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Chapter One: Preparations for Another Life
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Kyra Maren Solace had known, from her earliest years, that she did not quite fit on Earth.

Her earliest memory was not of her mother’s voice or the warmth of a family embrace, but of an endless ochre desert, wind like static in her ears and a sky so thin it left colors raw and unfiltered. She would blink awake in her crib, a city toddler, and for a moment expect the ceiling to be painted in pale orange light, only to find herself surrounded by the hum and thrum of Earthly life. Her parents, both practical engineers, dismissed her insistence that she belonged somewhere else as a phase. “You can have an imagination, honey,” her mother would say, “but you can’t have another planet.”

Yet that longing lingered, a quiet, persistent ache. In kindergarten she scrawled landscapes on the backs of spelling homework: red hills, fractured canyons, cryptic lines etched like fossilized rivers. In middle school, she pored over every book and online article about Mars, amassing a knowledge that soon eclipsed her teachers’. Other kids studied dolphins and dinosaurs; Kyra drew elaborate diagrams of hypothetical Martian ecosystems, complete with food webs and atmospheric cycles. She was convinced—no, she knew—that Mars had a secret, and she was the only one meant to uncover it.

By high school, Kyra was less alone in her obsession. She found solace at astronomy club, where she built her first telescope and spent frigid nights in the school parking lot, debating Mars missions with friends who alternately humored or challenged her. Even so, she kept her most irrational theories to herself—memories, dreams, whatever they were—afraid she would scare away the few companions who understood her.

She graduated valedictorian, propelled by an unrelenting focus that made her both admired and resented. At Stanford, she double-majored in astrophysics and planetary geology, racing through labs and lectures, always hungry for the next discovery. Her professors took note: she had a knack for synthesizing disparate findings, intuiting links between mineral compositions, atmospheric data, and the stubborn possibility of Martian life. In her dorm, while others celebrated or despaired over grades, Kyra would spend nights tracing the Schiaparelli Crater on VR maps, the familiar terrain so vivid she sometimes felt the ancient wind in her ears.

It was during a postdoc in Houston, secluded in the late hours of a windowless research bay, that her dreams began to shift from static longing to lucid recall. She started waking at 2 a.m. with the taste of dust and metal at the back of her throat, convinced she had just returned from outside. The dreams were detailed, sequential, as if she were watching her own life play out in another body. She remembered standing in vast glass corridors, gazing down at a labyrinth of solar panels and irrigation pipes. 

She remembered being small and frightened, clutching a mother’s hand—not her own, but someone taller, leaner, with skin the color of rust and eyes like chipped obsidian. In some dreams she caught glimpses of herself as an adult, dictating reports in a language she didn’t speak but somehow understood, the words crisp and cold as the Martian air.

Kyra told no one. She made excuses for her exhaustion, skipped parties and departmental mixers in favor of sleep. The more she tried to ignore the dreams, the more insistent they became, intruding even into her waking hours: a flash of red in the corner of her eye, the faintest echo of a coded message when she couldn’t quite hear what someone said. It wasn’t until one afternoon in the break room—her advisor flipping through a paper on Martian methane plumes, speculating aloud about subsurface life—that Kyra realized she had already read the article. Not the one in Science, but a much older version, in her dreams, signed with a name she couldn’t yet pronounce.

It was then that she decided. If Mars truly beckoned her, she would answer.

The applications to astronaut training were grueling, filtering out even exceptional candidates for the slightest emotional or physical flaw. Kyra understood that her own mental history was, to put it mildly, a liability. She learned to compartmentalize, to present as calm and balanced in every interview. She talked about her “passion” for Mars, never her obsession. She aced the physicals, gamed every psychological test, and when she was finally selected as mission scientist for ARES-IV, she didn’t so much celebrate as quietly confirm what she had always known.

The training years passed in a blur. She grew close with the other crew members: Rafi Duran, the blunt but loyal engineer; Commander Elise Hart, precise and unflappable; Noor Iqbal, the astrobiologist whose gentle skepticism kept her grounded. Kyra adapted well to the long, claustrophobic simulations and endless repetition. But at night, as she floated in her narrow bunk, the dreams intensified, now trailing into waking déjà vu. She would anticipate the layout of a habitat she’d never seen, know the location of a specific wrench before being told, or feel an irrational panic before a hull breach drill, seconds before the alert sounded. She didn’t mention these sensations to anyone, least of all to the mission psychologists.

On launch day, Kyra felt not terror but relief. The roar of the engines, the trembling of her seat, the thinning blue of Earth’s atmosphere—each stage felt like the lifting of a veil, revealing a truer, brighter world beneath. She watched the planet shrink in the viewport with detachment. There was nothing left for her down there.

For nine months, they coasted through the ink of space, their days divided by the slow rhythm of navigation checks, equipment maintenance, and the camaraderie of shared isolation. Kyra’s dreams became more vivid, now indistinguishable from waking memory. She began keeping a private log, drawing sketches of structures and glyphs she saw in her sleep. Some mornings she would wake with her hands cramped, as if she’d spent hours carving marks into stone.

The landing was textbook. They touched down on the Hellas Basin, the largest impact crater in the solar system, and within hours were unloading their modular base camp. The landscape was at once alien and intimate: ochre plains under a peach sky, the horizon rippled with distant escarpments. Kyra stepped onto the surface and, for a brief dizzy second, believed she had come home.

The crew worked efficiently, installing solar arrays and prepping for their first field survey. But Kyra found herself distracted, her gaze drawn again and again to the north, where a ridge split the plain like an old scar. She volunteered for every away mission, sometimes ignoring protocol to range farther than strictly necessary. Her colleagues teased her for it, but she could tell they were comforted by her certainty. “Mars isn’t going anywhere, Doc,” Noor would say, but Kyra found the implication absurd. Every minute wasted was a minute lost.

It was on the 47th sol, during a routine seismic scan, that Kyra’s instrument kit picked up an anomaly. The ground beneath the ridge had a signature too regular, too geometric, to be natural. She reported it to the Commander, who scheduled a drone survey, but Kyra couldn’t wait. That night, under the guise of calibrating sensors, she set out alone, following the signal until her boots sank into an odd, spongy depression. She swept her light over the ground, finding nothing but an endless field of dust. But her feet remembered, even if her eyes did not.

She knelt and brushed the dust aside, uncovering the faint outline of a hexagonal hatch, its edges worn but unmistakably artificial. Her heart throttled in her chest. She sent a ping back to base, then hesitated. In her mind’s eye she saw herself opening the hatch, descending into darkness, moving through tunnels so narrow she had to shuffle sideways. She saw the walls lined with glyphs, familiar and yet unreadable. Her skin prickled with the certainty that every step she took had already been taken, long ago.
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