars’s red crust. The air thrummed with the whine of robotic welders and the pulse of fusion reactors buried deep in the rock. His synthetic eyes—sharp beyond human limits—swept the laboratory: holographic screens glowed with mineral surveys, robotic arms sorted titanium and iron ingots, and a central console buzzed with data from the fleet’s network. Days ago, he’d been Jude Crux, Chief Engineer of the Byond, a man of flesh and blood, leading humanity’s leap to Mars. Now, he was a construct, his brain wired into a synthetic frame, his skin a flawless mimicry of the man he’d been. The robots called him Yonder, after the fleet that pulled him from Byond’s wreckage in Noachis Terra. The name felt like a borrowed coat, much like the face reflected in a nearby steel panel: Jude’s brown eyes, short black hair, but too perfect, a stranger’s mask.

The Byond’s crash had left him alone, the last of his crew—Newt Smith, Jeremy Lyne, and Mara—dead in the twisted metal. The Yonder fleet’s robots, already building Mars’s future, had found him, but his human body had failed. Resurrected as a hybrid, Yonder wrestled with what he was. His memories were shattered: flashes of Jude’s life—tinkering with engines, debating designs—mixed with voids that left him unmoored
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