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  This book is dedicated to my children.  

May you grow wild, wise, kind, and unafraid.
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  1
Prodigy


They arrived like falling stars, a celestial procession tearing across the canvas of space, like fallen angels cast from heaven. Each trailed a luminous tail, like a radiant banner unraveling in silence, a testament to their secret mission. To the crew of MTP9 this scattering brilliance was as effective as fireworks. 
The falling pods were a physical manifestation of conquest and accomplishment after all the trials and tribulations they endured to get here. Space had always been the new frontier, and it was finally tamed. Or near thereof, tamed enough. 
Mars, the rough little red planet, had finally been conquered.
Like molten diamonds spilled across the heavens, the crew watched in awed silence through the mothership’s thick and large window as the pods descended and crashed into the red earth. A few members gasped, while others spilled silent tears. The vacant blackness of space was no longer empty; it had become a stage for a vast demonstration of humanity’s claimed abilities. Darkness became light and death became life. 
“We are the new Gods,” the scientists told themselves.
“A sky full of lighters,” muttered Captain Furlow under his breath as he exhaled a large plume of smoke from the cigar he saved for this very occasion. There was a strict no smoking rule on the ship, but Captain Furlow did not have to answer to anyone. He too viewed the spectacle of the discharged pods from the safety of the mothership, which the crew had nicknamed “The Maw” in reverence.  
He, even more than the others, was especially excited for phase two of Project Red Seed. The giant white pods cascading down to Mars resembled eggs or seeds, and they carried the embryos of the future Mars Terraform Division, a new type of military personnel literally also known as “Little Green Men.” They were specifically designed to withstand the planet’s atmosphere and, therefore, engineered to begin terraforming the red planet long before humans set foot on it. 
Once the pods reached the planet and embedded themselves deep in the red earth, these creatures would incubate and be born approximately thirty days later, fully formed and ready to work. They were created using the newest form of DNA splicing, gene editing, and manipulation techniques to mix the DNA of humans, animals, and plants into one being to create the perfect Martian to aid and abet the earthlings—or a new type of “slave,” the group of opposing humans who called themselves the Resistance down on earth claimed.
“The faith of a mustard seed,” proclaimed a female voice from the digital intercom that connected The Maw to its Earth station in Texas. President Darrenson’s voice cut through the silence like a knife. “Citizens of Earth! Each of these pods are like mustard seeds, they will soon grow and expand our home and help us reach a new frontier never before seen or experienced! You must have a little faith! Today we place the United Federation of America back on the map!” 
She vocalized with power and pride, revealing no obvious or nefarious signs that pointed to her true intentions and end plan. Of course, being of competitive stock, she planned to monopolize the new Martians for her own future endeavors.  
Just then Captain Furlow reached for the controls to mute the president with a quick and annoyed swipe of his hand. It was obvious to the crew that he only tolerated her in person only for political reasons.
“And that’s enough of that,” muttered the captain under his breath.
Dread hung in the air despite the crew’s initial excitement. Perhaps the crew did not truly anticipate step one being successful after so many failed first attempts. The realization and seriousness of what they were all partaking in was quietly settling in. 
Captain Furlow was a man of few words. He was initially due to retire after the failed attempts but then he accepted the third mission to lead the crew of MTP9 after his wife of forty years passed away. They had no children, but he had secretly contributed some of his own DNA to the project, and after her death, he was even more determined to see the project through, now that there was nothing holding him back.
He had never spoken of this to his wife because he knew she was on the side of the Resistance. He knew she would not approve. And so, he had lied to her all these years, telling himself, “What she does not know will not hurt her.” She passed away peacefully, spared the knowledge of her husband’s true role in it all.
Now he realized that investing in the project had created a form of legacy for himself, filling a void he had not known existed—his need to impregnate and implant embryos. 
In a strange way, these were his children, and therefore his charge.
Watching the pods streak through the air—alive, vibrant, and strong—stirred in him a sense of patrimony he had never felt before. His DNA was, after all, literally part of these Martians. And the best part? His name would go down in history because of it. He will never be forgotten. 
It had not occurred to him how his longing for a legacy motivated this passion until now. As he looked through the window and watched his children make their way towards their new home, a sense of pride itched at the back of his mind. As strange as it sounded, he agreed with the scientists: He felt himself to be a kind of new God at this beginning. 
A darkness fell upon his face, a darkness disguised as light that left him, unknowingly, psychologically cracked. “Perhaps it would be a good thing if these Martians formed an army,” he muttered to himself, forgetting people were in the room with him. “Then we can take out everyone against us.” 
Everyone on the deck, his hand-picked crew, carried the same sense of charge and responsibility as he. Most, if not all, had something to prove in one way or another, and this united front carried over in their endless passion for these new creatures. But the unease that had grown among them was starting to settle in the air as they listened to the captain talk to himself. 
Taking his cue from the microphone button that blinked when the president had finished her speech, he began. “Fellow Earthlings!” Captain Furlow projected into the microphone, in front of his camera crew as the broadcast aired down to Earth. 
“These pods will take roughly thirty days to incubate. And in that time, we will monitor their growth cycle and their vitals, and we will transmit this data back home so all of you can share in it. We will run transmission of this twenty-four hours a day to abate any fears or alarm some of you may have.” There were many things that he was not allowed to disclose, but he had this small speech memorized for this exact moment.
The captain paused. A wave of nods and whispers moved through his crew. He turned to give them a disapproving look. He needed them to hype him up.
“In addition to human DNA,” he continued, “we have used new recombinant DNA splicing from over hundreds of animals. Cephalopods for their bioluminescent organs, axolotl for their regenerative powers, and bees for their work and hive mentality. But most importantly…” he paused, allowing a grin to form, “we used splice engineering with algae, cactus, and the Venus fly trap, to name a few, to create a beautiful, green waxy skin that absorbs the light and radiation of Mars as rapid fuel for these new creatures! It is a new type of photosynthesis unlike anything you have ever seen!” 
Everyone on Earth gasped in awe, by either cheering or booing. 
The crew, who had already sensed their captain’s earlier disapproval of their lackluster energy, gave in with nods and low claps so as to not interfere with the interview's obvious failing positive review on Earth.
“These new Martians will never know hunger and never feel pain or exhaustion due to their plant adaptogens. Best of all,” he paused for dramatic effect, “they will do all this work instinctively and as happily as a bee building their hive. This hive, a massive new complex, will be complete with algae farms, water reservoirs, and genetically modified plants and animals that will create a new type of desert oasis on these now dead red rocks. This complex will be engineered to be a self-sustaining ecosystem complete with its own weather very much similar to Earth’s!”
“Plants and animals will feed the crew of MTP9, with fresh vats of harvested digestibles delivered to Carrier Bay 9.” The cameras zoomed into Carrier Bay 9, a bay that was currently empty but ready to receive food. “A trained crew will wash the fruits and vegetables and clean the guts from animals selected for their high protein content using decontaminating waters. Everything will then be cooked and we will feast!” The camera’s cut to a pre-recorded video of astronauts sitting down to eat a feast on a spaceship much like The Maw.
Again the captain paused, suddenly appearing to look no longer interested in speaking. There were so many other things he could be doing right now, things that felt far more important. This was the part of his job he hated most. Maintaining the facade drained him completely.
“Therefore, fellow Earthlings, we have many tests to conduct and data to monitor. I leave you now in the good hands of the House of Mars Representative, who will take any questions and concerns regarding the deployment of the dome being filmed live as we speak.” 
At that he slammed his hand down on the mute button before he had the chance to hear the crowd respond. He didn’t need to hear any more boos. Idiots! He thought to himself. All of them are idiots! He knew full well that most earthlings listening to the broadcast were opposed to the terraforming of Mars. It was obvious from the expressions he saw on the large screens, the scowling faces and shouts that were dubbed.
The mothership passed over the Martian sky in silence and resumed broadcasting the scene down to the earthlings anyway. 
Giant, white, oval egg-like pods blazed through the thin atmosphere, each eventually slamming into the red dust of Mars. Within minutes they were all cocooned. They burrowed deep, their shells cracking underground, signaling the pod to commence its growth and vital sequences. The impact of the pods sent readings soaring on the Richter scale outside The Maw, temporarily initiating the impact shield.
Yet, during the thirty days of incubation, the crew did not simply wait and rest, but set to work building the nest, a new home encased within the crater itself, a place they dubbed New Eden.
Deep within the mothership’s ventral bay, at the captain’s command to the central bay, the dome array disengaged from standby. “Let her down easy, boys.” 
What was released was not a structure but a compressed system that folded into itself along nested geometries and held under immense field tension. Its descent into the crater was controlled, deliberate, and drawn by the iron core of the planet like a magnet. The scientists used reverse navigation to allow the structure to move slowly at first before releasing it to the magnetic whimsical powers that be. 
“Now! Release the Krakken now!” the captain commanded.
Suddenly, instead of expanding outward, the lattice collapsed inward, imploding toward the center of the impact zone, drawing fractured regolith and displaced dust with it. The ground responded as if under suction, the crater walls subtly slumping as mass was redistributed.
Once the lattice reached critical depth the sleeping embryos hibernated, phase conversion began.  
Directed laser matrices ignited in synchronized arcs, their frequencies tuned to the mineral composition of the
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