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	Preface

	Every generation has looked toward the night sky and asked the same timeless question: What lies beyond?

	Among all the worlds visible from Earth, Mars has always held a special place in human imagination. Its reddish glow inspired ancient myths, scientific curiosity, bold engineering, and countless dreams of exploration. Today, those dreams are no longer confined to imagination. Space agencies around the world are actively preparing for the day when human beings will walk on the Red Planet.

	This novel was born from a simple question:

	What if India's first human mission to Mars disappeared... and six years later, someone discovered that the astronauts had survived?

	From that single idea grew a story of courage, science, sacrifice, hope, and discovery.

	Although the characters and many events in this novel are fictional, the scientific foundation is based on our current understanding of space exploration, astronautics, planetary science, geology, robotics, human physiology, artificial intelligence, and the immense engineering challenges involved in sending people to Mars. Wherever possible, the story respects established scientific principles while allowing imagination to explore the possibilities that still remain unknown.

	At its heart, however, this is not merely a story about Mars.

	It is a story about people.

	About scientists who refuse to abandon unanswered questions.

	About engineers who solve impossible problems.

	About astronauts who willingly risk everything for knowledge.

	About families who continue believing when hope seems lost.

	And about a child who reminds humanity that every new world should be approached not with conquest, but with curiosity.

	The journey you are about to read begins with triumph, passes through tragedy, and ultimately arrives at something far greater than anyone expected. It explores survival under impossible circumstances, the resilience of the human spirit, the importance of international scientific cooperation, and the responsibility that comes with exploring worlds beyond our own.

	This novel also carries a deeper message.

	Throughout history, every great discovery has expanded humanity's understanding of the universe while reminding us how precious our own planet truly is. The farther we travel into space, the more clearly we recognize the extraordinary beauty, diversity, and fragility of Earth.

	If, after finishing this book, you find yourself looking at Mars with greater curiosity, appreciating Earth with greater gratitude, or believing a little more strongly in the power of science, cooperation, and human perseverance, then this story will have fulfilled its purpose.

	The future of humanity will not be written by fear.

	It will be written by those who continue asking questions, embracing discovery, and reaching toward the stars.

	May this story inspire you to become one of them.

	 

	— Lha Sangye Tenzin

	 

	 

	 

	The Child Born on Mars 

	

	Chapter 1 

	The Mission That Changed History

	 

	The giant digital countdown clock mounted high above the Mission Control Center at the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) headquarters in Bengaluru displayed a single number.

	00:59:58

	Fifty-nine minutes and fifty-eight seconds remained before India attempted the most ambitious scientific mission in its history.

	Inside the vast control room, hundreds of computer monitors glowed beneath dimmed lights. Scientists, engineers, mathematicians, software specialists, and flight controllers sat at their consoles, their eyes fixed on streams of telemetry, orbital simulations, propulsion diagnostics, communication systems, and life-support data. The constant hum of powerful computers blended with the rhythmic beeping of monitoring equipment, creating an atmosphere where anticipation seemed almost tangible.

	No one spoke unless it was absolutely necessary.

	Every heartbeat in the room appeared synchronized with the countdown.

	Beyond the glass walls of Mission Control, media crews from every corner of the world waited anxiously. Cameras were positioned outside the building, satellites broadcast live feeds across continents, and reporters stood ready to witness a moment that promised to reshape the future of space exploration.

	For the first time in history, India was sending human beings to Mars.

	The mission had been named Mangalyaan-4.

	Unlike earlier robotic missions that had photographed the Red Planet from orbit or explored its barren surface with rovers, Mangalyaan-4 carried four Indian astronauts. Their objective extended far beyond planting a flag. They had been entrusted with answering one of humanity's greatest scientific questions.

	Could Mars one day become humanity's second home?

	Years of research had shaped the mission's ambitious goals. The crew would search for underground water reservoirs, analyze Martian soil for agricultural potential, cultivate experimental crops using specially selected Indian seeds, and evaluate whether the planet could someday support permanent human settlements.

	The success or failure of the mission would influence the future of space exploration for generations.

	Standing before the massive mission display was Dr. Vikram Rao, the Mission Director. The giant screen projected a rotating three-dimensional model of Earth, the spacecraft's trajectory, and the distant crimson sphere of Mars. His calm expression concealed the immense responsibility resting on his shoulders. Every command issued from Mission Control could determine whether four astronauts returned home—or remained forever on another world.

	Beside him stood Dr. Dilbag Singh, one of ISRO's most respected planetary scientists. Although he had not yet become the Chairman of ISRO, he was already regarded as one of the principal architects of India's Mars exploration program. Years of studying planetary geology, atmospheric science, and human survival beyond Earth had led him to this very moment.

	He folded his arms while quietly observing the incoming data.

	"We've spent fourteen years preparing for this mission," he said.

	Dr. Vikram Rao looked at the enormous screen before replying.

	"And more than six decades building the foundation that made it possible."

	Neither scientist smiled.

	They both understood that history never remembered how much effort had been invested before a great achievement. It only remembered whether the mission succeeded.

	Several rows behind them, young engineers watched their senior colleagues with admiration. Most had joined ISRO inspired by stories of Chandrayaan and the earlier Mangalyaan missions. Today they were no longer reading history.

	They were helping write it.

	One young engineer leaned toward his supervisor and whispered,

	"Sir... do you think they'll really make it to Mars?"

	The older scientist remained silent for a few seconds before answering.

	"They've already crossed the greatest distance."

	The young engineer looked puzzled.

	"The distance between a dream... and reality."

	Across India, daily life had almost come to a halt.

	Schools suspended morning classes so students could watch the launch live. Universities installed giant projection screens in their auditoriums. Railway stations displayed the broadcast on digital information boards. Airports delayed announcements for a few moments so passengers could witness the historic countdown. Markets, shopping malls, offices, hospitals, military bases, and village community centers all tuned in to the same event.

	Children waved small Indian flags.

	Teachers explained the significance of Mars.

	Families gathered around television screens.

	At temples, priests offered special prayers.

	In gurudwaras, ardas was performed for the astronauts' safety.

	Churches rang their bells.

	Mosques offered prayers for the success of the mission.

	For a brief moment, differences disappeared.

	An entire nation looked toward the sky with one shared hope.

	Far away on the eastern coast of India, the towering launch vehicle stood proudly at the Satish Dhawan Space Centre. Bathed in the golden light of dawn, the white rocket rose above the launch complex like a monument to human determination.

	Years of scientific innovation, engineering excellence, and relentless perseverance rested upon its launch pad.

	At its summit waited the spacecraft that would carry India's first human crew to another planet.

	Inside the crew preparation facility, the four astronauts completed their final medical examinations before boarding the spacecraft.

	Mission Commander Manav Sethi quietly adjusted the glove of his pressure suit.

	A former Indian Air Force test pilot and aerospace engineer, he had spent nearly twenty years preparing for missions that demanded absolute precision. Hundreds of simulations, thousands of hours in flight, and countless survival exercises had trained him to remain calm under extreme pressure.

	Yet today, his heartbeat was noticeably faster.

	Not because he feared Mars.

	Because he carried the dreams of over a billion people.

	He reached into a small compartment inside his suit and gently removed a family photograph.

	His parents smiled proudly beside him.

	His fingers lingered on the photograph for a moment before carefully placing it back.

	Across the room, Dr. Urmila, the mission's lead botanist and planetary biologist, carefully examined a secure container holding dozens of seed capsules.

	Tomatoes.

	Potatoes.

	Spinach.

	Wheat.

	Lentils.

	Medicinal herbs.

	Each tiny seed represented far more than an experiment.

	If even one crop successfully germinated in Martian soil, it would become the first step toward feeding future generations on another planet.

	She smiled softly.

	"If these seeds survive..."

	she whispered,

	"...one day humanity might survive too."

	Nearby, aerospace systems engineer Rajinder Singh performed one final inspection of the robotic exploration drones.

	Every sensor.

	Every battery.

	Every circuit.

	Every mechanical arm.

	He checked them with meticulous precision.

	Perfection was no longer an ideal.

	It had become a necessity.

	Across another workstation, planetary geologist Nirmal Kaur reviewed high-resolution geological maps generated from years of orbital observations.

	She highlighted several locations believed to contain underground ice deposits.

	"If Mars still hides water..."

	she said confidently,

	"it's hiding beneath our feet."

	A gentle knock echoed through the room.

	The entrance door slowly opened.

	An ISRO protocol officer stepped inside.

	His voice was calm but carried enormous significance.

	"It's time."

	For several long seconds, nobody moved.

	Every astronaut understood that these two simple words divided their lives into two parts.

	Everything before today.

	Everything after today.

	Behind another secured door waited the people they loved.

	One final meeting.

	One final embrace.

	One final goodbye.

	Manav was the first to step through the doorway.

	The moment he entered the visitors' lounge, his mother rose from her chair. She had spent the last hour trying to convince herself that she would remain strong, but the sight of her son standing before her in a gleaming white space suit shattered every promise she had made to herself.

	Without saying a word, she walked toward him and gently placed both hands on his face.

	For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

	There were no words capable of expressing the emotions that filled the room.

	Finally, she smiled through her tears.

	"When you were little," she said softly, "you would climb onto the roof every night and ask me whether people could ever walk on Mars. I told you that perhaps someone would... but I never imagined that someone would be my own son."

	Manav smiled.

	"I asked you because you always told me that impossible things only remain impossible until someone has the courage to try."

	She nodded slowly.

	"And today you're proving me right."

	His father stepped forward and embraced him tightly.

	"I have only one request."

	Manav looked into his father's eyes.

	"Come home."

	"I will."

	His father smiled faintly.

	"I know you'll try your best. That's enough for me."

	Across the room, Urmila found herself surrounded by her family.

	Her younger sister could barely stop crying.

	"You've travelled across India so many times for research," she said. "Why couldn't this mission have been somewhere a little closer?"

	Urmila laughed gently.

	"Because scientists don't choose the nearest questions."

	"They choose the most important ones."

	Her sister wiped away her tears.

	"And after Mars?"

	"After Mars," Urmila replied, "we'll take the longest holiday of our lives."

	"You promise?"

	"I promise."

	Her elderly mother quietly removed a small thread from her wrist.

	It had been blessed during a special prayer.

	She tied it gently around Urmila's wrist.

	"This won't protect you from space."

	Urmila smiled.

	"But it'll remind me where home is."

	Nearby, Rajinder Singh knelt before his six-year-old daughter.

	She stared curiously at the enormous white space suit.

	"So this is what superheroes wear?"

	Rajinder laughed.

	"No."

	"Then what do superheroes wear?"

	"They wear courage."

	She thought for a moment before opening her school bag.

	"I made something."

	She carefully handed him a small notebook decorated with bright stars.

	Rajinder opened it.

	Inside was a colourful drawing.

	A rocket.

	A red planet.

	Four smiling astronauts.

	The Indian flag waving proudly.

	At the bottom, written in uneven handwriting, were five simple words.

	Please come back, Papa.

	Rajinder closed the notebook slowly.

	His eyes filled with tears.

	"I'll keep this with me all the way to Mars."

	"You have to."

	"Why?"

	"So you don't forget the way home."

	He hugged her tightly, trying to hide the tears rolling down his face.

	A few metres away, Nirmal Kaur sat beside her grandfather.

	At eighty-three years old, his hands trembled with age, but his voice remained firm.

	"When I was young," he said, "people believed reaching the Moon was impossible."

	He looked proudly at his granddaughter.

	"Then humanity reached the Moon."

	He pointed toward the sky.

	"Now you're going somewhere even our dreams never dared to travel."

	Nirmal smiled.

	"I'll carry all of us with me."

	Her grandfather gently placed his weathered hand upon her head.

	"Our ancestors crossed deserts, oceans, forests, and mountains."

	He paused.

	"You are crossing planets."

	Before leaving, he handed her a small cloth pouch.

	She opened it.

	Inside was a handful of soil collected from the family farm.

	She looked at him in surprise.

	"So that a part of Earth travels with you."

	She carefully placed the pouch inside her personal storage kit.

	"I'll bring some Martian soil back."

	"I'll be waiting."

	A soft chime echoed throughout the building.

	Crew boarding in fifteen minutes.

	The families exchanged one final embrace.

	No one wanted to let go.

	Yet everyone understood that history often demanded sacrifices long before it rewarded courage.

	The astronauts walked silently toward the boarding corridor.

	Every step echoed through the hallway.

	Neither fear nor excitement appeared on their faces.

	Only determination.

	At the end of the corridor stood Dr. Vikram Rao and Dr. Dilbag Singh.

	The Mission Director looked at each astronaut individually before speaking.

	"Today, the world will remember your names."

	He paused.

	"But remember this..."

	"The purpose of this mission is not to make history."

	"It is to expand human knowledge."

	He stepped closer.

	"If something unexpected happens, never let pride make your decisions."

	"Trust your training."

	"Trust each other."

	"And always remember that no scientific discovery is more valuable than a human life."

	The four astronauts nodded together.

	Dr. Dilbag Singh then stepped forward carrying a carefully folded Indian tricolour sealed inside a transparent protective case.

	He handed it to Manav.

	"This flag has stood on the highest battlefield in the world."

	"It has flown across Antarctica."

	"It has crossed the deepest oceans."

	He smiled proudly.

	"But today..."

	"It begins its greatest journey."

	Manav accepted the flag with both hands.

	For a brief moment, every person in the room stood silently.

	Then, as one, the four astronauts turned toward the Indian flag displayed at the front of the hall.

	Raising their right hands, they repeated the official mission oath.

	"We solemnly dedicate this mission to the people of India and to the peaceful exploration of space. We shall perform every duty entrusted to us with courage, discipline, honesty, scientific integrity, and unwavering commitment. Whatever challenges lie ahead, we shall stand together as one crew, one mission, and one nation."

	The room erupted in applause.

	Many scientists who had spent years designing the mission could no longer hold back their emotions.

	Some quietly wiped away tears.

	Others stood with pride shining in their eyes.

	This was no longer merely a space mission.

	It had become the shared dream of an entire nation.

	Outside, the four astronauts boarded the specially designed vehicle that would transport them to the launch pad.

	As the convoy slowly moved forward, thousands of ISRO employees lined the roads.

	Some saluted.

	Some applauded.

	Some simply watched in respectful silence.

	The towering launch vehicle gradually appeared on the horizon.

	Against the bright blue morning sky, it looked almost unreal.

	Its white body gleamed beneath the sunlight, while streams of super-cooled vapour drifted from its lower stages.

	The spacecraft resting at its summit seemed incredibly small compared to the massive rocket beneath it.

	Yet inside that small capsule rested humanity's next great leap.

	As Manav looked through the vehicle window, he whispered quietly,

	"Let's make history."

	The convoy stopped.

	The astronauts stepped out.

	Before them stood the launch tower that would carry them toward another planet.

	The countdown continued.

	00:22:14

	The journey that would change human history had truly begun.

	A cool breeze swept across the launch complex as the four astronauts stepped onto the elevator platform attached to the towering launch vehicle. For a brief moment, they paused and looked upward.

	The rocket stretched into the sky like a gleaming white pillar, disappearing into the morning sunlight. Standing nearly one hundred meters tall, it represented decades of Indian scientific achievement, engineering brilliance, and unwavering determination. Millions of individual components, designed and assembled with extraordinary precision, now had only one purpose—to carry four human beings safely across more than two hundred million kilometers of space.

	The elevator began its slow ascent.

	No one spoke.

	The only sound was the steady hum of the machinery lifting them toward the crew access arm.

	As Bengaluru monitored the launch from Mission Control, another team of engineers supervised every activity at the launch site. Thousands of sensors continuously measured fuel pressure, structural integrity, engine temperatures, wind speed, electrical systems, navigation computers, and life-support equipment.

	Every value appeared perfectly normal.

	Yet everyone knew that spaceflight never forgave even the smallest mistake.

	Inside Mission Control, Dr. Vikram Rao stood with his headset securely fastened.

	"Launch Director, report."

	"Launch systems nominal."

	"Propulsion?"

	"Nominal."

	"Navigation?"

	"Nominal."

	"Flight computers?"

	"Nominal."

	"Weather?"

	"Green."

	One by one, every division confirmed its readiness.

	The room remained calm, but beneath that calmness lay enormous tension.

	Years of preparation were now beyond human control.

	Soon, everything would depend upon the rocket.

	The astronauts reached the top of the launch tower.

	The access hatch opened before them.

	One after another, they entered the spacecraft.

	The interior was compact but remarkably sophisticated. Every surface had been carefully designed to maximize efficiency while minimizing weight. Hundreds of illuminated switches, touch-screen displays, emergency controls, and monitoring panels surrounded the crew seats.

	This would be their home for many months.

	Technicians carefully secured each astronaut into custom-built acceleration seats.

	Mission Commander Manav occupied the center-left position.

	Urmila sat opposite him.

	Rajinder and Nirmal completed the remaining positions.

	A final technician performed one last inspection before stepping back.

	"Commander Manav?"

	"Ready."

	"Dr. Urmila?"

	"Ready."

	"Engineer Rajinder Singh?"

	"Ready."

	"Dr. Nirmal Kaur?"

	"Ready."

	The technician smiled proudly.

	"On behalf of everyone at ISRO..."

	He paused.

	"...thank you."

	The hatch slowly closed.

	A heavy metallic sound echoed through the spacecraft.

	For the first time, the astronauts were completely isolated from Earth.

	Outside, service arms disconnected from the rocket.

	Fuel tanks continued filling with super-cooled propellants.

	A cloud of white vapor drifted around the launch pad.

	The countdown clock reached ten minutes.

	Across India, silence spread.

	Families stopped talking.

	Students stared at giant projection screens.

	Office workers gathered around televisions.

	Passengers inside airports stood motionless.

	Train drivers delayed conversations with control rooms.

	Even traffic seemed lighter than usual.

	The nation waited.

	Inside Mission Control, Dr. Dilbag Singh quietly walked toward a large observation window overlooking the control room.

	His mind replayed every simulation, every engineering review, every risk assessment.

	The mission had been designed to withstand thousands of possible failures.

	But space had an endless imagination.

	It always found new ways to challenge humanity.

	Dr. Vikram Rao noticed his thoughtful expression.

	"Nervous?"

	Dilbag smiled faintly.

	"If someone says they aren't nervous before sending people to another planet..."

	He looked toward the giant screen.

	"...they're either lying or they don't understand the mission."

	Both men exchanged a brief smile before returning their attention to the countdown.

	Five minutes remained.

	Inside the spacecraft, the astronauts completed their final communication check.

	"Mission Control, this is Mangalyaan-4."

	"Loud and clear, Commander."

	Rajinder glanced through the small observation window.

	"It's beautiful."

	Far below, thousands of engineers appeared no larger than tiny moving dots.

	Beyond them stretched the coastline of the Bay of Bengal, shimmering beneath the morning sun.

	Urmila looked toward Earth.

	"Hard to believe we're leaving all of this behind."

	Nirmal smiled.

	"We're not leaving it."

	"We're carrying it with us."

	Manav gently touched the transparent case containing the folded Indian flag.

	"No matter how far we travel..."

	"...home travels with us."

	The final minute arrived.

	Mission Control became absolutely silent.

	Every scientist fixed their eyes upon the enormous display.

	The countdown echoed through the room.

	Ten...

	Hydraulic systems locked.

	Nine...

	Flight computers assumed automatic control.

	Eight...

	Engine ignition sequence initiated.

	Seven...

	Navigation systems synchronized.

	Six...

	Liquid oxygen pumps accelerated.

	Five...

	Massive engines awakened beneath the rocket.

	The ground trembled.

	Four...

	Brilliant orange flames burst from the launch platform.

	Dense clouds of steam exploded outward.

	Three...

	The rocket seemed alive.

	Two...

	The vibration became so intense that nearby buildings shook.

	One...

	The engines reached full thrust.

	Zero.

	For one breathtaking moment, nothing happened.

	Then, slowly...

	Almost imperceptibly...

	The enormous rocket began rising.

	A deafening roar rolled across the launch complex as millions of kilograms of thrust overcame Earth's gravity.

	Flames stretched hundreds of meters beneath the vehicle.

	The launch tower disappeared inside an ocean of fire and white steam.

	People across India erupted into cheers.

	Children jumped with excitement.

	Scientists embraced one another.

	Some cried openly.

	Others simply stared upward in disbelief.

	The impossible had become reality.

	India's first human mission to Mars had begun.

	Inside the spacecraft, the astronauts felt crushing acceleration pressing them firmly into their seats.

	Every vibration traveled through their bodies.

	Every heartbeat echoed inside their helmets.

	Yet years of training kept them calm.

	"Velocity increasing."

	"Trajectory nominal."

	"All systems green."

	Within minutes, the spacecraft pierced the atmosphere.

	The brilliant blue sky gradually darkened.

	Blue became deep violet.

	Violet faded into endless black.

	Earth slowly curved beneath them.

	For the first time in human history, four Indians looked down upon their home planet while beginning a journey to another world.

	Silence filled the cabin.

	No photograph...

	No documentary...

	No simulation...

	Could prepare anyone for the sight before them.

	Earth floated peacefully against the darkness of space.

	Fragile.

	Beautiful.

	Alive.

	Urmila whispered softly,

	"So that's home..."

	Nobody answered.

	Words suddenly felt too small.

	After successfully entering Earth orbit, Mission Control erupted into applause once again.

	The most dangerous phase of launch had ended successfully.

	But everyone understood that the real mission was only beginning.

	Over the following months, Mangalyaan-4 performed a series of precisely calculated orbital maneuvers before finally escaping Earth's gravitational influence.

	The spacecraft accelerated toward Mars.

	The astronauts conducted scientific experiments, exercised daily to maintain muscle strength, tested life-support systems, and prepared for the historic landing.

	Weeks turned into months.

	The distance between Earth and the spacecraft continued growing.

	Eventually, Earth became nothing more than a brilliant blue star behind them.

	Ahead...

	Mars slowly grew larger.

	Its crimson surface revealed enormous volcanoes, vast canyons, frozen polar caps, and endless deserts stretching beyond imagination.

	Inside Mission Control, excitement returned.

	The landing sequence was approaching.

	Every engineer reviewed procedures one final time.

	Every computer simulation matched perfectly.

	Everything appeared ready.

	Dr. Vikram Rao looked confidently toward Dr. Dilbag Singh.

	"This is it."

	Dilbag nodded.

	"Let's bring them safely onto Mars."

	Millions of people around the world once again gathered before television screens.

	History was only minutes away.

	Inside the spacecraft, Manav secured his harness.

	"Ladies and gentlemen..."

	He smiled.

	"...let's become the first Indians to walk on Mars."

	The spacecraft rotated into its landing orientation.

	Thrusters adjusted its trajectory.

	Altitude steadily decreased.

	Mars filled every window.

	Mission Control remained absolutely silent.

	Then...

	Without warning...

	A sharp alarm pierced the cabin.

	One warning light...

	Then another...

	Then dozens illuminated simultaneously.

	At the exact same moment, every screen inside Mission Control flashed crimson.

	Across the giant central display, a single message appeared in bold red letters.

	⚠ CRITICAL LANDING HAZARD DETECTED

	No one moved.

	No one breathed.

	Dr. Vikram Rao stared at the screen in disbelief.

	"What...?"

	Before anyone could respond...

	The spacecraft began shaking violently.

	
	

	Chapter 2 

	The Red Planet's Deadly Welcome

	 

	The warning alarm echoed through every corner of the spacecraft like the shrill cry of an unseen predator.

	Red emergency lights flashed across the cockpit.

	Every display that had moments earlier shown stable flight parameters was now filled with rapidly changing numbers, warning symbols, and flashing error messages.

	Manav instinctively tightened his grip on the control stick.

	"What happened?" he demanded.

	Rajinder's fingers raced across the engineering console.

	"I'm losing altitude telemetry..."

	A second alarm interrupted him.

	WARNING: RADAR ALTIMETER FAILURE

	The spacecraft lurched violently.

	Outside the observation window, Mars filled their vision.

	The enormous planet no longer looked peaceful.

	Towering walls of reddish-brown dust rose thousands of metres into the thin atmosphere, twisting like gigantic tornadoes.

	Entire mountains disappeared behind swirling clouds of fine Martian sand.

	The calm landing site selected after years of orbital analysis had transformed into chaos.

	Mission Control in Bengaluru watched in stunned silence.

	Every scientist stared at the incoming telemetry.

	"What are we seeing?" Dr. Vikram Rao asked.

	The atmospheric analyst quickly compared the live data with earlier satellite observations.

	"Sir... this storm wasn't there twelve hours ago."

	"What?"

	"It developed suddenly."

	Dr. Dilbag Singh leaned over the console.

	"That's impossible."

	"Not impossible, sir," replied the analyst nervously.

	"Unprecedented."

	The spacecraft shook again.

	Much harder.

	Warning lights multiplied.

	ATMOSPHERIC DENSITY DEVIATION

	NAVIGATION ERROR

	AUTO-LANDING OFFLINE

	The onboard artificial intelligence immediately spoke in its calm mechanical voice.

	"Automatic landing sequence has been terminated."

	"Manual control recommended."

	Manav's eyes narrowed.

	"I've got it."

	He wrapped both hands around the flight controls.

	Years of training suddenly became real.

	There would be no second attempt.

	Either they landed now...

	or they never landed at all.

	Urmila looked through the forward window.

	Visibility had dropped dramatically.

	"I can't see the surface."

	Neither could Manav.

	The spacecraft was descending into an ocean of red dust.

	Fine particles struck the heat shield at extraordinary speed.

	Although Mars possessed a much thinner atmosphere than Earth, the violent storm transformed tiny grains of dust into dangerous projectiles.

	The hull vibrated continuously.

	Rajinder studied the structural integrity monitor.

	"We're taking surface impacts."

	"How bad?"

	"Still within limits..."

	Another impact rocked the spacecraft.

	"...barely."

	Nirmal checked the geological radar.

	Something unexpected appeared.

	"There are large rock formations below us."

	Manav frowned.

	"The landing site was supposed to be flat."

	"It was."

	She enlarged the scan.

	"But the storm is uncovering buried boulders."

	Mission Control received the same information.

	Dr. Vikram Rao immediately understood the danger.

	"If they touch one of those rocks..."

	He didn't finish the sentence.

	Nobody needed him to.

	At more than two hundred kilometres per hour, even a small collision could destroy the landing module.

	The spacecraft continued descending.

	Altitude:

	Four thousand metres.

	Three thousand.

	Two thousand.

	Suddenly every screen flickered.

	For less than a second...

	everything went black.

	When the displays returned—

	Half the navigation systems had disappeared.

	Rajinder stared in disbelief.

	"We've lost Computer Two."

	A second later—

	"We've lost Computer Three."

	Only the primary flight computer remained operational.

	Manav exhaled slowly.

	"Keep talking to me."

	Rajinder swallowed.

	"If the primary computer fails..."

	"We won't have guidance."

	Manav forced himself to remain calm.

	"Then let's hope it doesn't."

	Outside—

	The storm intensified.

	The spacecraft emerged briefly from the dust cloud.

	For the first time—

	They saw Mars.

	The landscape stretched endlessly beneath them.

	Gigantic cliffs.

	Broken craters.

	Jagged rocks.

	Red plains extending beyond the horizon.

	Nothing moved.

	Nothing lived.

	Nothing welcomed them.

	The beautiful images sent by orbiters had hidden one simple truth.

	Mars was terrifying.

	Without warning—

	A dark object shot across the windshield.

	Then another.

	Nirmal gasped.

	"Those aren't dust particles."

	They were rocks.

	The powerful storm had lifted stones from the surface.

	Some were no larger than pebbles.

	Others approached the size of footballs.

	One smashed into the spacecraft's outer hull.

	BANG!

	The entire cabin shook.

	Rajinder looked at the damage report.

	"Outer thermal panel breached!"

	Another impact.

	Then another.

	The spacecraft spun several degrees before Manav corrected its attitude.

	Mission Control erupted into activity.

	Engineers shouted new calculations across the room.

	Telemetry specialists attempted to predict the storm's movement.

	Nothing matched previous simulations.

	Mars had become completely unpredictable.

	Dr. Dilbag Singh stared silently at the giant screen.

	His instincts told him something was wrong.

	Very wrong.

	Not merely the storm.

	Something else.

	Something hidden inside the data.

	He leaned closer.

	"Increase the terrain scan."

	Within seconds, a high-resolution image appeared.

	Dilbag frowned.

	"Those mineral signatures..."

	The geologists compared the incoming readings.

	"They don't match orbital surveys."

	"What do you mean?"

	"The surface composition is different."

	"Impossible."

	"It shouldn't be."

	Yet the instruments kept reporting the same anomaly.

	The landing region contained unusually high concentrations of iron, magnesium, and several unidentified mineral compounds that had never appeared in satellite observations.

	No one had an explanation.

	There was no time to search for one.

	Altitude—

	One thousand metres.

	Eight hundred.

	Six hundred.

	The engines ignited.

	Brilliant blue-white flames erupted beneath the spacecraft.

	Its descent slowed dramatically.

	For one hopeful moment—

	Everything appeared stable.

	Then—

	A violent crosswind slammed into the landing module.

	The spacecraft rolled sharply to the left.

	Manav fought the controls.

	Hydraulic warnings filled the cockpit.

	Rajinder shouted,

	"Left stabilizer isn't responding!"

	"I know!"

	The landing legs deployed.

	Altitude—

	Two hundred metres.

	One hundred fifty.

	One hundred.

	The dust became so dense that every external camera turned completely red.

	Visibility—

	Zero.

	Mission Control could no longer see the spacecraft.

	Only numbers remained.

	Ninety metres.

	Seventy.

	Fifty.

	Forty.

	Thirty.

	Twenty.

	Ten.

	The engines roared.

	Then—

	CRASH!

	A tremendous impact threw every astronaut violently against their restraints.

	Metal screamed.

	Panels exploded.

	Emergency lights failed.

	The cabin spun sideways.

	Equipment flew through the air.

	For several terrifying seconds—

	Nobody knew whether they were alive.

	Then...

	Silence.

	Only the hiss of damaged systems echoed inside the cabin.

	Manav slowly opened his eyes.

	Blood trickled from a cut above his forehead.

	"Everyone..."

	His voice was barely audible.

	"...report."

	Rajinder groaned.

	"I'm... here."

	Urmila coughed.

	"I'm okay."

	Nirmal slowly lifted her head.

	"I think... I think we're alive."

	Manav looked through the cracked observation window.

	Beyond the drifting dust...

	The red surface of Mars stretched endlessly beneath a dark orange sky.

	Against every probability...

	India's first human mission had reached Mars.

	But something deep inside him whispered that the hardest part of their journey had only just begun.

	For nearly a minute, no one spoke.

	The only sounds inside the cabin were the sharp beeps of damaged instruments, the hiss of escaping air from a ruptured cooling line, and the heavy breathing of the four astronauts trying to regain their senses.

	Commander Manav Sethi unfastened his harness with trembling hands and slowly stood up. The spacecraft was tilted nearly fifteen degrees to one side, making it difficult to maintain balance.

	"Medical status," he said calmly, suppressing the pain from the cut above his eyebrow.

	Rajinder checked himself first.

	"Minor bruises... left shoulder hurts, but I can move it."

	Urmila gently touched her forehead.

	"I've got a small cut. Nothing serious."

	Nirmal flexed her right ankle.

	"I twisted it during the impact, but I can still walk."

	Manav nodded.

	"We've been lucky."

	Rajinder looked around the damaged cabin and sighed.

	"Luck may have run out."

	Several storage compartments had burst open during the crash. Scientific instruments, sample containers, emergency supplies, and maintenance tools were scattered across the floor. One of the overhead communication panels hung loosely, sparks occasionally flashing from exposed wiring.

	The artificial intelligence system suddenly restarted.

	"Emergency diagnostics initiated."

	Its familiar voice sounded slower than before.

	"Warning... structural damage detected."

	"Warning... primary communication antenna malfunction."

	"Warning... external fuel tank integrity compromised."

	The astronauts exchanged worried glances.

	None of those warnings sounded encouraging.

	Outside, the dust storm continued to rage.

	Millions of tiny particles struck the hull like an endless shower of sand.

	Manav activated the external cameras.

	Only reddish dust filled the screens.

	"We're not going anywhere until the storm settles."

	Mission Control, Bengaluru.

	The atmosphere inside ISRO Headquarters remained tense.

	After several long seconds of complete silence, telemetry finally began flowing again.

	A young engineer looked up excitedly.

	"We've got heartbeat data!"

	Another scientist checked the life-support readings.

	"Four astronauts alive."

	A wave of relief swept through the room.

	People who had been holding their breath for several minutes finally exhaled.

	Several scientists quietly applauded.

	Others simply closed their eyes in gratitude.

	Dr. Vikram Rao immediately activated the communication channel.

	"Mangalyaan-4, this is Mission Control. Do you copy?"

	Only static answered.

	He tried again.

	"Mangalyaan-4, respond."

	Nothing.

	Rajinder attempted to restore the communication array.

	"The antenna must have taken a direct hit."

	He removed an inspection panel.

	Several electronic circuits had shattered during the impact.

	"We can repair it."

	"How long?" asked Manav.

	"If we're lucky..."

	He hesitated.

	"...a few hours."

	"If we're unlucky?"

	Rajinder smiled weakly.

	"I don't want to answer that."

	Nearly forty minutes later, the intensity of the dust storm gradually decreased.

	Visibility slowly improved.

	For the first time, the astronauts saw the landscape surrounding them.

	No photograph...

	No simulation...

	Could have prepared them for the reality.

	The world outside looked completely alien.

	The sky carried a dull orange color unlike anything on Earth.

	Towering cliffs rose in the distance, their shadows stretching across endless plains of crimson sand.

	Gigantic impact craters scarred the horizon.

	Sharp black volcanic rocks protruded from the desert like broken teeth.

	There was no movement.

	No sound.

	No sign of life.

	Only silence.

	An endless, haunting silence.

	Manav smiled quietly.

	"Ladies and gentlemen..."

	He looked at each member of the crew.

	"...welcome to Mars."

	For several seconds, nobody moved.

	Every astronaut understood that they were about to become part of history.

	They carefully began preparing for their first extravehicular activity.

	Pressure suits were inspected once again.

	Helmet seals were checked.

	Oxygen systems activated.

	Communication units synchronized.

	Portable life-support backpacks confirmed operational.

	Finally, the indicator above the airlock turned green.

	The outer hatch slowly opened.

	A faint cloud of reddish dust drifted past the entrance.

	One by one, the astronauts stepped onto the surface.

	Manav was first.

	His boots pressed gently into the soft Martian soil.

	He paused.

	His heartbeat echoed loudly inside his helmet.

	He looked across the endless landscape.

	"I can't believe we're actually here."

	Behind him, Urmila emerged from the airlock.

	Rajinder and Nirmal followed.

	The four astronauts stood together beneath an orange sky that no human had ever witnessed from the surface before.

	Nearly two hundred and twenty-five million kilometers away...

	Earth watched.

	Inside Mission Control, applause erupted.

	Across India, millions cheered.

	Children jumped with excitement.

	Church bells rang.

	Temple conches echoed.

	People embraced strangers.

	History had been made.

	Manav carefully removed the folded Indian tricolour from its protective container.

	Together, the four astronauts secured it to a lightweight carbon-fiber pole.

	They gently pushed it into the Martian soil.

	The saffron, white, and green colors stood proudly against the endless red landscape.

	All four astronauts saluted.

	No words were spoken.

	None were necessary.

	The moment belonged to history.

	After several photographs and official recordings, the scientific mission immediately began.

	Every minute on Mars was precious.

	Nirmal activated the portable geological scanner.

	The instrument emitted a low electronic hum as it analyzed the surrounding rocks.

	Several seconds later, the display suddenly flashed.

	She frowned.

	"That's strange."

	"What is it?" asked Urmila.

	"The mineral composition."

	She scanned another rock.

	The result remained the same.

	"It doesn't match our orbital surveys."

	Rajinder looked over her shoulder.

	"What are you seeing?"

	Nirmal enlarged the data.

	"The iron concentration is nearly thirty percent higher than expected."

	She scanned another location.

	Again.

	The numbers differed.

	"This shouldn't be possible."

	Manav contacted Mission Control.

	"ISRO, we're getting unusual geological readings."

	The data was transmitted immediately.

	Within minutes, dozens of scientists gathered around the incoming analysis.

	The chief geologist adjusted his glasses.

	"Run the comparison again."

	Another scientist repeated the calculations.

	The results remained unchanged.

	Dr. Dilbag Singh stared thoughtfully at the screen.

	"Interesting..."

	Very interesting.

	The orbital satellites had mapped this region repeatedly over several years.

	Their data had always agreed.

	Yet the surface samples told an entirely different story.

	Either the satellites were wrong...

	or Mars was hiding something beneath its surface.

	As the astronauts continued exploring, Urmila unpacked the biological experiment containers.

	She carefully collected the first Martian soil samples.

	These would later be tested for fertility, chemical composition, microbial traces, and suitability for growing crops.

	She smiled.

	"The first soil samples from India's first human Mars mission."

	Rajinder laughed.

	"Let's hope they don't turn out to be radioactive."

	"Don't joke."

	"I'm not joking."

	Everyone laughed.

	For a brief moment...

	Mars no longer felt frightening.

	It simply felt unfamiliar.

	But unknown worlds often keep their greatest secrets hidden until night falls.

	Far above them, unnoticed by the astronauts...

	A distant ridge overlooked their landing site.

	Behind drifting clouds of red dust...

	Something...

	appeared to move.

	Its heat signature remained visible for only a few seconds before disappearing behind the rocks.

	No human eye noticed it.

	But one silent camera...

	had just recorded everything.

	As the first Martian evening slowly approached, the orange sky began fading into deeper shades of copper and crimson. Long shadows stretched across the barren landscape, transforming every rock into a strange silhouette. The temperature, already far below freezing, continued to fall rapidly.

	Mission Commander Manav glanced at the environmental monitor attached to his wrist.

	–48°C

	"It'll be below minus one hundred before sunrise," he said.

	Rajinder looked across the endless plain.

	"Let's hope our habitat survives the night."

	The four astronauts returned to the damaged landing module before darkness completely engulfed the landscape.

	Once inside, they immediately began assessing the condition of the spacecraft.

	Rajinder connected a portable diagnostic unit to the central engineering console.

	Thousands of lines of data scrolled across the display.

	For several minutes, nobody interrupted him.

	The silence inside the cabin became increasingly uncomfortable.

	Finally, the scanner stopped.

	Rajinder stared at the report without speaking.

	Manav noticed his expression.

	"Tell me."

	Rajinder slowly turned the screen toward the rest of the crew.

	The damage report was far worse than anyone had imagined.

	The left landing strut had collapsed during impact.

	Two external fuel tanks had ruptured.

	The main communication antenna had snapped completely.

	Several attitude-control thrusters had been crushed by flying debris.

	One of the solar array deployment mechanisms was jammed.

	More worrying still, microscopic cracks had developed in sections of the spacecraft's outer hull.

	Although the cabin remained pressurized, prolonged exposure to Mars' harsh environment could worsen the damage.

	No one spoke.

	Urmila finally broke the silence.

	"Can we repair it?"

	Rajinder took a deep breath.

	"I honestly don't know."

	Mission Control received the damage report nearly eight minutes later.

	The entire control room fell silent.

	Dr. Vikram Rao carefully read every page before placing the tablet on the table.

	"Engineering?"

	One senior propulsion specialist slowly removed his glasses.

	"Sir..."

	"The spacecraft can support them as a habitat."

	"But?"

	He hesitated.

	"I don't believe it's capable of launching again."

	Another engineer immediately disagreed.

	"We don't know that yet."

	"We've only received preliminary data."

	"Perhaps some systems are still recoverable."

	Rajinder's voice arrived through the communication channel.

	"We'll begin external inspection tomorrow morning."

	Dr. Vikram Rao nodded.

	"Do everything possible."

	"We will."

	The transmission ended.

	Inside the spacecraft, fatigue began taking its toll.

	The astronauts had experienced one of the most dangerous landings in spaceflight history.

	Yet none of them felt sleepy.

	Mars itself kept them awake.

	After eating their first packaged meal on another planet, Urmila quietly looked through one of the small observation windows.

	Outside...

	Darkness had consumed the landscape.

	Unlike Earth, there were no trees moving with the wind.

	No insects.

	No birds.

	No flowing rivers.

	Nothing.

	Only endless blackness beneath an unfamiliar sky.

	Above Mars, countless stars burned with astonishing clarity.

	Without Earth's thick atmosphere, the heavens appeared brighter than any human had ever witnessed.

	Even Earth itself shone as a tiny blue-white star in the distance.

	Urmila smiled gently.

	"Home."

	At the same moment, Rajinder continued examining the spacecraft's external surveillance system.

	Most cameras had survived the crash.

	Only two remained offline.

	He activated automatic night monitoring before joining the others.

	Outside, silent infrared cameras continuously scanned the surrounding terrain.

	Every few seconds, the system compared new images with previous ones, searching for movement or temperature changes.

	Hours passed peacefully.

	Then...

	At 02:17 Martian Local Time...

	One of the infrared monitors detected something unusual.

	Approximately six kilometres north-west of the landing site...

	A tiny source of heat suddenly appeared.

	The computer automatically enlarged the image.

	The object was moving.

	Slowly.

	Deliberately.

	Its temperature differed noticeably from the freezing surroundings.

	The automated software classified it as an unknown thermal anomaly.

	Inside the sleeping cabin, nobody noticed the alert.

	The object continued moving across the rocky landscape.

	For nearly thirty seconds...

	It remained visible.

	Then...

	It disappeared behind a ridge.

	The camera automatically adjusted its focus.

	Searching.

	Tracking.

	Waiting.

	Several seconds later...

	The heat source appeared again.

	Closer this time.

	The software attempted to calculate its speed.

	The numbers made no sense.

	One moment it appeared stationary.

	The next...

	It had advanced hundreds of metres.

	The onboard computer flagged the recording for priority review.

	Suddenly—

	The video feed flickered.

	Static spread across the screen.

	The infrared image distorted violently.

	A loud electronic screech echoed through the monitoring system.

	Without warning...

	Every external camera shut down simultaneously.

	Inside the cabin, emergency lights flashed.

	Rajinder woke instantly.

	"What happened?"

	He rushed toward the engineering console.

	One by one, he attempted to restart the surveillance cameras.

	Nothing responded.

	The computer displayed only a single error message.

	EXTERNAL CAMERA NETWORK FAILURE

	Manav hurried beside him.

	"Power surge?"

	Rajinder checked the diagnostics.

	"No."

	"System malfunction?"

	"No."

	He frowned.

	"The cameras were functioning perfectly."

	Urmila joined them.

	"So why did they fail?"

	Rajinder slowly replayed the final recording stored in memory.

	The blurry thermal image appeared once again.

	A small glowing object...

	Moving across the Martian surface.

	The recording ended abruptly.

	Silence filled the cabin.

	Nirmal looked carefully at the screen.

	"Could it be another meteor?"

	Rajinder shook his head.

	"No."

	"A drifting rock?"

	"No."

	"The heat signature remained constant."

	"Then what was it?"

	Nobody answered.

	Mission Control received the corrupted video several minutes later.

	Scientists enlarged every frame.

	Image specialists enhanced the recording.

	Artificial intelligence attempted object recognition.

	The result remained unchanged.

	Unable to identify thermal source.

	Some believed it was merely electronic interference caused by the dust storm.

	Others suggested a small landslide exposing warmer underground rock.

	A few remained unconvinced.

	Dr. Dilbag Singh watched the recording repeatedly.

	Frame after frame.

	Again...

	And again.

	Something about the movement disturbed him.

	It didn't behave like wind.

	It didn't resemble falling debris.

	Nor did it match any known geological process.

	He quietly closed the video.

	"We'll analyze it later."

	For now...

	The astronauts faced a far more immediate danger.

	Morning arrived.

	Rajinder and Manav completed the external inspection they had been dreading.

	Nearly two hours later, they returned inside the habitat.

	Their faces revealed everything before either spoke.

	Manav removed his helmet slowly.

	"The damage is worse than we thought."

	Rajinder placed the engineering tablet on the table.

	"The ascent engines are intact..."

	He paused.

	"...but the fuel system isn't."

	He pointed to several highlighted sections.

	"The landing impact ruptured multiple cryogenic fuel lines."

	He looked around at the crew.

	"Without replacement parts... and without refueling equipment..."

	He struggled to finish the sentence.

	Finally, he spoke the words none of them wanted to hear.

	"Our spacecraft cannot return to Earth."

	The cabin fell silent.

	Outside, the
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