THE OXYGEN THIEF
PART ONE: THIN AIR

The dead woman's eyes were the wrong color.

Commander Elise Mizuki noticed this first, before registering the unnatural angle of the
neck or the constellation of blood droplets suspended in the microgravity of the oxygen
farm. Lifen Huang had possessed dark brown eyes—Mizuki had verified this countless
times during crew evaluations. Yet the eyes staring back at her now were clouded gray,
like the Martian sky during dust season.

"Oxygen deprivation," said Dr. Sanjay Kapoor, kneeling beside the body. "Causes the
blood vessels in the eyes to burst. Among other things." His voice maintained clinical
detachment, but his hands trembled slightly as he closed Huang's eyelids.

Mizuki surveyed the hydroponics chamber. Rows of genetically modified algae tanks
lined the walls, their surfaces awash in the pink-purple glow of specialized LED arrays.
The room smelled of damp earth and plastic—an artificial approximation of life on a
dead world. Huang's body floated tethered to a maintenance rail, her dark hair forming a
halo around her head.

"Time of death?" Mizuki asked.

"Between 0100 and 0300 hours," Kapoor said. "I'll need to perform a proper
examination to narrow it down."

Major Carlos Alvarez, Perseverance Colony's security chief, pushed himself through the
hatchway and caught a handhold to stop his momentum. His expression hardened at
the sight of Huang's body.

"Perimeter's secure, Commander. I've locked down access logs for the past twenty-four
hours." He hesitated. "Are we certain this wasn't an accident? Maintenance mistakes
happen, especially during night shift."

Mizuki pointed to a thin line of bruising visible beneath Huang's collar. "Maintenance
mistakes don't usually leave ligature marks."

"Christ." Alvarez's professional demeanor slipped. "You're saying someone—"

"I'm saying we need to be thorough," Mizuki interrupted. "Dr. Kapoor will examine the
body. You'll review the security logs. I'll notify the council." She paused. "And Carlos?
For now, this stays between us. The official word is that we're investigating an accident."



Alvarez nodded. "There are only forty-seven people in this colony, Commander.
Someone will talk."

"Then we'd better work quickly." Mizuki took a final look at Huang's body. "Because
whoever did this is breathing the same air we are."

The journey from the oxygen farm to the colony's central hub took Mizuki through three
airlocks and two pressurized tunnels. Perseverance Colony resembled a wagon wheel
half-buried in Martian soil—six habitat spokes connecting to a central hub, with
specialized facilities at the outer rim. The design prioritized compartmentalization; if one
section breached, the others could be sealed to prevent catastrophic depressurization.

Mizuki had always found this architectural approach comforting. Now it felt like moving
through the chambers of a loaded gun.

She passed two technicians in the agriculture tunnel who nodded respectfully. Did they
know yet? Had the whispers begun? Forty-seven souls, separated from Earth by 140
million miles of empty space. The first human settlement on another world, and now its
first murder scene.

In her quarters, Mizuki recorded a brief, factual report for the mission log. Lifen Huang,
37, hydroponics engineer. Found deceased in Oxygen Farm B. Cause of death pending
investigation. She omitted her suspicions about foul play—those would remain
off-record until she had proof.

Her terminal chimed with an incoming message from Earth. Seventeen minutes for her
transmission to reach Mission Control, seventeen minutes for their response to return.
The tyranny of light-speed made real-time conversation impossible, transforming even
urgent communications into disjointed monologues.

The message was from Mission Director Helena Cheng, responding to yesterday's
progress report on the colony's expansion plans. Nothing about Huang. News of the
death hadn't reached Earth yet.

Mizuki stared at her reflection in the darkened screen. At forty-two, she still maintained
the physique of the astronaut she'd been before accepting command of humanity's first
extraterrestrial colony. Six months on Mars had etched fine lines around her eyes and
threaded silver through her black hair. The reduced gravity had added two centimeters
to her height—a disorienting change she noticed each time she caught her reflection.

A soft knock interrupted her thoughts. Dr. Isabelle Renaud stood in the doorway, her
thin face arranged in an expression of professional concern.



"Commander, | heard about Lifen. Is it true?"

Mizuki gestured for Renaud to enter, then sealed the door behind her. "News travels
fast."

"One of my lab techs was helping Dr. Kapoor." Renaud's French accent became more
pronounced when she was upset. "They're saying it was an equipment malfunction."

"That's what we're investigating," Mizuki said carefully.

Renaud studied her with intelligent eyes. As the colony's chief exobiologist, she'd been
selected for her brilliant mind as much as her psychological stability. "You don't believe
that."

Mizuki considered her options. Renaud headed the science division; Huang had been
under her indirect supervision. If anyone might have insights into the engineer's recent
activities, it would be her.

"What can you tell me about Huang's work these past few weeks?"

Renaud frowned. "She was optimizing the oxygen recycling systems. The algae tanks
weren't producing at projected capacity. She thought it might be related to the soil
composition we were using."

"Was she making progress?"

"Yes, surprisingly good progress. Just three days ago, she reported a 22% increase in
efficiency." Renaud hesitated. "She was also working on something else, something
unofficial. She asked to use some of my lab equipment after hours."

Mizuki leaned forward. "Did she say why?"

"No, and | didn't press. We all need our side projects to stay sane out here." Renaud's
expression darkened. "Do you think it's related to her death?"

"l don't know yet," Mizuki said. "But I'd appreciate if you kept this conversation between
us."

After Renaud left, Mizuki queued up a new message to Earth. She stared at the blank
screen for several moments before beginning to record.



"Mission Control, this is Commander Mizuki with an urgent report. At 0517 local time,
Hydroponics Engineer Lifen Huang was found deceased in Oxygen Farm B. Initial
evidence suggests her death was not accidental." She paused, weighing her next words
carefully. "l am initiating Investigation Protocol Alpha. Please advise on how to proceed
regarding deceased personnel protocols. Mizuki out."

She sent the transmission knowing the response wouldn't arrive for more than half an
hour. In the meantime, she had a crime scene to process and a colonist to
notify—Rodriguez, Huang's partner. The thought of that conversation made her stomach
tighten.

She was halfway to the door when her terminal chimed again. A message from Major
Alvarez.

Security logs show unauthorized access to Oxygen Farm B at 0027 hours. Access card
belonging to Philip Wexler.

Mizuki frowned. Philip Wexler was the corporate liaison for Quantum Aerospace, the
private company that had partnered with the international space agencies to fund the
Mars mission. What was he doing in the oxygen farm after midnight?

The first crack had appeared in the foundation of their fragile society. Mizuki had a
sinking feeling it wouldn't be the last.

The colony leadership council gathered in the small conference room adjacent to
Mission Control. Five people seated around an oval table, representing the pillars of
humanity's first foothold on Mars: science, security, corporate interests, infrastructure,
and command.

Mizuki studied their faces as she delivered the news of Huang's death. Dr. Renaud
already knew, her expression appropriately solemn. Major Alvarez kept his focus on his
datapad, avoiding eye contact. Chief Engineer Kaito Nakamura looked genuinely
shocked, his weathered face paling beneath its perpetual stubble. And Philip
Wexler—the man whose access card had been used during the night—maintained a
perfect mask of corporate concern.

"This is a terrible tragedy," Wexler said when Mizuki finished. The corporate liaison was
in his fifties, with the polished appearance of someone who had received genetic
treatments to slow aging. "Lifen was one of our most valuable team members. Her work
on oxygen efficiency was promising."

"How did it happen?" Nakamura asked. "Equipment malfunction?"



Mizuki chose her words carefully. "We're investigating all possibilities. Dr. Kapoor is
conducting a thorough examination."

"You mean an autopsy,” Renaud said quietly.

"Yes. The first human autopsy on Mars." Mizuki let that sink in. "In the meantime, I've
implemented security protocols. Major Alvarez is reviewing access logs and surveillance
footage."

Wexler shifted in his seat. "Surely this is excessive? Accidents are unfortunate but not
unexpected in frontier environments."

"| prefer to be thorough," Mizuki replied. "Which reminds me, Mr. Wexler—records show
your access card was used to enter Oxygen Farm B at 0027 hours last night."

The room went silent. Wexler's expression remained neutral, but his fingers tightened
around his stylus.

"That's impossible. | was in my quarters from 2200 until morning briefing."
"Can anyone verify that?" Alvarez asked.

"l live alone, Major, like most of the senior staff." Wexler's tone cooled. "Are you
suggesting | had something to do with Huang's death?"

"We're gathering information," Mizuki said. "Nothing more."

"My access card must have been duplicated or hacked." Wexler looked directly at
Mizuki. "I'd like to register a formal protest against what appears to be an accusatory
line of questioning without evidence."

"Noted," Mizuki said. "Now, we need to discuss how to inform the rest of the colony."
"We should be transparent," Nakamura suggested. "Rumors will spread otherwise."

"Transparency about an accident, yes," Wexler countered. "But speculation about
anything else could damage morale. These people are already living on the edge
psychologically."

"These people deserve the truth," Renaud said.

"Which we don't have yet," Alvarez pointed out.



Mizuki raised her hand to silence the discussion. "For now, we'll announce that
Engineer Huang suffered a fatal accident while performing maintenance. We'll provide
details as the investigation progresses." She looked at each council member in turn. "l
expect all of you to support this position publicly while we determine exactly what
happened."”

After dismissing the council, Mizuki asked Wexler to remain behind. When they were
alone, she studied him with renewed attention. His personnel file listed previous
executive positions at three different aerospace corporations before joining Quantum.
He'd been a late addition to the mission, replacing another liaison who had failed final
psychological screening.

"Your access card, Mr. Wexler," she said, extending her hand.

He removed it from his breast pocket and handed it over without protest. "I've nothing to
hide, Commander."

"Then you won't object to providing a DNA sample for Dr. Kapoor. Standard procedure."

"Of course not." His smile didn't reach his eyes. "Though | must say, this feels like a
poor allocation of your attention. We have expansion deadlines to meet if we're going to
accommodate the second wave of colonists."

"A woman is dead, Mr. Wexler. Deadlines can wait."

"With respect, Commander, they cannot. Quantum Aerospace has invested billions in
this colony. The board expects return on that investment through mineral rights and
patents on Mars-developed technologies. Delays cost money."

"Are you suggesting we prioritize profit over investigating Huang's death?"

"I'm suggesting we maintain perspective. Accidents happen in dangerous environments.
They're regrettable but shouldn't derail our primary mission." He stood to leave. "Now, if
you'll excuse me, | need to prepare my report to the board."

After Wexler departed, Mizuki examined his access card. Standard issue,
indistinguishable from the forty-six others in the colony. If someone had duplicated it,
they had resources and technical skill.

Her terminal chimed with an incoming message—Earth's response to her report about
Huang. She played it on a secure channel.



"Commander Mizuki, this is Mission Director Cheng. Your report on Engineer Huang is
deeply concerning. If you have reason to believe her death was not accidental,
implement full investigation protocols. However, be aware that public confirmation of a
homicide on Mars could have significant repercussions for the program's funding and
public support. The oversight committee suggests discretion until conclusive evidence is
obtained. Transmitting specialized forensic protocols now. Update us every twelve
hours. Cheng out."

Mizuki wasn't surprised by the response. Humanity's first interplanetary murder would
become an instant media sensation on Earth—and a potential death sentence for the
Mars program. Seventeen minutes of light-speed delay meant Earth couldn't help her
solve this; they could only manage the fallout.

Her next stop was the colony's small medical facility, where Dr. Kapoor was conducting
his examination of Huang's body. The room was sterile and bright, medical equipment
neatly arranged on countertops. Huang lay on an examination table, a sheet covering
her from the chest down.

"Findings?" Mizuki asked.

Kapoor gestured to a display showing magnified images of Huang's neck. "Definitive
evidence of strangulation. Manual, not ligature as | initially thought. The bruising pattern
suggests someone with significant hand strength."

"Time of death?"
"Between 0130 and 0230, based on body temperature and cellular degradation."
Mizuki processed this information. "Anything else noteworthy?"

"Yes. There were traces of soil under her fingernails—not the processed soil we use in
hydroponics, but raw Martian regolith. And this." He lifted Huang's right hand, showing
Mizuki a small puncture wound on the inside of her wrist. "Injection site. Recent."

"Could she have been drugged?"

"Possible. I've taken blood samples for toxicology, but our equipment here is limited. Full
results will take time."

Mizuki nodded. "What about defensive wounds?"



"Minimal. Either she knew her attacker and wasn't initially threatened, or she was
subdued quickly." Kapoor looked troubled. "Commander, | should mention—Rodriguez
is waiting outside. He's demanding to see her."

Enrique Rodriguez was Huang's partner, both professionally and personally. They'd
been together since training on Earth three years ago.

"Il speak with him," Mizuki said. "Complete your examination and secure all evidence."

Rodriguez was pacing the corridor outside medical, his normally animated face slack
with shock. When he saw Mizuki, he stopped abruptly.

"Commander, they won't let me see her. They're saying it was an accident, but no one
will tell me what happened." His English carried faint traces of his native Spanish.

"Let's talk privately," Mizuki said, guiding him to a nearby consultation room.

Once inside, Rodriguez's composure fractured. "Please, just tell me what happened to
Lifen."

Mizuki considered how much to reveal. Rodriguez was the colony's assistant
hydroponics engineer; he had worked closely with Huang on the oxygen production
systems. If anyone knew what she had been working on, it would be him.

"Enrique, | need you to listen carefully. Lifen was found in Oxygen Farm B early this
morning. Dr. Kapoor is determining the exact cause of death, but it appears she may
have been attacked."

Rodriguez stared at her in disbelief. "Attacked? By whom? Why?"
"That's what we're investigating. When did you last see her?"

"Last night around 2200. We had dinner in the mess hall, then she said she needed to
check something in the lab." His voice cracked. "l went to sleep. | should have gone
with her."

"Did she mention what she was working on?"
Rodriguez hesitated. "Just the oxygen efficiency protocols. The usual."

Mizuki sensed the lie immediately. "Enrique, if Lifen was involved in something that got
her killed, | need to know what it was."



He looked away. "You don't understand. She made me promise not to tell anyone until
she was certain."

"She's dead now. That promise won't protect her anymore, but the truth might help us
find who did this."

Rodriguez's shoulders slumped. "Three weeks ago, Lifen found something in the deep
soil samples. Something that contradicted the official geological surveys from
Quantum.”

"What kind of contradiction?"

"l don't know the details. She was secretive about it, even with me. But she was excited,
said it could change everything about our approach to terraforming." He looked up, eyes
suddenly fearful. "You don't think that's why someone killed her?"

Mizuki kept her expression neutral. "l don't know yet. Did she store her research
somewhere?"

"She kept everything on her personal drive. She didn't trust the main servers—said they
were monitored by Quantum."

Another piece clicked into place. "Thank you, Enrique. You'll be able to see her soon, |
promise."

As Mizuki left the consultation room, she spotted Major Alvarez waiting in the corridor.

"l was looking for you," he said quietly. "We've got a problem with the surveillance
footage from Oxygen Farm B. It's been deleted—professionally. No trace in the backup
systems either."

"Someone knew exactly what they were doing," Mizuki said.

"That's not all. | found this hidden in a maintenance panel near the crime scene." He
handed her a small data chip. "It's encrypted, but it has Huang's ID code on it."

Mizuki pocketed the chip. "Good work. Anything on Wexler's access card?"

"It was definitely used to enter the farm at 0027, but the biometric verification was
bypassed. Someone with advanced technical skills could have cloned it."

"Or Wexler is lying," Mizuki said. "Keep digging, but be discreet. Whoever did this
knows we're investigating."



As Alvarez departed, Mizuki's communicator chimed with an alert: oxygen levels in
Habitat Section C were dropping below normal parameters. Probably a sensor
malfunction, but after today's events, she wasn't taking chances.

She headed toward the environmental control center, the data chip heavy in her pocket.
Something told her Lifen Huang had discovered a secret worth killing for—and the
answers were buried somewhere in the red soil of Mars.

The environmental control center hummed with the soft chorus of life support systems.
Screens displayed vital statistics: oxygen levels, carbon dioxide filtration, humidity,
temperature—the invisible architecture that kept forty-six humans alive on a planet that
wanted them dead.

Chief Engineer Nakamura hunched over a console, his fingers dancing across the
interface with practiced precision. He glanced up as Mizuki entered.

"False alarm," he said before she could ask. "Sensor malfunction in Section C. We're
replacing it now."

Mizuki felt a knot of tension release between her shoulders. "Any chance it's related to
Huang's work?"

"Doubtful. These German sensors have been glitchy since installation." Nakamura
straightened, wincing as his back cracked. At fifty-four, he was the oldest colony
member and the only one who had worked on the International Space Station before it
was decommissioned. "How's the investigation going?"

"Early stages." Mizuki studied the environmental readouts. Everything normal except for
the single sensor. "Kaito, what do you know about Huang's recent projects?"

Nakamura's expression softened. "Brilliant engineer. She was developing a hybrid
system using both algae and chemical processes for oxygen generation. More efficient,
more stable." He shook his head. "Damn shame to lose her."

"Was she working on anything unofficial? Side projects?"

"Nothing | authorized." He paused. "But she did request additional soil samples from the
western excavation site last month. Said she needed to test mineral compositions for
the algae beds."



The western site was outside the primary mining zone designated by Quantum
Aerospace. It had been briefly surveyed during the initial landing but deemed less
promising for valuable minerals.

"Did you approve the request?"
"Of course. We encourage initiative here. Why? Was there something wrong with it?"
"Just gathering information," Mizuki said. "I'd like to see the soil testing lab."

The soil analysis laboratory occupied a small section of the science wing. It was empty
when they arrived, the workstations idle. Glass-fronted cabinets contained hundreds of
labeled sample containers, each holding small amounts of Martian regolith in various
states of processing.

"Huang's station is over there," Nakamura said, pointing to a workbench in the corner.
Unlike the others, this one showed signs of recent use: equipment arranged for
analysis, a tablet displaying complex molecular structures.

Mizuki approached the station, careful not to disturb anything. "Who else has access to
this lab?"

"All science personnel, plus senior staff. About fifteen people total." Nakamura frowned.
"You really think her death is connected to soil samples?"

"I'm exploring all possibilities." Mizuki examined the tablet, but it was locked with a
biometric password. "I'll need to take this for the investigation."

"You'll want to talk to Dr. Renaud first. All lab equipment falls under her jurisdiction."

As if summoned by her name, Isabelle Renaud appeared in the doorway. "Commander.
Chief Engineer." She nodded to each of them. "May | ask what you're doing in my
laboratory?"

Mizuki explained her interest in Huang's soil research. Renaud's expression remained
professionally neutral, but something flickered behind her eyes.

"Lifen's work was primarily focused on optimizing algae growth medium," she said.
"Standard procedure."

"Then you won't mind if | examine her research materials," Mizuki said. "Starting with
this tablet."



Renaud hesitated fractionally. "Of course not. But as you can see, it's biometrically
secured. We'd need authorization from Mission Control to override it—or from
Rodriguez, as her next of kin."

"I'll speak with Rodriguez," Mizuki said. "In the meantime, I'd appreciate if you could
show me which soil samples Huang was working with specifically."

Renaud moved to the sample cabinet and scanned the labels. "That's odd. The western
site samples should be here, but they're missing." She checked the log on her own
tablet. "According to this, Lifen checked out samples WS-42 through WS-50 three days
ago. They haven't been returned."”

Another piece of the puzzle. "Thank you, Doctor. Please let me know if you discover
anything else unusual about Huang's recent work."

After leaving the lab, Mizuki made her way to the small quarters she'd assigned to Major
Alvarez for secure evidence processing. He had set up a standalone system,
disconnected from the colony's main network, to analyze the data chip found near
Huang's body.

"Any progress?" she asked.

Alvarez looked up from his screen. "It's heavily encrypted. Military-grade protection." He
gestured to the lines of code on his display. "l can break it, but it'll take time."

"Time we may not have." Mizuki filled him in on the missing soil samples and the locked
tablet. "l need to know what Huang discovered."

"I might be able to bypass the tablet's biometric security. Not officially, of course."

"Do it. And when you break the encryption on that chip, let me know immediately." She
turned to leave, then paused. "Carlos, who in the colony has the skills to delete
surveillance footage and clone an access card?"

Alvarez considered the question. "Besides me? Nakamura. Chen from communications.
Possibly Rodriguez. And Dr. Kwon in the technology division—she was cybersecurity
before joining the program.”

"Check their whereabouts during the estimated time of death."

"Already on it. But Commander..." Alvarez lowered his voice. "We need to consider
another possibility. What if this wasn't an internal matter? What if Quantum Aerospace
remotely accessed our systems?"



The suggestion sent a chill through Mizuki. The corporation had insisted on maintaining
a dedicated communications link separate from the official mission channels. For
emergencies, they claimed, though everyone knew it was to protect proprietary
information.

"Can they do that? | thought the light-speed delay made remote system access
impractical."

"Not impossible, just inefficient. They could have programmed automated intrusions
weeks ago that only now activated." Alvarez's expression was grim. "Corporations have
killed for less than whatever Huang discovered."

Mizuki considered this. Earth politics and corporate machinations seemed distant on
Mars, but their influence stretched across the solar system. Quantum Aerospace had
invested trillions in the Mars colony, with expected returns through mineral rights,
patents, and eventually, land development. Any threat to those profits would be taken
seriously.

"Keep that theory between us for now," she said. "Focus on the evidence we can
access directly."

Her next stop was the colony's small memorial garden—a circular room where
specialized lights nourished plants from each founding nation. It was empty at this hour,
offering a rare moment of privacy. Mizuki needed to think.

She sat on a bench beneath a Japanese maple sapling, still merely a twig after six
months on Mars. The facts as she knew them formed a disturbing pattern: Huang had
discovered something in soil samples from an area Quantum had deemed unimportant.
She had worked on this discovery in secret, even hiding it from her partner. Now she
was dead, her research materials missing, and surveillance footage deleted.

The most obvious conclusion was that someone had killed her to protect a secret—but
what secret could be worth murder on Mars, where every life was precious to the
colony's survival?

Her communicator chimed with an incoming message from Dr. Kapoor. The preliminary
toxicology results on Huang were ready.

In the medical bay, Kapoor displayed the findings on his screen. "l found traces of a
sedative in her bloodstream—triazolam, from our pharmaceutical supplies. Not enough
to kill her, but sufficient to impair coordination and resistance."



"Who has access to the pharmaceuticals?"

"Myself, Nurse Chen, and Dr. Renaud in emergencies. The cabinet requires biometric
authentication plus a passcode."

"Check the access logs," Mizuki said.

"Already did. No unauthorized access recorded." Kapoor looked troubled. "But the
system was rebooted at 0100 last night for 'routine maintenance.' Any access during
that ten-minute window wouldn't have been logged."

Another carefully planned step. "What else did you find?"

"The soil under her fingernails is definitely raw Martian regolith, but with unusual mineral
composition. High concentrations of phosphates and organic compounds."

Mizuki's attention sharpened. "Organic compounds? Like the ones detected by the early
rover missions?"

"Similar, but more complex. I'm not a geologist, Commander, but these readings are
inconsistent with our current understanding of Martian soil composition."

"Could these compounds occur naturally?"

Kapoor hesitated. "It's outside my expertise. You'd need to ask Dr. Renaud or one of the
geologists."

Mizuki thanked him and left, her mind racing. Organic compounds in Martian soil weren't
unprecedented—the Curiosity and Perseverance rovers had detected simple organics
decades ago. But more complex compounds could suggest current or recent biological
activity—a discovery with profound scientific and philosophical implications.

And potentially devastating consequences for Quantum's terraforming plans.

She was so absorbed in thought that she almost collided with Philip Wexler as she
rounded a corner. The corporate liaison steadied himself against the wall, his normally
composed expression momentarily flustered.

"Commander. | was just looking for you." He smoothed his jacket. "I've been informed
that you're conducting quite an extensive investigation into what was clearly an
unfortunate accident."

"The investigation continues, Mr. Wexler. We haven't ruled anything out."



"I've just had a rather uncomfortable conversation with my superiors on Earth." Wexler's
tone was carefully controlled. "They're concerned about resource allocation. Every hour
you and your team spend on this investigation is an hour not spent on mission-critical
tasks."

"l consider finding out what happened to one of our engineers to be mission-critical."

"Of course, of course." Wexler's smile didn't reach his eyes. "But perhaps a more
streamlined approach? The delay in implementing Huang's oxygen efficiency protocols
is already affecting our projections for the second colonist wave."

"Those protocols can wait until we determine exactly what happened to their creator."

Wexler's facade of corporate pleasantness thinned. "Commander Mizuki, let me be
direct. Quantum Aerospace has invested trillions in this colony. The board expects
return on that investment. Delays or... complications... are unwelcome."

"Are you threatening me, Mr. Wexler?"

"Not at all. Simply reminding you of the economic realities that make this mission
possible." He checked his watch. "Now, if you'll excuse me, | have a scheduled
transmission to Earth in ten minutes."

As Wexler walked away, Mizuki noticed something she hadn't before—a small bandage
on his right hand, partially hidden by his sleeve. A recent injury, perhaps. Or evidence of
a struggle with someone who might have scratched their attacker.

She made a mental note to have Dr. Kapoor check if skin cells were present under
Huang's fingernails. The investigation was narrowing, pointing toward a conclusion she
had feared from the beginning: Huang had discovered something that threatened
Quantum's plans for Mars, and someone had silenced her to protect those interests.

The question now was whether the killer had acted on corporate orders or personal
initiative—and whether the evidence Huang discovered had died with her.

Mizuki stood in the colony's communications center, watching the status display as her
message transmitted to Earth. The seventeen-minute light-speed delay stretched before
her like an unbridgeable chasm. In this moment, she felt the true isolation of Mars more
acutely than ever—140 million miles from home, investigating a murder with no forensic
team, no backup, and no one to consult except a handful of potential suspects.



The communications officer, Chen, offered her a cup of coffee. "It'll be at least thirty-four
minutes before we get a response, Commander. No sense waiting here."

"Thank you." Mizuki accepted the coffee. "While I'm here, I'd like to review the logs of all
transmissions to and from Earth for the past week."

Chen's expression remained professional, but her posture stiffened slightly. "Official
channels only, or private communications as well?"

"Everything, including the Quantum dedicated line."

"Il need authorization from Mission Control for the private communications," Chen said.
"Colony Charter, Section 12: 'All personal communications between Earth and Mars
personnel are protected under privacy protocols except in cases of imminent danger to
the colony.”

Mizuki had expected this response. "Log a request for that authorization in my latest
transmission. In the meantime, show me the official channel logs."

Chen brought up the records on her screen. Multiple daily exchanges between
Perseverance Colony and Mission Control, covering everything from technical issues to
supply inventories. Mizuki scanned the entries for the past week, noting a significant
increase in communications from Quantum Aerospace to Wexler in the three days
before Huang's death.

"Can you show me the file sizes for these transmissions?" she asked.

Chen tapped a command, and additional data appeared. Most messages were typical
size for text communications, but one stood out—a transmission from Quantum to
Wexler twelve hours before Huang's death. Over 500 megabytes, unusually large for a
standard update.

"That's odd," Chen remarked. "Even compressed video doesn't usually run that large."
"Could it have contained program code? Executable files?"

Chen hesitated. "Possibly. But all incoming data is automatically scanned for malware or
unauthorized programming."

"Who oversees those scans?"



"The system is automated, but Mr. Wexler has override authority for Quantum
communications." Chen seemed to realize the implication of her words. "Not that he
would—I mean, there are protocols."

"Thank you, Officer Chen. Please alert me the moment Earth responds to my
transmission."

Mizuki's next destination was Huang's quarters, where she found Rodriguez sitting
motionless on the edge of the bed. The small living space was meticulously
organized—clothing folded in storage containers, books arranged by size on a shelf, a
collection of small plants on the window ledge facing the artificial sunlight panel.

"Enrique," she said gently. "l need your help."
He looked up, his eyes red-rimmed. "What can | possibly help with?"
"Lifen's research. We need to access her tablet."

Rodriguez nodded slowly. "She would want the truth to come out." He moved to a desk
and unlocked a drawer with his thumbprint, removing a second tablet. "She kept her
critical data on this one. It's not connected to the colony network."

"Smart precaution," Mizuki said, taking the device.

"She was always careful." A ghost of a smile crossed his face. "Paranoid, | used to tell
her. Now | see she was right."

The tablet powered on, requesting a password. Rodriguez entered it, revealing a home
screen organized with Huang's characteristic precision. Folders labeled by date and
project code filled the display.

"This one," Rodriguez said, tapping a folder labeled "WS-ANOMALY." "She started it
three weeks ago, after analyzing the western site samples."

The folder contained spectroscopic analyses, chemical breakdowns, microscope
images, and a series of personal notes. Mizuki scrolled through them, her scientific
training allowing her to grasp the technical data while Rodriguez explained the
significance.

"The western site soil is different," he said. "Not just in mineral composition, but in
organic structure. Lifen found complex carbon chains that shouldn't exist in Martian soil
based on current models."



Mizuki examined an image showing microscopic structures embedded in the soil. "Are
these what | think they are?"

Rodriguez nodded grimly. "Microfossils. Or at least, that's what Lifen believed. Cellular
structures preserved in the sediment layer, approximately fifty centimeters below the
surface."

If confirmed, this would be the most significant scientific discovery in human
history—evidence that life had once existed on Mars. Not just simple organic
compounds, but actual cellular organisms.

"Did she share this with anyone?"

"Only Dr. Renaud, three days ago. They were going to conduct verification tests
together."

Another piece clicked into place. "And Renaud's reaction?"

"Excited but cautious. She insisted on rigorous confirmation before making any
announcements." Rodriguez's voice hardened. "But someone else found out. That
night, Lifen noticed someone had accessed her workstation while she was at dinner."

"Did she report it?"

"To whom? She didn't know who to trust." Rodriguez took the tablet back, navigating to
another folder. "Look at this."

He opened a document containing Quantum Aerospace's terraforming timeline. The first
phase, already underway, involved releasing genetically modified algae and bacteria
into the Martian environment to begin transforming the atmosphere. Phase two,
scheduled to begin in six months, would introduce more complex organisms designed to
alter the soil composition.

"Lifen realized the implications immediately," Rodriguez said. "If indigenous microbial
life exists on Mars, even in fossil form, introducing Earth organisms could destroy
evidence before proper study. Not to mention the ethical questions about potentially
harming an alien biosphere."

"This would force a complete reassessment of the terraforming program," Mizuki said.

"Exactly. Billions in delays, possibly cancellation of certain approaches. Quantum would
lose its exclusive development rights under the Mars Treaty's preservation clause."



The motive was becoming clear. Someone—perhaps Wexler, perhaps another
Quantum loyalist—had killed Huang to prevent her discovery from halting the
terraforming project. But the question remained: had they acted on orders from Earth, or
taken the initiative themselves?

"I need to take this tablet as evidence," Mizuki said. "We'll need to—"

A sharp alarm cut through the air—the environmental alert signal. Mizuki's
communicator activated immediately with Nakamura's voice:

"Commander to Environmental Control, emergency situation. Oxygen levels dropping in
Central Hub."

"On my way," Mizuki responded. To Rodriguez: "Secure that tablet and stay here."

She sprinted through the corridors, colonists moving urgently but orderly toward
emergency stations. The Central Hub housed Mission Control, communications, and the
main medical facility—critical infrastructure for the colony's operation.

In Environmental Control, Nakamura and his team worked frantically at their stations.
Display screens showed oxygen levels in the Hub falling rapidly, already below 18
percent and approaching the danger threshold.

"What happened?" Mizuki demanded.

"Primary oxygen feed to the Hub was shut down manually from this terminal,"
Nakamura said, pointing to a workstation. "The emergency backup should have
activated automatically but didn't. Someone reprogrammed the failsafe protocols."
"Sabotage," Mizuki said. "Can you restore oxygen flow?"

"Working on it. I've bypassed the main controls and we're rerouting from adjacent
sections." Nakamura's fingers flew across the interface. "Should stabilize in about three
minutes."

"Who was at that terminal?"

"It was unattended. | was in the filtration room doing maintenance checks." Nakamura
looked up, his expression grave. "Commander, this wasn't an accident or malfunction.

Someone with advanced system knowledge deliberately created this situation."

The implications were chilling. First murder, now sabotage of life support systems. The
stakes had escalated dramatically.



"How many people have the expertise and access to do this?"
"Maybe five or six," Nakamura admitted. "Including myself and Wexler."

Mizuki's communicator chimed—Major Alvarez. "Commander, I've broken the
encryption on Huang's data chip. You need to see this immediately."

"I'm in Environmental Control dealing with an oxygen system sabotage. Meet me here."

Within minutes, Alvarez arrived, slightly out of breath. "Oxygen levels stabilizing," he
noted, glancing at the displays. "But we have another problem." He handed Mizuki his
secure tablet. "The chip contained a message from Huang, recorded the night she
died."

Mizuki played the video. Huang appeared on screen, her expression tense but
determined.

"If you're watching this, something has happened to me," she began. "Three weeks ago,
| discovered evidence of microbial structures in soil samples from the western
excavation site. Last night, | confirmed these findings with Dr. Renaud. This discovery
contradicts Quantum's environmental assessment and would require halting the current
terraforming program under Section 7 of the Mars Treaty."

Huang paused, glancing over her shoulder before continuing.

"l believe someone has been monitoring my research. My workstation was accessed
without authorization, and certain samples have gone missing. I've secured backup data
on this chip and in my personal tablet. Dr. Renaud has agreed to co-author the report to
Earth, which we plan to transmit tomorrow at 0900."

Another pause, longer this time.

"I've just received an urgent message to check the oxygen farm systems tonight. It
seems unusual given the timing, but | can't ignore a potential life support issue. If
something happens to me, the evidence is in sample containers WS-44 through WS-50,
and in the spectroscopic analysis files on my secure tablet. The truth must reach Earth,
regardless of the consequences for Quantum's profits."

The recording ended. Mizuki looked up to find Nakamura and Alvarez watching her
expectantly.



"We need to find those sample containers," she said. "And we need to secure
Rodriguez and the tablet immediately."

"I'll organize a search team for the samples," Alvarez said.

"And I'll lock down the environmental systems to prevent further sabotage," Nakamura
added.

As they moved to their tasks, Mizuki's communicator signaled an incoming transmission
from Earth—Mission Control's response to her update about Huang's murder. But
before she could review it, another alert sounded: unauthorized access to the airlock in
Residential Section B.

The section where Huang's quarters were located.
Where Rodriguez was waiting with the evidence tablet.

"Security team to Residential B, possible intruder," Mizuki ordered through her
communicator as she sprinted from the room. "Alvarez, meet me there."

The seventeen minutes it would take for Earth to offer advice might as well have been
seventeen years. On Mars, they were on their own—and someone was making sure the
dead stayed silent and the evidence disappeared.

Mizuki reached Residential Section B in time to hear the sharp hiss of an emergency
oxygen mask being activated. The corridor outside Huang's quarters was filled with thin,
acrid smoke that stung her eyes and throat. Through the haze, she could make out
Rodriguez on his knees, the emergency mask pressed to his face.

"What happened?" she demanded, dropping beside him.

He pulled the mask away briefly. "Someone—" A fit of coughing interrupted him.
"Someone tried to get in. | barricaded the door. Then smoke..."

The security team arrived, led by Alvarez. They quickly established a perimeter and
began ventilating the corridor.

"Smoke bomb," Alvarez said, examining a small, spent canister on the floor.
"Homemade, using chemicals from the lab. Non-lethal but disorienting."

"The tablet?" Mizuki asked Rodriguez.



He patted his jacket pocket. "Safe. | didn't let it out of my sight."

As the smoke cleared, Mizuki examined the door to Huang's quarters. The electronic
lock had been bypassed professionally, but Rodriguez's improvised barricade—a metal
storage locker wedged against the door—had prevented entry.

"Did you see who it was?" she asked.

Rodriguez shook his head. "I heard someone tampering with the lock. When |
barricaded the door, they rolled something underneath and ran. The smoke filled the
room so quickly I couldn't see anything."

Mizuki turned to Alvarez. "Check the section surveillance. Whoever did this must have
been captured on camera."

"If they haven't disabled those feeds t00," he replied grimly.

Medical personnel arrived to examine Rodriguez, who refused to be taken to the
infirmary. "l need to show you the rest of Lifen's research," he insisted. "It's not safe
here anymore."

Mizuki agreed. "We'll use the secure room in Administration. Alvarez, assign two
security officers to escort us."

As they moved through the colony, Mizuki noticed the changed atmosphere. Word of the
oxygen system sabotage had spread, creating visible tension among the colonists they
passed. Small groups whispered in corners, conversations halting as Mizuki
approached. Fear was taking root—the most dangerous condition in their isolated
environment.

In the secure room, Rodriguez connected Huang's tablet to the display screen. "Lifen
documented everything methodically," he said, navigating through the files. "These are
the microscope images that first alerted her to the anomaly.”

The screen showed magnified views of soil particles containing what appeared to be
fossilized cellular structures—tiny, organized formations embedded in the mineral
matrix.

"She ran multiple tests to rule out contamination or false positives," Rodriguez
continued. "Spectroscopic analysis, chemical breakdown, comparison with known Earth
microbes. Everything indicated these were genuine microfossils, preserved in a soll
layer approximately fifty million years old."



"Recent, geologically speaking," Mizuki noted.

"Exactly. Mars was thought to have lost its capacity to support life billions of years ago.
This suggests otherwise." Rodriguez opened another file. "But that's not all she found."

The new images showed soil samples with faint traces of moisture clinging to the
particles. According to Huang's notes, the samples contained trace amounts of liquid
water in a super-saturated salt solution—a form that could remain liquid even in Mars's
harsh conditions.

"She believed there might be subsurface water reservoirs near the western site,"
Rodriguez explained. "Areas where extremophile organisms could potentially survive
even today."

The implications were staggering. Not just evidence of past life, but the possibility,
however remote, of current microbial activity beneath the Martian surface. If confirmed,
it would be the most significant scientific discovery in human history.

And it would immediately halt Quantum's terraforming program under international
treaties governing the preservation of extraterrestrial life.

"Did she share these findings with anyone besides Renaud?"

"No. They agreed to verify the results before making an official report." Rodriguez's
expression darkened. "But someone accessed her workstation without authorization the
night before she died. She suspected corporate espionage."

"Wexler," Mizuki said.

"She never named names to me. But she was concerned enough to create backups and
hide samples." Rodriguez navigated to another section of the tablet. "This is what she
was planning to transmit to Earth."

The file contained a formal report detailing Huang's findings, co-authored by Dr.
Renaud. It recommended an immediate pause in terraforming activities pending further
investigation of the western site, citing the Mars Treaty's biological preservation clauses.

"The report is dated the day she died," Mizuki noted. "Was it transmitted?"

"No. They were scheduled to send it that morning."



Another piece of the timeline fell into place. Someone had learned of the imminent
report and acted to prevent its transmission—first by murdering Huang, then by
attempting to destroy the evidence.

Mizuki's communicator signaled an incoming message from Dr. Kapoor. "Commander,
I've completed the analysis of material under Huang's fingernails. | found epithelial
cells—skin cells—that don't match her DNA."

"Can you identify whose they are?"

"I'd need DNA samples from potential suspects for comparison."
"Start with Wexler. | authorized collection earlier today."
"Already processing. | should have results within the hour."

After ending the call, Mizuki turned back to Rodriguez. "We need to secure these
findings and get them to Earth immediately."

"Lifen would have wanted that," he agreed. "But will it matter? Quantum has powerful
lawyers who could tie this up for years while they continue terraforming."

"Evidence of potential Martian life will create too much public interest for them to
suppress," Mizuki said. "But first, we need to find those missing soil samples. They're
the physical proof to back up Huang's data."

Rodriguez looked thoughtful. "Lifen had a hiding place—a maintenance space behind
the hydroponics lab where she kept personal items. She might have secured the
samples there."

"Show me."

As they prepared to leave, Mizuki's communicator chimed again—the delayed response
from Earth had finally arrived. She played the message privately through her earpiece.

"Commander Mizuki, this is Mission Director Cheng. Your report on the potential
homicide is deeply concerning. The oversight committee has convened an emergency
session to determine appropriate actions. In the meantime, you are authorized to use all
necessary measures to ensure colony safety and preserve evidence. Be advised that
any conclusive findings regarding Engineer Huang's death must be transmitted through
secure channels only. Public announcements would be premature and potentially
destabilizing to the program. Proceed with your investigation but exercise extreme
caution. Cheng out."



The carefully worded message conveyed the underlying reality: Earth was seventeen
minutes away by light-speed, months away by physical travel. Whatever was happening
on Mars, they would have to handle it themselves.

Mizuki, Rodriguez, and their security escort made their way to the hydroponics lab. The
facility was quieter than usual, with only two technicians monitoring the vast arrays of
plants growing under specialized lighting. The air smelled of damp earth and
vegetation—a precious bubble of Earth's ecology transplanted to the sterile Martian
landscape.

Rodriguez led them to a maintenance access panel at the rear of the lab. "Through
here," he said, entering a code on the keypad. The panel slid open to reveal a narrow
technical corridor housing water pipes and electrical conduits.

"Lifen discovered this area wasn't monitored by cameras," Rodriguez explained,
navigating the tight space. "She used it as a private retreat sometimes, when the
quarters felt too confining."

At the end of the corridor, Rodriguez removed a ventilation grille to expose a small
alcove. Inside was a collection of personal items: Earth photographs, small mementos,
and a sealed container labeled with Huang's identification code.

"That's it," Rodriguez said, carefully removing the container. "She must have hidden the
samples here before her death."

As they made their way back through the narrow corridor, Mizuki's communicator
vibrated with an urgent alert from Alvarez: "Commander, emergency in Medical. Dr.
Kapoor reports an intruder. Security responding."

Mizuki's blood ran cold. The DNA analysis. Someone was trying to prevent
identification.

"We need to secure these samples immediately," she told the security officers. "Take
Rodriguez and this container directly to Administration and establish a defensive
perimeter. No one enters without my direct authorization."

"Where are you going, Commander?" Rodriguez asked as the security team moved to
escort him.

"To Medical. The killer is making their move."



Mizuki sprinted through the colony corridors, passing alarmed colonists who flattened
themselves against walls to let her pass. The medical facility was on the opposite side
of the Central Hub—a two-minute journey that felt like an eternity.

She arrived to find the medical bay doors locked in emergency containment mode.
Through the reinforced window, she could see Dr. Kapoor slumped against a cabinet,
blood streaming from a head wound. There was no sign of the attacker.

Overriding the lock with her commander's code, Mizuki entered cautiously, weapon
drawn. The normally pristine medical bay was in disarray—equipment overturned,
supplies scattered across the floor. The laboratory section where Kapoor had been
conducting his DNA analysis was completely destroyed, the equipment smashed
beyond repair.

She knelt beside Kapoor, checking his pulse. Still alive, but unconscious. As she
reached for a medical kit, a sound from the supply closet caught her attention—a soft
metallic click.

"This is Commander Mizuki," she announced, weapon raised. "Come out slowly with
your hands visible."

The closet door remained closed. Mizuki approached cautiously, positioning herself to
the side of the door rather than directly in front.

"Last warning. Exit now or I'll be forced to—"

The door burst open as a figure lunged out, swinging a metal oxygen tank like a
battering ram. Mizuki dodged sideways, the tank missing her by centimeters. The
attacker stumbled forward from their own momentum, and Mizuki caught a glimpse of
their face.

Dr. Isabelle Renaud.

"Isabelle, stop!" Mizuki commanded, keeping her weapon trained on the scientist. "It's
over."

Renaud straightened, still gripping the oxygen tank. Her normally composed demeanor
had shattered, replaced by cold determination. "You don't understand what's at stake,"
she said, her French accent more pronounced under stress.

"l understand perfectly. You killed Huang to prevent her report from reaching Earth."



"Lifen's death was regrettable but necessary," Renaud replied. "The discovery would
have ended everything we've worked for."

"You mean everything Quantum has invested in," Mizuki countered. "You betrayed
scientific ethics for corporate interests."

A bitter laugh escaped Renaud. "You think this is about money? This is about
humanity's future. Mars is our only viable option for expansion beyond Earth. Delay
terraforming by decades for some microfossils? Billions would lose their chance to leave
a dying planet."

Security personnel arrived at the door, weapons drawn. Mizuki signaled them to hold
position.

"So you accessed her workstation," Mizuki said, "learned about the report she planned
to send, and arranged to meet her in the oxygen farm that night."

"She trusted me completely," Renaud said, a flicker of regret crossing her features.
"When | suggested we discuss the verification protocols in private, she never
suspected. The sedative made it quick. She barely struggled.”

"And the sabotage attempts? The smoke bomb? Were those your work too?"

"Necessary precautions. The discovery had to remain contained until terraforming
reached the point of no return." Renaud's grip on the oxygen tank tightened. "You still
don't see the big picture, Commander. Earth is dying. Mars is humanity's future. What
are a few microfossils compared to that?"

"Not your decision to make," Mizuki said. "Put down the tank, Isabelle. It's finished."
For a moment, Renaud seemed to consider her options. Then her expression hardened.
"No. | won't let you stop progress for a scientific footnote."

She lunged forward suddenly, swinging the tank toward the medical equipment behind
Mizuki. The commander fired, the sound deafening in the enclosed space. Renaud
staggered backward, the oxygen tank clattering to the floor as she clutched her
shoulder.

"Secure her," Mizuki ordered the security team. "And get Dr. Chen in here immediately
to treat Dr. Kapoor."



As Renaud was restrained and her wound treated, Mizuki checked on Kapoor. He was
regaining consciousness, groaning softly.

"The DNA analysis," he mumbled. "It was Renaud. The cells matched..."
"l know," Mizuki said. "We have her in custody."

"Not just her," Kapoor insisted, struggling to focus. "The data showed two distinct DNA
profiles under Huang's fingernails. Renaud's and someone else's. The comparison was
running when she attacked."

Mizuki felt a chill run through her. "Who was the second match?"

"Don't know. She destroyed the equipment before it completed." Kapoor winced as he
touched his head wound. "But the partial results showed Y chromosomes. A male
accomplice."

The case wasn't closed. Renaud hadn't acted alone.

And somewhere in the colony, her partner in murder was still free—possibly aware that
Renaud had been captured, possibly already moving to eliminate the remaining
evidence and witnesses.

Mizuki needed to secure Rodriguez and the soil samples immediately. And then she
needed to find the second killer before they struck again.

PART TWO: THE RED HORIZON

"She had help," Mizuki said, pacing the small security office where Major Alvarez had
established their investigation headquarters. "Possibly from Quantum, possibly from
within the colony. Either way, we're not done."

Alvarez nodded grimly. "Renaud isn't talking. The medical team has her sedated while
they treat her shoulder wound."

"What about the DNA evidence?"

"Dr. Chen is trying to recover what she can, but Renaud did a thorough job destroying
the equipment." Alvarez gestured to the displays showing security camera feeds from
throughout the colony. "I've doubled patrols and restricted access to critical systems, but
we're spread thin. Forty-five colonists, and any one of them could be working with
Renaud."



"Not just any one," Mizuki said. "Someone with technical expertise, access to restricted
areas, and loyalty to Quantum's agenda."

"Wexler is the obvious suspect."

"Too obvious, perhaps." Mizuki stopped pacing, studying the personnel files displayed
on Alvarez's screen. "Renaud was respected, trusted. No one suspected her. Her
accomplice would be similarly positioned."

Their discussion was interrupted by a message from the communications center:
Mission Control was initiating an emergency video conference, bypassing the normal
asynchronous protocols. This was rare—the light-speed delay made video
conversations awkward at best, with each party having to wait seventeen minutes for
responses.

"They must be seriously concerned," Alvarez remarked.

"Or Quantum's board is applying pressure," Mizuki countered. "Either way, | need to
take this. Continue reviewing security footage from the night of Huang's murder. Focus
on anyone entering or leaving Residential Section A where Renaud's quarters are
located.”

In the communications center, Officer Chen had prepared the video link. "They're
requesting full conference protocol, Commander. All section heads present."

"Arrange it in the main conference room. Fifteen minutes."

Mizuki took the time to check on Rodriguez and the soil samples, now secured in
Administration under guard. The samples had been documented and sealed in
tamper-evident containers, with multiple colonists witnessing the process to ensure
chain of custody.

"Have you examined them yet?" she asked Rodriguez, who looked exhausted but
determined.

"Preliminary analysis confirms Lifen's findings," he said. "The microfossils are
unmistakable, even to the untrained eye." He indicated a digital microscope displaying
magnified images of the soil. "And there's more. The moisture content in these samples
suggests active hydration cycles, not just fossil evidence."

"Meaning?"



"Meaning conditions that could potentially support extremely simple life forms, even
today." Rodriguez's expression was a mixture of scientific excitement and personal grief.
"Lifen died for this discovery. We can't let it be suppressed."

"We won't," Mizuki assured him. "I'm about to conference with Earth. This evidence will
be presented, along with Renaud's confession."

"Be careful, Commander. Quantum has representatives at Mission Control too."

The warning echoed in Mizuki's mind as she entered the conference room fifteen
minutes later. The colony's remaining section heads were already assembled: Chief
Engineer Nakamura, Dr. Chen representing medical in Kapoor's absence, Major Alvarez
for security, and Philip Wexler for Quantum Aerospace. Wexler's presence was
particularly concerning, given he remained a suspect in Mizuki's investigation.

The large display screen activated, showing Mission Control on Earth. Mission Director
Cheng sat center frame, flanked by representatives from the international space
agencies and, notably, Quantum's Earth-based executive, Diane Lawson.

"Commander Mizuki," Cheng began, "we've received your updates regarding Engineer
Huang's death and Dr. Renaud's arrest. This situation is unprecedented and deeply
concerning. Please provide your current assessment."

Mizuki gave a concise summary of events: Huang's discovery of potential microfossils,
Renaud's confession to the murder, and the evidence suggesting a second accomplice
still at large. She deliberately omitted specific details about the soil samples' current
location, aware that this transmission could be monitored by whoever had helped
Renaud.

"This is extremely disturbing," Cheng responded after the seventeen-minute delay. "The
oversight committee is convening an emergency session to determine next steps. In the
meantime, what measures have you implemented to ensure colony security?"

"We've restricted access to critical systems, increased security patrols, and secured all
evidence related to both Huang's murder and her scientific discovery," Mizuki reported.
"Major Alvarez is leading the investigation into Renaud's accomplice."

When Earth responded again, it was Diane Lawson who spoke. The Quantum
executive's polished appearance and practiced corporate smile couldn't disguise the
steel in her voice.

"Commander, while these events are regrettable, we must ensure the colony's primary
mission continues uninterrupted. The terraforming timeline is critical to both scientific



objectives and our contractual obligations. Mr. Wexler will oversee the implementation
of Engineer Huang's oxygen efficiency protocols while this investigation proceeds."

Mizuki felt Wexler's eyes on her, gauging her reaction. She kept her expression neutral
as she replied.

"With respect, Ms. Lawson, we have evidence that Huang's murder was directly
connected to her discovery of potential indigenous microbial structures in Martian
soil—a discovery that would necessitate reassessment of current terraforming plans
under Section 7 of the Mars Treaty."

The seventeen-minute wait for Earth's response was tense. Wexler examined his tablet
studiously, while Nakamura and Alvarez exchanged concerned glances.

When the response came, Director Cheng looked uncomfortable. "Commander, we
understand your concerns. However, the verification of microfossils requires extensive
analysis by qualified exobiologists here on Earth. Until such verification is complete,
terraforming activities will continue as scheduled, with appropriate environmental
monitoring."

Mizuki recognized the political compromise—Quantum's influence ensuring their project
continued while giving the appearance of scientific diligence. Before she could respond,
Lawson added:

"To ensure proper analysis, we request immediate transmission of all data regarding
Engineer Huang's findings, along with digital imagery of the soil samples. Physical
samples should be prepared for return on the next supply mission."

The request seemed reasonable on the surface, but Mizuki recognized the strategy:
once Quantum possessed all the digital evidence, the physical samples could be easily
"contaminated" or "lost" during transport back to Earth.

"We'll transmit preliminary data," Mizuki replied carefully. "However, given recent events,
including the attempt to destroy evidence, we'll maintain custody of the original samples
until additional security measures are implemented."

After another seventeen-minute delay, Director Cheng responded with visible tension.
"Commander, we understand your caution. Please prepare a secure transmission of
Huang's research data while we develop protocols for sample preservation. In the
meantime, the oversight committee has authorized an independent investigator to
review the circumstances of Huang's death. Dr. Marcus Greene will assume temporary
authority for this investigation."



Mizuki kept her expression neutral, but the announcement was concerning. Marcus
Greene was Quantum's medical director on Earth, only tangentially involved with the
Mars mission. His appointment suggested corporate influence over what should have
been an independent process.

"When will Dr. Greene arrive?" she asked.

"He's already there," Lawson replied after the delay. "Dr. Greene was part of the
specialist exchange program last month. He'll transition from his current research duties
to lead the investigation, effective immediately."

The revelation sent a jolt through Mizuki. Greene had been in the colony for three
weeks, working quietly in the research division. His presence during both Huang's
discovery and her murder was unlikely to be coincidental.

"We look forward to Dr. Greene's assistance," Mizuki said, choosing her words carefully.
"Until then, Major Alvarez will continue securing evidence and investigating potential
accomplices in Dr. Renaud's confession."

After the transmission ended, Mizuki turned to find Wexler watching her with calculated
interest.

"Quite the development," he remarked. "l wasn't aware Dr. Greene had investigative
experience."

"Neither was I," Mizuki replied. "Major Alvarez, please locate Dr. Greene and invite him
to meet me in my office in one hour. Chief Nakamura, I'd like you to personally oversee
the digital transfer of Huang's research data—ensure it's complete but verify everything
before transmission."

As the others departed, Wexler lingered. "Commander, | hope recent events haven't
created... tension between colony leadership and Quantum Aerospace. We're all on the
same team here."

"Are we, Mr. Wexler? Because from where | stand, one of my crew is dead, another has
confessed to murder, and Quantum seems more concerned with protecting its
terraforming schedule than finding the truth."

"The truth," Wexler said, his corporate smile never wavering, "is that humanity's future
depends on Mars becoming habitable. Engineer Huang's death is tragic, but we cannot
allow it to derail humanity's greatest endeavor. Quantum has invested trillions in this
colony, Commander. We expect return on that investment.”



"Even if it means covering up evidence of Martian life?"

"Even if it means prioritizing the needs of billions over scientific curiosity about some
fossilized microbes that have been dead for millions of years." Wexler straightened his
jacket. "The board has instructed me to cooperate fully with Dr. Greene's investigation. |
suggest you do the same."

After Wexler left, Mizuki contacted Alvarez on a secure channel. "Carlos, run a complete
background check on Dr. Marcus Greene. | want to know every connection he has to
Quantum, every publication, every research grant."

"Already on it," Alvarez replied. "And Commander? Nakamura found something in the
environmental control logs. The night Huang died, someone used Wexler's access
codes to disable the oxygen farm's security cameras—>but the biometric verification
came from a different terminal entirely."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning Wexler's card was definitely cloned. And the access point for the biometric
override was in the research division."

"Where Dr. Greene has been working for the past three weeks," Mizuki concluded.
"Keep this information secure, Carlos. And watch Greene carefully when he arrives."

The pieces were aligning into a disturbing pattern. Renaud, a respected scientist, had
murdered Huang to protect Quantum's terraforming agenda. Greene, already positioned
within the colony, was now being installed to control the investigation. And somewhere
in the communications logs was likely evidence of their coordination with Quantum
executives on Earth.

Mizuki returned to her quarters to prepare for her meeting with Greene. She needed to
appear cooperative while gathering evidence of his involvement—a delicate balance
when the suspected accomplice was now the official investigator.

Her terminal chimed with an incoming message—a private communication from Director
Cheng, sent outside the official channels. Unusual and potentially risky for the mission
director.

"Commander Mizuki," Cheng's recorded message began, her expression grave. "This
communication is off the record. The oversight committee is divided regarding Huang's
discovery and its implications. Quantum's influence is substantial—they've threatened to
withdraw funding if terraforming is delayed. However, several committee members,



myself included, believe potential evidence of Martian life must be properly investigated,
regardless of corporate interests."

Cheng glanced over her shoulder before continuing.

"We suspect communications are being monitored. Dr. Greene's appointment was
pushed through by Quantum representatives over my objection. Be cautious in what
you share with him. Document everything independently and secure backup evidence.
A supply mission launches in seventeen days. We'll include trusted personnel who can
assist. Until then, trust your judgment. Cheng out."

The message confirmed Mizuki's suspicions while offering a sliver of hope—she had
allies on Earth, even if they were constrained by political and corporate pressures.
Seventeen days until reinforcements arrived. Seventeen days to protect the evidence
and identify Renaud's accomplice.

Her door chimed, announcing a visitor. When she opened it, Dr. Marcus Greene stood
in the corridor, his tall frame filling the doorway. With silver-streaked dark hair and
penetrating eyes, he projected the confidence of someone accustomed to authority.

"Commander Mizuki," he said, extending his hand. "I understand we have much to
discuss."

"Indeed we do, Dr. Greene," she replied, noting the bandage partially visible beneath his
sleeve—a recent injury, perhaps from someone who had fought back before dying.
"Indeed we do."

"Your service record is impressive, Dr. Greene," Mizuki said, reviewing the file on her
tablet. They sat in her office, the small space making Greene's physical presence seem
even more imposing. "Aerospace medicine, psychology, exobiology. You've covered
considerable ground in your career."

"l believe in multidisciplinary approaches," Greene replied smoothly. "Complex problems
rarely confine themselves to neat specialties."

"And murder investigations? Is that also in your repertoire?"

If the directness of her question surprised him, he didn't show it. "I've consulted on
several accident investigations for Quantum's Earth operations. The principles are
similar—evidence collection, witness interviews, reconstruction of events."

"But this wasn't an accident, was it?" Mizuki held his gaze. "Dr. Renaud has confessed
to murdering Engineer Huang."



"So | understand. Though I'd like to interview her myself to assess the reliability of that
confession." Greene leaned forward slightly. "People sometimes confess to crimes they
didn't commit, Commander. Especially in isolated environments under psychological
stress."

"Her DNA was found under Huang's fingernails."

"Circumstantial. They were colleagues who worked closely together. DNA transfer could
have occurred during normal interactions."

Mizuki noted his quick dismissal of physical evidence. "And the destruction of medical
equipment? The attack on Dr. Kapoor? Were those also stress-induced confessions?"

Greene's expression hardened momentarily before returning to professional neutrality.
"I'm not dismissing evidence, Commander. I'm advocating for thoroughness. Dr. Renaud
may indeed be guilty, but we should explore all possibilities before reaching
conclusions."

"Including the possibility that she had an accomplice?"

"Of course. Major Alvarez briefed me on the second DNA profile found under Huang's
fingernails." Greene held up his bandaged arm. "l assume that's why you've been
studying my injury. For the record, | cut myself on equipment in the research lab three
days ago. Dr. Kapoor treated it. Feel free to verify."

The prepared explanation suggested Greene had anticipated scrutiny. Whether that
indicated guilt or simply sharp instincts remained to be seen.

"Il do that," Mizuki said. "Now, regarding Engineer Huang's scientific discovery—"

"Ah yes, the alleged microfossils." Greene's tone grew dismissive. "l reviewed her
preliminary data. Interesting but inconclusive. Similar structures can form through
abiotic processes. Without rigorous verification, it's premature to suggest evidence of
Martian life."

"Huang and Renaud were preparing that verification."

"And now we'll never know what they might have found." Greene shrugged. "Science is
full of tantalizing possibilities that remain unproven. Our focus should be on Huang's
death and colony security, not speculative paleontology."



The deliberate downplaying of Huang's discovery aligned perfectly with Quantum's
interests. Mizuki decided to probe further.

"You arrived at the colony three weeks ago as part of the specialist exchange. What
exactly were your research objectives?"

"Psychological adaptation to long-term Martian habitation. I've been conducting
interviews and monitoring stress indicators among colonists." Greene smiled thinly. "You
might say I've been taking the colony's emotional temperature."

"And did you interact with Engineer Huang during this research?"

"Briefly. She was focused on her work, not particularly interested in psychological
assessments." Greene checked his watch. "Speaking of my research, | have scheduled
interviews this afternoon. Unless there's anything else urgent?"

"Just one thing. I'll need a DNA sample for comparison with evidence from the crime
scene. Standard procedure."

Greene's hesitation was almost imperceptible. "Of course. Though | believe my medical
profile in the colony database already includes DNA markers."

"We prefer fresh samples for direct comparison," Mizuki said. "Dr. Chen can collect it
this afternoon.”

"Very well." Greene stood to leave. "I'll coordinate with Major Alvarez on investigation
protocols. In the meantime, | suggest maintaining normal colony operations. Disruption
only increases psychological strain."

After Greene departed, Mizuki contacted Alvarez on a secure channel. "Have Chen
collect that DNA sample immediately. And check Greene's medical records—confirm
whether he was treated for that arm injury when he claims."

"Already verified," Alvarez replied. "Kapoor's records show Greene came in three days
ago with a laceration to his right forearm. Claimed it happened while adjusting research
equipment.”

"Convenient timing. Keep surveillance on him, but discreetly. If he's Renaud's
accomplice, we need proof before he can eliminate more evidence."

Mizuki's next stop was the medical bay, where Dr. Kapoor was recovering under Chen's
supervision. His head was bandaged, but he was conscious and alert.



"Commander," he greeted her weakly. "I hear our murder investigation has been
reassigned."”

"On paper only," Mizuki assured him. "What's your condition?"

"Concussion, twelve stitches. I'll live." Kapoor attempted a smile that turned into a
grimace. "Renaud was surprisingly strong. Or perhaps just determined."”

"What can you tell me about Dr. Greene? You treated his arm injury recently."

Kapoor frowned. "Three days ago. A clean laceration, about seven centimeters long. He
said he cut it on a metal edge while adjusting equipment in his lab."

"Did you believe him?"

"l had no reason not to at the time." Kapoor hesitated. "But thinking back, the wound
was unusual—straight-edged, consistent depth. More like a deliberate cut than an
accident."

"Could it have been from a struggle? Perhaps fingernails?"

"Possibly, though it would have required significant force." Kapoor shifted
uncomfortably. "Commander, there's something else. When Greene came in, he
specifically requested | treat him, not Chen. And he asked me not to log the treatment in
the main medical system—said he didn't want to affect his research metrics on colony
health and safety."

"But you logged it anyway?"

"Of course. Medical protocols are clear. But | did mark it as minor, keeping it off the
main health status reports." Kapoor looked troubled. "l should have questioned it more."

"You had no reason to suspect anything," Mizuki assured him. "Rest and recover. We'll
need your expertise when you're stronger."

After leaving Kapoor, Mizuki made her way to the communications center. Officer Chen
was monitoring transmissions, her attention focused on several displays simultaneously.

"Any updates from Earth?" Mizuki asked.

"Nothing official since the conference," Chen replied. "But there's been increased traffic
on Quantum's private channel. Three transmissions to Wexler in the past four hours, all
classified."



"Can you determine the content?"

"No, Commander. Their encryption exceeds our decryption capabilities. But | can tell
you the data packages are unusually large."

"Keep monitoring. Let me know of any communications between Greene and Earth,
official or otherwise."

Mizuki's communicator chimed with an alert from Alvarez: "Commander to
Administration immediately. Situation with the evidence."

She found Alvarez, Rodriguez, and two security officers in the secure room where
Huang's soil samples had been stored. The atmosphere was tense, the evidence
containers open on the examination table.

"What happened?" Mizuki demanded.

Rodriguez looked up, his expression a mixture of anger and disbelief. "The samples
have been contaminated. Someone introduced Earth bacteria into the containment
vessels."

"How is that possible? This room has been under guard continuously."

"Not the room," Alvarez clarified. "The samples themselves. The contamination
happened before we secured them." He gestured to a microscope display showing
organisms moving among the soil particles. "Rodriguez discovered it during routine
examination. The bacteria are consuming the organic compounds in the
soil—specifically targeting the structures Huang identified as potential microfossils."

The implication was clear: someone had deliberately introduced bacteria designed to
destroy evidence of Martian organic structures. A sophisticated form of tampering that
would be difficult to prove as deliberate rather than accidental contamination.

"Can anything be salvaged?" Mizuki asked.

"I've isolated uncontaminated portions from two samples," Rodriguez said. "But the
most compelling examples have been compromised. The bacteria are engineered for
rapid consumption of specific carbon compounds—exactly the compounds in the
microfossil structures."

"Specialized bacteria," Mizuki noted. "Who in the colony has the expertise to engineer
something so specific?"



"Renaud, certainly," Alvarez said. "She's an exobiologist. Also Dr. Kwon in
biotechnology. And..."

"Greene," Mizuki finished. "His background includes exobiology."

"The contamination is recent," Rodriguez added. "Within the past twelve hours. The
bacteria haven't reached full growth phase yet."

The timing aligned with Huang's hiding of the samples and Renaud's attempt to find
them—followed by Greene's official appointment to the investigation.

"Secure what remains," Mizuki ordered. "Triple containment, with biometric locks keyed
only to the three of us. And Rodriguez, | want you to prepare a comprehensive data
package of Huang's findings—everything she documented before her death."

"For transmission to Earth?"

"Eventually. But first, we need to create multiple secure copies throughout the colony. If
someone's willing to murder and destroy evidence to prevent this discovery from
reaching Earth, we need insurance."

As they worked to secure the remaining samples, Mizuki's communicator signaled an
incoming message from Nakamura: "Commander, we have a situation in Environmental
Control. Greene and Wexler are implementing Huang's oxygen protocols without proper
testing. Request your presence immediately."

The timing was suspicious—drawing her attention away from the evidence security
procedures. "Alvarez, finish the containment process. Rodriguez, come with me. Bring
Huang's original tablet."

In Environmental Control, Mizuki found Nakamura in a tense standoff with Greene and
Wexler. Several technicians watched uncomfortably from their workstations as the three
men argued over system access.

"Commander," Nakamura said when he spotted her, "Dr. Greene has ordered
implementation of Huang's efficiency protocols without completing standard safety
verification."

"Dr. Greene isn't in the engineering chain of command," Mizuki said. "He has no
authority to order protocol changes."



Greene turned to face her, his expression professionally concerned. "Commander, I'm
acting under Mission Control's directive to maintain colony operations while the
investigation proceeds. The oxygen efficiency protocols are critical to supporting our
current population until the next supply mission."

"My engineering team hasn't verified the final algorithms," Nakamura insisted. "Huang's
work was brilliant but incomplete. Implementing prematurely could destabilize the entire
life support system."

"The algorithms are sound," Wexler interjected. "Quantum's Earth-based team has
reviewed them thoroughly.”

"Earth-based teams don't have to breathe the air if something goes wrong," Nakamura
countered.

Mizuki turned to Rodriguez. "You worked with Huang on these protocols. What's your
assessment?"

Rodriguez hesitated, aware of the political tension surrounding him. "The basic concept
is sound, but Lifen was still refining the implementation. She identified potential
instability in the feedback loops that could cause cascade failures in certain conditions.’

"Those issues have been addressed in Quantum's review," Wexler insisted.

"Then you won't object to our engineering team verifying those fixes before
implementation," Mizuki said. "Standard safety protocols apply to all system changes,
regardless of their origin or urgency."

Greene's expression hardened. "Commander, perhaps we should discuss this privately.
There are broader considerations beyond technical details."

"There's nothing more important than colony safety, Dr. Greene." Mizuki turned to
Nakamura. "Chief Engineer, proceed with standard verification protocols. No
implementation until your team confirms stability."

"That will take at least twenty-four hours," Wexler protested.

"Then it takes twenty-four hours," Mizuki replied. "We've survived six months on current
systems. We can manage one more day."

As Greene and Wexler departed, their body language conveying controlled frustration,
Rodriguez approached Mizuki with his tablet.



"Commander, there's something you should see," he said quietly. "I've been reviewing
Lifen's complete research files. The oxygen protocols and the microfossil discovery are
connected.”

"Connected how?"

"The original soil samples where she found the microfossils came from an area
designated for the next phase of oxygen farms. When she discovered the potential
biological structures, she altered her efficiency algorithms to reduce the need for
expansion into that area."

The revelation added another dimension to Huang's murder. She hadn't just discovered
potential Martian life—she had actively modified her work to protect it, potentially
delaying Quantum's terraforming timeline.

"Did she document this connection?"

"Yes, in her private notes. She was building a case for redirecting the colony expansion
away from the western site without revealing her discovery until she had conclusive
proof."

"Which means implementing her protocols without those modifications would actually
accelerate development in the area with potential microfossils," Mizuki realized.

"Exactly. If Greene and Wexler implement the version Quantum 'reviewed,' they'll be
fast-tracking development directly into the most sensitive area."

Mizuki considered this information carefully. "Copy those notes to a secure drive. We
need to document the connection between Huang's murder and Quantum's terraforming
plans."

As they left Environmental Control, Mizuki noticed Greene watching them from the
corridor intersection, his expression unreadable. The confrontation over the oxygen
protocols had revealed his priorities—and his willingness to bypass safety measures to
achieve Quantum's objectives.

Her communicator vibrated with a message from Dr. Chen: "DNA comparison complete.
Greene's sample matches the partial profile from under Huang's fingernails. 98%
confidence level."

The final piece of evidence confirming Greene's involvement in Huang's murder. But
proving it officially would be challenging—Greene now controlled the investigation, with
Quantum's full backing from Earth.



Mizuki needed to secure the evidence and find a way to transmit the truth to Mission
Control before Greene and Wexler could complete whatever they had planned next.
The fate of humanity's first interplanetary murder case—and potentially the first
evidence of life beyond Earth—hung in the balance.

And somewhere in the colony's systems, a modified oxygen protocol was waiting to be
implemented, potentially destroying the most important scientific discovery in human
history before it could be properly documented.

The colony's artificial night cycle had begun, dimming corridor lighting to simulate
Earth's diurnal rhythm. Mizuki sat in her quarters, reviewing the evidence they had
assembled: Huang's research data, the partial DNA match linking Greene to the murder,
the contaminated soil samples, and the connection between the oxygen protocols and
the western excavation site.

Individually, each piece was circumstantial. Together, they painted a damning picture:
Quantum Aerospace, through Greene and Renaud, had murdered a colonist to prevent
discovery of potential Martian microbial life that would delay their terraforming timeline
and threaten trillions in investments.

But proving this to Earth would be challenging. Greene now controlled the official
investigation, with direct access to communications channels and evidence handling.
Any transmission Mizuki sent could be intercepted, modified, or blocked entirely.

Her communicator chimed softly—Alvarez requesting a secure meeting. She authorized
his entry, ensuring the door sealed completely behind him.

"We have a problem," he said without preamble. "Greene has ordered Renaud
transferred to the research facility for 'psychological evaluation.' He's claiming her
confession may be the result of extreme stress or psychosis."

"He's creating a narrative to discredit her confession," Mizuki said. "Once isolated, she'll
either recant or suffer an unfortunate 'accident' during transfer."

"I've delayed the transfer on medical grounds, but he's pushing hard. He's already
accessed her preliminary statement and is questioning the chain of evidence."

Mizuki considered their options. "We need to get our evidence to Earth before Greene
can dismantle the case. But standard channels are monitored."

"I might have a solution," Alvarez said. "The deep space array was designed for
astronomical research, but it can be configured for direct Earth transmission on



frequencies Quantum doesn't monitor. The signal would be weaker, but Mission Control
could receive it if they're specifically listening."

"Can you configure it without alerting communications staff?"

"Yes, but we'll need a distraction. And we'll need Director Cheng to know exactly when
and where to listen." Alvarez hesitated. "There's another complication. Greene has
requested security logs for all restricted areas since Huang's death. He'll know we've
accessed the evidence room and what we've discussed with Rodriguez."

"When does he need these logs?"
"0800 tomorrow. Colony morning briefing."

Mizuki checked the time: 2200 hours. Less than ten hours to transmit their evidence
before Greene gained insight into their activities.

"Here's what we'll do," she said. "First, contact Nakamura. We need his help with the
deep space array. Second, prepare a comprehensive data package—everything we
have on Huang's discovery and the murder investigation. Third, draft a personal
message to Director Cheng with transmission coordinates and timing."

"And the distraction?"

Mizuki smiled grimly. "I'm going to give Greene exactly what he wants—a public
confrontation that draws attention while you transmit the data."

They spent the next hour assembling the evidence and coordinating with Nakamura,
who agreed to help despite the personal risk. The chief engineer had worked with
Huang since the colony's founding and was visibly angered by attempts to cover up her
murder.

"l can modify the deep space array for tight-beam transmission," he confirmed over
secure comm. "But we'll need twenty minutes of uninterrupted access to the astronomy
dome. Security monitors that area continuously."

"Leave security to me," Alvarez said. "Focus on making the transmission untraceable
afterward."

While they worked, Mizuki prepared a separate message for Rodriguez, instructing him
to secure the remaining uncontaminated soil samples in a location only he would know.
If their plan failed, at least the physical evidence might survive for the supply mission
arriving in sixteen days.



At 2330 hours, Mizuki received an unexpected message from Dr. Kapoor: Greene had
visited the medical bay, reviewing Huang's autopsy results and questioning Kapoor
extensively about the DNA evidence. More concerning, he had requested a complete
inventory of medical supplies—specifically focusing on sedatives and oxygen
deprivation treatments.

"He's covering his tracks," Alvarez said when she shared the message. "Or preparing
for another incident."

"Either way, we move tonight," Mizuki decided. "Is the data package ready?"

"Compiled and encrypted. Nakamura has the deep space array prepared for manual
override."

"Good. Now we need to get our timing message to Director Cheng without alerting
Greene or Chen in communications."

They devised a simple but effective approach—embedding coordinates and timing in a
routine administrative report, using a code based on supply inventory numbers that
Cheng would recognize from their Academy training together years ago.

At midnight, the plan began. Mizuki sent the coded message through official channels,
then made her way to Greene's quarters in the research section. As expected, the
doctor was still awake, reviewing files on his terminal.

"Commander," he said when she requested entry, not bothering to hide his surprise. "It's
rather late for an official visit."

"This isn't official," Mizuki replied, entering his quarters and ensuring the door closed
behind her. "l wanted to speak with you privately, colleague to colleague.”

Greene's quarters were spartan, with few personal touches aside from a small collection
of Earth photographs—mostly landscapes, no people. His medical equipment was
meticulously organized on a workstation, including several devices not standard to the
colony's inventory.

"How can | help you?" Greene asked, his tone carefully neutral.

"I've been reviewing the evidence in Huang's murder," Mizuki said. "Including the DNA
profile from under her fingernails."



Greene's expression didn't change, but his posture tensed slightly. "Dr. Chen mentioned
she was conducting comparisons. Has she identified a match?"

"That's what | wanted to discuss privately. The partial profile shows significant matching
markers with your DNA, Dr. Greene."

"That's impossible," he said immediately. "Unless the sample was contaminated during
collection or analysis."

"The sample was properly secured following standard evidence protocols." Mizuki
watched him carefully. "Of course, there could be an innocent explanation. Perhaps you
had contact with Huang shortly before her death? Something you forgot to mention?"

Greene's eyes narrowed fractionally. "I had no contact with Engineer Huang on the day
of her death. The DNA evidence must be flawed—not surprising given the limited
facilities here and the potential for cross-contamination.”

"Perhaps. But combined with other evidence—your arm injury, your convenient
appointment to lead the investigation, your efforts to discredit Renaud's confession—it
creates a concerning pattern."

"Commander Mizuki," Greene said, his voice hardening, "these insinuations are both
unprofessional and potentially slanderous. If you have actual evidence, present it
through proper channels. Otherwise, | suggest you focus on colony operations while |
conduct the official investigation."

Mizuki checked the time—Alvarez would be accessing the deep space array now, with
Nakamura running interference on the security systems. She needed to keep Greene
distracted for at least fifteen more minutes.

"There's also the matter of the soil samples," she continued. "Specifically, the bacteria
introduced to destroy evidence of microfossils. Highly specialized bacteria that only
someone with exobiology training could have engineered."

"Now you're being absurd," Greene said, though his right hand twitched slightly. "Those
samples were likely contaminated through improper handling. Mars is an unforgiving
environment for maintaining sterile conditions."

"The bacteria were engineered to target specific carbon compounds—precisely those
found in the structures Huang identified as potential microfossils. That's not random
contamination, Dr. Greene. That's deliberate evidence tampering."



Greene stood abruptly. "I think this conversation has gone far enough. As the appointed
investigator, I'll examine all evidence thoroughly, including these allegations. But | won't
be subjected to unofficial interrogation in my quarters at midnight."

"One last question," Mizuki said, remaining seated. "Why did Quantum send you
specifically? Your background is primarily in psychology and exobiology, not criminal
investigation. Unless they needed someone who could both identify and eliminate
evidence of Martian life."

Greene's professional facade cracked momentarily, revealing cold calculation beneath.
"You have no idea what's at stake, Commander. Earth is dying—overpopulated,
resource-depleted, politically fragmented. Mars represents humanity's only viable future.
Delay terraforming by decades for some microbial fossils? Billions would lose their
chance at a fresh start."

"That's almost exactly what Renaud said," Mizuki noted. "Were those Quantum's talking
points, or did you develop that justification together?"

"We're done here," Greene said flatly. "Leave now, or I'll report this harassment to
Mission Control."

Mizuki checked the time again—the transmission window would be opening in five
minutes. She needed to keep Greene occupied just a little longer.

"Before | go, you should know we've transmitted a complete evidence package to
Mission Control through channels Quantum doesn't monitor. Director Cheng is
personally receiving the data, including your DNA match to evidence from the crime
scene."

It was a calculated risk—revealing their plan might prompt countermeasures, but it
might also provoke Greene into revealing more than he intended.

The gambit worked. Greene's expression darkened with genuine alarm. "You're bluffing.
All transmissions go through the communications center. Officer Chen would have
notified me of any unusual activity."

"Not all transmissions," Mizuki said. "The deep space array can be reconfigured for
Earth communication on frequencies outside standard monitoring."

Greene reached for his communicator, but Mizuki continued: "By now, the evidence is
already transmitting. DNA profiles, Renaud's confession implicating you, Huang's
complete research on the microfossils, and documentation of evidence tampering. Even



if you stop the transmission now, enough will reach Earth to launch a formal
investigation."

Greene's calculated demeanor dissolved completely. "You fool. Do you think Quantum
doesn't have contingencies? The board has invested too much to let this colony fail over
scientific sentimentality.”

"Is that why you killed Huang? Scientific sentimentality?"

"Huang was going to destroy everything we've worked for," Greene snapped. "Years of
planning, trillions in investment, humanity's future on Mars—all jeopardized because
she found some fossilized microbes in the soil. She wouldn't listen to reason, wouldn't
consider the bigger picture."

"So you and Renaud decided to silence her."

"Isabelle understood the stakes. She approached me after Huang showed her the
findings. We agreed the discovery needed to be contained." Greene's expression was
cold, justified. "It was supposed to look like an accident—a simple oxygen deprivation
during maintenance. But Huang fought back unexpectedly. Scratched my arm. Things
got... messy."

"And afterward? The sabotage attempts? The contaminated samples?"

"Necessary precautions. This colony exists because of Quantum's investment. The
board won't allow microbes that have been dead for millions of years to derail
humanity's expansion to Mars." Greene checked his own watch. "And neither will |."

He tapped his communicator. "Wexler, execute Protocol Omega immediately.
Authorization Greene-Seven-Alpha-Nine."

Before Mizuki could react, the colony's emergency alarms activated—a piercing wail
signaling atmospheric breach. The lights shifted to emergency red, and the automated
system announced: "Warning. Oxygen system failure detected in multiple sections. All
personnel report to emergency stations. This is not a drill."

Greene smiled coldly. "Contingency planning, Commander. If evidence reaches Earth,
create sufficient chaos to prevent verification. The modified oxygen protocols Huang
developed? They include a backdoor that allows controlled system failures. Nothing
fatal—just disruptive enough to necessitate emergency protocols and system resets."

Mizuki's communicator burst with emergency messages from throughout the colony.
Nakamura reporting pressure fluctuations in the life support systems. Alvarez unable to



complete the transmission due to emergency protocols automatically shutting down
non-essential systems, including the deep space array.

"You've endangered the entire colony," Mizuki said, rising to her feet.

"Temporarily inconvenienced it," Greene corrected. "The systems will stabilize in
approximately thirty minutes—after your transmission window has closed. By then,
security protocols will have wiped all non-standard communications from the buffer."

He gestured to the door. "Now, | believe you have an emergency to manage,
Commander. We can continue our discussion about your unauthorized investigation and
abuse of resources afterward—through official channels, of course."

Mizuki had no choice but to respond to the colony-wide emergency. As she hurried
toward Environmental Control, she contacted Alvarez on a secure channel.

"Did the transmission complete?"

"Partial," he replied, his voice tight with tension. "Approximately 70% of the data
package transmitted before the emergency shutdown. No way to know exactly what got
through."

"It will have to be enough," Mizuki said. "Meet me in Environmental Control. And
Carlos? Watch your back. Greene has shown his hand—he's more dangerous than we
thought.”

The colony was in controlled chaos, colonists following emergency protocols while
engineering teams addressed the oxygen fluctuations. In Environmental Control,
Nakamura and his staff worked frantically to stabilize the systems.

"It's a sophisticated attack," he told Mizuki when she arrived. "Huang's efficiency
algorithms were modified to include remote override capabilities. Someone activated
them from within our network."

"Can you counter it?"

"Already working on it. I've isolated critical systems and we're implementing manual
overrides." Nakamura looked exhausted but determined. "We'll have stable life support
in twenty minutes, but the damage to auxiliary systems will take longer to repair.”

Alvarez joined them, his expression grim. "Greene is in Communications, monitoring all
transmissions. Wexler is with him. They're sending an emergency update to Earth



reporting system failures requiring 'immediate implementation of Quantum's recovery
protocols."

"They're using the emergency they created to justify taking more control," Mizuki
realized. "Classic crisis exploitation."

The situation was deteriorating rapidly. Greene had outmaneuvered them, using colony
safety systems against them while positioning himself to assume greater authority. Their
partial transmission to Earth might eventually bear fruit, but in the meantime, Greene
and Wexler were consolidating power.

"We need to regain control of communications," Mizuki said. "And we need to secure
Renaud before Greene can reach her. She's the only witness who can directly implicate
him."

"Medical bay is in lockdown due to the emergency," Alvarez reported. "Dr. Chen is with
Renaud and Kapoor. Greene can't access them without overriding medical protocols."

"That won't stop him for long," Mizuki said. "Nakamura, how quickly can you restore
independent communication capability?"

"The backup system in the maintenance hub wasn't affected by the shutdown. It's low
bandwidth, but it could transmit text and basic data to Earth."

"Do it. We need to send confirmation to Director Cheng that Greene has escalated to
actively endangering the colony." Mizuki turned to Alvarez. "Meanwhile, | want security
teams at all critical junctions. Greene and Wexler may try to expand this 'emergency’ if
their initial plan fails."

As they implemented these measures, Mizuki's communicator signaled an incoming
colony-wide announcement. Greene's voice filled the system:

"Attention all colonists. This is Dr. Marcus Greene, acting under emergency authority
granted by Mission Control. We are experiencing critical system failures potentially
linked to sabotage. Evidence suggests unauthorized modifications to life support
systems by persons attempting to cover up their involvement in Engineer Huang's
death. All personnel are instructed to remain in secure locations while security teams
address the situation. Commander Mizuki has been temporarily relieved of duty pending
investigation into these security breaches. All section heads will report directly to me
until this emergency is resolved. Greene out."

The audacity of the move was breathtaking—using the chaos he had created to publicly
undermine Mizuki's authority and position himself as the colony's savior.



"He can't do that," Nakamura said, outraged. "Only Mission Control can relieve a colony
commander, and even then only after formal procedures."

"He's counting on confusion and the communication delay to Earth to establish de facto
control," Mizuki said. "By the time Mission Control can respond, he'll have consolidated
his position."

She activated her commander's override, broadcasting to all colony sections: "This is
Commander Mizuki. Dr. Greene's announcement is unauthorized and invalid. The
current emergency was artificially created through sabotage of life support systems by
Dr. Greene and Mr. Wexler, as part of their effort to cover up Engineer Huang's murder
and evidence of potential Martian microbial life. All section heads will continue normal
chain of command. Security teams will apprehend Greene and Wexler for endangering
colony safety. Mizuki out."

The battle lines were now clearly drawn. Within minutes, the colony would divide
between those following Mizuki's legitimate authority and those swayed by Greene's
claims and Quantum's influence.

"We need to secure three key areas immediately," Mizuki told Alvarez and Nakamura.
"Medical bay to protect Renaud, Communications to restore contact with Earth, and
Environmental Control to fully stabilize life support.”

"Security teams are already moving to secure Medical and Environmental," Alvarez
reported. "But Communications is under Greene's direct control with armed Quantum
security personnel."

"Then we'll need to establish alternative communication channels," Mizuki decided.
"Nakamura, how soon can the maintenance hub system be ready?"

"Ten minutes for basic text transmission."

"Do it. Our priority is getting confirmation to Earth that Greene has attempted a coup
during an emergency he created." Mizuki checked the colony status displays. "Oxygen
levels are stabilizing in most sections. Focus resources on critical areas first."

Her communicator signaled—Dr. Chen from Medical. "Commander, Greene has
dispatched security to transfer Renaud to the research facility. They're claiming medical
emergency protocols."

"Deny access," Mizuki ordered. "Barricade if necessary. Security teams are en route to
support you."



As she coordinated the colony's response to Greene's attempted takeover, Mizuki
realized they had entered uncharted territory. The first murder on Mars had escalated
into the first coup attempt on another planet—with the fate of potential evidence of
extraterrestrial life hanging in the balance.

The next few hours would determine not just who controlled the colony, but the future of
humanity's relationship with Mars itself.

Three hours into what colonists were already calling "The Martian Standoff," Mizuki
surveyed the colony's status from the emergency operations center they'd established
in the maintenance hub. Digital displays showed the distribution of personnel and
control of key systems throughout Perseverance Colony.

The situation had stabilized into territorial control: Mizuki's forces secured
Environmental Control, Medical, and the maintenance hub; Greene and Wexler held
Communications, Administration, and the research facilities. Other areas remained
contested or neutral, with colonists following emergency protocols while awaiting
resolution.

"Oxygen systems are fully stabilized," Nakamura reported. "We've implemented manual
overrides that can't be accessed remotely. Basic life support is secure regardless of
what Greene attempts next."

"What about communications with Earth?" Mizuki asked.

"The backup system is operational," Alvarez said, indicating a cobbled-together array of
equipment. "Low bandwidth, but sufficient for text transmission. We've sent three
updates to Mission Control with evidence of Greene's actions. Given the light-speed
delay, we should receive initial responses within the hour."

"And Renaud?"

"Secure in Medical with Dr. Chen and a security team. Greene has attempted twice to
claim medical authority for her transfer. We've denied access."

Mizuki nodded, considering their next steps. With thirty-four minutes of light-speed delay
for round-trip communication, Earth's ability to intervene was limited. They needed to
resolve the situation internally before Greene could further endanger the colony.

"What's Greene's current status?"



"He's fortified in Communications with Wexler and seven personnel loyal to Quantum,”
Alvarez reported. "They're sending continuous updates to Earth portraying you as
mentally unstable and claiming evidence of your involvement in Huang's death."

"Classic projection," Nakamura muttered. "Accuse others of what you've done yourself."

"They're also attempting to access environmental controls through backup systems,"
Alvarez continued. "So far unsuccessful, but they're persistent.”

Rodriguez entered the operations center, looking exhausted but determined.
"Commander, I've completed analysis of the uncontaminated soil samples. The results
confirm Lifen's findings—microfossil structures consistent with cellular organisms, plus
trace moisture with complex organic compounds."

"Have you documented everything securely?"

"Triple redundancy, encrypted files stored in separate locations." Rodriguez handed her
a data chip. "This contains the complete analysis, including comparison with Earth
organisms to rule out contamination. It's conclusive, Commander—we've found
evidence of indigenous Martian life."

Under normal circumstances, this confirmation would have been a historic moment
celebrated throughout the colony and back on Earth. Instead, they were fighting to
prevent the discovery from being suppressed by corporate interests willing to murder to
protect their investments.

"Add this to our next transmission to Mission Control," Mizuki instructed Alvarez. "And
prepare a package for general broadcast to scientific authorities on Earth if our situation
deteriorates."

Her communicator signaled an incoming message—from Philip Wexler, requesting a
private channel. Mizuki activated the connection but kept it on speaker for her team to
monitor.

"Commander Mizuki," Wexler began, his corporate smoothness intact despite the crisis.
"This situation has escalated unnecessarily. I'm reaching out to suggest a compromise
that would restore colony operations while we await Mission Control's formal
intervention."

"I'm listening, Mr. Wexler."

"Dr. Greene and | propose a temporary power-sharing arrangement. You retain authority
over life support and habitation sections; we maintain control of research facilities and



communications. All evidence related to Engineer Huang's death and her scientific
findings would be secured jointly until Earth authorities can review them directly."

The offer was designed to sound reasonable while actually preserving Greene and
Wexler's ability to control information reaching Earth.

"That's an interesting proposal," Mizuki replied carefully. "However, | have concerns
about joint evidence custody given Dr. Greene's direct implication in Huang's murder
and the attempted coverup.”

"Those are unsubstantiated allegations," Wexler countered smoothly. "Dr. Greene has
authorized me to inform you that he's willing to submit to DNA testing conducted by
neutral third parties when the supply mission arrives. In the meantime, continued
division endangers the entire colony."

"Mr. Wexler, let me be direct. We have confirmed DNA evidence linking Dr. Greene to
Huang's murder, a confession from his accomplice Dr. Renaud, and documentation of
his sabotage of colony systems. Your 'compromise' appears designed to enable further
evidence tampering while presenting a facade of cooperation."

Wexler's tone hardened. "Then perhaps a different approach. Quantum Aerospace has
invested trillions in this colony, Commander. The board is extremely concerned about
recent developments. They've authorized me to implement emergency protocols that
would temporarily suspend certain non-essential operations to preserve critical
infrastructure."

"Are you threatening to cut off resources to parts of the colony, Mr. Wexler?"

"I'm discussing contingency planning for extended crisis scenarios. Quantum's primary
responsibility is ensuring the colony's long-term viability, even if that requires difficult
short-term decisions."

The threat was clear: either accept their terms, or Quantum would begin restricting
resources to areas under Mizuki's control.

"I'll consider your proposal and respond within the hour," Mizuki said, buying time. "In
the meantime, | expect all current colony services to remain operational as required by
the Mars Treaty and Quantum's contractual obligations."

After ending the transmission, Mizuki turned to her team. "Nakamura, how vulnerable
are we to resource restrictions?"



"Water and power systems are decentralized—they can't easily cut off specific
sections," the engineer replied. "Food supplies are more vulnerable. The primary
storage facilities are in Administration, which they control. We have emergency rations
for approximately two weeks in sections we secure."

"And oxygen generation?"

"Split between multiple facilities. We control two out of five oxygen farms, which is
sufficient for basic life support but not optimal functioning."

Mizuki considered their options. "They're trying to force a stalemate until Earth
responds, hoping Quantum's influence with the oversight committee will favor their
narrative."

"Which it might," Alvarez noted grimly. "Corporations have overruled scientific concerns
before when ftrillions are at stake."

"Then we need to resolve this before Earth can intervene with a political compromise,”
Mizuki decided. "We need to apprehend Greene and secure definitive evidence of both
the murder and the Martian microfossils."

"A direct assault on Communications would be risky," Alvarez cautioned. "They're
well-positioned and potentially armed."

"Not an assault," Mizuki said. "A strategic operation. Greene's primary advantage is
control of official communication channels with Earth. If we can neutralize that
advantage, his position weakens significantly."

Their planning was interrupted by an incoming transmission from Earth—Mission
Control's response to their earlier messages. The text appeared on their makeshift
communication system:

PRIORITY TRANSMISSION: MISSION CONTROL TO COMMANDER MIZUKI

Received fragmented evidence transmission via deep space array. Situation unclear but
extremely concerning. Dr. Greene's appointment as investigator placed on hold pending
clarification. Quantum representatives demanding intervention but oversight committee
requiring additional information before action.

Supply mission accelerated, now departing in 72 hours with security personnel and
independent investigators. Until arrival (estimated 16 days), maintain operational status
quo. Avoid further escalation if possible.



If colony division continues, both parties instructed to secure and preserve all evidence
related to Engineer Huang's death and scientific discoveries. Independent verification
will be priority upon arrival of supply mission.

Transmit status updates every six hours. Director Cheng personally monitoring situation.
END TRANSMISSION

"Sixteen days is too long," Rodriguez said after reading the message. "Greene and
Wexler will find ways to destroy or contaminate the remaining evidence before then."

"And 'maintain operational status quo' essentially freezes the current division of the
colony," Alvarez added. "Which works in their favor since they control communications
and can shape Earth's perception of events."

"Mission Control is trying to be diplomatic," Mizuki said. "But they don't understand the
full situation—Greene has already demonstrated willingness to endanger the colony to
protect Quantum's interests. We can't wait sixteen days for intervention."

Her communicator signaled again—Dr. Chen from Medical, her voice tense:
"Commander, we have a situation. Dr. Renaud's condition is deteriorating rapidly.
Symptoms consistent with poisoning. Dr. Kapoor is treating her, but we lack certain
equipment and medications."

"Poisoning? How is that possible?"

"Unknown. She was stable until approximately forty minutes ago, then began
experiencing respiratory distress and neurological symptoms. Dr. Kapoor suspects a
delayed-release toxin administered before her transfer to Medical."

Another calculated move by Greene—eliminating the one witness who could directly
implicate him in Huang's murder.

"What do you need for treatment?" Mizuki asked.

"Specific antitoxins stored in the research facility pharmaceutical supply," Chen replied.
"Dr. Kapoor has identified the likely toxin based on symptoms, but we don't have the
appropriate countermeasures in the main Medical inventory."

"And Greene controls access to the research pharmaceuticals," Mizuki noted grimly.
"Chen, do everything possible with available resources. We'll find a way to obtain the
antitoxins."



After ending the communication, Mizuki turned to her team. "We need those
medications. Renaud is not only a key witness but a human being requiring medical
care regardless of her actions."

"Greene won't release them willingly," Alvarez said. "He wants her silenced
permanently.”

"Then we need to access the research facility without his cooperation." Mizuki studied
the colony layout displayed on their screens. "Options?"

Nakamura pointed to a maintenance access route. "There's a service tunnel connecting
Environmental Control to the research section, designed for emergency repair access.
It's narrow and not designed for personnel transfer, but it's navigable."

"Security systems?" Mizuki asked.

"Minimal. It wasn't considered a potential breach point since it requires access to
already-secured areas on both ends."

"Rodriguez, you're familiar with the research facility layout. Could you locate the
pharmaceuticals if you gained access?"

The engineer nodded. "Yes. I've assisted Lifen there several times. The secure
medications are in a storage room adjacent to the main laboratory."

"Good. Alvarez, prepare a small team—two security personnel with medical training.
Rodriguez will guide them through the maintenance tunnel to retrieve the antitoxins."
Mizuki checked the time. "We have approximately one hour before | respond to Wexler's
‘compromise’ proposal. By then, | want those medications secured and a plan in place
to resolve this standoff."

As Alvarez and Rodriguez departed to prepare the medical retrieval mission, Mizuki
received another incoming transmission—this one directly from Dr. Greene on a private
channel.

"Commander Mizuki," Greene began, his voice clinically calm. "l understand Dr. Renaud
is experiencing a medical crisis. Unfortunate timing, considering her value as a witness
in your allegations against me."

"Did you poison her, Dr. Greene? Like you murdered Huang?"



"l had no access to Renaud after her transfer to Medical," Greene replied smoothly.
"Though | find it interesting that you immediately assume foul play rather than
considering her psychological state. Guilt can manifest physically, Commander."

"What do you want, Greene?"

"To offer assistance. | have access to the medications Dr. Kapoor likely needs for
treatment. I'm prepared to provide them in exchange for a reasonable
accommodation—your agreement to joint custody of all evidence until the supply
mission arrives, with equal access for both parties."

The offer was as calculating as it was cruel—using Renaud's life as leverage to gain
access to the evidence they had secured.

"That's remarkably convenient," Mizuki said. "Renaud is poisoned, and you just happen
to have the cure in exchange for access to evidence that implicates you in murder."

"I'm simply offering a humanitarian solution to an unfortunate medical situation," Greene
replied. "The choice is yours, Commander. Joint evidence custody in exchange for
life-saving medication, or maintain your position and watch your key witness die. You
have thirty minutes to decide."

After the transmission ended, Mizuki contacted Alvarez to accelerate the retrieval
mission. They couldn't afford to wait—or to accept Greene's manipulative offer.

While the team prepared, she reviewed the evidence they had assembled. The DNA
match linking Greene to Huang's murder was compelling but not absolutely conclusive
without additional verification. Renaud's testimony was crucial to establishing the
conspiracy and Quantum's involvement.

Equally important were the soil samples and analysis confirming Huang's discovery of
potential Martian life. If this evidence reached Earth intact, it would force a complete
reassessment of the terraforming program regardless of Quantum's preferences.

Her communicator signaled—Alvarez reporting that the retrieval team was entering the
maintenance tunnel. They would reach the research facility in approximately fifteen
minutes, if they encountered no obstacles.

Meanwhile, Nakamura had been monitoring colony systems. "Commander, I'm
detecting unusual activity in the atmospheric processing center. Someone is attempting
to override the safety protocols we implemented."

"Greene trying another approach to pressure us," Mizuki said. "Can you block it?"



"Already implementing countermeasures, but they're persistent." Nakamura looked
concerned. "They're specifically targeting carbon dioxide scrubbers in sections under
our control. If successful, they could gradually increase CO: levels to uncomfortable but
non-lethal levels."

"Creating conditions that would push colonists to seek relief in areas they control,"
Mizuki realized. "Classic siege tactics."

Her thirty minutes were nearly up when Alvarez reported success—the retrieval team
had secured the necessary medications and was returning through the maintenance
tunnel. They would reach Medical within ten minutes.

Rather than respond directly to Greene's ultimatum, Mizuki prepared a colony-wide
announcement. If Greene and Wexler were attempting to shape the narrative, she
needed to counter with facts that all colonists could evaluate.

"Attention all Perseverance Colony personnel," she began, broadcasting through all
available channels. "This is Commander Mizuki with a status update on current events.
Approximately four hours ago, Dr. Marcus Greene and Philip Wexler attempted to seize
control of colony operations by creating an artificial life support emergency and falsely
claiming Mission Control had removed me from command."

She continued with a concise summary of the evidence: Huang's discovery of potential
Martian life, the DNA evidence linking Greene to her murder, Renaud's confession, and
the subsequent attempts to destroy evidence and endanger the colony.

"Mission Control has confirmed receipt of our evidence transmission and is dispatching
an independent investigation team that will arrive in sixteen days. Until then, | remain
the lawful commander of this colony and will take all necessary measures to ensure
your safety and preserve the scientific discovery that Engineer Huang gave her life to
protect."

She concluded with a direct appeal: "To those currently following Dr. Greene and Mr.
Wexler's instructions: you are not considered hostile, but misled. You will face no
repercussions for returning to standard chain of command. Our disagreement is not with
you, but with those who have placed corporate interests above human life and scientific
truth."

The transmission complete, Mizuki waited for the inevitable response from Greene. It
came moments later—not as a private communication, but as a competing colony-wide
broadcast.



"Colonists of Perseverance, this is Dr. Marcus Greene. Commander Mizuki's allegations
are the desperate actions of an officer under extreme psychological strain. The
evidence she claims to possess has been manipulated to support her increasingly
paranoid narrative."

Greene's voice remained professionally calm, the practiced tone of a physician
addressing concerned patients. "The oversight committee is fully aware of the situation
and has authorized me to maintain colony functionality until independent verification can
resolve these unfortunate accusations. Mr. Wexler and | have offered multiple
compromises to restore normal operations, all rejected by Commander Mizuki and her
supporters."

He concluded with his own appeal: "l ask all colonists to consider which approach better
serves our mission—continued division based on unproven allegations, or cooperative
management while we await Earth's formal intervention. Your safety remains our
highest priority."

The competing narratives would force every colonist to choose sides based on their
assessment of the evidence and their trust in colony leadership. The outcome would
depend largely on which version seemed more credible to those not directly involved in
the investigation.

Mizuki's communicator signaled—the retrieval team had delivered the medications to
Medical, and Dr. Kapoor was administering treatment to Renaud. It would take time to
determine if the intervention was successful, but they had at least given her a fighting
chance.

"Commander," Nakamura called from his monitoring station, "we're receiving an
emergency transmission from Earth on the backup channel. Priority override."

The message appeared on their screen:
EMERGENCY DIRECTIVE: ALL PERSEVERANCE COLONY PERSONNEL

Evidence received regarding potentially indigenous Martian microbial structures
requires immediate preservation action under Mars Treaty Section 7. All terraforming
activities affecting western excavation site SUSPENDED pending independent
verification.

By authority of International Oversight Committee and UN Space Authority, Commander
Mizuki retains full operational control of Perseverance Colony. Dr. Marcus Greene and
Philip Wexler are relieved of all authority pending investigation.



Supply mission departing within 24 hours with security personnel and independent
investigators. All evidence related to Engineer Huang's death and scientific discoveries
to be secured under Commander Mizuki's authority until arrival.

Confirmation of receipt required from ALL section heads within one hour.
Director Cheng, Mission Control

The directive represented a clear victory—Earth had received enough of their evidence
transmission to understand the significance of Huang's discovery and the threat posed
by Greene and Wexler.

"Broadcast this to all colony sections immediately," Mizuki ordered. "And prepare for
Greene's response. He won't surrender control willingly, especially now that Earth has
officially sided against Quantum's interests."

As they implemented these instructions, Mizuki considered their next steps. The
emergency directive would sway neutral colonists and likely some of those currently
following Greene. But the core Quantum loyalists, particularly those directly involved in
Huang's murder and the coverup attempt, would recognize that their only remaining
option was escalation.

The standoff had entered its most dangerous phase—the point where those with
nothing left to lose might take desperate measures to avoid accountability.

The emergency directive from Earth changed the colony's dynamic immediately. Within
an hour, three section heads who had been following Greene's instructions reported to
Mizuki, acknowledging her authority and providing access to their systems. Colonists
who had remained neutral began openly supporting the commander's position, and
security teams were able to expand their control to additional areas.

Only the Communications center and adjacent research facilities remained firmly under
Greene and Wexler's control, with approximately twelve personnel still following their
leadership. Among these loyalists were several Quantum employees whose careers
and financial futures were directly tied to the corporation's Mars investments.

"They're cornered and they know it," Alvarez said during their strategy session. "Which
makes them unpredictable and dangerous."

"Have they responded to the directive?" Mizuki asked.

"No official response. They've locked down Communications and implemented
additional security measures on their systems." Alvarez brought up surveillance footage



showing barricades at access points to their controlled areas. "They're preparing for a
siege."

"Or buying time to destroy evidence," Rodriguez suggested. "Particularly anything
linking Greene directly to Huang's murder or Quantum executives to the coverup
attempt."

Nakamura had been monitoring colony systems continuously. "They've ceased attempts
to interfere with life support, but they're consuming resources at an accelerated
rate—particularly water and power in the research facilities."

"What could require that much power?" Mizuki wondered.

"Mass data processing," Rodriguez said immediately. "If they're destroying digital
evidence, they might be running continuous system wipes and rewrites to prevent data
recovery."

The assessment made tactical sense. With Earth now officially supporting Mizuki,
Greene and Wexler would focus on eliminating evidence that could lead to criminal
charges once the supply mission arrived with independent investigators.

"What about Renaud?" Mizuki asked. "Any improvement?"

"Dr. Kapoor reports she's stabilized," Alvarez said. "The antitoxin is working, but she's
still in serious condition. Unlikely to regain consciousness for at least twenty-four hours."

Their planning was interrupted by an incoming communication request—from Philip
Wexler, requesting a private channel with Mizuki. She accepted but kept her team
present.

"Commander," Wexler began, his corporate diplomat persona firmly in place despite the
circumstances. "I'm reaching out to discuss an orderly resolution to our current
situation."

"The resolution seems clear, Mr. Wexler. Earth has issued a directive. You and Dr.
Greene are relieved of authority pending investigation."

"Yes, we've received that communication." Wexler's tone remained measured.
"However, there are practical considerations that might benefit from negotiation rather
than strict enforcement.”

"I'm listening."



"Dr. Greene and | are prepared to acknowledge your operational authority and transfer
control of remaining systems, with certain accommodations for our security concerns."

"What kind of accommodations?"

"First, guaranteed safe passage for Quantum personnel to secure areas until the supply
mission arrives. Second, amnesty for those who followed instructions during this
unfortunate misunderstanding. And third, a joint statement to Earth emphasizing
cooperation and shared commitment to scientific integrity."

The offer was clearly designed to protect Quantum's corporate interests while creating
distance between the company and Greene's actions. Wexler was attempting to position
the standoff as a misunderstanding rather than a deliberate coverup of murder and
scientific suppression.

"Those terms might be acceptable," Mizuki said carefully, "with several conditions. All
evidence related to Engineer Huang's death and her scientific discoveries must be
surrendered intact. Dr. Greene must submit to formal arrest and confinement pending
the arrival of investigators. And all systems must be returned to normal operation
without any data deletion or modification."

Wexler's expression tightened slightly. "Your conditions are rather stringent,
Commander. Dr. Greene maintains his innocence and objects to confinement based on
unverified allegations."

"The DNA evidence and Dr. Renaud's testimony are quite convincing, Mr. Wexler. And
Greene's actions during this crisis—including the deliberate endangerment of colony
systems and the apparent poisoning of Renaud—have only strengthened the case
against him."

"Perhaps a compromise," Wexler suggested. "Dr. Greene agrees to restricted
movement within secured quarters, with monitoring but not formal confinement. In
exchange, Quantum personnel will assist in preserving all evidence for independent
review."

Mizuki recognized the offer for what it was—an attempt to maintain some control over
the evidence while creating the appearance of cooperation. Greene in "restricted
quarters" would still have opportunities to communicate with loyalists and potentially
influence evidence handling.

"l appreciate the offer, Mr. Wexler, but Earth's directive is clear. Dr. Greene is to be
relieved of all authority pending investigation. That includes appropriate security
measures to prevent evidence tampering or flight risk."



Wexler's professional facade slipped slightly. "Commander, let me be direct. The
situation has political and economic dimensions beyond this colony. Quantum
Aerospace has significant influence with multiple governments funding the Mars
program. While this directive represents the current position, diplomatic efforts are
already underway to modify Earth's approach."

"Are you suggesting Quantum will attempt to override the directive through political
pressure?"

"I'm suggesting that pragmatic compromise now might prevent more complicated
interventions later." Wexler leaned closer to the camera. "The discovery of microfossils,
while scientifically interesting, doesn't fundamentally alter humanity's need to terraform
Mars. Quantum is prepared to incorporate appropriate preservation measures into
future planning, but the overall project will continue."

"That's for scientific authorities to determine, not corporate executives," Mizuki replied.
"My responsibility is to secure evidence and maintain colony safety until independent
investigators arrive. Your choices are simple, Mr. Wexler—cooperate fully with the
directive, or face the consequences of continued resistance."

After a moment of tense silence, Wexler nodded slightly. "I'll discuss your position with
Dr. Greene and respond within the hour. In the meantime, | trust there will be no
aggressive actions against our current position?"

"None, provided colony systems remain unaffected and no evidence is destroyed."

After the transmission ended, Alvarez looked skeptical. "They're stalling. Probably
destroying evidence as we speak."

"Almost certainly," Mizuki agreed. "But the conversation reveals their strategy—they're
hoping to resolve this through political means once Earth-based executives can exert
pressure on the oversight committee."

"Can they do that?" Rodriguez asked. "Override the directive?"

"Possibly, given time and the right political climate," Mizuki acknowledged.
"Corporations have influenced scientific policy before, especially when trillions in
investment are at stake. But they need to survive the immediate crisis first."

"So what's our move?" Alvarez asked.



"While they're focused on negotiation and evidence destruction, we secure the one
thing they can't control remotely—the western excavation site where Huang found the
microfossils." Mizuki turned to Rodriguez. "Prepare an expedition. | want soil samples
from multiple depths, comprehensive documentation, and irrefutable evidence of the
microbial structures. If they destroy the digital records, we'll provide fresh physical
evidence that can't be denied."

"That's brilliant," Nakamura said. "Even if they manage to destroy all current evidence,
new samples from the site would restart the scientific process."

"Exactly. And under the Mars Treaty, once potential indigenous life is officially
documented, the area receives automatic protection regardless of corporate interests."
Mizuki turned to Alvarez. "Meanwhile, prepare a security team for potential entry into
Communications. If negotiations fail, we need to be ready to secure those systems by
other means."

As they implemented these plans, Dr. Chen reported from Medical that Renaud had
regained consciousness briefly and was asking to speak with Mizuki. Though still weak,
she was insistent about providing additional information regarding Greene's involvement
in Huang's murder.

Mizuki made her way to Medical, where she found Renaud connected to monitoring
equipment, her complexion pale but her eyes alert. Dr. Kapoor stood nearby, checking
her vital signs.

"She's stable but fragile," he warned quietly. "Keep it brief."

Mizuki approached the bed. Despite everything Renaud had done—her role in Huang's
murder and the subsequent coverup attempts—Mizuki felt a complex mixture of anger
and pity. The scientist had betrayed her principles and taken a life, yet had nearly
become another victim herself.

"You wanted to speak with me," Mizuki said.

Renaud nodded weakly. "l need to tell you... everything. Before he tries again to silence
me."

"We're recording this conversation as evidence," Mizuki informed her. "Anything you say
may be used in formal proceedings."

"l understand." Renaud took a labored breath. "Greene didn't just help me Kill Lifen. It
was his plan from the beginning. When | showed him Lifen's findings about the



microfossils, he immediately contacted Quantum executives on Earth through their
private channel."

"When was this?"

"Three days before her death. The response came quickly—direct from Diane Lawson.
They instructed us to 'contain the situation by any means necessary.' Greene suggested
making it look like an accident during maintenance."

"And you agreed to this plan?"

Renaud's eyes filled with tears. "l believed we were protecting humanity's future on
Mars. Greene convinced me the discovery would set terraforming back decades,
condemning billions to remain on an overcrowded Earth." She paused, gathering
strength. "But after... after we did it, | realized we'd betrayed everything science stands
for. Greene didn't care about the ethics—only about Quantum's investment and his own
advancement."

"Tell me about the night Huang died."

"Greene sedated her first—a mild dose in her evening meal when she was working late.
Then we called her to the oxygen farm, claiming an urgent system issue. When she
arrived, already disoriented, Greene restrained her while I..." Renaud's voice faltered.
"While | adjusted the oxygen mixture in her maintenance suit. It should have looked like
equipment failure."

"But she fought back," Mizuki prompted.

"Yes. The sedative wasn't as effective as Greene expected. She struggled, scratched
his arm. In the confusion, her helmet seal was compromised more severely than
planned. Instead of gradual oxygen deprivation that might appear accidental, it
became... more violent." Renaud closed her eyes briefly. "I'll never forget her expression
when she realized what we were doing. The betrayal in her eyes."

"What happened afterward?"

"Greene took charge of eliminating evidence. He used Wexler's access codes to disable
security cameras, planted false maintenance logs, and later contaminated the soil
samples with engineered bacteria. He had prepared everything meticulously."

"And Wexler's involvement?"



"He knew afterward, not before. Greene informed him once it was done. Wexler was
angry about the method but agreed with the necessity. He helped coordinate the
coverup with Quantum executives."

"Do you have evidence of these communications?"

"Yes. Greene kept records of everything—insurance, he called it. They're stored on a
secure drive in his quarters, hidden in medical equipment. A modified diagnostic
scanner with expanded memory capacity."

This information could be crucial—direct evidence linking Quantum executives to the
coverup of Huang's murder would prevent them from simply sacrificing Greene while
protecting corporate interests.

"Why are you telling me this now?" Mizuki asked.

"Because Greene tried to kill me too." Renaud's expression hardened despite her
weakness. "The moment | became a liability, he poisoned me without hesitation. Just as
Quantum will discard him when convenient." She gripped Mizuki's hand with surprising
strength. "Lifen's discovery deserves to be known. Mars deserves to be studied, not just
exploited. | was wrong. Terribly, unforgivably wrong."

Dr. Kapoor approached, indicating Renaud needed rest. Mizuki thanked her for the
information and assured her that security would remain in place to protect her.

Outside the medical bay, Mizuki updated Alvarez on Renaud's statement, particularly
the information about evidence hidden in Greene's quarters.

"This changes our approach," she said. "We need to secure that evidence before
Greene realizes Renaud has regained consciousness."

"His quarters are in the research section, currently under their control," Alvarez noted.
"We'd need to breach their perimeter."

"Not necessarily. The maintenance access tunnel Nakamura identified could provide a
route. If we can reach Greene's quarters without alerting their security, we could retrieve
the evidence before they realize what we're doing."

While they developed this plan, Rodriguez prepared the expedition to the western
excavation site. He had assembled a small team with appropriate scientific expertise
and equipment to properly document and collect new samples of the
microfossil-containing soil.



"We're ready to depart in thirty minutes," he reported. "The journey to the site will take
approximately two hours using the exploration rovers. We'll need at least three hours for
comprehensive sampling and documentation."

"Proceed as planned," Mizuki authorized. "This expedition is now our highest scientific
priority. Whatever happens with Greene and Wexler, establishing irrefutable evidence of
Huang's discovery is essential."

As Rodriguez's team prepared for departure, Mizuki received the expected response
from Wexler. His expression was grave, his corporate polish showing signs of strain.

"Commander, I've discussed your position with Dr. Greene and must inform you that we
find your terms unacceptable under current circumstances. While we acknowledge
Earth's directive, we have reason to believe it was issued without full information
regarding colony conditions and the nature of Engineer Huang's scientific claims."

"That sounds like a rejection of lawful authority, Mr. Wexler."

"It's a request for appropriate process. Dr. Greene maintains his innocence and objects
to what amounts to pre-judgment without proper investigation. We propose maintaining
our current position until the supply mission arrives with independent investigators who
can assess all evidence objectively."

The response was expected but still disappointing. Greene and Wexler had chosen
resistance over cooperation, likely calculating that whatever evidence they could
destroy in the meantime would make prosecution more difficult once investigators
arrived.

"I'm sorry to hear that, Mr. Wexler. Earth's directive is not optional or subject to
negotiation. You and Dr. Greene are required to surrender authority and submit to
investigation. Failure to comply will be considered active obstruction of justice and
endangerment of colony operations."

"That's your interpretation, Commander. Ours differs." Wexler's tone hardened. "We will
maintain our position and continue necessary operations within our controlled areas.
Any attempt to forcibly access these sections will be considered hostile action and
responded to accordingly.”

After the transmission ended, Mizuki turned to her team. "They've made their choice.
Now we make ours. Alvarez, proceed with the evidence retrieval operation. Nakamura,
monitor all systems for any sign of sabotage or interference. | want hourly status reports
on life support, communications, and power distribution."



As these orders were implemented, Mizuki prepared a comprehensive update for Earth.
Even with the seventeen-minute transmission delay, keeping Mission Control fully
informed was essential to countering whatever narrative Quantum might be presenting
through their political channels.

The colony had divided into clear factions now. Most personnel recognized Mizuki's
legitimate authority, especially after Earth's directive. A small core of Quantum loyalists
remained with Greene and Wexler, either from corporate allegiance or fear of
implications in Huang's murder. The standoff had stabilized, but the underlying tensions
continued to build.

Outside the colony's protective structures, the rust-colored Martian landscape stretched
to the horizon, indifferent to human conflicts. Somewhere in that ancient soil lay
evidence of life that had existed long before humanity evolved—evidence that one
woman had died to protect and others had killed to suppress.

As Rodriguez's expedition departed for the western excavation site, Mizuki reflected on
the irony: humans had traveled 140 million miles to establish their first extraterrestrial
colony, only to bring their worst tendencies with them—greed, deception, and murder.
Yet they had also brought their best—scientific curiosity, courage, and the pursuit of
truth regardless of consequence.

The next few hours would determine which aspects of humanity would prevail on this
distant world.

Rodriguez's expedition to the western excavation site departed without incident, three
colonists in an exploration rover carrying scientific equipment and sample collection
materials. Meanwhile, Alvarez prepared a small team for the covert operation to retrieve
evidence from Greene's quarters, using the maintenance tunnel as their access route.

Mizuki monitored both operations from the command center they had established,
simultaneously managing communications with Earth and overseeing colony functions.
The situation had stabilized into an uneasy standoff, with both sides watching for the
other's next move.

"Rodriguez's team has cleared the colony perimeter," Nakamura reported, tracking their
progress on the digital map. "Estimated arrival at the western site in one hour fifty
minutes."

"Any reaction from Greene's faction?" Mizuki asked.

"Nothing obvious. They may not have noticed the rover's departure with their limited
surveillance capacity."



That was fortunate. If Greene realized they were collecting fresh evidence from the
excavation site, he might take more desperate measures to prevent its return to the
colony.

Alvarez's voice came through the secure channel: "Evidence team in position at
maintenance tunnel access point. Beginning entry procedure."

"Proceed with caution," Mizuki instructed. "Priority is the secure drive Renaud
described. Avoid confrontation if possible."

While these operations progressed, Mizuki received an urgent message from Dr.
Chen—Renaud's condition had deteriorated again, with symptoms suggesting the
antitoxin wasn't fully effective against whatever poison Greene had administered. Dr.
Kapoor was attempting alternative treatments, but the prognosis was uncertain.

The timing was suspicious. Renaud's statement implicating Greene and providing
information about hidden evidence had been recorded barely two hours ago. If Greene
somehow learned she had regained consciousness and spoken to Mizuki, he might
have triggered a secondary poisoning mechanism specifically to prevent her testimony
from reaching Earth.

"Increase security around Medical," Mizuki ordered. "No one enters without direct
authorization, regardless of credentials or claimed emergency."

As these security measures were implemented, Mizuki noticed unusual activity in the
colony's communication logs—a series of large data packets being transmitted to Earth
through Quantum's private channel. The transmissions had begun shortly after her
conversation with Wexler, suggesting they were sending something important enough to
justify the significant resource usage.

"Can we determine what they're transmitting?" she asked Chen, who was monitoring
communications from their command center.

"Not the specific content—their encryption is too sophisticated. But the packet structure
suggests compressed video or large technical files." Chen studied the data patterns.
"They're using maximum bandwidth allocation, which is unusual even for Quantum.
Whatever they're sending, it's high priority."

"Could they be transmitting accumulated surveillance footage? Building a case against
us?"



"Possibly, though that wouldn't require this much bandwidth. This looks more like
research data or comprehensive system backups."

The pattern suggested Greene and Wexler might be implementing a scorched-earth
approach—transmitting all valuable data to Earth before potentially destroying local
copies to prevent them from falling into Mizuki's hands.

Her analysis was interrupted by an update from Alvarez: "Team has successfully
accessed the maintenance tunnel. Proceeding toward research section. Minimal
security measures encountered so far."

"Understood. Maintain stealth protocol and report any resistance immediately."

Nakamura, who had been monitoring life support systems continuously, suddenly
straightened in his chair. "Commander, I'm detecting unusual activity in the atmospheric
processors for the research section. They're increasing oxygen concentration beyond
normal parameters."

"How high?" Mizuki asked, immediately concerned.

"Currently 27% and rising. Normal operational maximum is 23.5%." Nakamura's
expression was grim. "At these levels, fire risk increases exponentially.”

"They're creating conditions for rapid combustion," Mizuki realized. "Preparing to
destroy evidence through controlled fire."

It was a dangerous but effective approach. With elevated oxygen levels, even small
ignition sources could create rapidly spreading fires. The colony's fire suppression
systems would contain the blaze to affected sections, but anything inside would be
completely destroyed—including digital storage devices and physical evidence.

"Alert Alvarez immediately," Mizuki ordered. "His team is heading into a potential fire
trap. And prepare emergency response protocols for possible fire containment."

As these warnings were transmitted, Mizuki received another update from the
expedition to the western site. They had arrived ahead of schedule and begun initial
sampling procedures. Rodriguez reported that the area appeared undisturbed since
Huang's original collection, with clear stratification visible in the soil exposures they had
created.

This was promising news—if they could secure comprehensive new samples and
documentation, it would provide irrefutable evidence of Huang's discovery regardless of
what Greene destroyed inside the colony.



Alvarez's response came through moments later: "Understood the fire risk. Team is
proceeding with additional caution. We're approximately five minutes from access point
to research section."

"Be prepared for rapid extraction if necessary," Mizuki instructed. "If oxygen levels
continue rising, prioritize team safety over evidence retrieval."

The situation was escalating toward a critical decision point. If Greene and Wexler were
indeed preparing to destroy evidence through controlled fire, Mizuki needed to decide
whether to attempt emergency intervention—potentially risking confrontation and
personnel injuries—or allow the destruction while focusing on securing new evidence
from the excavation site.

Before she could fully analyze these options, Nakamura reported another concerning
development: "Commander, they've initiated full lockdown protocols in the research
section. All access points sealed, environmental systems isolated from main colony
controls."

"Can you override from here?"

"Negative. They've implemented physical disconnection of control systems. We have no
access to environmental parameters within those sections now."

This confirmed Mizuki's suspicions—Greene and Wexler were creating conditions for
evidence destruction while ensuring no outside intervention could prevent it.

"Alvarez, status update," she requested urgently.

"Team has reached access junction to research section," he reported. "But the
maintenance hatch is sealed from the other side—looks like recent welding. We can't
proceed without cutting equipment, which would alert them to our presence."

"Hold position and prepare for extraction," Mizuki ordered. "They're sealing all access
points in preparation for something significant."

As if in response to this assessment, Mizuki received an incoming transmission request
from Dr. Greene himself—the first direct communication since the standoff began. She
accepted the connection, keeping her expression neutral despite her concerns.

"Commander Mizuki," Greene began, his clinical demeanor firmly in place. "I'm
contacting you regarding an unfortunate but necessary security procedure we're
implementing in the research section."



"You mean the elevated oxygen levels and complete lockdown?" Mizuki replied. "Those
aren't security procedures, Dr. Greene. They're preparations for evidence destruction.”

Greene's expression didn't change. "I prefer to think of it as data protection. Certain
sensitive research materials require specialized handling to prevent misinterpretation or
premature distribution.”

"You're planning to destroy evidence of Huang's murder and her scientific discovery
through controlled fire."

"A rather dramatic characterization." Greene adjusted his position slightly, revealing a
glimpse of packed cases behind him. "We're simply securing proprietary Quantum
research according to established protocols for potential compromise situations."

Mizuki noticed the packed cases—they were preparing for more than just evidence
destruction. "Those protocols don't apply to evidence in a murder investigation, Dr.
Greene. Earth has issued clear directives regarding preservation of all materials related
to Huang's death and discovery."

"Directives based on incomplete and misleading information," Greene countered
smoothly. "When Quantum's board presents the full context to the oversight committee,
those directives will be appropriately modified. In the meantime, we're exercising our
contractual right to protect intellectual property developed under Quantum's research
mandate."

The conversation was clearly a delaying tactic, giving Greene and his team time to
complete whatever preparations they had begun. Mizuki decided to probe for additional
information while keeping him engaged.

"And what about Dr. Renaud? Was poisoning her also part of Quantum's intellectual
property protection?"

A flicker of genuine emotion crossed Greene's face before his clinical mask returned. "I
had nothing to do with Dr. Renaud's condition. Her psychological instability following
Huang's death likely led to self-harm behaviors—not uncommon in stress situations
involving guilt and confinement."

"She provided a full statement before her condition deteriorated again," Mizuki said,
watching carefully for his reaction. "Including details about evidence you've hidden in
your quarters and communications with Quantum executives regarding the coverup."



Greene's composure slipped momentarily, confirming Mizuki's suspicion that he hadn't
known about Renaud's statement. "Testimony from a confessed murderer suffering
psychological breakdown hardly constitutes reliable evidence, Commander. As a
medical professional, I'm surprised you would give it credence."

"The DNA evidence linking you to Huang's murder is quite credible, however. As is the
documented sabotage of colony systems following your appointment as investigator."

"Circumstantial connections that will be addressed through proper channels once
independent investigators arrive." Greene glanced at something off-camera. "Now, if
you'll excuse me, | have preparations to complete before our next communication with
Earth."

"Dr. Greene," Mizuki said firmly, "whatever you're planning will only compound your
existing crimes. Stand down and surrender to colony authority as directed by Mission
Control."

"l believe we have different interpretations of those directives, Commander. Greene
out."

As the transmission ended, Nakamura reported another concerning development:
"Oxygen concentration in research section now at 32% and stabilizing. They've
established conditions for rapid combustion without triggering automatic alarms."

"And Alvarez's team?"

"Withdrawing from the maintenance tunnel as instructed. They couldn't breach the
sealed access point without alerting Greene's security."

Mizuki considered their options. Direct intervention seemed increasingly risky and
potentially futile given the physical barriers Greene had established. Their best strategy
might be to focus on alternative evidence sources—particularly the expedition currently
collecting fresh samples from the western site.

"Update from Rodriguez," Nakamura reported. "They've completed initial sampling and
documentation. Preliminary analysis confirms presence of structures consistent with
Huang's reported microfossils. They're expanding the collection area to establish
distribution patterns."

This was the first piece of good news in hours. If Rodriguez's team could secure
comprehensive evidence from the original discovery site, it would undermine Greene's
efforts to destroy existing documentation within the colony.



"Tell them to prioritize quality documentation and secure sample containment," Mizuki
instructed. "And prepare for immediate return once collection is complete. | want those
samples secure before Greene realizes what we're doing."

As these instructions were relayed, Alvarez rejoined them in the command center, his
expression grim after the failed attempt to access Greene's quarters.

"They've fortified thoroughly," he reported. "All access points sealed, internal sensors
active. Whatever they're planning, they've created a secure enclave to do it."

"And they've established conditions for rapid fire propagation," Mizuki noted. "The
question is what exactly they intend to burn, and when."

"There's something else," Alvarez added. "On our return through the maintenance
tunnel, we detected unusual vibrations from the research section—consistent with
equipment being moved or reconfigured. Heavy equipment.”

This aligned with the packed cases Mizuki had glimpsed behind Greene during their
conversation. "They're not just destroying evidence. They're preparing for something
else."

Their analysis was interrupted by an urgent alert from colony perimeter sensors—an
unauthorized access attempt at the western airlock, the one nearest to Greene's
controlled sections.

"Security camera feed from western access corridor," Nakamura said, bringing the
image onto their main display.

The footage showed two Quantum personnel in full Mars surface suits, attempting to
bypass the airlock controls. They appeared to be preparing for extravehicular activity
without proper authorization or notification.

"Are they trying to escape?" Alvarez wondered.

"Not escape," Mizuki realized, the pieces suddenly connecting. "Intercept. They know
about Rodriguez's expedition to the western site. They're going to try to prevent those
samples from returning to the colony."

The timing couldn't be coincidental. Greene must have detected the rover's departure
despite their precautions, or perhaps had been monitoring the western site anticipating
they might attempt to collect fresh evidence.



"Alert Rodriguez immediately," Mizuki ordered. "Tell them to accelerate collection and
prepare for possible hostiles. And dispatch a security team to the western
airlock—prevent that unauthorized EVA by any means necessary."

As these orders were implemented, Mizuki received another update from
Medical—Renaud's condition had stabilized again, but she remained unconscious. Dr.
Kapoor had identified the likely toxin as a sophisticated compound designed to cause
gradual neurological damage while evading standard treatment protocols. It suggested
premeditation and specialized knowledge—further evidence of Greene's involvement in
her poisoning.

The security team reached the western airlock just as the Quantum personnel were
completing their exit procedure. A tense standoff ensued, visible on the security feeds.

"They're claiming authorized research activity," reported the security team leader.
"Refusing to abort the EVA despite direct orders."

"Override the airlock cycle," Mizuki instructed. "Security priority Alpha."

The override engaged, halting the depressurization sequence and effectively trapping
the Quantum personnel in the airlock chamber. They responded with visible frustration,
one attempting to manually override the controls while the other communicated urgently
through their suit system—presumably reporting the intervention to Greene.

"Maintain containment," Mizuki ordered the security team. "No one exits the colony
without explicit authorization from me, regardless of claimed research priorities."

With the immediate threat to Rodriguez's expedition contained, Mizuki returned her
attention to the research section where Greene and Wexler were preparing their
evidence destruction. The oxygen concentration remained at dangerous levels, and
thermal sensors detected increased heat signatures in several laboratories—consistent
with equipment being operated at high capacity.

"They're processing something," Nakamura observed. "Running multiple systems
simultaneously, generating significant heat."

"Mass data deletion," Alvarez suggested. "Overwriting storage systems to prevent
recovery."

"And creating conditions where an 'accidental’ fire could be blamed on equipment
overheating," Mizuki added. "Giving them plausible deniability for evidence destruction."



The situation was approaching a critical point. Greene and Wexler had established
conditions for destroying evidence while attempting to intercept the expedition collecting
fresh samples. Their actions suggested increasing desperation—and potentially
increasing danger to the colony as a whole.

Mizuki's communicator signaled with an incoming transmission from Earth—Mission
Control responding to her latest update. The message was brief but significant:

Commander Mizuki: Independent analysis of transmitted data confirms potential
biological structures in Martian soil samples. Oversight Committee has issued
preservation order for western excavation site under Mars Treaty Section 7.1. Supply
mission launch accelerated, now departing in 12 hours with security contingent and
independent investigators.

Be advised: Quantum Aerospace representatives are challenging directive through legal
channels but compliance remains mandatory pending resolution. Maintain evidence
security at all costs. Director Cheng.

The message confirmed Earth's support for Mizuki's position while warning of
Quantum's continued efforts to undermine the investigation through political and legal
means. The accelerated supply mission was welcome news, but it would still take fifteen
days to reach Mars—fifteen days during which Greene and his loyalists might take
increasingly desperate measures.

"Update from Rodriguez," Nakamura reported. "Sample collection complete. Team
preparing for return journey. Estimated arrival at colony in two hours twenty minutes."

"And our guests in the western airlock?"
"Still contained. Becoming increasingly agitated and demanding release."

Mizuki considered the tactical situation carefully. The most critical objective now was
ensuring Rodriguez's team returned safely with the new evidence. Once those samples
were secure, they could address Greene's evidence destruction efforts more directly.

"Maintain airlock containment until Rodriguez's team is at least halfway back to the
colony," she instructed. "Then release our guests but keep them under surveillance. |
want to know exactly where they go and what they report to Greene."

As these orders were being implemented, colony sensors detected a new
development—a small fire had ignited in one of the research laboratories. The
automated suppression systems activated immediately, containing the blaze before it
could spread.



"Convenient timing," Alvarez observed. "Just as their data processing reached peak
activity."

"And now they have justification for any evidence that happens to be destroyed," Mizuki
noted. "An unfortunate laboratory accident during routine research activities."

The fire was quickly extinguished, but thermal imaging showed several smaller heat
sources throughout the research section—suggesting multiple controlled burns rather
than a single accidental fire.

"They're being thorough," Nakamura said grimly. "Systematically destroying specific
areas where evidence might have been stored."

Mizuki received another incoming communication request—this time from Philip Wexler.
His normally polished appearance was notably disheveled, with soot visible on his collar
and a slight flush to his complexion from the elevated oxygen levels.

"Commander," he began without preamble, "we've experienced an unfortunate
equipment malfunction in the primary research laboratory. The situation is under control,
but | wanted to inform you directly to prevent undue concern."

"Equipment malfunction," Mizuki repeated skeptically. "In an environment with oxygen
levels artificially elevated to 32 percent. That seems remarkably convenient, Mr.
Wexler."

His expression tightened. "The elevated oxygen was part of a specialized research
protocol. The fire was an unfortunate coincidence that has been properly contained."

"And what exactly was lost in this 'unfortunate coincidence'?"

"Some experimental data and non-critical samples. Nothing relevant to colony
operations or your ongoing investigation." Wexler attempted to project confidence, but
strain showed around his eyes. "The incident has been documented according to safety
protocols, and we'll provide a full report once damage assessment is complete."

"I'm sure you will, Mr. Wexler. Just as I'm sure the timing of this incident—coinciding
with our collection of fresh soil samples from the western site—is entirely coincidental
as well."

Wexler's composure slipped momentarily. "You sent an unauthorized expedition to a
restricted research area? Without proper protocols or supervision?"



"The western site isn't restricted, Mr. Wexler. And as colony commander, | don't require
additional authorization to investigate areas within our operational perimeter." Mizuki
allowed a slight smile. "Particularly areas containing evidence of potential Martian life
that someone seems very determined to suppress.”

"Those alleged findings require verification by qualified experts, not impromptu field trips
by compromised personnel." Wexler's corporate diplomat persona reasserted itself.
"Quantum Aerospace has invested billions in proper scientific protocols for Mars
exploration. Hasty conclusions based on inadequate analysis could severely damage
the entire program.”

"The samples and documentation will speak for themselves, Mr. Wexler. As will the
evidence of your efforts to destroy competing information through controlled fires."

"These accusations are becoming tiresome, Commander. We've experienced a minor
laboratory incident that has been properly contained. Nothing more." Wexler glanced
off-camera briefly. "Now, if you'll excuse me, we have cleanup procedures to
implement."

After the transmission ended, Mizuki turned to her team. "They're getting desperate.
The fires are just the beginning. We need to prepare for more aggressive
countermeasures as Rodriguez's team approaches with the new samples."

"What are you thinking?" Alvarez asked.

"Greene and Wexler know those samples could provide irrefutable evidence of Huang's
discovery—evidence they can't control or destroy once it's properly documented and
transmitted to Earth. They've already attempted to intercept the expedition once. They'll
try again."

"The team is well-equipped and aware of potential threats," Alvarez assured her. "And
we're tracking their progress continuously."

"Good. But we should also prepare for another possibility—Greene might attempt to
create a larger emergency within the colony to prevent proper handling and analysis of
the samples once they arrive."

"Like the oxygen system sabotage he attempted earlier," Nakamura suggested.

"Exactly. But potentially more severe now that he's more desperate." Mizuki studied the
colony systems diagram. "Nakamura, implement manual overrides on all critical life
support systems. Nothing operates without physical confirmation from engineering
personnel that you personally trust."



"Already in progress," the chief engineer confirmed.

"Alvarez, | want security teams ready to escort Rodriguez's expedition from the moment
they reach the colony perimeter. Full protection until the samples are secure in our
controlled areas."

"Understood. I'll lead the team personally.”

Mizuki checked the time—approximately two hours until Rodriguez's team returned with
evidence that could definitively confirm Huang's discovery of potential Martian life. Two
hours during which Greene and Wexler would be planning their response to this threat
to Quantum's interests.

The first murder on Mars had evolved into a full-blown crisis threatening the colony's
stability and humanity's scientific understanding of their neighboring planet. But amid
the danger and deception, Mizuki found a certain clarity—they were fighting not just for
justice for Huang, but for the fundamental principle that truth mattered more than profit,
even 140 million miles from Earth.

Rodriguez's expedition was ninety minutes from the colony when Mizuki received the
message she had been anticipating—a formal statement from Quantum Aerospace
transmitted through official channels to all colony personnel. The timing was strategic,
designed to establish their narrative before the new evidence could be properly
evaluated.

"Attention all Perseverance Colony personnel," began the recorded message from
Diane Lawson, Quantum's executive director on Earth. "Recent events have created
unnecessary division and confusion regarding both operational authority and scientific
protocols. To clarify Quantum Aerospace's position:

"First, we acknowledge the International Oversight Committee's directive regarding
Engineer Huang's scientific claims. However, preliminary review by our Earth-based
science division has identified significant methodological concerns with her findings.
What appear to be microfossil structures are likely abiotic formations created through
normal Martian geological processes.

"Second, while we deeply regret Engineer Huang's tragic accident, we reject any
implication that Quantum personnel were involved in wrongdoing. Dr. Marcus Greene
was appointed to investigate this incident precisely because of his impartiality and
expertise. Attempts to discredit him represent inappropriate obstruction of a legitimate
investigation.



"Third, Quantum Aerospace remains committed to the Mars colonization timeline
established in our international agreements. Any delay based on unverified scientific
speculation would violate both the spirit and letter of these agreements, potentially
jeopardizing humanity's interplanetary future.

"We have instructed Mr. Wexler to implement Continuity Protocol Delta, establishing
interim operational parameters while these matters are resolved through appropriate
channels. All personnel are expected to comply with these parameters to ensure colony
stability and mission continuity.

"Quantum Aerospace appreciates your dedication during this challenging period.
Together, we will overcome these obstacles and continue humanity's greatest adventure
among the stars."

The message was carefully crafted corporate doublespeak—acknowledging the
oversight committee's directive while simultaneously undermining it, expressing regret
for Huang's death while defending Greene, and wrapping everything in appeals to
mission continuity and humanity's future. Most concerning was the reference to
"Continuity Protocol Delta"—likely a code phrase instructing Wexler to take specific
actions outside normal colony procedures.

"They're establishing their legal defense," Alvarez observed after reviewing the
message. "Creating plausible deniability for both the murder and the evidence
destruction."

"And preparing justification for whatever Wexler does next under this 'Continuity
Protocol," Mizuki added. "We need to be ready for significant countermeasures when
Rodriguez's team returns."

As if on cue, Nakamura reported unusual activity in multiple colony systems—>brief
power fluctuations, communication signal testing, and diagnostic sequences running on
life support backups.

"They're probing our defenses," he explained. "Testing which systems they can still
access despite our security measures."

"Can they bypass our manual overrides?"

"Not easily. But they're being systematic—looking for vulnerabilities we might have
missed."



Mizuki considered their options. Direct confrontation remained risky given Greene and
Wexler's entrenched position, but allowing them to continue these probing attacks could
lead to more significant system compromises.

"Implement rolling security protocols," she instructed Nakamura. "Change access codes
and routing paths every fifteen minutes. Make them chase a moving target."

While these defensive measures were implemented, Mizuki received an update from
the security team monitoring the Quantum personnel who had attempted the
unauthorized EVA. After being released from the airlock, they had returned directly to
the research section without comment or resistance. Their behavior suggested they
were following predetermined contingency plans rather than improvising responses to
the situation.

"Rodriguez's team has just passed the outer marker," Alvarez reported. "Sixty minutes
from colony perimeter. No signs of pursuit or interference."

"Maintain continuous monitoring," Mizuki instructed. "And prepare the secure laboratory
for immediate sample processing upon arrival."

The secure laboratory had been established in Environmental Control, one of the
sections firmly under Mizuki's authority. It contained basic scientific equipment salvaged
from various colony facilities—sufficient for preliminary analysis of the soil samples and
documentation of any microfossil structures they contained.

As these preparations continued, Dr. Chen reported from Medical that Renaud had
regained consciousness again and was insisting on recording an additional statement.
Despite her weakened condition, she was adamant about providing further details
regarding Quantum's involvement in Huang's murder.

"I'll speak with her personally," Mizuki decided. "Alvarez, continue coordinating security
for Rodriguez's return. Nakamura, maintain system vigilance. Report any significant
anomalies immediately."

In Medical, Mizuki found Renaud propped up on her bed, still connected to monitoring
equipment but notably more alert than during their previous conversation. Dr. Kapoor
stood nearby, his expression concerned.

"She's insisted on speaking with you despite my medical recommendation for rest," he
explained quietly. "Her condition has improved, but she remains vulnerable to
stress-induced complications."



"I'll be brief," Mizuki assured him before approaching Renaud's bed. "Dr. Renaud, Dr.
Kapoor tells me you have additional information to share."

"Yes," Renaud replied, her voice stronger than before. "About Quantum's involvement.
Greene wasn't just acting on general instructions to protect the terraforming program.
He had specific directives regarding Huang's research."

"What kind of directives?"

"Three months ago, before Lifen's discovery, Quantum implemented what they called
'Protocol Preservation'—a contingency plan for responding to potential discovery of
Martian biological traces." Renaud's expression was haunted but determined. "The
protocol included graduated responses depending on the nature and credibility of any
findings."

"And Huang's discovery triggered this protocol?"

"Yes. When Greene reported her findings to Quantum executives, they authorized 'Level
Three Response'—the highest intervention level, reserved for discoveries that could
significantly impact terraforming timelines." Renaud paused, gathering strength. "Level
Three explicitly authorized 'personnel management' if the discovering scientist couldn't
be persuaded to delay publication or modify findings."

"Personnel management' being a euphemism for murder," Mizuki said flatly.

"They never used that word. It was all corporate doublespeak about ‘containing
information cascades' and 'preserving program integrity.' But Greene understood the
implication." Renaud's hands trembled slightly. "He showed me the authorization from
Lawson herself—a coded message that confirmed Level Three protocols were
approved for Huang's case."

"Do you know where this authorization is stored?"

"Greene kept it on the same secure drive | mentioned before—the one hidden in his
medical equipment. He was meticulous about documentation, creating insurance
against Quantum abandoning him if things went wrong."

This information added another dimension to the case—evidence of premeditated
corporate conspiracy rather than merely covering up an impulsive crime. If they could
secure Greene's hidden drive, it would implicate Quantum executives directly in
Huang's murder.



"Thank you for this information," Mizuki said. "It will be included in the official
investigation record."

"There's one more thing," Renaud added, her voice dropping. "The 'Continuity Protocol
Delta' mentioned in Lawson's message—it's not just about operational parameters. It's
authorization for extreme measures to protect Quantum's interests if standard
containment fails."

"What kind of extreme measures?"

"l don't know specifics. It was mentioned in communications between Greene and
Lawson, but never defined explicitly. Whatever it is, they considered it a last
resort—something significant enough that they needed code phrases rather than direct
instructions."

This warning confirmed Mizuki's concerns about escalating danger as Rodriguez's team
approached with their evidence. Whatever "Continuity Protocol Delta" entailed, it
represented Quantum's final effort to prevent Huang's discovery from reaching Earth
with credible verification.

After thanking Renaud again and instructing Dr. Kapoor to maintain close monitoring of
her condition, Mizuki returned to the command center. En route, she received another
update from Alvarez—Rodriguez's team was now forty minutes from the colony
perimeter, still proceeding without incident.

In the command center, Nakamura reported increasing system probes from Greene's
section, focusing particularly on rover communication protocols and airlock control
mechanisms.

"They're specifically targeting systems that would affect Rodriguez's return," he
explained. "Testing whether they can disrupt communications or potentially prevent the
rover from entering the colony."

"Can they succeed?" Mizuki asked.

"Not completely. We've implemented manual overrides on critical systems. But they
might be able to create temporary disruptions or delays."

These persistent attempts suggested Greene and Wexler were preparing their response
to Rodriguez's imminent return. Whatever "Continuity Protocol Delta" entailed, it likely
included preventing or compromising the new evidence before it could be properly
documented and transmitted to Earth.



"Commander," Chen called from her communications station, "we're detecting unusual
transmission patterns from the research section to Earth—encrypted data bursts on
Quantum's private channel."

"Content?"

"Impossible to determine due to encryption, but the pattern is distinctive—extremely
compressed data packets with redundant transmission. They're sending something they
consider critical enough to ensure multiple complete copies reach Earth."

This could be preparation for their next move—ensuring their version of events was
securely transmitted before taking actions that might compromise their communication
ability.

"Rodriguez's team reports they're being followed," Alvarez announced suddenly. "Small
vehicle departed from the colony approximately twenty minutes ago, pursuing their
route."

"Visual confirmation?"

"Negative. They detected it on rover sensors—surface vehicle moving at high speed on
a parallel track, maintaining distance but definitely tracking their movement."

"Who authorized another surface vehicle?" Mizuki demanded, checking the EVA logs.

"No one," Nakamura confirmed after reviewing the records. "No official vehicle
deployment since Rodriguez's expedition departed."

"They must have used the maintenance airlock in the research section," Alvarez
suggested. "It has independent logging systems we can't access from here."

This development was concerning—Greene had dispatched a vehicle to intercept
Rodriguez's team despite the earlier failed attempt. Their determination suggested they
considered the new evidence existentially threatening to their position.

"Instruct Rodriguez to increase speed and vary their approach vector," Mizuki ordered.
"And prepare security teams at multiple airlocks—we don't know which entry point they'll
use."

As these instructions were relayed, colony sensors detected another fire in the research
section—Ilarger than the previous incidents and apparently centered in Greene's
personal quarters. The automated suppression systems activated immediately, but
thermal imaging showed the fire had already consumed significant portions of the room.



"That's not coincidence," Mizuki said grimly. "They're destroying Greene's quarters
specifically because that's where Renaud said the evidence was hidden."

"The secure drive with documentation of Quantum's authorization for Huang's murder,"
Alvarez confirmed. "Convenient timing for an accidental fire."

The systematic destruction of evidence continued while Greene simultaneously moved
to intercept the expedition returning with fresh proof of Huang's discovery. The
coordinated nature of these actions suggested a comprehensive plan entering its final
phase.

"Commander," Nakamura called urgently, "I'm detecting unauthorized access attempts
to the primary life support systems—specifically targeting oxygen distribution to sections
under our control."

"Greene trying another approach to pressure us," Mizuki said. "Can you block it?"

"For now. But they're being persistent and sophisticated. They've found a backdoor in
the diagnostic systems we didn't secure."

This escalation was concerning—moving from evidence destruction to actively
threatening colony sections supporting Mizuki's authority. It suggested Greene was
implementing increasingly desperate measures as Rodriguez's team approached with
their potentially damning evidence.

"Rodriguez reports the pursuing vehicle is closing distance," Alvarez announced.
"Estimated intercept in fifteen minutes, before they reach colony perimeter."

"Options?" Mizuki asked.

"We could dispatch a security team in another rover, but they wouldn't reach
Rodriguez's position in time to prevent intercept.”

Mizuki considered their increasingly limited options. "Tell Rodriguez to focus on sample
preservation. If intercepted, they should separate the samples among team members
and use evasive protocols. Priority is getting at least some of the evidence back to the
colony intact."

As these instructions were relayed, Nakamura reported success in blocking the life
support system intrusion attempts. However, he detected new unauthorized access
attempts targeting the colony's water reclamation systems—another critical
infrastructure component that could be used to pressure sections under Mizuki's control.



"They're getting desperate," she observed. "Trying multiple approaches simultaneously,
hoping something succeeds."

The situation was accelerating toward a critical confrontation. Greene and Wexler,
acting under Quantum's "Continuity Protocol Delta," were implementing increasingly
aggressive measures to prevent Rodriguez's evidence from reaching the colony and
being properly documented. Meanwhile, they continued systematically destroying
existing evidence of both Huang's discovery and their own complicity in her murder.

"Update from Rodriguez," Alvarez reported tensely. "Visual confirmation of pursuing
vehicle—colony maintenance rover modified with additional equipment. Two occupants
in Quantum surface suits. They're signaling Rodriguez's team to stop, claiming
emergency protocol."

"Tell them to ignore and continue maximum speed to colony perimeter," Mizuki
instructed. "Our security teams will meet them at Airlock Three."

The confrontation they had been anticipating was now unfolding on the Martian surface,
far from direct intervention. Rodriguez's team had valuable scientific evidence that could
change humanity's understanding of Mars, while Greene's operatives were determined
to prevent that evidence from reaching proper scientific evaluation.

"They're attempting to overtake Rodriguez's rover," Alvarez continued, monitoring the
transmission from the expedition. "Aggressive maneuvering, trying to force them to
stop."

"Can Rodriguez evade?"

"They're trying, but the pursuit vehicle appears to have been modified for increased
speed and maneuverability. It's gaining steadily."

The stakes couldn't be higher—not just for justice in Huang's murder, but for scientific
truth about potential life on Mars. If Greene's operatives succeeded in intercepting the
expedition, they would likely destroy or contaminate the samples before they could be
properly documented.

"Commander," Nakamura called urgently, "I'm detecting a new intrusion attempt—this
one targeting colonial power distribution. They're trying to implement a controlled
shutdown of specific sections."

"Block it," Mizuki ordered. "And prepare backup power systems for critical areas."



The coordinated nature of these attacks—the pursuit of Rodriguez's team coinciding
with multiple system intrusion attempts—suggested Greene was implementing a
comprehensive strategy to prevent the evidence from being secured and documented.
They were running out of time and options.

"Rodriguez reports they've been forced to stop," Alvarez announced, his expression
grim. "The pursuit vehicle executed a blocking maneuver they couldn't safely evade.
They're now facing confrontation approximately twelve minutes from colony perimeter."

"Do they have communication with the interceptors?”

"Yes. The Quantum personnel are demanding surrender of all samples and
documentation, claiming 'quarantine protocol violation' as justification."

Mizuki needed to make a difficult decision quickly. Direct intervention wasn't possible in
the timeframe available, but allowing Greene's operatives to confiscate the evidence
would effectively end their ability to verify Huang's discovery.

"Tell Rodriguez to initiate Protocol Zulu," she instructed after a moment's consideration.
Alvarez looked surprised. "Are you certain? That's an extreme measure."
"It's necessary under the circumstances. Implement immediately."

Protocol Zulu was a contingency plan developed for situations where critical scientific
data might be lost during surface operations. It involved transmitting all documentation
directly to the colony through emergency channels while physically dispersing samples
to maximize the chance of at least some evidence surviving.

"Transmitting the instructions now," Alvarez confirmed. "Rodriguez acknowledges and is
initiating the protocol."

Mizuki turned to Nakamura. "Prepare to receive emergency data transmission from the
expedition rover. Maximum bandwidth allocation, priority routing to secure storage in our
systems."

"Ready to receive," Nakamura confirmed. "Dedicated channel established."

Protocol Zulu was a calculated risk—sacrificing the expedition's cohesion to preserve
their scientific findings. Rodriguez and his team would separate, each carrying portion of
the samples and documentation, using different routes to return to the colony. Some
might be intercepted, but the dispersed approach maximized the chance of at least
some evidence reaching safety.



"Data transmission commencing," Nakamura reported. "Receiving documentation of
sample collection and preliminary analysis. Image quality is high—clear documentation
of soil stratification and microscopic structures."

"Secure each packet as it arrives," Mizuki instructed. "Create redundant copies in
multiple secure locations."

While the data transfer proceeded, Alvarez continued monitoring the situation on the
surface. "Rodriguez reports physical dispersal of samples has begun. Team members
separating in different directions with partial evidence collections. The Quantum
interceptors appear confused by the maneuver, uncertain which team member to
pursue."

This confusion was exactly what Protocol Zulu was designed to create—forcing
pursuers to choose between multiple targets rather than capturing all evidence in a
single interception.

"Data transmission eighty percent complete," Nakamura reported. "Preliminary review
confirms structures consistent with microfossils in multiple sample images. This is
compelling evidence, Commander."

Even if Greene's operatives succeeded in capturing some of the physical samples, the
digital documentation was already reaching the colony—providing scientific evidence
that could be immediately transmitted to Earth beyond Quantum's ability to suppress.

"Quantum interceptors have chosen to pursue Rodriguez specifically," Alvarez updated.
"Other team members continuing toward colony on foot with sample portions."

"Rodriguez has the sample collection equipment but minimal actual samples," Mizuki
noted. "He's drawing them away from the more valuable evidence. Smart tactical
decision."

The strategy appeared to be working—creating sufficient confusion and dispersal to
prevent Greene's operatives from securing all the evidence. Now they needed to ensure
the returning team members could enter the colony safely with their precious cargo.

"Data transmission complete," Nakamura confirmed. "Full documentation secured in
multiple locations, with automatic backup to our independent communication system for
transmission to Earth."

"Begin that transmission immediately," Mizuki ordered. "Priority package to Mission
Control with authentication codes verifying chain of custody."



As this critical evidence began its journey to Earth, Mizuki turned her attention to
securing the returning expedition members. "Alvarez, dispatch security teams to support
each returning scientist. Different routes, different airlocks. Maximum protection until
they and their samples are secure in our controlled areas."

The situation had evolved from a murder investigation into a race to preserve scientific
truth—a truth that one corporation was willing to kill and destroy evidence to suppress.
But with Rodriguez's team successfully implementing Protocol Zulu, they had created
multiple paths for that truth to reach proper scientific evaluation.

"Commander," Nakamura called urgently, "Greene has initiated another system
attack—more sophisticated than previous attempts. They're targeting environmental
controls for the entire colony, not just sections under our authority."

"Countermeasures?"

"Implementing, but they've found a vulnerability in the emergency override systems. |
need time to block all access points."

This escalation suggested Greene was moving to his final contingency—creating a
colony-wide emergency that would supersede all other priorities, potentially allowing
him to assert emergency authority under the guise of crisis management.

"How serious is the potential impact?" Mizuki asked.

"If successful, they could create temporary life support instability throughout the colony.
Nothing immediately life-threatening, but significant enough to trigger emergency
protocols and potentially justify centralized control measures."

"Exactly what Greene wants—a manufactured crisis that gives him leverage to
negotiate from a position of strength." Mizuki considered their options. "Focus on
protecting critical life support functions first, then secure communication systems to
ensure our evidence transmission to Earth continues uninterrupted.”

As Nakamura implemented these priorities, Mizuki received an incoming transmission
from Philip Wexler. His appearance had deteriorated further—clothing disheveled,
expression strained, the corporate polish completely absent.

"Commander Mizuki," he began without preamble, "I'm contacting you regarding an
urgent safety situation developing in colony systems. Our diagnostics indicate potential
cascading failures in environmental controls that could affect all sections."



"Interesting timing, Mr. Wexler. These 'potential failures' wouldn't happen to coincide
with unauthorized access attempts originating from your section, would they?"

Wexler ignored the accusation. "The cause is irrelevant at this point. What matters is
preventing a colony-wide emergency. | propose an immediate joint technical team to
address these instabilities before they escalate.”

"A team that would require access to all our systems and override protocols," Mizuki
noted. "How convenient."

"This isn't about advantage, Commander. It's about colony safety." Wexler's expression
hardened. "If these instabilities continue developing, we could face serious life support
compromises within hours. Whatever our disagreements, surely we can cooperate on
basic survival priorities."

The offer was clearly another attempt to gain access to systems currently secured
against Greene's interference—particularly as Rodriguez's team members approached
the colony with their evidence samples.

"Mr. Wexler, our monitoring shows these 'instabilities' originating from deliberate
intrusion attempts from your section. If you're genuinely concerned about colony safety,
| suggest you order Dr. Greene to cease these attacks immediately."

"You misunderstand the situation," Wexler insisted. "These are pre-existing
vulnerabilities that our diagnostics have identified. We're attempting to implement
protective measures before actual failures occur."

"By coincidence, just as evidence of Huang's discovery is returning to the colony."
Mizuki's patience with the corporate doublespeak had reached its limit. "Mr. Wexler, let
me be direct: we have secured digital documentation of the microfossils from the
western site. That evidence is already transmitting to Earth through channels you
cannot block. The physical samples are approaching the colony through multiple routes
you cannot intercept. Your efforts to prevent scientific verification of Huang's discovery
have failed."

Wexler's fagade cracked completely. "You don't understand what's at stake. Mars
represents humanity's future—trillions in investment, decades of planning. All of it
jeopardized by microfossils that have been dead for millions of years."

"That's not your decision to make, Mr. Wexler. Scientific discovery doesn't answer to
corporate planning or profit projections."



"ldealism won't save Earth's billions from resource depletion and climate collapse,"
Wexler countered bitterly. "Only Mars offers humanity a viable second chance. Delay
terraforming by decades for scientific purity? You condemn millions to suffering who
could have had new lives here."

"If Mars once supported life, it deserves proper study before we transform it irrevocably,"
Mizuki replied. "And no corporate timeline justifies murdering a scientist to suppress her
discovery."

Wexler's expression changed—calculation replacing desperation. "l had no knowledge
of Greene's actions regarding Engineer Huang until after the fact. My involvement was
limited to managing the situation once it developed. That distinction will be important in
the coming investigation."

The statement was a clear indication that Wexler was now preparing to save himself by
distancing from Greene's actions—the corporate executive protecting himself while
sacrificing the asset who had become a liability.

"That distinction will indeed be evaluated by investigators," Mizuki said. "Along with
evidence of your participation in the subsequent coverup attempts and system attacks."

"You should focus on securing the colony against the developing environmental
instabilities, Commander. Further conflict serves neither of our interests at this critical
juncture." Wexler ended the transmission abruptly.

The conversation confirmed what Mizuki had suspected—Greene and Wexler's alliance
was fracturing as their options narrowed. Wexler was positioning himself to claim
ignorance of the murder while characterizing his subsequent actions as crisis
management rather than criminal conspiracy.

"First expedition member has reached Airlock Five," Alvarez reported. "Security team
confirming identity and accompanying them to secure laboratory. Sample package
intact."

"Excellent. Maintain security protocols for all returning personnel." Mizuki turned to
Nakamura. "Status of system intrusion attempts?"

"Continuing but increasingly erratic. Less coordinated than earlier attacks." Nakamura
studied the pattern. "It's as if different people are attempting different approaches
simultaneously without central coordination."

"Greene and Wexler may no longer be working together cohesively," Mizuki suggested.
"Their alliance is fracturing under pressure."



This development could create both opportunities and new dangers. Desperation might
drive either man to more extreme measures as they recognized their failure and
potentially sought to protect themselves individually.

"Second expedition member approaching Airlock Two," Alvarez updated. "Security team
in position to receive them."

"And Rodriguez?"

"Still being pursued by the Quantum interceptors, but he's leading them away from the
colony—buying time for the others to return with the actual samples."

The strategy was working. Within thirty minutes, they would have both digital
documentation and physical samples secured within the colony, ready for proper
scientific analysis and transmission to Earth. Greene and Wexler's attempts to suppress
Huang's discovery were failing comprehensively.

"Commander," Chen called from the communications station, "we're receiving an
unusual transmission from the research section—directed internally to all colony
personnel rather than to Earth."

"Put it through," Mizuki instructed.

The message was from Dr. Marcus Greene himself—the first colony-wide
communication he had initiated since the standoff began. His appearance was
striking—composed and clinical as always, but with an intensity that bordered on
fanaticism.

"Attention all Perseverance Colony personnel," he began. "This is Dr. Marcus Greene
with critical information regarding recent events. An expedition to the western
excavation site has returned with soil samples potentially contaminated with unknown
biological agents. As acting medical director, | am implementing immediate quarantine
protocols for all returning personnel and materials pending comprehensive safety
evaluation."

The announcement was a transparent attempt to justify intercepting the returning
expedition members and seizing their samples. By invoking medical authority and
potential contamination, Greene was trying to create a plausible reason to prevent the
evidence from reaching secure analysis.

"This is a desperate measure," Mizuki said to her team. "He's trying to create confusion
and delay the sample processing until he can find a way to compromise the evidence."



She immediately issued a counter-announcement to all colony personnel: "This is
Commander Mizuki. Dr. Greene's quarantine order is invalid and unauthorized. The
returning expedition has followed all established protocols for sample collection and
containment. There is no contamination risk. All colony personnel are instructed to
disregard Dr. Greene's announcement and continue normal operations."

The competing directives would force colonists to choose which authority to
recognize—Mizuki's legitimate command or Greene's claimed medical expertise. The
outcome would depend on how many still considered Greene credible after the events
of the past twenty-four hours.

"Third expedition member has reached Airlock One," Alvarez reported. "Security team
confirming identity and escorting to secure laboratory."

"How many team members still outstanding?"

"Just Rodriguez himself. Still evading pursuit approximately fifteen minutes from colony
perimeter."

They were close to securing all the critical evidence—both digital documentation and
physical samples from multiple team members. Once properly analyzed and
documented, this evidence would be transmitted to Earth beyond Quantum's ability to
suppress or control.

"Commander," Nakamura called urgently, "I'm detecting a new development in the
research section—massive power surge focused on their communication array. They're
attempting to boost transmission power beyond safety parameters."

"Purpose?"

"Unknown, but the energy allocation suggests they're trying to overcome normal
bandwidth limitations for their private channel to Earth. They're risking system damage
to transmit something with unusual urgency."

This desperate measure suggested Greene and Wexler were implementing their final
contingency—possibly transmitting instructions or evidence to Earth-based Quantum
executives before their position in the colony became untenable.

As Mizuki considered the implications of this development, Alvarez reported success in
securing the third expedition member and their samples. All three scientists were now
safely in the secure laboratory, their samples being prepared for analysis and
documentation.



Only Rodriguez himself remained outside, still leading the Quantum interceptors away
from the colony to protect his teammates' return. His self-sacrificing action had ensured
the evidence reached safety, demonstrating the same commitment to scientific truth that
had cost Lifen Huang her life.

The first murder on Mars had sparked a crisis that revealed the best and worst of
humanity's nature—corporate greed and scientific integrity, deception and courage, all
playing out 140 million miles from Earth. But as the evidence of potential Martian life
was secured and documented, Mizuki knew that truth would ultimately prevail,
regardless of Quantum's desperate efforts to suppress it.

The question now was what final moves Greene and Wexler might attempt as their
options narrowed and their alliance fractured under the weight of failure.

The secure laboratory hummed with quiet intensity as three scientists from Rodriguez's
expedition carefully processed the soil samples they had retrieved from the western
excavation site. Under normal circumstances, this would have been a moment of
scientific celebration—the methodical documentation of potentially the most significant
discovery in human history. Instead, it felt like a race against time, with armed security
personnel stationed at the laboratory entrance and Mizuki personally overseeing the
process.

"Preliminary analysis confirms Huang's findings," reported Dr. Satomi Yamamoto, the
expedition's geologist. She adjusted the digital microscope, bringing into focus the
structures embedded in the soil matrix. "These are unmistakably cellular in
nature—organized structures with consistent morphology across multiple samples."

The microscope display showed what appeared to be fossilized chains of simple cells
preserved in the mineral substrate—structures too regular and complex to be explained
by non-biological processes. Additional samples revealed similar formations at varying
depths, suggesting a persistent biological presence rather than an isolated anomaly.

"Chemical analysis also matches Huang's data," added Dr. Wei Chen, studying
readouts from the spectroscopic analyzer. "Complex carbon compounds arranged in
patterns consistent with biological processes. And trace amounts of what appears to be
residual organic material—degraded but detectable."

Mizuki studied the evidence with a mixture of awe and vindication. Here was irrefutable
proof of what Huang had discovered—evidence that Mars had once harbored life,
preserved in the planet's ancient soil. The implications were profound, extending far
beyond the immediate conflict with Greene and Quantum Aerospace.



"Document everything comprehensively," she instructed. "Multiple verification
methodologies, cross-referenced analyses, continuous recording of all procedures. |
want this evidence to be unimpeachable when transmitted to Earth."

As the scientists continued their work, Alvarez monitored Rodriguez's situation. "He's
still evading the Quantum interceptors, using terrain features to maintain distance.
Approximately ten minutes from colony perimeter."

"Status of Greene and Wexler's activities?"

"The power surge to their communication array continues. They've overridden safety
protocols to maintain transmission levels that would normally trigger automatic
shutdown."

"And their system attacks?"

"Diminished significantly. They appear to be focusing all resources on their emergency
transmission to Earth."

This shift in priorities suggested they had abandoned attempts to prevent the evidence
from reaching proper analysis within the colony, instead focusing on damage control
through Earth-based channels. It was a tacit admission that their local efforts had failed.

"Dr. Yamamoto," Mizuki said, turning back to the analysis team, "how soon can we have
comprehensive documentation ready for transmission to Earth?"

"Basic confirmation package ready in twenty minutes. Full analysis with multiple
verification methods will require approximately two hours."

"Prepare the confirmation package as highest priority. We need to establish the basic
facts with Earth immediately, then follow with detailed analysis."

As the team focused on this objective, Mizuki received an update from Dr. Kapoor in
Medical. Renaud's condition had stabilized, and she was now providing a formal
recorded statement detailing her knowledge of Quantum's "Protocol Preservation" and
Greene's specific actions in Huang's murder. The statement included dates,
communication details, and explicit descriptions of how the corporation had authorized
"personnel management" to prevent Huang's discovery from reaching public
awareness.

This testimony, combined with the physical evidence from the western site, was creating
a comprehensive case that would be difficult for Quantum to dismiss or minimize
through political channels. The scientific truth of Huang's discovery would be



established beyond reasonable doubt, forcing reevaluation of the terraforming program
regardless of corporate preferences.

"Commander," Nakamura called from his monitoring station, "the power surge in the
research section is reaching critical levels. They're risking system damage that could
affect adjacent colony sections."

"Can you isolate those systems to prevent cascade failures?"

"Working on it, but they're bypassing safety interlocks faster than | can establish
containment protocols."

This reckless approach suggested increasing desperation—Greene and Wexler willing
to risk colony infrastructure damage to complete whatever transmission they considered
vital to their position.

"Rodriguez reports he's five minutes from Airlock Four," Alvarez updated. "The Quantum
interceptors are still in pursuit but falling behind as their rover experiences mechanical
issues—possibly from the sustained high-speed operation."

"Prepare security team at Airlock Four. | want Rodriguez secured immediately upon
arrival."

As these instructions were implemented, the laboratory team completed their
preliminary documentation package—comprehensive enough to establish the basic
facts of Huang's discovery while more detailed analysis continued. Mizuki reviewed the
material personally before authorizing transmission to Earth.

"Send through both official channels and our secure backup system," she instructed
Chen. "Maximum redundancy to ensure delivery regardless of potential interference."

The transmission began, sending the first verified evidence of potential Martian life to
scientists on Earth. Whatever political pressure Quantum might apply, the scientific
community would now have access to compelling evidence that would demand proper
evaluation and preservation measures.

"Rodriguez has reached Airlock Four," Alvarez reported with evident relief. "Security
team confirming his identity and initiating entry procedures."

"Excellent. Have him brought directly to the command center once cleared. | want his
firsthand report of the Quantum interceptors' actions."



With Rodriguez's imminent return, all expedition members would be safely back in the
colony with their evidence secured and partially analyzed. Greene and Wexler had
failed in their primary objective—preventing verification of Huang's discovery and its
transmission to Earth.

"Commander," Nakamura said urgently, "the power surge in the research section has
reached critical failure levels. Systems are beginning to overload."

Before Mizuki could respond, the lights flickered briefly as power fluctuated throughout
the colony. Emergency systems activated automatically, stabilizing critical functions
while secondary systems temporarily reset.

"Status?" Mizuki demanded.

"Major power distribution node in the research section has failed," Nakamura reported,
studying the system diagnostics. "Automated safety protocols have isolated the affected
area, but they've lost approximately 70% of power capacity in their controlled sections."

"Life support status?"

"Emergency systems functioning properly. No immediate danger to personnel, but they'l
experience significant functional limitations until repairs can be implemented."

The power failure represented both opportunity and concern—Iimiting Greene and
Wexler's capabilities while potentially creating unpredictable responses as their options
narrowed further.

"Maintain close monitoring of all systems," Mizuki instructed. "They may attempt to
leverage this situation for sympathy or emergency authorization."

As predicted, within minutes Mizuki received a colony-wide transmission from Wexler,
his image barely visible in the emergency lighting of the research section's
communication center.

"Attention all colony personnel," he began, his voice deliberately calm despite the visible
strain. "We are experiencing a critical power failure in research and adjacent sections.
Emergency systems are functioning, but we require immediate technical assistance to
prevent potential cascading failures that could affect life support capacity.”

The message was clearly designed to create a sense of urgency while establishing a
narrative of technical malfunction rather than deliberate safety override.



"This situation developed during routine communication procedures and represents a
significant safety concern for personnel in affected areas," Wexler continued. "We
request immediate technical response team access to address power distribution
failures before emergency reserves are depleted.”

Mizuki consulted briefly with Nakamura before responding. "Mr. Wexler, our systems
indicate the power failure resulted from deliberate override of safety protocols during
your unsanctioned communication surge. Emergency systems are functioning as
designed, maintaining critical life support while isolating the compromised distribution
node."

She continued with deliberate formality, aware that this exchange would become part of
the official record: "Colony engineering will dispatch a technical assessment team to
evaluate the situation once all personnel in affected areas have surrendered to security
teams as required by Earth's directive. Colony safety protocols do not permit technical
intervention while unauthorized personnel remain in control of affected systems."

The response established clear conditions—safety assistance was available, but only
after Greene and Wexler surrendered to proper authority. It placed responsibility for
continuing risk squarely on their decision to maintain resistance rather than comply with
directives.

Wexler's reply came quickly, his corporate composure noticeably fraying. "Commander,
this is not a negotiating position. We have personnel in potential danger due to system
failure. Humanitarian considerations should override administrative disputes."

"There is no administrative dispute, Mr. Wexler. There is a lawful directive from Earth
that you and Dr. Greene have chosen to ignore. The current situation results directly
from your deliberate override of safety systems during unauthorized communications.
Engineering assistance awaits your surrender and return to proper chain of command."

After this exchange, Mizuki turned her attention to Rodriguez, who had arrived at the
command center accompanied by security personnel. Despite evident exhaustion, the
engineer maintained professional focus as he reported on the expedition and
subsequent pursuit.

"The Quantum interceptors were specifically targeting our sample containers," he
explained. "Their communication indicated they had orders to secure all materials from
the western site for 'quarantine evaluation' under Dr. Greene's authority."

"Did they attempt physical intervention?"

"Yes, when our team separated. They initially seemed confused by the dispersal, then
focused on my vehicle specifically—likely assuming | carried the primary samples since



| led the expedition." Rodriguez's expression hardened. "When they realized | had
minimal samples but was drawing them away from my colleagues, they became more
aggressive—attempting to force my rover off course or into terrain features that would
disable it."

"Clear attempt to prevent evidence from reaching proper analysis," Alvarez noted.

"Exactly. Their communications referred to 'contamination protocols' but their actions
were focused on sample seizure, not proper containment procedures." Rodriguez
paused. "Commander, there's something else you should know. During the pursuit, |
overheard partial communications between the interceptors and someone in the
colony—presumably Greene. They referenced something called 'Final Contingency
Protocol' if they failed to secure the samples before they reached the colony."

This new information was concerning—suggesting Greene might have additional
measures planned beyond the failed interception attempt and system attacks.

"Did you hear any specifics about this protocol?"

"Only fragments. Something about 'terminal cleanup' and 'evidence neutralization.' The
transmission quality was poor during high-speed maneuvering, but the tone suggested
significant escalation if primary objectives failed."

Mizuki considered this information in context with Renaud's warning about "Continuity
Protocol Delta" and the increasingly desperate measures Greene and Wexler had
implemented. The pattern suggested they might have one final, extreme contingency
planned if all other efforts failed.

"Alvarez, increase security around all critical systems and evidence storage locations.
Full alert status for all security personnel." She turned to Nakamura. "Implement manual
monitoring of all life support and critical infrastructure. Nothing operates without physical
verification, regardless of automated commands."

As these precautions were implemented, the laboratory team reported completion of
their comprehensive analysis. The results were definitive—multiple verification methods
confirmed the presence of microfossil structures consistent with simple cellular
organisms in the soil samples from the western site. Additional analysis identified trace
moisture with complex organic compounds that suggested the remote possibility of
extremely simple organisms potentially surviving in subsurface microenvironments.

"This is conclusive," Dr. Yamamoto stated, presenting the findings. "No reasonable
scientific evaluation could dismiss these structures as abiotic formations. They
represent clear evidence of past microbial life on Mars, preserved in soil layers
approximately 50-70 million years old."



The implications were profound—Mars had harbored life much more recently than
previously theorized, suggesting the planet's habitability had persisted far longer than
current models indicated. This discovery would fundamentally alter humanity's
understanding of Mars and potentially reshape approaches to its exploration and
development.

"Prepare complete documentation package for transmission to Earth," Mizuki instructed.
"Include all methodologies, raw data, and analysis procedures for independent
verification."

As this critical evidence was prepared for transmission, Mizuki received an incoming
communication request—not from Wexler as expected, but from Dr. Greene himself. His
image appeared on the display, illuminated by emergency lighting that cast harsh
shadows across his features. Despite the power limitations in his section, he appeared
composed and focused.

"Commander Mizuki," he began without preamble, "I'm contacting you directly regarding
resolution of our current situation. Recent developments have clarified certain priorities
that require immediate attention."

"I'm listening, Dr. Greene."

"The power failure in our section has created unsustainable conditions for continued
operations. After consultation with Earth-based leadership, I've been authorized to
propose terms for orderly transition of authority pending arrival of the supply mission."

The careful phrasing suggested Greene was implementing another strategy—perhaps
recognizing that direct resistance had become untenable but seeking to salvage some
advantage from the deteriorating situation.

"These terms are straightforward," he continued. "First, | will submit to restricted
movement within designated quarters while maintaining medical advisory capacity.
Second, all personnel currently in research and adjacent sections will return to normal
duty stations under standard colony protocols. Third, all evidence related to Engineer
Huang's scientific claims will be jointly secured by representatives from both
Earth-based scientific authorities and Quantum Aerospace upon arrival of the supply
mission."

The proposal appeared reasonable on the surface—offering the compliance Mizuki had
demanded while preserving certain elements important to Quantum's interests,
particularly the joint custody of evidence that might allow them to influence its
interpretation.



"In exchange," Greene continued, "colony personnel will refrain from premature
transmission of unverified scientific claims regarding potential Martian biological
structures pending proper peer review protocols. This approach protects both scientific
integrity and prevents potential public misunderstanding of preliminary findings."

The key condition became clear—delay transmission of the evidence to Earth until
Quantum could position its representatives to influence the narrative and potentially
minimize impact on their terraforming program.

"Your proposal comes rather late, Dr. Greene," Mizuki replied. "Analysis of samples from
the western excavation site has been completed, with conclusive evidence confirming
Engineer Huang's discovery of microfossil structures consistent with past Martian life.
This evidence has already been transmitted to Earth through multiple channels."

Greene's composed expression faltered momentarily. "Preliminary findings require
thorough verification before public dissemination, Commander. Hasty announcement of
potential biological discoveries without proper peer review protocols risks significant
scientific embarrassment if later disproven."

"The evidence speaks for itself, Dr. Greene. Multiple verification methodologies,
consistent findings across numerous samples, comprehensive documentation of
collection and analysis procedures. The scientific community on Earth will evaluate this
evidence according to established protocols."

Greene's clinical demeanor gave way to cold calculation. "Commander, perhaps |
haven't made the situation sufficiently clear. Quantum Aerospace has invested trillions
in Mars development based on comprehensive environmental assessment that found
no evidence of indigenous life. Premature announcement of unverified biological
discoveries could trigger automatic suspension of terraforming activities under the Mars
Treaty's preservation clauses."

"That's precisely the point of those clauses, Dr. Greene. To ensure proper scientific
evaluation before irreversible environmental modification."

"You're being naive," Greene said, his tone hardening. "This isn't about scientific purity.
It's about power and resources—who controls humanity's future beyond Earth. Delay
terraforming by decades for microbes that have been dead for millions of years? The
economic and social consequences would be devastating."

"Not my determination to make," Mizuki replied firmly. "Nor yours. Nor Quantum's. The
scientific community and regulatory authorities will evaluate the evidence and determine
appropriate preservation measures."



Greene studied her for a moment, as if measuring her resolve. "You've made your
position clear, Commander. I'll consult with Earth-based leadership regarding next
steps. In the meantime, we'll maintain our current position pending resolution of power
systems in our section."

After the transmission ended, Mizuki turned to her team. "He's stalling. That entire
conversation was designed to determine whether our evidence transmission to Earth
had already occurred while buying time for something else."

"The 'Final Contingency Protocol' Rodriguez overheard," Alvarez suggested.

"Possibly. Whatever it is, we should expect implementation soon. Greene knows his
position is untenable once Earth receives and acknowledges our evidence
transmission."

As if confirming this assessment, Nakamura reported unusual activity in the colony's
central database—massive file deletion operations initiated from terminals in the
research section despite their limited power capacity.

"They're purging records," he explained, studying the activity patterns. "Systematically
erasing files related to Huang's research, communication logs between Greene and
Quantum executives, and security footage from around the time of Huang's death."

"Can you stop it?"

"Partially. I've isolated critical evidence files in secure storage, but they're using
administrative overrides to access areas we hadn't fully protected.”

This digital scorched-earth approach suggested Greene was implementing final
measures to destroy evidence of both Huang's discovery and his own involvement in
her murder. With physical samples now secured and analyzed, he was focusing on
eliminating the digital trail that might implicate him and Quantum executives in the
conspiracy.

"Commander," Chen called from the communications station, "we're receiving a priority
transmission from Earth—Director Cheng responding to our evidence package."

The message appeared on their main display:

PRIORITY TRANSMISSION: MISSION CONTROL TO COMMANDER MIZUKI



Evidence package regarding potential Martian microfossils received and distributed to
scientific authorities for immediate analysis. Preliminary evaluation confirms structures
consistent with biological origin, requiring implementation of Mars Treaty preservation

protocols.

By authority of International Oversight Committee and UN Space Authority, ALL
terraforming activities affecting western excavation site and surrounding 50-kilometer
radius SUSPENDED immediately pending comprehensive evaluation. Preservation
Zone designated under Treaty Section 7.3.

Supply mission launching within 6 hours with independent scientific team and security
personnel for site assessment and evidence verification. Dr. Marcus Greene and Philip
Wexler remain relieved of all authority pending investigation into Engineer Huang's
death and subsequent events.

Quantum Aerospace representatives have been formally notified of preservation
requirements and suspension of terraforming activities in designated zone. Corporate
legal challenges anticipated but preservation order remains in effect during adjudication.

Maintain all evidence security. Report any further attempts to compromise samples or
documentation immediately. Director Cheng.

The message represented official validation of Huang's discovery and implementation of
preservation measures despite Quantum's inevitable resistance. The terraforming
program would continue, but with significant modification to protect the area containing
evidence of Mars' biological history.

"Transmit acknowledgment and full compliance confirmation," Mizuki instructed Chen.
"And prepare our complete evidence package for transmission—everything we've
assembled on both Huang's murder and her scientific discovery."

As these instructions were implemented, Nakamura reported another concerning
development—unusual activity in the colony's external sensor network, particularly
those monitoring the western excavation site.

"Someone's attempting to deactivate perimeter monitoring around the western site," he
explained. "Systematically disabling surveillance coverage of the area designated for
preservation."

This targeted approach suggested a specific purpose beyond general evidence
destruction—perhaps preparation for some action at the excavation site itself that
Greene didn't want documented.



"Can you maintain monitoring coverage?"

"Partially. I'm rerouting through backup systems, but they're being thorough—targeting
both primary and secondary monitoring networks."

Rodriguez, who had been reviewing the laboratory team's findings, looked up with
sudden alarm. "Commander, if they're disabling site monitoring while implementing a
'Final Contingency Protocol,' they might be planning to destroy the excavation site
itself."

"Destroy it how?"

"The terraforming program includes contingency demolition charges at key geological
formations—originally intended for creating water access channels or emergency
regolith collection. A modified detonation pattern could collapse the entire western
excavation area, burying evidence under tons of Martian soil."

The suggestion was alarming but aligned with Greene's increasingly desperate
measures. If he couldn't prevent Huang's discovery from reaching Earth, he might
attempt to destroy the physical site itself—making future verification more difficult and
potentially allowing Quantum to challenge the preliminary findings as unreproducible.

"Alvarez, prepare an expedition team immediately," Mizuki ordered. "We need to secure
the western site against potential sabotage. Full security complement, emergency
response equipment.”

"That's a significant resource commitment outside the colony," Alvarez cautioned. "It
would leave us with reduced security internally while Greene and his faction remain
uncontained."

"A calculated risk we must take. If they destroy the excavation site, future scientific
evaluation becomes substantially more difficult. The preservation order would be
undermined by lack of accessible evidence."

As they prepared this response, colony sensors detected movement at the maintenance
airlock in the research section—the same access point likely used for the earlier
unauthorized EVA that had pursued Rodriguez's team.

"Surface vehicle deploying from research section," Nakamura reported. "Two occupants
in surface suits, moving rapidly toward the western excavation site."

"Estimated arrival time at the site?"



"Approximately forty minutes at their current speed."

Mizuki made a rapid tactical assessment. "Alvarez, how quickly can we deploy our
response team?"

"Twenty minutes minimum for proper EVA preparation and equipment loading."

"Not fast enough to intercept before they reach the site," Mizuki concluded. "We need
another approach."”

Rodriguez studied the topographical display showing the excavation site and
surrounding terrain. "There's a secondary access route through the northern ridge line.
Slightly longer distance but more direct path. A well-equipped rover could potentially
reach the site before them if they maintain maximum safe speed."

"Prepare that option immediately," Mizuki ordered. "Minimum viable team—two security
personnel with demolition expertise who can identify and neutralize any explosive
devices. Rodriguez, you'll guide them since you're familiar with the site layout."

As these preparations began, Mizuki received another incoming transmission—Philip
Wexler, his expression now openly desperate rather than professionally composed.

"Commander, | must inform you that Dr. Greene has implemented unauthorized
measures without my knowledge or approval," he began, clearly attempting to distance
himself from whatever was occurring. "He has deployed personnel to the western
excavation site against my explicit instructions and contrary to Quantum'’s official
position following Earth's preservation order."

The corporate representative was implementing the classic executive
defense—claiming ignorance of specific actions while positioning himself as attempting
to prevent unauthorized activities.

"These actions represent Dr. Greene's personal initiative rather than Quantum
Aerospace policy," Wexler continued. "l am formally dissociating myself and the
corporation from whatever measures he has implemented, and request your assistance
in preventing potential site disturbance that would violate the preservation order."

"How convenient that you discover this conscience after Earth has issued official
preservation directives," Mizuki replied. "Your concern would be more credible if you
had opposed Greene's previous attempts to suppress Huang's discovery and destroy
evidence."



"l was operating under incomplete information regarding both Huang's death and the
scientific significance of her findings," Wexler insisted. "As Quantum's representative, |
am now formally acknowledging the preservation order and offering full cooperation with
implementation procedures."

"Starting with what, exactly? Information about what Greene has dispatched his team to
do at the excavation site?"

Wexler hesitated visibly. "l don't have confirmed details, only concerns based on
resource allocations and equipment requisitions. Dr. Greene has been increasingly
erratic as his position has deteriorated, potentially implementing measures beyond
appropriate corporate crisis management."

"You mean he's preparing to destroy evidence that could implicate both him and
Quantum executives in Huang's murder and the subsequent coverup," Mizuki said
bluntly. "And you're attempting to establish deniability before that destruction occurs."

"I'm attempting to prevent further escalation that serves neither science nor corporate
interests," Wexler countered. "Whatever our disagreements regarding interpretation of
Huang's findings, Quantum acknowledges the preservation order and will participate in
proper scientific evaluation procedures."

"Then prove it. Provide details of whatever Greene has planned at the excavation site
so we can prevent potential evidence destruction."

Wexler's expression suggested internal calculation—weighing corporate loyalty against
self-preservation. "l don't have specific operational details. Greene has
compartmentalized information increasingly as our situation has evolved. However, |
can confirm that demolition equipment was among the materials loaded onto the
deployed vehicle."

This confirmation aligned with Rodriguez's theory—Greene was likely planning to
destroy the excavation site itself, burying evidence under tons of collapsed Martian soil
and rock.

"If you're genuine about cooperation, Mr. Wexler, order all Quantum personnel to stand
down immediately and return to the colony. Prevent whatever destruction Greene has
planned.”

"I've attempted communication but received no response. He appears to be operating
independently at this point, potentially disregarding both colony authority and corporate
direction."



If accurate, this suggested Greene had moved beyond even Quantum's damage control
strategy, implementing personal measures to protect himself regardless of corporate
preferences. It represented a dangerous escalation—an individual with specialized
knowledge and resources acting without oversight or restraint.

"Our response team is deploying to secure the site," Mizuki informed Wexler. "Any
interference with their operation will be considered hostile action regardless of claimed
justification."

"Understood, Commander. | will continue attempting to establish communication with
the deployed team and order their return to colony authority."

After the transmission ended, Mizuki turned to her team. "Wexler's trying to save himself
by sacrificing Greene. Standard corporate crisis management—identify a responsible
individual and distance the organization from their actions."

"Classic plausible deniability strategy," Alvarez agreed. "Though it might be partially
genuine if Greene has truly gone rogue beyond Quantum's approved contingencies."

"Either way, our priority is preventing destruction of the excavation site." Mizuki checked
the status of their response team. "Rodriguez, what's your deployment timeline?"

"Vehicle loaded and final checks underway. We can deploy in seven minutes. Estimated
arrival at the excavation site in forty-seven minutes from deployment, assuming
maximum safe speed on the northern route."

"That's cutting it extremely close," Alvarez noted. "Greene's team will reach the site only
minutes before our response team."

"We need to delay them somehow," Mizuki said, studying the topographical display
showing both teams' projected routes. "Options?"

Nakamura indicated a section of Greene's team's route that passed through a narrow
canyon. "We could potentially use the orbital imaging satellite to create navigation
interference in this section. Nothing dangerous, but sufficient signal disruption to force
them to reduce speed through the challenging terrain."

"Implement immediately," Mizuki ordered. "Every minute of delay increases our chance
of securing the site before they can implement whatever destruction Greene has
planned.”

As these measures were implemented, the laboratory team reported completion of their
comprehensive evidence package—complete documentation of all analyses, raw data,



and verification methodologies regarding the microfossil discovery. Chen began
transmission to Earth through multiple secure channels, ensuring the scientific evidence
would be preserved regardless of what happened at the physical excavation site.

Rodriguez's response team deployed from the colony's main airlock, their specialized
rover accelerating rapidly toward the northern route that might allow them to reach the
excavation site before Greene's team. The race to preserve humanity's first evidence of
life beyond Earth had become literal—two vehicles speeding across the Martian surface
with diametrically opposed objectives.

Mizuki monitored both teams' progress, acutely aware that the outcome might
determine not just justice for Huang's murder but humanity's scientific understanding of
Mars for generations to come. The stakes couldn't be higher, nor the contrast clearer
between those who sought to preserve truth and those willing to destroy it for financial
gain.

The first murder on Mars had revealed the depths of both human greed and human
courage. As the response team raced toward the excavation site, Mizuki hoped that
courage would prove the stronger force in humanity's first true crisis beyond Earth.

Dust plumes marked the progress of two vehicles racing across the Martian
landscape—Greene's team following the direct route toward the western excavation
site, Rodriguez's response team taking the northern path that might allow them to arrive
first despite the longer distance. Colony sensors tracked both vehicles' progress,
transmitting real-time updates to the command center where Mizuki and her team
monitored the developing situation.

"Greene's team has entered the canyon section," Nakamura reported. "Navigation
interference appears to be working—they've reduced speed by approximately 30% to
compensate for degraded guidance systems."

"And our team?"

"Maintaining maximum safe velocity along the northern route. Current projections show
potential arrival at the excavation site approximately three minutes before Greene's
team, assuming both maintain current speeds."

This narrow margin left little room for error. If Rodriguez's team encountered any terrain
difficulties or mechanical issues, Greene's operatives would reach the site first with
whatever demolition equipment they carried.

"Can we communicate with Rodriguez's team?" Mizuki asked.



"Yes, though signal quality is variable due to terrain interference," Chen confirmed.
"Audio only, with occasional dropouts."

"Establish connection."

Rodriguez's voice came through with background static from the rover's movement
across rough terrain: "Response team to colony command. We're maintaining maximum
safe speed along the northern route. Vehicle performance nominal despite challenging
conditions."

"This is Commander Mizuki. Current projections show you arriving approximately three
minutes before Greene's team. That's a very narrow window to identify and neutralize
any demolition preparations."

"Understood, Commander. Our security personnel have demolition experience and are
prepared for rapid assessment and countermeasures. We've studied the geological
surveys of the site to identify likely placement points for explosive devices."

"Priority is preventing site destruction," Mizuki emphasized. "Avoid direct confrontation
with Greene's team if possible, but secure the excavation area at all costs."

"Acknowledged. Will update when we have visual confirmation of the site. Rodriguez
out."

As the transmission ended, Alvarez reported another concerning
development—unusual activity in the colony's communication logs involving the
Quantum security personnel who had remained in the research section.

"They're implementing some kind of communications protocol outside standard colony
channels," he explained. "Encrypted transmissions using emergency frequencies
normally reserved for critical EVA operations."

"Can you determine content or recipients?"

"Negative. Encryption is military-grade, likely using Quantum's proprietary algorithms.
But the pattern suggests coordination of multiple operatives rather than simple status
updates.”

This development raised the possibility that Greene's actions at the excavation site
might be part of a broader coordinated plan—perhaps synchronized with additional
measures within the colony itself. The timing suggested preparation for escalation rather
than an isolated desperate act.



"Increase security around all critical systems and evidence storage," Mizuki ordered.
"Full alert status throughout the colony. No movement between sections without explicit
authorization and escort."

As these precautions were implemented, Nakamura detected another system
anomaly—subtle but persistent attempts to access the colony's emergency protocols,
particularly those governing airlock operations and atmospheric management.

"Someone's probing for vulnerabilities in our crisis response systems," he reported.
"Nothing overtly dangerous yet, but the pattern suggests methodical testing of potential
access points."

"Greene setting up another system attack while we're focused on the excavation site,"
Mizuki concluded. "Preparing to create a colony emergency as distraction or leverage."

The coordinated nature of these activities—the expedition to potentially destroy the
excavation site coinciding with internal system probes and unusual communication
patterns—suggested a comprehensive final strategy rather than desperate
improvisation.

"Greene's team has cleared the canyon section," Nakamura updated. "They've
increased velocity again, partially offsetting our delay tactics. New projection shows our
response team arriving approximately ninety seconds before them."

The margin continued to narrow, increasing pressure on Rodriguez's team to identify
and neutralize whatever demolition plan Greene had prepared. Ninety seconds would
be barely sufficient to assess the situation, let alone implement effective
countermeasures.

"Update from Rodriguez," Chen reported. "They've visual confirmation of the excavation
site. No signs of disturbance yet. Estimated arrival in seven minutes."

"And Greene's team?"
"Approximately eight and a half minutes from the site, maintaining maximum velocity."

The race was reaching its critical phase, with both teams approaching the excavation
site that contained humanity's first evidence of life beyond Earth. The scientific and
philosophical implications of this discovery were profound—potentially reshaping
humanity's understanding of life's prevalence in the universe and forcing reevaluation of
Mars colonization approaches.



"Commander," Nakamura called urgently, "I'm detecting increasing intrusion attempts in
the colony's environmental systems—specifically targeting oxygen distribution to critical
areas including Medical and our secure laboratory."

"Greene's operatives implementing coordinated measures inside the colony," Mizuki
said. "Trying to create leverage or distraction while their team reaches the excavation
site. Can you block the attempts?"

"Working on it, but they're using multiple access points simultaneously. Some attempts
are succeeding despite our countermeasures."

This escalation represented significant danger—not just to evidence security but to
personnel safety throughout the colony. Greene appeared willing to endanger life
support systems as part of his final strategy to prevent confirmation of Huang's
discovery.

"Implement emergency isolation protocols," Mizuki ordered. "Secure critical areas with
independent life support capacity. And alert all personnel to potential atmospheric
irregularities."

As these emergency measures were being implemented, Rodriguez's team reached the
excavation site. Their rover's cameras transmitted real-time footage to the command
center, showing the exposed soil layers where Huang had first discovered evidence of
microfossils.

"Site appears undisturbed," Rodriguez reported, his voice tense as he surveyed the
area. "Security team deploying to establish perimeter and begin explosive detection
sweep."

The footage showed two security personnel in Mars surface suits exiting the rover,
carrying specialized detection equipment designed to identify explosive materials or
devices. They moved with practiced efficiency, focusing on the geological features most
suitable for demolition placement.

"Greene's team is five minutes from your position," Mizuki informed them. "Prioritize
securing the primary excavation area where sample collection occurred."

"Acknowledged. Beginning systematic sweep of—" Rodriguez's transmission cut off
abruptly as one of the security officers signaled urgently from a position near the main
excavation face.

When transmission resumed seconds later, Rodriguez's voice was tight with controlled
alarm: "Command, we've located multiple demolition charges already in place



throughout the site. Professional installation, timed detonation system. Appears to have
been placed well before our current operation."”

This revelation was shocking—the explosives hadn't been brought by Greene's
approaching team but had been pre-positioned days or perhaps weeks earlier as a
contingency measure. It suggested a level of premeditation that extended beyond
reaction to current events.

"Status of the devices?" Mizuki asked.

"Active and linked to a central trigger mechanism. Our demolition specialist is assessing
the system now, but initial evaluation suggests sophisticated design with multiple
redundancies."

The security officer's evaluation appeared on a secondary display, showing technical
details of the explosive system. It confirmed Rodriguez's assessment—a professional
installation designed to collapse the entire excavation site, burying evidence under tons
of Martian soil and rock. The central trigger mechanism included both remote activation
capability and automated detonation timer.

"The timer is active," Rodriguez reported tensely. "Currently showing twenty-three
minutes to detonation."

"Can your specialist disarm it?"

"Attempting assessment now. The system has anti-tampering features that could trigger
immediate detonation if improperly handled."

This development dramatically changed the tactical situation. Greene's approaching
team wasn't coming to place explosives but likely to ensure the pre-positioned system
activated as planned—perhaps implementing final arming procedures or monitoring to
prevent intervention.

"Greene's team is three minutes from your position," Mizuki informed Rodriguez. "They
likely know about the existing explosives. Prepare for potential hostile interaction if they
attempt to prevent disarming."

As Rodriguez's team worked to understand and potentially neutralize the demolition
system, Mizuki received an urgent update from Alvarez regarding the situation within
the colony.

"The Quantum security personnel have begun moving through the research section with
what appears to be systematic purpose," he reported, reviewing surveillance footage.



"They're accessing specific systems and securing particular equipment rather than
general evacuation preparations.”

"Like they're implementing a predetermined protocol," Mizuki observed. "Securing
specific assets or preparing particular measures."

"Exactly. And they're all wearing surface suits despite being inside the colony—prepared
for potential atmospheric compromises."

This coordinated activity, combined with the ongoing system intrusion attempts and
pre-positioned explosives at the excavation site, painted a disturbing picture of
comprehensive contingency planning. Greene hadn't been improvising desperate
measures but implementing carefully prepared protocols designed long before the
current crisis.

"Update from Rodriguez," Chen reported. "Their specialist has identified the demolition
system's central processor but reports extensive anti-tampering mechanisms.
Conventional disarming would likely trigger immediate detonation."

"Options?" Mizuki asked.

"They're attempting to isolate the trigger mechanism from the explosive charges by
severing connection points. High-risk procedure with no guarantee of success."

The situation was becoming increasingly critical. Rodriguez's team was attempting a
dangerous intervention with limited time before Greene's operatives arrived, while within
the colony, coordinated activities suggested preparation for additional measures that
might endanger personnel or evidence.

"Commander," Nakamura called urgently, "the system intrusion attempts have
succeeded in multiple environmental subsystems. Oxygen levels in Medical and
laboratory sections are beginning to fluctuate—nothing immediately dangerous but
trending toward potential compromised functionality.”

"Implement emergency breathing apparatus protocols in affected sections," Mizuki
ordered. "And continue isolation efforts to prevent further system compromise."

As these instructions were implemented, Greene's team arrived at the excavation site.
Colony sensors showed their rover stopping approximately two hundred meters from
Rodriguez's position, two figures in Quantum surface suits emerging with what
appeared to be specialized equipment.



"Greene's operatives have arrived," Rodriguez reported tensely. "They're observing our
position but haven't approached directly. Our security team has established defensive
positions while the specialist continues disarming attempts."

"Time remaining on the detonation timer?"

"Seventeen minutes. Our specialist has isolated two of the five primary connection
nodes but reports increasing complexity in the remaining systems."

The situation had evolved into a tense standoff at the excavation site—Rodriguez's
team racing to disarm a sophisticated demolition system while Greene's operatives
observed from distance, potentially waiting to intervene if disarming appeared imminent.

Inside the colony, the coordinated activities of Quantum security personnel continued,
with system compromises affecting multiple areas despite Nakamura's
countermeasures. The pattern suggested a comprehensive final strategy designed to
either destroy evidence or create sufficient leverage to force concessions regarding
Huang's discovery.

"Greene's operatives are moving toward the excavation site," Rodriguez reported.
"Approaching slowly with what appears to be override equipment for the detonation
system."

"Intentions?"

"Unclear. They're maintaining communication silence despite our hailing attempts.
Could be coming to ensure detonation or potentially to implement final arming
procedures."

"Your security team should establish clear boundaries," Mizuki instructed. "Prevent them
from accessing the detonation system while your specialist continues disarming efforts."

As this tense situation developed at the excavation site, Mizuki received an incoming
transmission from Philip Wexler. His appearance had degraded further—clothing
disheveled, expression strained, the corporate executive clearly under significant stress.

"Commander Mizuki," he began urgently, "I must inform you that Dr. Greene has
implemented unauthorized contingency measures that potentially endanger both colony
personnel and scientific evidence. | am officially disavowing these actions on behalf of
Quantum Aerospace and requesting your assistance in preventing their completion."



"Rather late for corporate conscience, Mr. Wexler. Greene's team is currently at the
excavation site where pre-positioned explosives are set to detonate in approximately
sixteen minutes."

Wexler's expression confirmed he was aware of the demolition system. "Those
measures were established as geological reshaping options for terraforming
implementation, not as evidence destruction mechanisms. Greene has repurposed
them without corporate authorization."

"And the coordinated system attacks within the colony? The security personnel
implementing what appears to be a predetermined protocol? All unauthorized as well?"

"Greene has leveraged Quantum security assets by misrepresenting operational
directives," Wexler insisted. "I've attempted to countermand these activities but have
been effectively isolated from command channels."

Whether Wexler's claimed opposition was genuine or merely another attempt at
corporate deniability remained unclear. What mattered was the immediate threat to both
the excavation site and colony systems.

"If you want to demonstrate genuine opposition to these measures, Mr. Wexler, provide
override codes for the demolition system at the excavation site and command
authorization to halt the activities of Quantum security personnel within the colony."

Wexler hesitated visibly, corporate instincts warring with self-preservation as the
situation deteriorated. "l... don't have direct access to the demolition override codes.
Those were established under Greene's authority as part of contingency planning."

"And the security personnel?"

"l can provide authorization codes that might influence their activities, though Greene
appears to have implemented command isolation protocols that potentially override
standard authority channels."

"Provide whatever codes you have immediately," Mizuki instructed. "And prepare to
surrender yourself to colony security for formal processing according to Earth's
directive."

As Wexler transmitted the authorization codes—their effectiveness yet to be
determined—Mizuki received another update from the excavation site. Rodriguez's
specialist had successfully isolated a third connection node but reported increasing
complexity in the remaining systems. The detonation timer showed fourteen minutes
remaining.



Meanwhile, Greene's operatives had stopped approximately fifty meters from the
excavation face, deploying what appeared to be signal transmission equipment rather
than approaching the demolition system directly. This suggested they might be
preparing remote intervention rather than direct manipulation of the explosive devices.

"Commander," Nakamura reported urgently, "the system compromises within the colony
are expanding despite our countermeasures. Oxygen levels in Medical have dropped
below 19% and continuing to decline gradually. Laboratory section experiencing similar
degradation."

"Evacuate non-essential personnel from affected areas," Mizuki ordered. "Maintain
minimum necessary staff with emergency breathing apparatus. And continue isolation
efforts to prevent further system compromise.”

The coordinated nature of these attacks—the excavation site demolition system
counting down while colony life support systems degraded in critical areas—suggested
a comprehensive strategy designed to force concessions rather than merely destroy
evidence. Greene appeared to be creating multiple simultaneous crises to maximize
pressure on Mizuki's authority.

"Commander," Chen called from the communications station, "we're receiving an
incoming transmission from Dr. Greene himself—colony-wide broadcast on emergency
channels."

"Put it through," Mizuki instructed, preparing for whatever ultimatum Greene might
present.

Greene's image appeared on the main display, his clinical composure intact despite the
escalating situation. He appeared to be in a small control room, likely within the
Quantum rover at the excavation site.

"Attention all colony personnel," he began with practiced authority. "This is Dr. Marcus
Greene implementing Emergency Contingency Protocol in response to critical scientific
and operational compromises. Several colony systems are currently experiencing
coordinated malfunctions that require immediate specialized intervention."

The carefully worded announcement avoided direct acknowledgment of deliberate
sabotage while establishing a crisis narrative that positioned Greene as responding to
rather than creating the emergency.

"Specifically, the western excavation site has been identified as potentially unstable,
with geological assessment indicating imminent collapse risk. Controlled demolition



procedures have been implemented as safety measure to prevent unpredictable
structural failure that could endanger personnel or equipment.”

This transparent attempt to justify the demolition system as a safety measure rather
than evidence destruction continued Greene's pattern of creating plausible alternative
explanations for his actions.

"Additionally, environmental systems in several colony sections are experiencing
calibration anomalies that require specialized reconfiguration. Quantum technical
personnel are implementing corrective measures to stabilize these systems and prevent
potential life support compromises."

Having established his crisis narrative, Greene moved to his actual purpose: "To
facilitate proper resolution of these coordinated emergencies, | am requesting
immediate cessation of all unauthorized scientific analysis activities and secure
transmission of all materials related to Engineer Huang's research to designated
containment facilities pending proper evaluation protocols."

The ultimatum became clear—surrender all evidence of Huang's discovery in exchange
for resolving the manufactured crises threatening both the excavation site and colony
life support systems.

"This approach represents the only viable path to ensuring both colony safety and
scientific integrity," Greene continued. "Failure to implement these measures within ten
minutes will result in automated emergency protocols that, while regrettable, are
necessary to prevent greater potential harm."

After Greene's transmission ended, Mizuki turned to her team. "He's created multiple
manufactured crises to force us to surrender Huang's evidence. Classic extortion
strategy."

"But with real consequences if we don't comply," Alvarez noted grimly. "The demolition
system is genuine, as are the environmental system compromises."

Mizuki considered their options carefully. Surrendering the evidence would simply allow
Greene to destroy it once in his possession, effectively erasing Huang's discovery
despite their previous transmissions to Earth. However, refusing his demands meant
potentially losing the excavation site and endangering personnel in affected colony
sections.

"Status of Rodriguez's disarming efforts?" she asked.



"They've isolated three of five connection nodes," Chen reported. "Specialist estimates
at least fifteen more minutes required for complete disarming, with timer currently
showing eleven minutes to detonation."

"And our laboratory transmission to Earth?"

"Complete evidence package successfully transmitted through multiple secure
channels," Chen confirmed. "Mission Control has acknowledged receipt and distributed
to scientific authorities for analysis and preservation."

This confirmation provided some reassurance—even if the physical excavation site was
destroyed, comprehensive documentation of Huang's discovery had reached Earth
beyond Greene's ability to suppress. The scientific truth would survive regardless of
what happened to the physical evidence.

"Oxygen levels in Medical now at 18% and continuing to decline," Nakamura reported.
"Emergency breathing apparatus deployed, but Dr. Kapoor reports difficulties
maintaining proper care for patients, particularly Renaud whose condition remains
vulnerable."

The situation required decisive action rather than continued defensive measures.
Greene had created multiple leverage points to force concessions, calculating that
Mizuki would prioritize personnel safety over evidence preservation.

"We need to take control of this situation rather than merely responding to Greene's
manufactured crises," Mizuki decided. "Nakamura, what would be required to implement
complete environmental system reset for the colony?"

"Full reset?" Nakamura looked surprised. "That would require emergency protocols
normally reserved for catastrophic system failure. All sections would revert to
independent life support operation for approximately thirty minutes while primary
systems reinitialize with baseline parameters."

"Which would eliminate all of Greene's system compromises in a single action," Mizuki
noted. "Returning all environmental controls to default settings regardless of their
current modified state."

"Yes, but it's an extreme measure with potential risks to stable operations. We'd be
temporarily abandoning centralized life support management for independent section
functionality."

"Prepare the reset protocol," Mizuki instructed. "But don't implement until my direct
authorization."



She turned to Alvarez next. "Options for neutralizing the demolition system if
Rodriguez's team can't complete disarming in time?"

"Limited," Alvarez admitted. "Without disarming, the only alternative would be creating
sufficient distance between the charges and the critical evidence areas. Physically
moving the explosives isn't viable given anti-tampering mechanisms."

"What about moving the evidence instead? Could Rodriguez's team extract additional
samples before detonation?"

Alvarez considered this possibility. "Potentially, though they'd need to abandon
disarming efforts to focus on rapid sample collection. And there's no guarantee they
could collect from the specific soil layers containing the microfossils in the limited time
available."

Mizuki made her decision. "Contact Rodriguez. Tell his team to split efforts—one
specialist continues disarming attempts while others collect additional samples from the
documented microfossil layers. Priority is evidence preservation by whatever means
necessary."

As these instructions were transmitted, Mizuki prepared her response to Greene's
ultimatum. Rather than accepting his manufactured crisis narrative or surrendering to
his demands, she would implement a counter-strategy that addressed the immediate
threats while maintaining evidence integrity.

"This is Commander Mizuki to all colony personnel," she began, broadcasting on the
same emergency channels Greene had used. "We are experiencing coordinated system
attacks affecting both colony environmental controls and the western excavation site.
These are not accidental malfunctions but deliberate sabotage implemented by Dr.
Marcus Greene and Quantum security personnel."

By directly naming the responsible parties and identifying the true nature of the
"emergencies," Mizuki established a counter-narrative that challenged Greene's attempt
to position himself as responding to rather than creating the crisis.

"Colony emergency protocols are being implemented to neutralize these attacks and
restore proper system functionality. All personnel should prepare for temporary life
support reconfiguration as we execute complete environmental system reset to
eliminate unauthorized modifications."

She continued with specific instructions: "Medical and laboratory personnel will maintain
emergency breathing apparatus during system recalibration. Security teams will



apprehend individuals implementing unauthorized system modifications. Excavation site
personnel will continue efforts to neutralize demolition devices while securing additional
scientific samples."

Mizuki concluded with direct refutation of Greene's ultimatum: "Evidence of Engineer
Huang's scientific discovery has been securely transmitted to Earth and acknowledged
by proper authorities. Preservation protocols have been officially implemented under
Mars Treaty provisions. Dr. Greene's attempts to destroy this evidence through extortion
and sabotage will not succeed."

After completing this announcement, Mizuki turned to her team. "Nakamura, implement
environmental system reset on my mark. Alvarez, deploy all available security
personnel to secure Quantum operatives throughout the colony. Chen, maintain
continuous communication with Rodriguez's team and prepare emergency transmission
channels for potential loss of primary systems."

"Reset protocol ready," Nakamura confirmed. "All sections will receive thirty-second
warning before implementation."

"Security teams in position," Alvarez reported. "Ready to move on authorization."

"Rodriguez acknowledges instructions," Chen added. "Team dividing efforts between
disarming and sample collection. Timer shows eight minutes to detonation."

The colony had reached its most critical moment since founding—multiple simultaneous
crises threatening both personnel safety and scientific evidence preservation. Greene's
comprehensive strategy had created leverage points throughout the colony, attempting

to force surrender of Huang's discovery through manufactured emergencies.

"Implement environmental reset," Mizuki ordered. "And all security teams move to
secure Quantum personnel immediately."

As these commands were executed, alarm tones sounded throughout the colony,
announcing the imminent system reset. All sections would temporarily transition to
independent life support operation while primary environmental systems reinitialized
with baseline parameters—effectively erasing all of Greene's modifications in a single
comprehensive action.

"Reset sequence initiated," Nakamura confirmed. "All sections transitioning to
independent operation. Primary systems beginning shutdown for reinitialization."



The command center displays flickered as power redistributed according to emergency
protocols. Lighting throughout the colony shifted to emergency mode, creating an amber
glow that signaled the temporary suspension of normal operations.

"Security teams engaging Quantum personnel," Alvarez reported, monitoring multiple
feeds simultaneously. "Initial resistance in research section but progressing toward
containment."

As the colony implemented these defensive measures, Mizuki received an urgent
update from the excavation site. Greene's operatives had recognized the threat to their
demolition system and were now moving directly toward Rodriguez's position,
apparently abandoning their previous observation stance in favor of direct intervention.

"Rodriguez reports Greene's team approaching with what appears to be override
equipment," Chen relayed. "Security personnel establishing defensive perimeter while
disarming and sample collection continue."

"Tell them to prevent Greene's team from accessing the demolition system at all costs,"
Mizuki instructed. "But avoid lethal force if possible."

The situation was evolving rapidly both within the colony and at the excavation site. The
environmental system reset had begun neutralizing Greene's system compromises,
while security teams moved to contain Quantum personnel implementing the
coordinated attacks. Simultaneously, Rodriguez's team worked against the countdown
timer, attempting both to disarm the demolition system and collect additional samples
before potential detonation.

"Environmental reset proceeding as designed," Nakamura reported. "System
compromises being eliminated as primary controllers reinitialize with baseline
parameters."

"Security teams have secured approximately 60% of identified Quantum personnel,”
Alvarez added. "Continuing systematic containment operations throughout affected
sections."

These positive developments suggested Mizuki's counter-strategy was
succeeding—addressing Greene's manufactured crises directly rather than surrendering
to his demands. However, the situation at the excavation site remained critical, with the
demolition timer continuing its countdown while Greene's operatives attempted to
prevent disarming efforts.

"Rodriguez reports physical confrontation at the excavation site," Chen announced
tensely. "Greene's operatives attempting to access the demolition system control panel.
Security personnel engaged in preventing access."



"Timer status?"

"Six minutes to detonation. Disarming specialist reports four of five connection nodes
isolated but experiencing significant difficulty with final system due to ongoing
confrontation."

The race against time continued—Rodriguez's team struggling to complete disarming
efforts while simultaneously collecting additional samples and preventing Greene's
operatives from interfering. The outcome would determine whether humanity's first
evidence of life beyond Earth remained available for proper scientific study or was
buried beneath tons of Martian soil and rock.

"Commander," Nakamura called urgently, "I'm detecting unusual power fluctuations in
the research section despite the system reset. Appears to be independent power source
activating specialized equipment.”

"Nature of the equipment?”

"Unable to determine precisely, but power signature consistent with high-energy
communication systems—possibly attempting to establish direct transmission to orbital
platforms bypassing colony networks."

This development suggested Greene had implemented yet another contingency—a
communication system independent of colony infrastructure that could potentially
transmit instructions or information regardless of Mizuki's countermeasures.

"Can you block it?"

"Not directly. The system appears completely isolated from colony networks. But | might
be able to generate interference that disrupts transmission clarity."

"Implement immediately," Mizuki ordered. "Prevent whatever communication they're
attempting to establish."

As Nakamura worked to disrupt this independent communication system, Mizuki
received another update from the excavation site. The physical confrontation between
Rodriguez's security team and Greene's operatives had escalated, with both sides now
engaged in direct struggle for control of the demolition system.

"Rodriguez reports Greene's operatives appear to be attempting to accelerate the
detonation rather than prevent disarming," Chen relayed. "Security personnel physically
restraining them while specialist continues isolation of final connection node."



"Sample collection status?"

"Partial success. Team has secured samples from three of the five identified microfossil
layers. Continuing collection despite the confrontation."

This report confirmed Greene's true objective—ensuring destruction of the physical
evidence regardless of other developments. His operatives were now actively
attempting to trigger immediate detonation rather than allow the timer to complete its
countdown, suggesting increasing desperation as Mizuki's countermeasures succeeded
in neutralizing his other leverage points.

"Environmental system reset 70% complete," Nakamura reported. "Oxygen levels
stabilizing in all affected sections as baseline parameters reinitialize."

"Security teams have secured approximately 80% of Quantum personnel," Alvarez
added. "Remaining operatives concentrated in research section near the independent
communication system."

The colony situation was improving rapidly as Mizuki's counter-strategy neutralized
Greene's manufactured crises. However, the excavation site remained critical, with the
demolition timer continuing its countdown amid physical confrontation between
opposing teams.

"Rodriguez reports specialist has isolated final connection node," Chen announced with
cautious optimism. "Beginning actual disarming procedure for central trigger
mechanism. Estimated completion time approximately four minutes."

"And the timer?"

"Four minutes forty seconds remaining. Margin is extremely narrow."

The outcome now depended on whether Rodriguez's specialist could complete the
disarming procedure before the timer reached zero—a technical race with the fate of
humanity's first evidence of extraterrestrial life hanging in the balance.

"Security teams have secured all Quantum personnel in residential and operations
sections," Alvarez updated. "Proceeding to research section to secure remaining

operatives and the independent communication system."

"Environmental reset 85% complete," Nakamura added. "Primary systems beginning
reactivation sequence with verified baseline parameters."



These developments suggested Mizuki's counter-strategy was succeeding
comprehensively—neutralizing Greene's system attacks within the colony while
potentially preventing destruction of the excavation site if the disarming specialist
completed their procedure in time.

"Commander," Chen called urgently, "incoming transmission from Dr. Greene
himself—direct channel from the excavation site."

"Put it through," Mizuki instructed, preparing for whatever desperate measure Greene
might attempt next.

Greene's image appeared on the display, his clinical composure finally broken. He
appeared to be inside his rover at the excavation site, the camera angle unstable as if
held during movement.

"Commander Mizuki," he began, his voice tight with controlled fury, "you leave me no
alternative but to implement final contingency measures. Your security personnel have
physically restrained my team from completing necessary safety protocols at the
excavation site."

"You mean they've prevented your operatives from triggering immediate detonation of
pre-positioned explosives," Mizuki countered. "Explosives specifically placed to destroy
evidence of potential Martian life."

"Those explosives were positioned for controlled geological modification as part of
authorized terraforming preparations," Greene insisted, maintaining his alternative
narrative despite the increasingly obvious reality. "Their current activation represents
necessary safety measures to prevent uncontrolled structural collapse."

"Our specialist is currently disarming your demolition system, Dr. Greene. Your
manufactured crises within the colony have been neutralized through environmental
system reset. Your security personnel have been contained. Your attempts to destroy
Engineer Huang's discovery have failed comprehensively."

Greene's expression hardened into cold calculation. "You misunderstand the situation
entirely, Commander. The excavation site is merely one component of a broader
evidence preservation strategy. The critical research data was always the primary
concern rather than physical samples that could be compromised through improper
handling."

"And that research data has been securely transmitted to Earth beyond your ability to
suppress," Mizuki noted. "Scientific authorities have already acknowledged receipt and
implemented preservation protocols under the Mars Treaty."



"Preliminary data subject to verification and proper contextual analysis," Greene
countered dismissively. "Without the physical site for comprehensive evaluation, those
initial findings become scientifically inconclusive—interesting anomalies rather than
definitive evidence."

The conversation was clearly a delaying tactic, Greene attempting to distract Mizuki
while implementing whatever "final contingency measures" he had referenced. The
question was what those measures might entail given the neutralization of his previous
leverage points.

"Your position is untenable, Dr. Greene. Surrender to colony authority and cooperate
with the investigation into Engineer Huang's murder. That's your only remaining viable
option."

Greene's expression shifted to something approaching pity. "You continue thinking too
narrowly, Commander. Quantum Aerospace doesn't merely control resources on
Mars—it controls the fundamental narrative of Mars exploration and development on
Earth. Whatever evidence reaches scientific authorities will be contextualized within
parameters acceptable to continued terraforming operations."

"You mean Quantum will use its political influence to minimize or dismiss the evidence
regardless of scientific validity," Mizuki said.

"I mean Quantum understands that humanity's future depends on Mars development
proceeding without paralyzing delays caused by scientific sentimentality about
microfossils," Greene replied. "The board has contingency plans extending far beyond
this immediate situation—plans that will ensure appropriate program continuity
regardless of temporary setbacks."

This reference to long-term corporate strategies suggested Greene was shifting focus
from immediate evidence destruction to broader damage control—preparing for
continuation of Quantum's Mars development plans despite the discovery of potential
indigenous life.

"Rodriguez reports disarming specialist has successfully neutralized the central trigger
mechanism," Chen announced suddenly. "Demolition system rendered inert. Excavation
site secure."

Greene's expression registered genuine surprise at this development, suggesting he
hadn't expected the disarming to succeed. His "final contingency measures" had
apparently assumed the excavation site would be destroyed regardless of other
outcomes.



"It's over, Dr. Greene," Mizuki said firmly. "The excavation site is secure. Colony
systems have been restored to proper operation. Your operatives have been contained.
Engineer Huang's discovery will receive proper scientific evaluation according to
established protocols."

Greene's clinical demeanor reasserted itself, calculation replacing visible emotion. "One
situation is resolved, Commander. But Quantum's involvement with Mars extends
decades into the future. This immediate conflict may conclude, but the broader question
of how humanity approaches potential indigenous life remains subject to practical rather
than merely scientific considerations."

"Those considerations will proceed through proper international evaluation under the
Mars Treaty," Mizuki replied. "Not through corporate determination based on profit
projections."

"We shall see," Greene said simply. "Humanity has always balanced idealism against
pragmatic necessity. Mars represents too significant an opportunity to be indefinitely
delayed by scientific caution."

With that cryptic statement, Greene ended the transmission. His apparent acceptance
of immediate defeat while suggesting longer-term corporate strategies raised concerns
about Quantum's future approaches to the discovery. However, the immediate crisis had
been resolved successfully—the excavation site secured, colony systems restored, and
Greene's operatives contained.

"Environmental reset complete," Nakamura reported. "All systems returning to normal
operation with verified baseline parameters. No remaining compromises detected."

"Security teams have secured all identified Quantum personnel," Alvarez added.
"Including those operating the independent communication system in the research
section. Colony is fully under control."

"Rodriguez reports sample collection complete from all identified microfossil layers,"
Chen concluded. "Team preparing to return to colony with both samples and disarmed
demolition components as evidence."

The comprehensive success of Mizuki's counter-strategy represented a complete
reversal of Greene's attempted leverage through manufactured crises. Rather than
surrendering evidence to resolve the emergencies he had created, Mizuki had directly
neutralized those emergencies while preserving both digital and physical evidence of
Huang's historic discovery.



"Prepare formal status update for transmission to Earth," Mizuki instructed Chen.
"Complete documentation of Greene's attempted evidence destruction, our successful
countermeasures, and confirmation of excavation site preservation."

"And Greene himself?" Alvarez asked. "His current location?"

"Still at the excavation site according to Rodriguez's report," Chen confirmed.
"Remaining in his rover while our team prepares for return journey."

"Have Rodriguez's security personnel secure Greene for return to the colony," Mizuki
ordered. "Full containment protocols during transport. He'll face formal charges for both
Huang's murder and the subsequent sabotage attempts."

As these instructions were implemented, Mizuki considered the broader implications of
the past twenty-four hours. The first murder on Mars had evolved into a comprehensive
crisis threatening both colony safety and humanity's scientific understanding of their
neighboring planet. Greene's increasingly desperate attempts to suppress Huang's
discovery had revealed the lengths to which corporate interests might go to protect
investments and control narratives.

Yet despite these challenges, truth had prevailed. Huang's discovery of potential
Martian life would receive proper scientific evaluation, potentially reshaping humanity's
understanding of life's distribution in the universe and their approach to Mars
development. The preservation protocols implemented under the Mars Treaty would
ensure the western excavation site received appropriate protection while terraforming
activities continued in other regions.

The immediate crisis had been resolved, but Greene's final comments suggested
Quantum's strategies extended beyond this specific situation. The corporation's
influence with Earth governments and funding agencies remained substantial, creating
potential for continued attempts to minimize the implications of Huang's discovery or
shape its interpretation within parameters acceptable to their development plans.

Those challenges would come later, however. For now, Mizuki could take satisfaction in
knowing that Lifen Huang's sacrifice had not been in vain. The truth she had discovered
would reach proper scientific evaluation, and those responsible for her murder would
face justice when the supply mission arrived with independent investigators.

Mars had witnessed humanity's capacity for both terrible greed and noble pursuit of
truth. As the red planet continued its ancient orbit around the sun, it now carried
evidence of two forms of life—the microfossils preserved in its soil for millions of years,
and the human society struggling to balance scientific integrity against economic
imperatives as they established their first foothold beyond Earth.



The oxygen thief who had stolen Huang's breath had failed to steal the truth she had
discovered. That truth would now become part of humanity's understanding of their
place in the cosmos—one more step in their ongoing journey among the stars.

Two weeks after the crisis, Mizuki stood at the observation window of the colony's small
memorial garden, watching the approaching lights of the supply mission lander as it
descended toward the designated landing zone three kilometers from the colony
perimeter. The spacecraft carried not only critical supplies and replacement equipment
but also the independent investigators who would formally evaluate both Huang's
murder and her scientific discovery.

The intervening weeks had brought significant developments. Greene and his Quantum
security personnel remained in restricted quarters under continuous surveillance, while
Philip Wexler had negotiated limited movement privileges in exchange for
comprehensive testimony regarding corporate involvement in the events following
Huang's death.

Dr. Renaud had recovered sufficiently to provide detailed statements about both the
murder and subsequent coverup attempts, her testimony creating a comprehensive
timeline of how corporate directives had evolved into criminal actions. Her cooperation
would likely reduce her eventual sentencing, though she would certainly face significant
consequences for her role in Huang's death.

Most significantly, Earth's scientific community had begun formal evaluation of the
evidence Mizuki had transmitted regarding potential Martian microfossils. Preliminary
assessment supported the colony's findings—the structures discovered in the western
excavation site demonstrated characteristics consistent with biological origin rather than
abiotic formation processes.

The Mars Treaty's preservation protocols remained in effect, creating a fifty-kilometer
protection zone around the western site where terraforming activities were prohibited
pending comprehensive scientific evaluation. Quantum Aerospace had filed formal
challenges to these restrictions but continued terraforming operations in other regions
while the legal process unfolded.

"Commander," Alvarez called from the garden entrance. "The lander has confirmed final
approach. Estimated touchdown in seventeen minutes."

"Thank you, Carlos." Mizuki turned from the window. "Is the reception team prepared?"

"Yes. Security protocols in place as discussed. The independent investigators will be
escorted directly to the administrative section for initial briefing."



The security precautions were necessary given uncertainty about potential Quantum
influence among the arriving personnel. While Director Cheng had assured Mizuki that
the investigation team had been carefully selected for impartiality, corporate interests
often extended in subtle ways throughout the space program's infrastructure.

"And our evidence documentation?"

"Complete and secured in multiple locations," Alvarez confirmed. "Both physical
samples and digital records ready for formal review under chain-of-custody protocols."

Mizuki nodded, satisfied with the preparations. The past two weeks had been dedicated
to meticulously documenting every aspect of both Huang's murder and her scientific
discovery, creating an evidence package that would withstand the most rigorous
scrutiny.

"Commander," her communicator chimed with Chen's voice, "incoming transmission
from Director Cheng. Private channel request."

"I'll take it in my quarters," Mizuki replied, curious about this last-minute communication
before the lander's arrival.

In her small personal space, Mizuki activated the secure communication system. After
the customary seventeen-minute delay, Director Cheng's image appeared, her
expression professional but with subtle tension visible around her eyes.

"Commander Mizuki," she began formally, "this transmission is to provide critical context
before the investigation team arrives. While the team members have been selected for
their professional qualifications and independence, you should be aware of significant
developments on Earth regarding Quantum Aerospace's position."

Cheng glanced briefly at something off-camera before continuing. "The corporation has
implemented a sophisticated public relations strategy characterizing Engineer Huang's
discovery as 'preliminary findings requiring extensive verification' rather than definitive
evidence of Martian life. They're emphasizing scientific caution while positioning
themselves as responsible stewards of Mars development.”

This approach aligned with Greene's final comments during the crisis—suggesting
Quantum would focus on controlling the narrative rather than suppressing the evidence
directly.

"Politically, they've engaged multiple Earth governments regarding potential economic
impacts of delayed terraforming," Cheng continued. "Emphasizing job losses,
investment uncertainties, and setbacks to interplanetary expansion. Several key funding



nations are now expressing concerns about 'premature implementation' of preservation
protocols."

The strategy was clear—Quantum was leveraging economic and political pressure to
minimize the impact of Huang's discovery on their development timeline, attempting to
shape interpretation of the evidence rather than deny its existence.

"The investigation team remains formally independent," Cheng assured her. "However,
they are aware of the political sensitivity surrounding their assessment. You should
anticipate careful, perhaps conservative, language in their initial
evaluations—particularly regarding the microfossil evidence."

"And Huang's murder?" Mizuki asked. "Will that investigation face similar pressure?"

After the transmission delay, Cheng responded directly: "The criminal investigation has
more procedural protection from external influence. Dr. Greene's actions appear
increasingly difficult to justify as evidence accumulates. However, Quantum is already
positioning his behavior as that of a 'rogue operator' acting without corporate
authorization."

"The classic corporate defense," Mizuki noted. "Isolate responsibility with an individual
while protecting the organization."

"Precisely. Their legal team is constructing a narrative where Greene exceeded his
authority while Quantum itself remains committed to scientific integrity and proper
protocol." Cheng's expression conveyed her skepticism regarding this portrayal. "I'm
sharing this context to prepare you for potential tension between scientific truth and
political expedience in the coming investigation."

"l appreciate the warning," Mizuki replied. "We'll maintain focus on comprehensive
evidence presentation regardless of political sensitivities."

After the communication ended, Mizuki considered the implications. Quantum's strategy
represented a sophisticated approach to damage control—acknowledging the evidence
while controlling its interpretation and implications. Rather than crude suppression, they
were implementing a nuanced campaign to minimize impact on their development plans
through political and economic leverage.

This approach would be more challenging to counter than Greene's desperate sabotage
attempts. Scientific truth might be objective, but its implementation through policy
always occurred within political and economic contexts that corporations like Quantum
understood intimately.



Mizuki made her way to the airlock where the reception team awaited the lander's
arrival. Rodriguez stood among them, having become the de facto guardian of Huang's
scientific legacy. His quiet determination to ensure proper recognition of his partner's
discovery had earned him respect throughout the colony, even among those initially
skeptical of the findings' significance.

"Final approach confirmed," announced the operations officer monitoring the landing.
"Touchdown in seven minutes at designated coordinates."

The reception team performed final checks on their surface suits while Mizuki reviewed
the arrival protocols. The independent investigators would transfer directly to the colony
after initial processing, while supply unloading would proceed according to standard
procedures under Nakamura's supervision.

"Commander," Rodriguez said quietly as they waited, "whatever narrative Quantum
attempts to construct, the evidence speaks for itself. Lifen's discovery will withstand
scrutiny regardless of political pressure."

"l believe you're right," Mizuki replied. "But we should prepare for a complex process
rather than immediate validation. Quantum has significant influence with multiple
funding nations."

"Truth has patience," Rodriguez said simply. "Mars has preserved these microfossils for
millions of years. They can wait a little longer for proper recognition."

This philosophical perspective reflected Rodriguez's growth during the crisis—from
grieving partner to determined advocate for scientific integrity. His technical expertise
combined with personal connection to Huang made him an effective guardian for her
discovery, someone who understood both the scientific significance and human cost of
the truth they were defending.

"Lander touchdown confirmed," reported the operations officer. "Systems nominal.
Depressurization cycle initiating for personnel transfer."

The arrival procedures proceeded efficiently, with the investigation team transferring to
the colony while supply unloading began simultaneously. The team consisted of five
specialists: a criminal investigator, a forensic expert, two exobiologists, and a legal
representative from the Mars Treaty Commission. Their expressions revealed little as
they were escorted to the administrative section for initial briefing.

Mizuki allowed Alvarez to handle the preliminary protocols while she consulted with
Nakamura regarding the supply transfer. The chief engineer reported nominal
operations with all critical replacement parts identified and prioritized for immediate
integration into colony systems.



"The lander also brought something unexpected," Nakamura added with unusual
emotion. "A memorial plaque for Huang, commissioned by the international scientific
community. They're requesting installation at the western excavation site once the
investigation concludes."

This gesture from Earth's scientific establishment suggested Huang's discovery had
already gained significant recognition despite Quantum's attempts to minimize its
importance. The plaque represented acknowledgment of both her scientific contribution
and personal sacrifice in pursuit of truth.

"We'll arrange an appropriate ceremony when the time comes," Mizuki said. "Something
that honors both the discovery and the discoverer."

After confirming all arrival operations were proceeding smoothly, Mizuki joined the
investigation team in the administrative conference room. They had been provided with
preliminary documentation and were reviewing materials with professional focus.

"Commander Mizuki," acknowledged Dr. Eliana Santos, the team leader and criminal
investigator. "Thank you for the comprehensive preliminary materials. We'll begin formal
evidence review immediately according to established protocols."

"My team is available to provide any additional information or access you require,"
Mizuki replied. "We've maintained strict chain-of-custody procedures for all physical
evidence and documentation."

"That's appreciated," Santos said carefully. "We understand the challenging
circumstances under which this investigation was initiated and maintained. Our
mandate is to establish factual determination independent of any external
considerations."

The carefully worded statement suggested awareness of political sensitivities without
explicitly acknowledging potential pressure. Santos was establishing professional
boundaries while indicating commitment to objective assessment—a delicate balance
given the corporate and political interests surrounding the case.

"We'll begin with separate tracks for the criminal investigation and scientific
assessment," Santos continued. "Dr. Khatri and Dr. Yoshida will focus on the microfossil
evidence and excavation site preservation, while my team addresses Engineer Huang's
death and subsequent events."

This division of labor was standard procedure but would also allow each team to reach
conclusions without necessarily influencing the other's assessment—potentially creating



space for different levels of certainty or interpretation between the criminal and scientific
aspects of the investigation.

"I've assigned dedicated workspace for each team," Mizuki informed them. "With secure
evidence storage and independent system access as required by protocol."

The investigators proceeded to their assigned areas after completing administrative
formalities, establishing the beginning of what would likely be a weeks-long process of
evidence review, interviews, and analysis. Their methodical approach contrasted
sharply with the urgent crisis that had preceded their arrival—the measured rhythm of
formal investigation following the chaotic confrontation over truth and evidence.

Later that evening, Mizuki met privately with Dr. Santos to discuss aspects of the
criminal investigation that required command authorization. The investigator maintained
professional detachment while reviewing case elements, but her questions revealed
sharp focus on the connections between Greene's actions and Quantum's corporate
directives.

"The communications between Dr. Greene and Quantum executives are particularly
significant," Santos noted, reviewing the evidence Mizuki had assembled. "Especially
the coded authorizations regarding 'personnel management' and 'information
containment protocols."

"Those communications establish corporate knowledge of and potential authorization for
actions taken against Huang," Mizuki confirmed. "Renaud's testimony provides context
for how those corporate directives were interpreted and implemented."

Santos nodded thoughtfully. "The challenge will be establishing precise accountability
within corporate command structures specifically designed to create plausible
deniability. Greene may have been the direct actor, but the authorization chain extends
to Earth-based executives who carefully avoided explicit language while conveying clear
expectations."

This assessment demonstrated Santos' understanding of corporate criminal
dynamics—the sophisticated mechanisms by which organizations insulated
decision-makers from direct accountability while creating conditions for subordinates to
take actions serving corporate interests.

"Renaud's testimony is particularly valuable in establishing this connection," Santos
continued. "Her direct interactions with Greene during the planning and implementation
phases provide insight into how corporate directives were translated into specific
actions."

"Will her cooperation affect potential consequences?" Mizuki asked.



"That determination exceeds my investigative mandate," Santos replied carefully.
"However, established precedent suggests cooperation in corporate conspiracy cases
typically results in consideration during sentencing while not eliminating fundamental
accountability."

Their discussion continued with review of specific evidence elements and investigation
priorities. Santos appeared genuinely committed to comprehensive fact-finding despite
awareness of political sensitivities surrounding the case. Her questions revealed
particular interest in the systematic nature of Greene's actions—the pre-positioned
explosives at the excavation site and coordinated system attacks within the colony
demonstrating extensive premeditation rather than reactive measures.

After the meeting concluded, Mizuki made her evening rounds through the colony. The
atmosphere had subtly shifted with the investigation team's arrival—a sense of external
validation for the truths they had fought to preserve. Colonists went about their duties
with renewed purpose, aware they were participating in a historically significant moment
for humanity's interplanetary development.

In the science section, Mizuki found Rodriguez working late with the exobiologists from
the investigation team. They were examining fresh samples from the excavation site,
their discussion focused on verification methodologies and comparative analysis with
Earth-based microfossil structures.

"The morphological consistency across multiple samples is particularly compelling,”
noted Dr. Yoshida, studying microscope images. "These structures demonstrate
organization patterns that strongly resist abiotic explanation.”

"The chemical composition further supports biological origin," added Dr. Khatri. "The
carbon arrangement and trace element distribution aligns with known biological
processes rather than mineral formation patterns."

Their professional assessment, though carefully worded, validated the colony's findings
regarding Huang's discovery. The evidence was speaking for itself despite whatever
political narrative Quantum might attempt to construct around its interpretation.

Rodriguez noticed Mizuki observing their work and approached while the exobiologists
continued their analysis. "They're being thorough but fair," he said quietly. "Asking
appropriate methodological questions while acknowledging the strength of the
evidence."

"Their final assessment will carry significant weight with the scientific community,"
Mizuki noted. "Regardless of Quantum's public relations efforts."



"Lifen would have appreciated their methodical approach," Rodriguez said with a sad
smile. "She always insisted that scientific truth emerges through careful verification
rather than dramatic announcements."

This reflection captured Huang's professional essence—the dedicated scientist whose
commitment to proper procedure had led her to verify her startling discovery before
presenting it officially. That same methodical approach had given Greene and Renaud
the opportunity to silence her before her findings could reach broader awareness.

"The memorial plaque was a meaningful gesture from the scientific community," Mizuki
said. "When the investigation concludes, we'll establish permanent recognition at the
excavation site."

"I'd like that," Rodriguez replied simply. "Something that connects her name
permanently with what she found—the first human to discover evidence of life beyond
Earth."

The historical significance of Huang's discovery would only grow with time, regardless of
current political complications. Future generations studying Mars would acknowledge
her contribution as fundamental to human understanding of life's distribution in the
universe.

Over the following days, the investigation proceeded along its parallel tracks. The
scientific assessment team conducted comprehensive analysis of the microfossil
evidence while the criminal investigators interviewed key withesses and reviewed
documentation of Huang's murder and subsequent events.

Greene maintained clinical detachment during his interviews, acknowledging specific
actions while characterizing them as necessary measures to protect Mars development
priorities rather than criminal acts. His responses revealed the particular danger of
individuals who rationalized moral boundaries through appeal to greater purposes—in
his case, the belief that Mars colonization justified any action that facilitated its
progression.

Wexler provided more pragmatic testimony, detailing corporate communication patterns
and decision structures while positioning himself as implementing rather than creating
directives. His statements carefully balanced cooperation with investigators against
potential corporate liability, revealing the sophisticated ethical calculations of the career
executive navigating competing pressures.

Renaud's testimony proved most compelling—her direct acknowledgment of
wrongdoing combined with detailed description of how corporate pressures had
influenced professional judgment created a powerful narrative of moral compromise with



tragic consequences. Her evident remorse humanized the case while establishing clear
causal connections between corporate directives and criminal actions.

One week into the investigation, Mizuki received a preliminary briefing from both
assessment teams. The scientific findings strongly supported biological origin for the
structures Huang had discovered, with multiple verification methodologies confirming
the initial assessment. The preservation zone established under the Mars Treaty would
remain in effect, requiring Quantum to modify terraforming activities to avoid the western
excavation site and surrounding area.

The criminal investigation had established clear evidence of premeditated murder and
subsequent conspiracy to destroy evidence. Greene's direct involvement was
conclusively demonstrated through DNA evidence, witness testimony, and documented
actions during the crisis. The investigation continued regarding the extent of Quantum
corporate liability, with particular focus on communications between Earth-based
executives and Mars personnel before and after Huang's death.

"The evidence supports criminal charges against Dr. Greene for Engineer Huang's
murder," Dr. Santos reported during the briefing. "With additional charges related to
subsequent evidence destruction attempts and colony system sabotage. Dr. Renaud's
role as accomplice is similarly established, though her cooperation and evident remorse
will likely influence eventual proceedings."

"And Quantum's corporate liability?" Mizuki asked.

"That determination involves complex jurisdictional and evidentiary standards," Santos
replied carefully. "We've identified concerning patterns in corporate communications that
suggest awareness of and potential authorization for actions taken against Huang and
her discovery. However, the deliberately ambiguous language employed in these
communications creates challenges for establishing direct criminal liability under current
interplanetary legal frameworks."

This assessment confirmed Mizuki's expectations regarding corporate
accountability—the sophisticated mechanisms through which organizations insulated
decision-makers while creating conditions for subordinates to implement necessary
actions. Quantum had established plausible deniability while conveying clear
expectations regarding "containing" Huang's discovery.

"The scientific assessment is more definitive," reported Dr. Yoshida. "Multiple verification
methodologies confirm structures consistent with biological origin in samples from the
western excavation site. The evidence strongly supports classification as microfossils
representing ancient Martian life forms rather than abiotic mineral formations."

"Implications for terraforming activities?" Mizuki asked.



"The Mars Treaty provisions are clear," responded the legal representative. "Confirmed
evidence of indigenous life, even in fossilized form, requires implementation of
preservation protocols in affected areas. The current fifty-kilometer preservation zone
will remain in effect pending comprehensive scientific survey to determine the full extent
of microfossil distribution."

This determination represented significant victory for scientific integrity despite
Quantum's political and economic pressure. While terraforming would continue in other
regions, the western excavation site would receive proper protection and study rather
than being transformed through human intervention.

"We'll transmit our preliminary assessment to Earth within twenty-four hours," Santos
concluded. "The final investigation report will follow after completion of remaining
interviews and evidence analysis, estimated within two weeks."

After the briefing concluded, Mizuki took a rare opportunity for reflection, visiting the
small memorial garden where a temporary tribute to Huang had been established. The
space provided quiet sanctuary from the colony's constant activity, allowing
contemplation of the journey from crisis to resolution.

The case had revealed fundamental tensions in humanity's expansion beyond
Earth—between scientific discovery and economic development, between truth and
profit, between individual ethics and corporate imperatives. These tensions would
continue shaping Mars colonization as humans established permanent presence on the
neighboring planet.

Rodriguez joined her in the garden, his expression more peaceful than in the difficult
weeks following Huang's death. "The exobiologists have confirmed they'll recommend
naming the microfossil structures after Lifen," he said quietly. "Huangia marensis will
enter scientific taxonomy as the first confirmed evidence of life beyond Earth."

This taxonomic recognition would ensure Huang's name remained permanently
associated with her discovery, regardless of how the broader narrative evolved through
political and corporate influence. Future generations studying astrobiology would
acknowledge her contribution at the fundamental level of scientific classification.

"A fitting tribute," Mizuki said. "Recognition within the scientific framework she valued
most."

"She never sought personal recognition," Rodriguez reflected. "She simply wanted to
understand Mars more completely—to see it as it truly was rather than merely as we
wished it to be."



This perspective captured the essential conflict underlying the entire case—the tension
between perceiving Mars as it actually existed, with its own biological history and
scientific significance, versus viewing it primarily as resource for human exploitation and
development. Huang had embodied the former approach, while Quantum Aerospace
represented the latter.

"The truth she discovered will reshape how humanity approaches Mars development,”
Mizuki noted. "Not preventing terraforming entirely, but ensuring it proceeds with
appropriate respect for what existed before us."

"A balance between human needs and scientific understanding," Rodriguez agreed.
"The approach she would have advocated if she had lived to present her discovery
herself."

Two days later, the colony gathered for formal announcement of the investigation's
preliminary findings. The occasion marked transition from crisis management to
established scientific and legal process—the point at which Earth's institutional
frameworks effectively extended to address events on Mars despite the vast physical
separation.

Dr. Santos presented the criminal investigation assessment, her careful language
acknowledging both the established evidence regarding Huang's murder and the
continuing evaluation of corporate liability. Greene and Renaud would return to Earth on
the next transport for formal legal proceedings, while investigation continued regarding
Quantum executives' involvement in subsequent events.

The scientific assessment presented by Dr. Yoshida confirmed biological origin for
Huang's discovery, establishing official recognition of the first identified extraterrestrial
life forms. The preservation zone would remain in effect, protected under Mars Treaty
provisions while terraforming continued in other regions with appropriate environmental
monitoring.

"This investigation has established two significant precedents for humanity's
interplanetary development," Santos concluded. "First, that legal frameworks protecting
human life extend fully to Mars despite physical separation from Earth's institutions.
Second, that scientific discovery takes precedence over economic development when
fundamental questions about life beyond Earth are concerned."”

These principles would guide humanity's continuing expansion throughout the solar
system—establishing that neither murder nor suppression of scientific truth would be
tolerated regardless of corporate interests or development timelines. The case had
created essential precedent for balancing human activity with scientific integrity in
extraterrestrial environments.



Following the announcement, Mizuki met briefly with Director Cheng via delayed video
transmission. The Mission Director appeared satisfied with the investigation's outcomes
despite the political complexities surrounding the case.

"The scientific community has united behind these findings regardless of Quantum's
attempts to minimize their significance," Cheng reported. "The precedent established for
preservation of potential indigenous life will shape Mars development for generations."

"And the criminal proceedings?" Mizuki asked.

"Moving forward according to established protocol. Greene will face formal charges for
Huang's murder with substantial evidence supporting conviction. Quantum is already
implementing their anticipated strategy—acknowledging his actions while denying
corporate authorization or knowledge."

This outcome reflected the typical pattern in corporate criminal cases—individual
accountability without organizational liability, preserving corporate operations while
sacrificing the specific actors who had implemented necessary measures. Greene
would likely face significant consequences while Quantum continued Mars development
with modified parameters around the preservation zone.

"The colony has performed admirably throughout this crisis," Cheng added. "Your
leadership established essential precedent for how humanity addresses fundamental
challenges in our interplanetary development.”

The commendation acknowledged the broader significance of how the colony had
responded to both Huang's murder and the attempted suppression of her discovery.
Their actions had demonstrated that human expansion beyond Earth could proceed
with integrity rather than merely extending terrestrial patterns of exploitation and denial.

One month after the investigation team's arrival, the colony held a formal memorial
ceremony at the western excavation site. A permanent marker had been installed
designating both the scientific significance of the location and Huang's role in its
discovery. The simple monument bore the taxonomic classification Huangia marensis
alongside Huang's name and the date of her discovery.

Colony personnel gathered in surface suits around the monument while Rodriguez
spoke briefly about Huang's scientific commitment and the significance of her discovery.
The ceremony was transmitted to Earth, where scientific organizations held
simultaneous recognition events acknowledging the historic identification of life beyond
Earth.



"Lifen believed that understanding Mars on its own terms was essential to humanity's
proper relationship with this planet," Rodriguez said, his voice clear despite the
communication system. "She discovered that Mars had its own biological history long
before humans arrived—a truth that compels us to approach our presence here with
appropriate humility and respect.”

This perspective would shape Mars development moving forward—not preventing
human expansion but ensuring it proceeded with scientific integrity and appropriate
preservation of the planet's natural history. Terraforming would continue in regions
beyond the preservation zone, creating habitable conditions for human settlement while
protecting areas of significant scientific value.

As the ceremony concluded, Mizuki remained briefly at the monument while others
returned to the transport vehicles. The simple marker represented more than merely
memorial to one scientist—it established permanent recognition that Mars had its own
history of life before humans arrived, a history deserving study and preservation
alongside human development.

The red planet had witnessed humanity's capacity for both remarkable scientific
discovery and terrible ethical failure. Huang had embodied the former, perceiving truth
that expanded human understanding of life's distribution in the universe. Greene had
represented the latter, placing development timelines and corporate interests above
both human life and scientific integrity.

As Mizuki turned to rejoin the others, she noticed Rodriguez placing a small container
beside the monument—a simple gesture connecting personal loss with historic
recognition. The container held a sample of Earth soil from Huang's hometown,
symbolic exchange between the planets whose life forms were now scientifically linked
through her discovery.

The first murder on Mars had revealed profound truths about both the planet and the
humans who sought to make it their own. As Perseverance Colony continued its
development, those truths would shape humanity's expanding presence beyond
Earth—establishing that scientific integrity and respect for life transcended planetary
boundaries, extending wherever human influence reached among the stars.

The oxygen thief had taken Huang's life but failed to suppress the truth she discovered.
That truth now belonged to all humanity—evidence that life's remarkable journey
extended beyond Earth, waiting to be properly understood by those with courage to see
Mars as it truly was rather than merely as they wished it to be.
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