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PROLOGUE

September 8, 2022

Den Helder, Netherlands






Strapped to their
acceleration couches inside the Mars Red One crew capsule, six
astronauts waited for the heavy-duty thrusters to catapult them off
the North Holland peninsula.

Through clear-bubble helmets, Nikki Janicek
and her unlikely friend, Thomas Harvey, flashed each other electric
smiles, exceeding the combined wattage of 100 kids on Christmas
morning and 100 newlyweds. All of that Earthly stuff seemed so
trite compared to this: the first humans to blast off for Mars or
die trying.

Two Dutch, two Americans, one German and one
Australian. And yet, as the rocket and its boosters began to quake
beneath them, Nikki’s mind focused on a man in Antarctica.

She thought about Sam “Snowbow” Archambeau
waiting for the September sunrise to reach the South Pole after six
months of darkness. She smiled recalling him getting a haircut in a
lawn chair next to the frozen barbershop pole. And then Nikki’s
eyes welled up remembering him snapping her photo as she clung,
upside down, to a mirrored globe on the bottom of the world.

It was time to let go.

Nikki closed her eyes and blasted upward,
blazing a trail of hellish fire and heavenly white smoke toward a
new world just waiting to be discovered.






***






September 8, 2022

South Pole Station, Antarctica






Snowbow sat on his bunk and finally sharked
his thumbnail through the sealed envelope marked, “Do not open
until I blast off!” It had been inserted in an outer envelope that
had flown from Amsterdam to Cape Town to Christchurch to McMurdo
Station to South Pole Station.

As he unfolded the red construction paper
inside, Snowbow smiled at the incongruity of a rocket girl using
snail mail to communicate her last Earthly message to him:






Dear Sam,






Has the sun come up down there yet? I will
never forget watching my first South Pole sunrise with you. And you
were right. You can leave Antarctica, but it’s always a part of
you, especially after spending a long, dark and “toasty” — aka
insane — winter there.

Now that I’ve regained my sanity just in
time to blast off for an even more insane and deadly adventure, I
want you to know that you’ll always be a part of me, too.

The truth is I never would’ve survived those
six months without your presence, your winter-over experience, your
awesome sense of humor and your ability to help heal people who
used to hate each other. Thomas and I have gone from enemies to
friends, from training for a mission to actually boarding a rocket
for Mars.

None of this happens without you.

Know that I am leaving this Earth, quite
likely for the last time, thinking of you and missing you so much.
In fact, as I write this, I’m blasting one of my favorite songs,
“Connected by Love,” by Jack White.

We are, Sam.

So as far as I’m concerned, you’re coming to
Mars with me.

I love that this Red One mission is going to
the South Pole on Mars in search of liquid water. South Poles have
been good to me (mostly thanks to you), so I go full of hope. I am
(mostly) not afraid to die if something goes wrong.

No matter what happens, I wish you all the
best in whatever you do and I will sign off my final letter as an
Earthling with a message truly from my heart:

I love you and I sincerely hope we meet
again some day. It doesn’t matter which planet, as long as we’re
both on it together, watching the sun come up.






Love,

Nikki “Now Red for Mars” Janicek,

genuine member of The 300 Club,

winter-over crew 2020

xoxoxoxo!!!!!!!!






Sam shuddered through an exhale after
absorbing this amazing left hook to his heart. He forced a smile
while shaking his head with regret. For the first time in his life,
South Pole Station felt like a prison.

He had allowed himself to become too
comfortable here, even in the minus-100-degree nights of June. His
spirit of adventure had been surpassed by someone younger, bolder
and more beautiful — by someone who loved him and left him
behind anyway.

Being a legend at Earth’s South Pole didn’t
matter anymore.

That was the past.

Nikki had given him a present … a
future.












PART 1







CHAPTER 1

AN INTERNATIONAL CHORUS

 September 8,
2022

Thousands of feet over the North Sea






“Scheisse!”

Two years of rigorous training and one
precious shot at making history all came undone with the German
word for shit, just 47 seconds into the mission.

“Engine mal …,” Otto tried to declare, but
before the German pilot could finish the word and swat the flashing
button on the digital console above him, the onboard computer beat
his manual abort sequence.

“Ejection rocket burn” were the last words
Nikki heard before blacking out.

The crew capsule popped off the rocket and
adjacent boosters like the cork off a champagne bottle.

From the launch complex on the North Holland
peninsula thousands of feet below, the crew cone could be seen
tumbling through the bright blue sky with a comet-like tail before
three white parachutes shot out above it and steadied what was left
of Mars Red One. The rest of the bottle pitched sideways out over
the North Sea, destined for a splashdown somewhere between the
United Kingdom and Denmark.

Much closer to shore, Nikki, Thomas and
their comrades began to wake up from the severe G-forces of the
initial ejection and separation, and from their long-imagined dream
of a distant rendezvous with Mars.

“I don’t even know what’s worse, this
disaster or losing out to that insufferable ass, Musk,” lamented
Irene, the Dutch astronaut strapped in to Nikki’s right.

Tears streamed down Nikki’s cheeks as she
realized they had suffered the fate she had least prepared for —
not Mars, not death, but the uncertain purgatory of another chapter
here on Earth.

Thomas leaned forward enough to Nikki’s left
that he could see her miserable face behind the protective
bubble.

“So much for our first date on Mars,” he
quipped.

She appreciated his attempt at humor and
forced a smile through her tears as the capsule rocked. A second,
larger trio of parachutes shot upward, slowing their descent even
more.

“Well this will be the longest fall from
grace in the history of mankind,” Julie, the co-pilot, observed in
her Australian accent.

“At least we’re alive,” Otto pointed
out.

“A flawless ejection, just what we set out
to do,” Irene countered bitterly.

Nikki had a hard time forming any words. The
gut-punching disappointment overwhelmed her and only added to her
nausea in the wind-buffeted, claustrophobic crew module. Even
though they had practiced the ejection sequence many times in a
simulator, she could not believe it actually had become their
fate.

When the capsule finally smashed into the
white-capped waves of the North Sea, tossing the white-knuckled
astronauts around like six dimes in a washing machine, Nikki had to
let it out.

“Fuck it all!” she screamed.

For some reason, her comrades laughed, and
in perfect harmony, made it an international chorus: “Fuck it
all!”

“Hey, at least we found liquid water,”
Thomas deadpanned.

Even Nikki managed a laugh at that painful
irony.












CHAPTER 2

 EPIC DECISION

September 9, 2022

Den Helder, Netherlands






Nikki stared at her muted iPhone, the one
she never thought she’d need again, and marveled at the frequency
of the flashes.

Light, dark, light, dark — a new message
from someone on the wrong planet, seemingly every second.

She had killed the ring tone, David Bowie’s
“Starman,” a hundred flashes ago. Too painful to listen to now.

Now.

More like now what?

After these endless medical tests in this
ghastly white Dutch hospital; after her parents, Roger and Lynn,
were allowed to see her, hold her tight and tell her it was all
meant to be, what would become of her?

That frightening thought quickly was
replaced by flickering flashbacks of violent vibrations — another
round of PTSD re-enactments of the liftoff to nowhere.

Nikki grabbed the phone off the bed and
forced herself to scroll the texts as a distraction. But before she
could read three words, the message of an incoming call snared her
attention. “SpaceX” it said.

“Hello?” she answered.

“Nicole Janicek?” the female voice
asked.

“Yes, who is this?”

“Jane Rushmore, personal assistant to Elon
Musk. He’d like to FaceTime with you whenever you feel up to it,
though I caution his offer is extremely time-sensitive.”

“Offer?” Nikki gasped, suddenly wondering if
the doctor had slipped her some opioids for her aching neck and
back. “Is this a joke?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Then I’ll talk right now if he wants.”

“Great. He’ll pop up shortly.”

Seconds later, Nikki answered a FaceTime
request from the CEO of SpaceX. Her jaw dropped when his famous
face appeared on her phone.

“Hi,” she said, instantly star-struck.

“Hi Nicole, sorry to interrupt your
recovery,” Elon said, a smile tugging at his thin lips.

“No problem. Call me Nikki.”

“Call me Elon. Also call me a fan of your
bravery and your red hair,” he said, referring to her dyed streaks
of misplaced optimism.

“Thanks … guess I was presumptuous that we’d
actually get there.”

“Aren’t we all insanely presumptuous?
We have to be. How are you feeling physically? It looked like the
ejection went well at least.”

“A few aches and pains, but all in all, as
good as I could’ve hoped considering what happened,” Nikki
replied.

“And the others?”

“Everyone survived, but they’ve got us all
in separate rooms for tests.”

“Good to hear. Well, I’m calling because
I’ve got a crazy offer for you … a totally unfair offer actually,
given what you just endured yesterday. But for some nagging reason,
I just have to ask.”

“Go ahead.”

“Would you still like to go to Mars?”

Nikki’s stunned face caused Elon to
chuckle.

“Seriously? When?”

“Same launch window. The 22nd.”

“That’s in, like, less than two weeks,” she
pointed out.

“Correct.”

Elon’s determined eyes showed no sign of a
prank.

“You already have a crew for that mission
obviously,” Nikki said.

“I have five. I’m pulling one back for our
second crew, which lifts off in ’24.”

“This late? Why someone like me … from a
different mission?”

“Similar mission actually, but a much better
rocket and ship,” he replied with confidence that bordered on
arrogance. “We used to call it the Big Fucking Rocket, or BFR, but
they made me go PC with it, so now it’s Super Heavy Starship, or
SHS. We already landed an unmanned cargo ship there
successfully.”

“Yes, I remember watching video of that
landing,” Nikki said, “but again, why choose me?”

“Because you’re a proven survivor, an
early-in-life graduate of adversity university: first a school
shooter, then The Bridge abduction, now this.”

Nikki exhaled. “Wow, you really do know my
story.”

“You’re rather famous at the moment,
especially here in the States, in case you haven’t been watching
the news.”

“No, I don’t want to see endless loops of
abort footage. My brain is playing back enough of that
already.”

“Understandable,” Elon nodded. “All I can
say is I promise we’ll get you into space this time. We’ve tested
the SHS for four years. She’s ready to go. It’s going to be epic.
My gut tells me you’re the final piece this crew needs.”

“I’m completely flattered and blown away by
your offer … but do they know yet?”

“The crew? Yeah, they know I’m changing one
spot — a late wildcard, if you will. Say yes and we’ll fly you to
Kennedy Space Center in Florida for our medical team to check you
out. Then you’ll need to meet the crew and start catching up.
You’ll have nine months in space to acclimate and prep for the
mission before you get to Mars. Plenty of time.”

Nikki shook her head in wonder and
disbelief.

“How long do I have to decide?”

“Twelve to 24 hours,” Elon replied with a
smirk. “Totally unfair offer, like I said.”

“This is crazy,” Nikki nodded.

“Beyond,” he smiled.

“What if your crew hates me for being the
late sub … or bringing bad luck associated with the Red One
failure?”

“You let me deal with the crew. It’s a fun
group. They’ll love you. Regardless, they need to be ready for all
kinds of variables and unexpected shit to happen on this mission,
so a late crew change is just the start. If anyone did have a
problem, it opens up another spot. We’ve got a deep roster of
people trained and raring to go.”

“This is just …,” Nikki exhaled, her head
spinning. “Where on Mars exactly?”

“Planum Australe, just like the Red One
mission. It’s too high up and way too cold, but that’s where the
underground lake is, so we’ll plant our flags down there and start
drilling. We’ve got a new graphene drill bit we can make with a 3-D
printer that we’re bringing along. We can’t wait to use it. If the
bit breaks, just print another one. We’ve got mini nuclear-powered
heating systems for the winter months to back up the solar arrays,
and ice-bubble blast domes for the hab and the future water station
that act as insulation and protection from solar radiation at the
same time. And of course, I’ve packed some fun Tesla-made
transportation just waiting to spin tires and kick up some Martian
dirt.”

“Amazing,” Nikki gasped.

“You’ve got some South Pole experience, I
understand.”

“I do.”

“Good. Same thing, different planet … sort
of.”

“Survival odds?” Nikki asked, fully
anticipating an entertaining reply.

“No worse than driving home from a bar at 2
a.m. on a weekend night,” he replied with a playful grin. “I’ll
call the mission dangerous to deadly, but doable. … Better odds
than with Red One for sure.”

“Apparently that’s not saying much.”

“You’re still alive right now, so I thank
them for that. … I’ll say 90 percent chance you survive liftoff and
the burn to Mars. The rest truly is unknown. One thing I do know is
if we don’t get there first, your former company is up next.”

“What?”

“I’ve heard The Bridge is launching from
South Africa before our second crewed mission in ’24, with or
without the currently incarcerated Dr. Peter van Wooten. His old
man Willem never gives up.”

“Oh my God, don’t even,” Nikki said in
disgust. “I hope they’re not going to the South Pole, too.”

“I don’t think so, but I’ll be damned if
those d-bags get to Mars first,” Elon said. “Forget The Bridge,
Nikki. Just imagine yourself staking an American flag into the
clear carbon-dioxide ice on the South Pole of Mars and sealing your
legacy as a true American hero.”

Nikki took a deep breath while pondering her
third chance to go to the Red Planet in four years. The first one
ended amid arrests and scandals on the ground in Cape Town; the
second got doused in the salty, September-chilled waters of the
North Sea.

“It’s not about being a hero for me,” she
finally told Elon. “I’ve been drawn to space and going beyond this
world since I camped out under the stars on Mount Washington as a
teenager. I’m ready to experience a new, unspoiled planet. If I’m
among the first six to do it, that’s a bonus. Let’s go!”

“Epic decision, Nikki. Welcome to my Mars
Colony A crew,” Elon beamed. “Jane will get back to you shortly
with airline arrangements out of Amsterdam. I’ll see you in Florida
very soon.”

As her phone went dark again, Nikki’s heart
sank at the thought of a second round of good-byes.












CHAPTER 3

 A LONG, LONG WAY

September 10, 2022

Den Helder, Netherlands






Nikki embraced both of her parents at the
same time and lost it.

The sobbing and the tears soon spread from
her to them, and they didn’t even know the half of it.

“I’m the worst daughter in the world,” she
finally declared, stepping back from them now and taking them both
in — an ill-suited, rightly divorced pair only drawn together here
in this Dutch hospital room because of her.

“Nikki, stop talking like that,” Roger said,
trying in vain to be discreet about wiping a tear from his eye.
“You’re alive … after all that fire and smoke, we thought you were
…”

The fire captain’s voice trailed off. His
trembling lips conveyed the rest.

“I’m a cruel and selfish daughter,” Nikki
persisted.

Lynn gasped, grabbed her daughter by the
shoulders and sat her back down on the hospital bed.

“Nikki, you’re not making any sense. Are you
sure you passed those tests?”

Roger exhaled and found his voice again.

“Are the doctors lying to us?” he asked.

Nikki took a deep breath of her own and set
them straight.

“The doctors did not lie. I am fine … but
I’m still going to Mars.”

Her parents looked at each other like she
was destined for a mental ward, and Nikki let them have that rare
moment of bonding before lowering the boom.

“Elon Musk called me. He wants me on the
SpaceX crew that launches on the 22nd.”

“Are you out of your frigging mind?” Roger
snapped, throwing his hands in the air.

“I told you …”

“This is a prank, right?” Lynn interrupted,
her temper also rising.

“No, it’s not.”

“And you said yes?” Roger asked.

“I did,” Nikki confirmed.

“After you almost got blown up two days ago?
I can’t believe this!” Roger shouted, storming out of the room and
slamming the door behind him.

Nikki’s body jumped at the sound, but Lynn’s
eyes — two weapons of disappointment, anger and hurt that only a
mother could wield — didn’t even blink.

“How could you?” she growled.

Nikki just looked down at the white
tiles.

“How many times do I have to watch my only
daughter try to cheat death?” Lynn continued. “I really think you
have a death wish, Nikki, and I can’t attach myself to this anymore
… because my heart can’t take it! Do you understand?”

Nikki nodded with soaked eyes.

“Because while you somehow keep surviving —
Thomas’ gun … The Bridge … six months at the South Pole … and now a
total rocket misfire — more and more of me gets killed every
time.”

The second time the door closed, there was
no slam, but it shook Nikki even more.






***






Thomas squinted and then smirked at the
news.

“You really want to go up in a rocket again
after that?” he asked as they sat together in a private hospital
lounge with tinted windows.

Nikki tried to ignore that part of it and
envision a smooth, zero-gravity journey through space.

“I … we have spent the last two years
training and gearing up for this … and it all came crashing down in
less than a minute,” she said. “I thought it was over for me … and
now it isn’t. How could I not say yes to Elon Musk?”

“How was he to talk to?”

“Very cool. Somewhat down-to-Earth,
ironically … I just wish he had another spot for you.”

“I don’t know,” Thomas said, running his
hands through his sandy brown hair and stretching back. “Part of me
is fine with staying here now.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I feel like I finally have my freedom
… from school and prison, from those Bridge assholes and training …
from everything.”

“What will you do?” Nikki asked, struggling
to envision Thomas working a 9-to-5 job, married with kids some
day.

“I have no fucking idea,” he replied with a
laugh. “But I might just go home.”

“New Hampshire?”

“I think so. Maybe I’ll try to see what life
is like there when I don’t feel like a loser.”

“You’re so not a loser anymore,
Thomas … and I’m actually gonna miss you,” she said, offering him
her hand.

“We’re so past a parting handshake,”
he countered, brushing her hand away.

“You’re totally right.”

She expected a hug, but he surprised her
with a quick kiss on the lips as well.

Thomas cracked up at her stunned
reaction.

“You’re going to Mars, Nikki. You won’t be
here to press charges.”

Nikki tilted her head and smiled looking
into his playful blue eyes, no longer cold and full of anger like
they were in high school.

“You sure have come a long, long way,” she
said.

He nodded, then shrugged.

“Now it’s your turn to go a long,
long way … try not to die,” Thomas advised.

As Nikki hugged him one more time for likely
the last time, she smiled and savored those final four words, from
a man, no longer a boy; no longer with a pistol in his hand, aimed
at her.

A long, long way indeed.












CHAPTER 4

 THE LINK

September 11, 2022 — Launch-Minus-11 Day

Kennedy Space Center, Florida


Cruising stealthily in a black Musk-designed
Tesla sedan from Cape Canaveral Air Force Base toward nearby
Kennedy Space Center, Nikki stared out the tinted window at the
Atlantic Ocean and recalled her last disastrous visit to Florida in
August 2019.

It began with her defying The Bridge
leadership’s orders in Fort Lauderdale and nearly ended when she
was struck by flying debris as Hurricane Felicia raged in Miami
Beach.

But she lived.

And now she was back, and free, and here by
her own choice.

She was ready to leave Earth on her own
terms; saddened by her parents’ objections, but determined to blast
her life so far past the ordinary.

Thirty-eight Raptor engines, quietly waiting
on iconic Launch Pad 39A, would propel her beyond her imagination
and into a cold, beautiful and deadly reality.

Dozens of Space Shuttle liftoffs had cleared
that same pad; two missions had ended in explosions, deaths and
parental heartbreaks.

But Nikki truly believed she would survive
to see Mars up close.

Her extensive training in Antarctica had
steeled her spirit for this all-in mission to deep space, and now
Musk’s unexpected lifeline after the Red One splashdown only
convinced her further that she was destined to actually land there
in 2023 at age 26. Wow.

KSC headquarters rose about 10 stories in
the foreground with massive American and NASA flags draped down one
side. The boxy building was surrounded by sprawling parking lots
dotted with palm trees, but Nikki’s eyes initially were drawn to
the sleek, futuristic SpaceX sign on an adjacent rectangular
building. The left leg of the X in the logo shot up diagonally and
arced away, like the trail of rocket smoke.

Beyond all of that, at the edge of the
ocean, the stainless steel Super Heavy Starship gleamed as it aimed
toward the bright blue sky. From Nikki’s vantage point more than a
mile away, it looked like a child’s toy, and in a way it was. Musk
had been experimenting with rockets of all sizes since his aloof
engineer father literally left Elon to his own devices during a
rough South African childhood split from his mother and siblings.
In reality, the full SHS stack stood 387 feet, 82 feet taller than
the Statue of Liberty.

This was beyond freedom.

Where this rocket would take her, there
would be nothing but red dirt, ice and murderously thin air. No
government. No police. No trees or animals. No streets, with or
without names. Just a brand new, very old and very empty world,
apathetic to the arrival of six human beings, one of whom remained
an 11th-hour, L-minus-11 stranger to the other five.

Nikki scrolled through their names on her
phone one more time:

1. Commander Xander Vermilyea.
Really? Internal rhyme? Nikki still dabbled in poetry, but that
name in the email Elon’s assistant sent her sounded more like a
Muskian prank.

2. Pilot Jo Guigere. Not Joe. Not
Josephine. But female, Nikki presumed. Awesome.

3. Engineer Ulysses Parker. She
wondered if his middle name started with an S. like the old Civil
War general and president who now graces $50 bills.

4. Dr. Susan Wilkes. Nikki tried to
suppress her brain’s urge to stick with the 1800s theme, add
“Booth” to her name and charge her as an accomplice in the
assassination of Abraham Lincoln.

5. Specialist Edward Etergino. “E
Squared” immediately came to her mind as a possible nickname.

And what would they think of Specialist
Nicole Janicek, the late and unexpected wildcard crew member with
the red streaks in her hair?

If I can find a way to get along with the
person who shot me for six months at South Pole Station, I’ll find
a way to get along with these people, Nikki vowed.

But first, she was scheduled to meet face to
face with the visionary who designed the car she was riding in and
the spaceship that would drive her to Mars.


***


Jane Rushmore, blonde and personable,
ushered Nikki into an eighth-floor suite where Elon Musk,
hipster-techno-casual in a black short-sleeved shirt and jeans,
quickly looked up from his phone and grinned. The SHS pierced the
blue horizon in the massive window behind him.

Still star struck, Nikki hesitated for half
a beat before crossing the surprisingly drab, outdated carpet to
shake his hand in the large, rectangular room.

“Welcome, Nikki. How was your flight?” he
asked, guiding her toward a pair of recliners. “Come relax. Can I
get you anything?”

“Good, no, I’m fine,” she replied as they
both sat down across from one another.

“Most people I know try to avoid flying on
September 11th out of, you know, extremely warranted superstition,
but we’re L-minus-11, so …”

“It was no problem,” Nikki said, struggling
to form more than simple sentences in this surreal moment.

“How old were you in 2001?” he asked, still
grinning.

“Four,” she said, finally allowing herself
to exhale.

He nodded as if he already knew that. “Back
then I was one year away from launching SpaceX in a California
office about the size of this room and look how far we’ve come. I’m
still renting space … this time from NASA.”

“But now you’ve got a rocket on that launch
pad right there ready to take six people to Mars,” Nikki pointed
out while gesturing toward the window.

“Can you believe you’re one of them?”

“No … this all seems like a dream.”

“I’m glad you said dream and not a
nightmare.”

“Oh, I’m scared,” she admitted.

“So am I. Perfectly normal. This is gonna be
big … truly the start of something monumental in human history.
Deep space travel and establishing a human base on Mars.”

“What do you see as my role in this mission
… other than trying not to die?” Nikki asked, smiling as she
realized she just echoed Thomas’ parting words to her.

Elon fed off her smile and practically
bounced in his chair as he talked, with his hands in constant
motion.

“I really see you as the link, the
communications link between Starship and Earth on the burn to Mars,
and then between Colony A and Earth from Sol 1 on,” Musk said,
referring in space jargon to the crew’s first day on the Red
Planet. “You’re considerably younger, more charismatic and less of
a technical person than the rest of the crew, so I really see you
as the person to help tell the story of this mission, human to
human.”

“Wow,” Nikki beamed.

“It’s an important role … getting on camera,
wearing GoPros, shooting videos and sending video emails — v-mails
— to interact with especially young people and children in
classrooms on Earth,” he continued. “Think of yourself as the first
travel guide on Mars, encouraging the next generation to want to
help set up a city there some day. Because this mission will be far
more effective and inspiring if we maintain that human connection
with Earth every mile and every step of the way.”

“What can I say? I’m humbled and amazed to
do that,” Nikki said.

“Fantastic. Now when I say interact, as you
know, there’s about a 20-minute delay in communications between
Mars and Earth, so the videos will be more like a one-way video
letter, if you will, and then you’ll receive the reply from
Earth.”

“Of course.”

“The less glamorous role for you would be to
get extremely involved in keeping the common
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