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COLONEL JASON MITCHELL’S implant notified him of an incoming email with a high-priority classification. He told the implant to display the email on the wall monitor.

To: Col. J. Mitchell

From: Identity Unknown

Subject: Omega Mission supply drops

POTUS has quietly changed his mind about Chase Konrad leading the investigation at the Omega site. NASA and the Space Force have been ordered to find a ‘volunteer’ of suitably high rank with the necessary classification clearance to travel to Mars aboard one of the two supply payloads earmarked for the Omega site. The passenger module will be tiny, with minimal instrumentation or backup systems. The internal space is larger than a Mercury capsule but smaller than a Gemini capsule. The risk of a critical failure during the flight or landing is significant. No one in their right mind would volunteer for this mission. But if anyone did and managed to survive AND successfully complete the mission, all past transgressions would be forgotten. At least, that’s what I’m hearing. Good luck.

Mitchell took a deep breath and read it again, and as he did so, he wondered who had sent the email. He could think of half a dozen people he knew relatively well who would be in a position to learn about this policy change. Enough time had passed since his rogue action to save the Argo and her crew from a Chinese satellite killer rocket for word of that action and the consequences to his career to get around the Space Force and NASA community. There had also been enough time for his superiors to decide what to do with him, and the word had come down from on high. No court-martial which would risk public disclosure. He would be allowed to stay in Space Force, although not necessarily in Space Command, and he would not be given another assignment with any real authority or responsibility. No more promotions either. In the parlance of his contemporaries, he was now a zombie. A dead career still walking around. The terrible irony of it all was that most of the people who knew what he had done privately applauded him for making the sacrifice to save the Argo crew. And as the days passed, it was getting harder and harder to not feel regret at the cost that he would pay for the next eight years until he could retire. But now it appeared that he had a chance for redemption. The risk, though, was the key question he had to answer. Konrad had convinced him to violate his standing orders by posing a poker analogy. Yes, making an all-in bet was easier than calling one. But if he ‘volunteered’ for this mission, he’d be calling an all-in bet, and he didn’t like the odds. 

He got up and walked to the liquor cabinet to pour himself some whiskey. When the glass was full, he walked over to the large window overlooking the Colorado landscape. It was night now with a clear sky, and he could see stars and a full moon. It reminded him of his goal early in his career to become an astronaut. That career path hadn’t materialized when it became clear that who you knew was just as important, if not more so, than what you knew and could do. Getting assigned to Space Command had been an acceptable substitute. But now that was gone too. If there was a god who looked after astronauts, he or she had a fickle sense of humor. Yes, you can go to Mars, but it might cost you your life. Still, there was some risk in just about everything a person could do. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“I’m not asking for a safe trip to Mars and back. I’ll settle for a safe trip there and then let the chips fall where they may.” With that appeal to the god of astronauts on its way, he opened his eyes, drained his glass, and wondered if it was too late in the day to start calling people with his offer to volunteer.

NASA Deputy Administrator Sybil Tyler checked her office phone voicemail inbox and scanned the names of callers. Her eyebrows rose when she saw that a Colonel Jason Mitchell had left a message. Why did that name sound familiar?

“Siri, what military branch is Colonel Jason Mitchell in?”

“There are three persons with that name and rank. One is the Procurement Office of the Army. One is a marine stationed in Japan, and the third is assigned to Space Command.” That jogged Tyler’s memory of a rumor that an officer by that name had exceeded his authority to activate ultra-secret Space Command assets to save the Argo and her crew. It has to be him. She played back the message.

“Hello, Deputy Administrator Tyler. My name is Colonel Jason Mitchell, and I am currently on detached duty with Space Command. A little birdie told me that NASA and Space Force is looking for a volunteer to fly to Mars on one of the supply payloads. My Space Force contacts tell me that because NASA is managing the supply missions, you are the person I need to volunteer to. You can call me any time of the day or night. I look forward to speaking with you.”

Detached duty, eh? That would fit with exceeding his authority. Well, Colonel Mitchell, let’s find out if you’re the right person for this mission.

“Siri, find out if General Sloan at Space Command is available to talk with me.” To her surprise, he was.

“What can I do for you, Deputy Administrator?” 

“Colonel Jason Mitchell has volunteered for a highly-classified NASA mission, and I’d like to hear your evaluation of him before I make up my mind about his offer, General.” There was a short pause before Sloan responded. 

“I think I know which mission you’re referring to. You could do worse than accepting Colonel Mitchell for that mission if my suspicions are correct. During his time here at Space Command, he was in positions of considerable authority that demanded the ability to react quickly but not impulsively to potentially stressful situations. That’s about as descriptive as I’m prepared to be with a civilian.”

“I see. His voicemail message said he was currently on detached duty with Space Command. That doesn’t sound like being in a position of considerable authority. Are you able to explain why that is?”

“Not specifically, no. I will say that he made a highly risky call that turned out to be correct. Sometimes asking for forgiveness is not easier than asking for permission. I’d reinstate him in his previous position if it were up to me. But don’t tell him I said that.”

“Hm. I understand. Is there anything else you think I should know about Colonel Mitchell?”

“Nothing I’m free to talk about.”

‘Very well, then. Thank you for your cooperation, General.”

“You’re welcome.” The click told her that Sloan had hung up.

“Siri, call Colonel Jason Mitchell from Space Command.” 

“Yes, Sybil...He’s on the line now. Go ahead, Sybil.”

“Hello, Colonel Mitchell.”

“Hello. Thank you for calling back so quickly.”

“I haven’t made a decision about your offer, but I think it would be worthwhile if you came to D.C. to meet with me in person. A plane ticket will be waiting for you at the airport when you arrive. You should plan on being here for at least twenty-four hours, maybe even forty-eight, so pack accordingly. Any questions?”

“No questions, Deputy Administrator.”

“Fine. We’ll talk later today. Goodbye for now, Colonel. End call.”

It was six hours later when Mitchell entered Tyler’s office. She was surprised to see that he was wearing civilian clothes. Smart move. I should have thought of that. A Space Command Colonel walking into NASA offices might draw attention and start rumors that we don’t want to be started.

“Welcome to NASA, Colonel,” she said as she stood up and came around her desk to offer him her hand. When he shook it, his grip was firm but not intimidating. 

“Thank you, Deputy Administrator.” She noted that his expression was what she would have described as friendly and serious. 

“Let’s sit over here where the chairs are more comfortable.” She gestured toward a low coffee table surrounded by three comfortable-looking chairs. Mitchell waited until she had sat down before doing so himself. Tyler took a few seconds to evaluate his body posture before speaking. He doesn’t look nervous. Maybe he should be.

“So...What do you know or think you know about the mission that you’re volunteering for, Colonel?”

Mitchell smiled. “I don’t know anything for certain. I’ve heard that NASA wants to send a senior military officer with very high security clearances to Mars to handle a very classified investigation of a site that the Chinese are apparently also interested in.”

“I see. And who did you hear this from?” she asked casually.

Mitchell hesitated. He still didn’t know who sent the email. A couple of discrete calls to Space Force friends gave him enough hints to figure out the investigation and Chinese aspects. “I heard this from more than one source, and I would prefer not to identify them because of the possible repercussions to their careers.”

“Hm. And if being accepted for this mission was conditional upon revealing their identities?”

“Then I won’t be going to Mars, and I’m prepared to head back to Colorado now.”

Very good, Colonel. You didn’t even have to think about your answer. Too many people are willing to throw their friends to the wolves to get ahead. “That won’t be necessary. Your loyalty to your friends do you credit and has increased the odds of you being accepted for this mission. Are you aware of the risks involved? You’ll be cooped up for about three weeks inside a hastily-assembled vehicle with about the same internal space as a bathroom in a cheap motel. If the vehicle springs a leak, you’re dead. If the oxygen recycling system fails, you’re dead. If the aerobraking heat shield fails, you’re dead; if the parachutes fail when you get to Mars, you’re dead. And that’s not even the entire list of potentially fatal malfunctions. Still want the assignment?”

“Yes,” he said without hesitation. 

“Why?” she asked without hesitation.

That seemed to catch Mitchell off guard for a moment. “Well...my career has hit a roadblock. I can’t go into details because they involve classified aspects of Space Command operations. Suffice it to say that I did something that normally would get me court-martialled. Senior Space Force officers decided that a court-martial risked exposure of classified information and did not pursue that action. Instead, I’ll be assigned a desk with nothing important to do until I qualify for retirement. I suspect the Space Force hopes I’ll either quit out of sheer boredom or blow my brains out. I’ve been told that if I successfully complete this mission, my career will be rehabilitated. That’s worth taking some risks.”

“In addition to the risks I’ve already outlined, there will be some additional risks after you land on Mars. I won’t go into details now. You’ll hear those details if you’re accepted for the mission. But you should know that at this point, we’re not even sure we understand all the risks that the investigation of a particular site would entail. Getting to Mars alive might be the easy part of this mission. Does that change your mind, Colonel?”

“No. If anything, that aspect of the mission actually makes the whole thing more appealing.” She noticed that his demeanor, which had become very serious when she asked him why, now had a mischievous smile.

“I think I understand. Do you have any questions? I may not be able to answer them, but we’ll see.”

“Only one. How much time before liftoff?”

“Two to three weeks, depending on how quickly the hardware can be assembled.”

“I see. I have no more questions.”

Tyler stood up, and Mitchell followed suit. “I have all I need to make a decision, and I’ll make it within twenty-four hours. My receptionist will give you the details about the hotel room we’ve booked for you. If you’re accepted for the mission, you’ll hear from me. If not, you’ll hear from my receptionist. We’re done here now, Colonel Mitchell.”

“It’s been an interesting conversation. Thank you, Deputy Administrator.” He gave a quick nod, then turned and headed for the door.
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MITCHELL WOKE UP TO the sound of his cell phone and checked the time. It was 6:10 am. He didn’t recognize the caller's number but decided to accept the call.

“Hello?”

“It’s Sybil Tyler, Colonel. You’re in. A car will pick you up at your hotel in forty-five minutes. Be dressed and packed by then. Things are moving fast now. You’ll join me for a working breakfast where you’ll be briefed on those details I couldn’t tell you about yesterday.” She hung up before he could say anything. Mitchell jumped out of bed and headed for the shower. 

Eighty-nine minutes later, he entered a small but well-decorated conference room in NASA Headquarters. Sybil Tyler and two men dressed in business casual clothes were already seated. 

“Have a seat, Colonel. Breakfast is on its way. This is Jessup Casterlin and Alain Haftner. They’re both Senior Mars Specialists. They’ll conduct the briefing and answer your questions to the best of their limited ability.” Tyler waited until Mitchell was seated, then turned to Casterlin. “Okay, Jessup. It’s your show.”

“Yes. Thank you, Boss.” Casterlin turned to look at the far wall. A large plasma tv screen was slowly dropping down from the ceiling. When it stopped, the blank screen came to life, showing what Mitchell initially assumed was a worm partially exposed to the air. He then noticed the distance scale at the bottom of the image and realized he was seeing something very different.

“This is the best of a series of images of this particular site on Mars. The others were taken from different angles under different light conditions. Despite official explanations that this is just an unusual sand dune with wind-blown ripples, which by the way, even some of the mainstream media are skeptical of, we think it’s what it appears to be, which is some kind of underground transportation system made up of some kind of transparent or semi-transparent material. Our best guess of the size of this structure is that the tube is somewhere in the range of fifty to a hundred feet in diameter.” When he paused, Mitchell took advantage of that to ask a question.

“Any idea what it was designed for? Subway or pipeline, maybe?”

Casterlin looked at Haftner. “I think it’s some kind of subway system. Alain here thinks it could be a pipeline bringing water down from the North Pole.” Both men looked at Mitchell for his reaction.

“If it’s full of water, I’m not going to be able to explore it very much.”

“It’s unlikely to still be full of water now. It’s hard to tell if the tube is still one hundred percent intact in terms of integrity, but since it appears that a section of it was thrust up through the surface, probably from earthquakes, the odds are that the transparent material has cracked. That would let the atmosphere in, and the low air pressure would cause the water to eventually evaporate away. Having said that, I would not be surprised if you find that there is still some water in sections of the pipe that are lower than the rest, where air pressure might just be high enough to keep the water in a liquid state. That’s why the ATV will have the amphibious capability,” said Haftner.

“The what? The ATV?” Mitchell looked to Tyler for confirmation that he had heard what he thought he had heard. 

“You heard correctly, Colonel. The payload you’ll be part of includes a one-of-a-kind All Terrain Vehicle. Think about the fact that this pipeline-subway breakthrough is in the middle of nowhere. If it leads anywhere worth investigating, it’ll be at least hundreds of miles away. That’s much too far to travel on foot. The ATV will be powered by a small one-hundred-kilowatt reactor. The vehicle will be self-contained. Think of it as an off-road RV. You’ll be able to travel in it for a couple of weeks, and if you come across a section of the pipeline that has water more than about two feet deep, the vehicle will float and has two small propellers at the back to push it forward. Now, if you happen to come to a depressed section of the tube full of water right up to the top, you won’t be able to go any further. It’s relatively easy to make the vehicle amphibious. Making it a submersible is a much harder proposition and virtually impossible, given the time available. We were able to have the amphibious version ready on time because we’ve been working on it for over a year in preparation for exploring the Martian poles at some point.”

“Is the internal space in the ATV larger than the capsule?” asked Mitchell. Tyler looked at Casterlin.

“Yes. Almost three times the available space,” he said.

“Then why not let me make the trip inside the vehicle?”

“Two reasons,” said Tyler. “First, you’d need an acceleration couch that would have to be mounted in the center of the vehicle to keep the weight distributed evenly during liftoff and landing. That would use up a lot of the available space. Second, the capsule, as you call it, has an escape mechanism to free it from the rest of the payload in case the aerobraking maneuver in the Martian atmosphere goes wonky. The capsule is designed to handle that contingency from an aerodynamic perspective. The ATV isn’t. If the aerobraking causes the payload module to break up, the aerodynamic stresses will rip the ATV to pieces. In fact, if my understanding of the plan is correct, the capsule will separate from the rest of the payload at a certain point in the descent anyway and land under its own parachutes while the rest of the payload will deploy much larger parachutes designed to handle the heavier load. Is that correct, Jessup?”

“Yes, that’s correct. The ATV and the rest of the supplies and equipment packed around it are rugged enough to survive a hard touchdown that would probably cause injury to you, Colonel. That’s why the two components of the payload will land separately.”

“And will the capsule land relatively close to the rest of the payload?” Mitchell asked. 

“Depends on what you mean by relatively close. The distance you’d have to walk to the ATV will depend on how strong the wind blows. Because of the capsule’s lighter weight and slower descent, the wind will probably blow it further away than the heavier, faster-descending payload. You might have to walk a mile or two, but your suit will have oxygen to spare for that distance. But there is a backup plan in case your capsule ends up much further away. As long as you have line-of-sight with the ATV, which you should do because that area around the tubes is very flat, you’ll have the option of sending a signal for the payload to lower the ramp and for the ATV to descend down the ramp to the ground and then home in on your capsule’s signal. It will come to you as long as there are no obstacles like crevices or deep ditches. We haven’t had time to test this remote retrieval system, so we recommend you walk to the payload if you have the oxygen to do so,” Haftner said.

Mitchell made an effort to keep his expression from showing his dismay at this latest information. He wondered what else hadn’t been tested. A thought occurred to him. “Speaking of oxygen, will the ATV be big enough to carry weeks' worth of oxygen?” 

Haftner and Tyler turned to Casterlin for a response. She shook her head. “No. However, the CO2 you breathe out will be scrubbed from the air. The ATV will carry five hundred gallons of water. When you’ve stopped to sleep, the power plant will use the power generated to separate the water into hydrogen and oxygen. The hydrogen will be vented into the Martian atmosphere, and the oxygen will be added back to the oxygen tank, which keeps the oxygen level inside the vehicle at the right level. If you do encounter water inside the tube, you’ll be able to top off the water tank, and that would extend the range that you can cover.”

Mitchell felt a little better after hearing that. “Let’s say I travel hundreds of miles underground and arrive at a location with something interesting. What kind of communication capability does the ATV have?”

“If the ATV can’t get to the surface, you’ll have to remove the transmitter, which is designed to be portable with its own limited power supply, and carry that up above ground. There’s a portable dish antenna that can be hooked up, which will send your signal to Earth if it’s above the horizon. If you need to take the transmitter out of the vehicle, you can recharge its internal power supply by plugging it back in.”

“Okay. From what you’ve told me so far, it sounds like the ATV isn’t going to be able to carry me all the way back to the Alpha site, which is much farther away with no obvious sources of water in between. So how do I get back to the Alpha site?”

“That’s what the second payload is for,” said Tyler. “It carries methane and oxygen that can refuel the Argo. When you’re ready to be picked up, the second payload will be programmed to land near you. Once you give confirmation that it’s down and undamaged, Chase Konrad will pilot the Argo in a sub-orbital hop to your location and land near the fuel payload. When the Argo is refueled, you, Konrad, and two specialists he brought with him to Mars will ascend into orbit to rendezvous with the Bifrost-S tug, which will bring the four of you home. When the Argo drops into Earth orbit, you four will transfer to a SpaceX starship, which will bring you back down. The Argo will stay in orbit to be refueled and resupplied for a future trip to Mars.”

Mitchell thought for a moment before speaking. “That’s assuming that I’ll be able to get back up to the surface. What if I can’t? What if I hit a dead end with no way up and can’t turn around?”

Tyler leaned back and sighed. “Well...if that’s the situation, then you would definitely have a problem. But there would always be worst-case scenarios in any mission. We think we’ve addressed the obvious ones, but there will always be the unknown. We don’t know what we don’t know.”

Now it was Mitchell’s turn to lean back. He looked at Casterlin and Haftner, then back to Tyler. “Okay. Obviously, there was a Martian civilization at some point. Maybe all the Martians died off centuries or millennia ago. But just in case there is dangerous animal life still around, and living in an underground water pipeline would seem like a good way to survive, I want the ATV equipped with a handgun, an automatic rifle, and plenty of ammo.” 

Casterlin and Haftner looked like they were about to object when Tyler interjected. “You got it. Tell us which weapons you want, and we’ll make sure the ATV has them. Anything else?”

Mitchell closed his eyes for a few seconds, then opened them. “I presume I’ll wear a spacesuit during the trip to Mars. When I land, I’ll want something designed for the Martian atmosphere and temperature variations that’s not as bulky as a spacesuit. Does something like that exist?”

“Yes,” said Casterlin, “SpaceX has developed a lighter, more flexible pressure suit designed to protect a person from temperature extremes and the atmosphere.”

“Good. I’ll want three sets of those, including three helmets and spare undergarments. I don’t relish the idea of wearing the same set of undergarments for weeks. What kind of sanitation facilities with the ATV have?”

Casterlin and Tyler turned to Haftner. “Well, urine and wastewater are recycled via distillation. Solid bodily waste is freeze-dried and stored in a container that can be emptied externally. There is a sink that can be used for sponge baths. No shower because of limited space as well as limited water supply. The sink will only produce unheated water. You will be able to heat water to cook with and drink.” 

Mitchell waited until he was sure that Haftner was finished speaking. “Does it have a washer and dryer in case my clothes get filthy or wet?” Both men looked reluctant to answer that question. When the silence started getting awkward, Tyler jumped in.

“Ah, no. When the vehicle was being designed, that was considered, and the engineers, with the approval of the design review team, decided that there wasn’t enough spare room for either of those pieces of equipment.”

“Wonderful.” Mitchell didn’t try to hide his sarcasm. “In that case, make it four sets of pressure suits and helmets, half a dozen utility outfits and footwear I can wear inside the ATV, and a dozen sets of undergarments. ”

“That seems like a lot,” said Tyler. “Are you sure you’re going to need all that?”

“I’m not sure that I won’t need all that. Better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it. Have any of you lived in primitive conditions for a couple of weeks, and I’m not talking about going camping with showers and laundry facilities nearby?” The other three shook their heads. “Well, I have as part of my Air Force Academy training, and having clean and dry clothes to change into if needed makes a big difference.”

Whatever response Tyler might have made to that was pre-empted by the arrival of the food and coffee. Once everyone had food on their plate and a coffee, Mitchell brought up the subject that had just occurred to him.

“So what did Chase Konrad find at the X-ray site?” Casterlin, Haftner, and Tyler stopped eating and looked at him with surprise and consternation.

“Where did you hear about that?” asked Tyler.

Mitchell smiled. “There’s a lot of communication between Space Force and NASA, sometimes including rumors.  When I combined the rumors with the lack of media attention on what a flamboyant aerospace billionaire is doing on Mars, the answer that makes the most sense is that he’s involved with something very hush-hush. Now that I know there are Martian ruins of some kind that you want me to investigate, I’m guessing that Konrad was looking at some other kind of ruin?”

“You don’t have a need to know about the X-ray Mission,” said Casterlin.

“I think he does,” Tyler
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