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Chapter 1: Opening Image
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A single candle guttered in the late-night draft, casting wavering shadows across the small study. Young Edward “Ned” Hawthorne hunched over a polished oak desk, his quill scratching softly on parchment. The eighteen-year-old—tall, lean, and still not quite out of boyhood—bore the anxious look of one poring over forbidden knowledge. In the flickering light, dust motes danced around him like restless spirits.

Before him lay a battered journal once belonging to his late father, Edmund Hawthorne, a fellow of the Royal Society and a man of bold, if unconventional, ideas. The leather cover, cracked with age, still bore faint traces of the Hawthorne crest—a stylized hawk mid-flight. Inside, page upon page of cryptic symbols and cramped Latin text hinted at mysteries that Ned could scarcely fathom. And yet, he pressed on, determined to puzzle out the secrets that had consumed his father’s final years.


“...Et sic via ad Martem aperietur...”



Ned carefully traced the Latin phrase with his index finger. A half-dozen translations of that same line lay scrawled on the spare bits of parchment around him. The simplest reading was “Thus shall a path to Mars be revealed.” He had first dismissed it as metaphor—perhaps referencing some allegory of an astrological or philosophical kind. But other notes within the journal, especially the faint sketches of celestial orbits, made him suspect otherwise.

His heart quickened as he turned a page to find a carefully drawn diagram labeled “Porta Alchymica.” At its center was a stylized planetary symbol for Mars. On the margins, Ned’s father had penned cryptic remarks about air composition, gravity, and temperature—subjects more suited to a modern astronomer than an alchemist of the 17th century. Even with his limited expertise, Ned understood that these details went well beyond star-gazing and theoretical speculation. They suggested planning.

He remembered the way his father had spoken, late at night, of the wonders that lay beyond Earth. It had seemed a fanciful dream then. Now, each new line of his father’s journal breathed into Ned both a thrill of possibility and a pang of regret that he’d never understood his father’s pursuits while the man still lived.

A soft knock at the door startled him. He reflexively threw a stack of papers over the open journal, heart pounding as though he had been caught in wrongdoing. The door creaked open, revealing the tall, solemn figure of Dr. Crispin Redwood, his father’s old colleague and the only person left who might have known what Edmund Hawthorne truly believed. Dressed in a simple frock coat, Redwood looked every bit the scholar: silver-rimmed spectacles perched on his nose, hair powdered but somewhat disheveled after hours of reading in dim lamplight.

“Still awake at this hour, Ned?” Redwood asked quietly, stepping into the room. “I thought I might find you here.”

Ned offered a sheepish nod. “I—I couldn’t rest, Doctor. My father’s notes... they contain references that defy all reason. I know it sounds madness, but it’s as though he were documenting an actual voyage—”

“—to another world,” Redwood finished with a wistful sigh. “Your father had lofty aspirations, my boy. If only more of his colleagues had given him the credit he deserved.”

Ned peeled back the top layer of notes and revealed a set of star charts annotated in his father’s neat hand. “I keep finding these references to an alchemical gateway, something he called the Porta Alchymica. He believed it could open a path to...” He hesitated, struggling to voice the extraordinary notion. “...to Mars.”

Redwood’s eyes flickered with a cautious interest. “What if it could, Ned? Would you want to see for yourself what lies on the Red Planet?”

A swirl of mixed emotion rose in the young man’s chest: excitement, longing, and a shadow of doubt. “I don’t know. Part of me wants nothing more than to continue my father’s work. But... traveling beyond Earth? Is it truly possible?”

For a moment, Redwood said nothing. The weight of the question lingered in the cramped study, where the distant hoot of an owl punctuated the nighttime hush. At last, the elder scholar closed the door behind him and lowered his voice.

“Your father once confided in me,” Redwood began. “He believed an expedition took place many years ago—perhaps in the late 1600s—organized by a secret order of alchemists. They never returned.” He paused, watching Ned’s reaction. “He was convinced they found a means to reach Mars—and that they may still be there, isolated from our world.”

Ned’s breath caught. The notion bordered on lunacy—yet all the clues in the journal pointed to something more than mere myth. If even a fraction of his father’s writings spoke truth, it would shake the foundations of earthly understanding. It would be the greatest discovery since the unveiling of the New World.

“Why would they remain silent for so long?” Ned whispered. “Surely, if they survived...”

“Indeed,” Redwood said gravely. “Unless they had reason to hide—from us, from the crown, from those who would exploit or condemn their achievements.”

A gust of wind rattled the small windowpanes, and the candle on Ned’s desk flared, threatening to snuff out. Reflexively, Ned cupped his hand around the flame, preserving that precious light.

“Come,” Redwood said gently. “We must rest. Tomorrow we shall meet with Lady Beatrice Montagu—she has an interest in your father’s work, and the means to see it continued. But keep what you’ve learned to yourself, for now. There are those who would stop at nothing to seize such knowledge.”

Ned carefully tucked the journal under his arm. His mind churned with a dozen questions—and a spark of something he had never before felt: the pull of genuine adventure. If an entire colony lay hidden on Mars, carrying forward the dreams of alchemists past, how could he turn his back on that calling?

But for this night, at least, he would allow himself a moment’s rest. As he followed Dr. Redwood from the study, a silent vow formed in his heart: he would learn the truth of his father’s legacy—no matter where it led him. And if that meant reaching out to the stars themselves, so be it. After all, if men could brave the oceans to discover new continents, why not the vastness of the sky to find a lost colony on Mars?
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Chapter 2: The Father’s Legacy 
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Late morning sunlight filtered through the tall windows of Dr. Crispin Redwood’s study, illuminating towers of books and curious instruments that hinted at the scholar’s broad and eccentric knowledge. Edward “Ned” Hawthorne sat in a high-backed wooden chair, gingerly holding the battered leather journal left behind by his father. Despite his excitement, an unsettling heaviness settled in his chest: this legacy, this sudden inheritance of impossible knowledge, felt both precious and perilous.

Redwood paced in front of him, hands clasped behind his back. He stopped now and again to lift a scientific device or rifle through a sheaf of notes, as if searching for the precise words to begin his lesson. At last, he turned to Ned and spoke.

“Your father, Edmund Hawthorne, was a man of astounding vision,” Redwood said, his voice low and reverent. “He saw farther than most. Not content to accept the boundaries of our natural philosophy, he pressed onward—examining the realms where alchemy and science meet. If his theories are correct, Ned... he may well have set in motion a journey unparalleled in human history.”

Ned swallowed hard, recalling the glimpses of wild speculation in his father’s journal: sketches of planetary alignments, cryptic formulas, even references to an ‘Arcane Gate’ bridging Earth and the red planet. “But Dr. Redwood,” he began, voice tentative, “surely if he had found real proof, if there was any hint that men had once traveled to Mars, would not the Royal Society have taken notice?”

A somber smile pulled at Redwood’s thin lips. “Your father attempted to convince them, but he was met with ridicule. Skepticism in scientific circles can be as formidable as superstition in the public square. Moreover, there were hints—whispers—that certain powerful men wanted such knowledge suppressed, lest it challenge their standing. Indeed, if men could truly leave this world behind, think of the upheaval it might bring.” He paused, expression clouded by memory. “I fear that in his final years, Edmund despaired at the lengths some would go to bury discoveries.”

Ned’s gaze dropped to the journal. He ran a thumb over its worn cover, the faint crest pressed into the leather. “And so he kept most of his work hidden,” he said quietly. “For fear of attracting the wrong sort of attention.”

Redwood nodded. “Precisely. In the end, I suspect it was as much his sense of duty to protect you as it was scientific caution. He likely believed that if he could not convince his peers, you—his son—might one day take up the mantle.”

Ned’s heart constricted. The responsibility felt enormous, as though he’d been asked to carry on a grand legacy without fully understanding its magnitude. “I wish I could have asked him more. There’s so much in here,” he said, patting the journal, “that I only half grasp. Strange symbols, references to a lost colony, even formulae relating to the composition of the Martian sky. It’s all... incredible.”

“Incredible,” Redwood echoed, “and potentially true.” He leaned forward, dropping his voice. “Remember this, Ned: The greatest leaps of discovery often demand equal measures of faith and prudence. That is our theme, if you will—the essence of your father’s legacy. How far must we go to uncover the truth? How much should we risk to explore the unknown?”

A gentle rap on the half-open door drew both their gazes. Kate Covington, a young woman of nineteen with keen gray eyes, stepped into the study. She carried a neat bundle of letters and wore a slightly bemused smile. “Pardon the intrusion, Doctor, but Lady Beatrice has arrived. She’s been shown into the parlor and is quite eager to speak with you and Master Hawthorne.”

“Ah, excellent timing,” Redwood said, straightening his waistcoat. “Thank you, Miss Covington. We’ll be along shortly.”

Kate hovered in the doorway for an extra moment, curiosity evident on her face. Her own father had dabbled in unorthodox botany—studying plants rumored to come from lands unexplored. She had since developed an inquisitiveness to match Ned’s. For a flicker of a moment, her gaze met Ned’s, and she gave him a small, encouraging nod before disappearing from view.

Redwood turned back to Ned. “Lady Beatrice Montagu is a remarkable woman—an altruist who has devoted her considerable fortunes to the betterment of mankind. She recently lost two of her own children to a malady the best physicians could not cure. Word has it that she believes new and undiscovered remedies might be found... elsewhere.”

Ned arched an eyebrow. “You mean she subscribes to the belief that Mars—if truly inhabited—could hold cures or knowledge beyond our ken?”

“She is open to extraordinary possibilities,” Redwood answered. “And she has resources that could help us. Yet we must tread carefully. If the existence of these notes becomes common gossip—” He paused, his solemn gaze drawing Ned’s full attention. “—there are those who would twist your father’s legacy into a means for personal gain or dark ambition.”

Ned thought of Lord Sebastian Crowley, a name occasionally mentioned in his father’s notes with an air of mistrust. Crowley had been rumored to dabble in illicit ventures, always seeking an edge over rivals. Could he already be sniffing around the edges of this mystery?

With a sigh, Ned rose from the chair, carefully sliding his father’s journal into a plain leather satchel. The weight of it felt heavier than mere parchment and leather. Redwood, sensing his unease, placed a reassuring hand on the young man’s shoulder.

“I know this all seems overwhelming,” Redwood murmured. “But your father believed in a future where curiosity and benevolence triumph over ignorance and greed. Take heart, Ned. Let that be your guiding star.”

Together, they left the study, the echo of Redwood’s words resonating in Ned’s thoughts. How far must we go to uncover the truth? How much should we risk in pursuit of knowledge? It was, indeed, the central question—one that would define their journey in the coming days.

As they made their way toward Lady Beatrice in the parlor, Ned resolved that he would not shrink from his father’s bold vision. If there existed even a remote chance that mankind had already touched the red sands of Mars, he owed it to his father—and to the spirit of discovery—to follow that path wherever it led. The cost could be great, but the reward... might reshape the entire world.
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Chapter 3: Society Intrusions 
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Ned walked alongside Dr. Crispin Redwood down the polished marble corridor leading to the parlor, the worn leather satchel with his father’s journal clutched close to his side. Two liveried servants bowed respectfully as they passed, allowing the pair to slip into the spacious chamber beyond.

Inside, Lady Beatrice Montagu stood by the tall windows, framed by the gentle morning sunlight. She was a dignified woman in her late forties, her dark hair pinned carefully beneath a tasteful bonnet adorned with a modest blue ribbon. Though of noble bearing, she radiated a kindness that set Ned at ease—an impression only strengthened by the warm smile she offered when they approached.

“Lady Beatrice,” Redwood greeted, inclining his head. “May I present young Edward Hawthorne?”

Lady Beatrice extended a hand, and Ned bowed over it. “Your father was spoken of in the highest terms, Mr. Hawthorne,” she said softly. “I trust you carry on his remarkable work.”

A flicker of uncertainty crossed Ned’s face, but he managed a polite, if hesitant, smile. “I am trying my best, my lady. His research is... extensive.”

From the far side of the room, Kate Covington approached, carrying a small tray of refreshments. Her keen gray eyes settled upon Ned as she handed around cups of steaming tea. “Would either of you care for some pastries, Lady Beatrice insisted on traveling with her own cook,” she said, then lowered her voice. “I can personally attest they’re delicious.”

Lady Beatrice laughed lightly. “If only such small comforts could solve the larger troubles we face. Doctor Redwood tells me there is—shall we say—unusual information in young Mr. Hawthorne’s possession.”

A sudden tension gripped Ned. He felt Redwood’s hand on his shoulder, a subtle gesture that reminded him to stay composed. Drawing in a breath, Ned carefully placed the satchel on a nearby table and opened it, revealing the journal’s scuffed leather. The older woman’s eyes flickered with interest.

“Contained here,” Ned began, “are my father’s notes on an alchemical formula that speaks of traveling beyond Earth. I know how extraordinary it sounds—perhaps even impossible—but Dr. Redwood believes there may be truth to it.”

Lady Beatrice inclined her head gravely. “I am inclined to believe that where genius treads, the impossible often yields.” Glancing to Redwood, she added, “I trust you have a plan to safeguard this information?”

Redwood answered, “We do, but it is incomplete. We must proceed discreetly. Already, rumors swirl in certain circles—there is no shortage of ambitious men who would manipulate such discoveries for profit or power.”

As though summoned by Redwood’s words, the double doors opened and Lord Sebastian Crowley appeared at the threshold. A tall, elegant figure in his late forties with a sharp widow’s peak and a polished cane, he projected a suave confidence that unsettled Ned at once. Beside him stood a younger man in austere black attire, eyeing the small gathering with cool detachment.

“Lord Crowley,” Lady Beatrice said, her polite smile masking a hint of alarm. “I was not aware you had returned from London.”

Crowley inclined his head in greeting, his dark eyes flicking toward the table where Ned’s father’s journal still lay exposed. “My dear Lady Beatrice, rumor travels faster than I. You must forgive the intrusion—I heard from a mutual acquaintance that Dr. Redwood would be present today. I had hoped to discuss certain... scientific matters.”

Redwood’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “Of course,” he said, controlling his tone with measured courtesy. “Though I am surprised to see you here with so little notice.”

Lord Crowley’s lips curved into a smile that did not reach his eyes. “I have always found the best discoveries come by way of serendipity. Why, one never knows what secrets might be uncovered by a chance encounter.” His gaze lingered on Ned—more specifically, on the satchel resting before him.

Unwilling to let Crowley intimidate him, Ned slid his father’s journal back inside the bag with deliberate calm. A flicker of amusement ghosted over Crowley’s face, as though this small act merely confirmed what he already suspected.

Lady Beatrice, sensing the shift in atmosphere, stepped forward. “Lord Crowley, I’m afraid we were about to discuss confidential matters. If you would kindly—”

“Confidential?” Crowley arched an eyebrow. “Of course, I wouldn’t wish to intrude upon private discussions.” Turning to Redwood, he offered a pointed bow. “I do hope
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