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TEASER

| NT. GEOLOGY LAB — COLORADO SCHOOL OF M NES —NI GHT

A university geology |ab, cranped and institutional. Rock
sanples in | abeled trays. A polarizing mcroscope.

Thi n-section slides racked on the counter. Printed
spectral charts pinned to corkboard. The hum of a fune
hood | eft running.

SUPER: GOLDEN, COLORADO —2041

MARK DOWELL (29, lean, quiet, the kind of face that
listens nore than it speaks) sits alone at a workstation.
He's runni ng spectral deconposition on basalt sanples —
thesis work, tedious, the deep hours of m neral-by-m neral
cat al ogi ng that separates working geol ogists from peopl e
who |i ke the idea of geol ogy.

H s coffee went cold two hours ago. The canpus beyond the
| ab wi ndows is dark.

H s | aptop CH MES. A push notification. He glances at it
with the fractional attention of a nan deep in a data
t abl e.

Then he stops.

CLOSE ON THE SCREEN: "Europa Cipper —Mass Spectronetry:
Encel adus Pl une Ej ecta —EVMBARGOED DATA — PUBLI C RELEASE"

Mark opens the file. H s eyes nove across the data. W
don't need to read it —we read him Hi s posture changes.
Hi s breat hi ng changes.

CLOSE ON HI'S HANDS. They are shaki ng.

He pulls up spectral profiles. Runs them against a
terrestrial protein database. The conparison fills the
screen —two colums of data, one | abel ed TERRESTRI AL
STANDARD, the other ENCELADUS EJECTA. The structures are
simlar in logic, alien in detail.

Mark sits back. Stares at the screen.



He checks the verification neno. Three independent
| aboratories confirmed. No contam nation pathway. The
final |ine:

CLOSE ON TEXT: "These results are consistent with the
presence of conplex organic biosynthesis in the subsurface
oceans of the Saturnian system™

Mark stares at the word "consistent.” The npbst under st at ed
word in the history of science.

He scrolls further. Past the am no acid chains, past the
chirality data. He finds the secondary anal ysis tabl es.
Di ssol ved rare-earth concentrations. Cerium Neodym um
Lant hanum Three orders of magnitude above terrestri al
seawat er .

Hi s expression changes. Not wonder now. Sonething el se.
The first shadow of what this will becone.

He picks up his phone. Scrolls to a contact: LENA VASIK
Hi s thunb hovers over the call button.

He puts the phone down.

He | ooks at the screen. The am no acid data on one side.
The m neral concentrations on the other. Two readi ngs of
the sane discovery. One is a mracle. The other is a

bal ance sheet.

Mark sits in the blue light of his laptop and reads the
data again, all of it, fromthe begi nning, because he is a
geol ogi st and geol ogists don't trust the first readi ng of
anyt hi ng.

The second reading confirnms the first.

> SMASH CUT TO

MAI N TI TLES

ACT ONE



EXT. COLORADO SCHOCOL OF M NES CAMPUS — DAY

The canpus in notion. Students crossing the quad,
backpacks heavy, the Rockies visible in the distance. It's
an ordinary Tuesday, except the dining hall is twce as

| oud as nornmal and three professors have cancel ed

af t ernoon cl asses.

SUPER: THE NEXT DAY

| NT. GECLOGY LAB — CONTI NUOUS

Mark hasn't noved. He's been here all night, running his
own analysis —not of the am no acids but of the dissolved
m neral data. Reserve estimates. Concentration profiles.
The nunbers on his screen are absurd.

A KNOCK. LENA VASIK (30, pale eyes that can be warm or
cal cul ating, coat over her arm | aptop bag on her

shoul der) stands in the doorway. She cane straight from
t he econom cs buil di ng.

LENA
You' ve seen it.

MARK
Everyone's seen it.

She drops into the chair beside his desk

LENA
The am no acids are incredible. This

changes everyt hi ng.

MARK
Wi ch part?

She | ooks at him A beat. She's cal cul ati ng.

LENA
Al of it.

Mark turns his laptop to face her. Not the am no acid data
—the mneral concentration tables.

MARK



| ran the reserve esti mates.

Lena |l eans in. She reads for perhaps ten seconds. Her
expressi on doesn't change, but her breathing does —a
single, sharp intake, controlled, rel eased.

LENA
That' s Europa?

MARK
Ext rapol ated from Encel adus

concentrations, adjusted for Europa's
esti nmated ocean vol une and
hydr ot hermal fl ux. Conservati ve.

Lena opens her own | aptop. She begins building a
spreadsheet. Her hands nove across the keyboard —fast,
preci se. She pulls commodity prices, shipping costs,
capital expenditure estimates, transit tine projections.

TIME CUT —twenty m nutes of work conpressed into seconds.
She doesn't speak once.

She sits back. Looks at the number on her screen.
LENA

That's the break-even point. For a
single extraction m ssion.

Mark | ooks at the nunber. It's |arge but not inpossible.

MARK
Lena.

She | ooks up.

MARK ( CONT' D)
There's sonething alive down there.

A long beat. Lena holds his gaze. W watch the cal cul ation
happen —not coldly, not cruelly, but with the relentless
efficiency of a mnd that wei ghts outcones.

LENA
| know. That nmkes it nore

conplicated, not |ess.



They sit. The afternoon |ight cones through the w ndows.
The canpus huns out si de.

EXT. APARTMENT BUI LDI NG ROOFTOP — NI GHT

Denver skyline. The three of them —Mark, Lena, and JAMES
OKCRO (31, tall, broad, dark-skinned, with a stillness
about himthat people m stake for inpassivity —it is
discipline). Janmes is in his ROTC uniform pressed ACUs
and pol i shed boots.

Mar k has beer. Lena has her |aptop. Janmes has hinsel f,
whi ch is always enough.

MARK
To the am no aci ds.

LENA
To the am no aci ds.

JAMES
To what ever comes next.

They drink. Jupiter is visible to the southeast —a steady
bright point, not tw nkling, the way planets don't.

JAVES ( CONT' D)
| got ny orders today.

Mark and Lena | ook at him

JAMES ( CONT' D)
I nterplanetary Security Division. The
new KAIC joint force. | ship to
Johnson Space Center in June.

LENA
(hand on his arm
Janes. That's incredible.

JAMES
It's what | want ed.

Mark studies his friend. He knows the story —Janes's
father, Captain Sanmuel Okoro, career Arny, killed in a
trai ning accident at Fort Carson when Janes was twel ve.



The Arny investigated. Found the cause. |nplenmented new
protocols. The system worked, at the cost of one nman's
life. James absorbed this | esson the way children absorb
the | essons that shape them not through understandi ng but
t hrough faith.

MARK
KAI C. The consortium

JAMES
Kepl er-Aldrin Interpl anetary

Consortium Joint authority under the
DSRC. NASA, ESA, plus three resource

partners. W'Ill provide security for

surface operations.

MARK
Sur face operations where?
JAMES
Mars first. Then wherever the program

goes.

(1 ooks at the sky)
The Europa data changes the tineline.

They were planning Mars-only for the
first decade. Now they'l|l push for
Europa within five years.

A beat. Mark drinks his beer and says not hi ng.

LENA
Mar k. You shoul d apply.

MARK
To KAl C?

LENA

As geol ogi cal survey specialist.
They' Il need geol ogi sts for Mars.
You're top of the class.

She's right. He is.

MARK
"1l think about it.



LENA
Don't think. Apply.

(her eyes are bright)
The three of us. Together. This is

what we' ve been wor ki ng toward.

Mar k | ooks at Janmes, who | ooks back with steady eyes.
Janmes doesn't recruit. He doesn't push. He sinply exists
in a state of readi ness that nakes readi ness seemlike the
natural condition of being alive.

JAMES

(quietly)
Toget her.

Mark raises his bottle to his lips. Looks at Jupiter over
t he skyline. Sonewhere beneath the ice of one of its
nmoons, in an ocean of black water, sonmething is folding
am no acids into shapes that have never existed on Earth.

MARK
Okay. Toget her.

They drink. The Denver skyline glitters. Three friends on
a rooftop, toasting the future. They have no i dea what
they' re toasting.

| NT. KAl C HEADQUARTERS — GENEVA — DAY

G ass and steel. Views of the Al ps through
floor-to-ceiling windows. This is noney —institutional,
mul tinational, unassail able. A building designed to nake
deci sions feel inevitable.

SUPER: KAl C HEADQUARTERS — GENEVA, SW TZERLAND — S| X
MONTHS LATER

Lena wal ks through the fourteenth floor. She is the
youngest person here by a decade. She does not care. She
has a desk, a security badge, and access to data sets the
public won't see for years.

She sits in her cubicle. Opens a docunent on her screen.



CLOSE ON TEXT: "DEEP SPACE RESOURCES COVPACT —ARTI CLE 7:
HABI TABI LI TY CLASSI FI CATI ON'

She reads. W& hear her voice in VO CEOVER —not narration
but the text itself, as she absorbs it:

LENA (V. O)
Category A Sentient |ife.

Expl oitation prohibited. First-contact
protocol s apply. Category B:
Non-sentient |ife. Exploitation
permtted with environnmental
nmonitoring. Category C. Abiotic
environment. Unrestricted extraction.

She scrolls to Section 2. The definition of sentience:
"the denonstrated capacity for self-awareness, synbolic
comuni cation, and intentional behavior as assessed by a
qualified scientific panel."

Lena sits back. She sees the architecture i mediately —
the assessnent is delegated to a panel appointed by the
exploiting entity. The peopl e who deci de whet her sonet hi ng
is sentient are the people who profit if it isn't.

This is not a flaw. It is a feature.

I NT. KAI C HEADQUARTERS —LENA' S CUBI CLE — DAY

DR. ELI AS BRANDT (|l ate 50s, silver-haired, practiced
warmt h, coffee cup that says GENEVA SCl ENCE WEEK 2037)
| eans agai nst her partition.

BRANDT
Ms. Vasik. |'ve read your thesis on

resour ce-depl eti on cascades. Your
instability threshold prediction was
within two percent of the actual

mar ket di sruption in 2038.

LENA
| was lucky with the timng.

BRANDT



You were not |ucky. You were right.
That's better.

(beat)
| understand you know geol ogy.

LENA
| mnored in geol ogi cal engi neeri ng.

BRANDT
Then you may be interested in the Mars

survey dat a.

He sets a tablet on her desk. She picks it up. Radar
returns show ng subsurface structures —regul ar,
branchi ng, geonetrically precise.

LENA
What am | | ooking at?

BRANDT
That's what we need to determ ne. The

structures could be m neral
crystallization along fracture pl anes.
Ceological. O they could be

bi ol ogi cal .

LENA
Bi ol ogi cal ?

BRANDT
The Encel adus data changed the

| andscape. There's political pressure
to find biology everywhere we | ook. My
job is to ensure our assessnents are
scientifically rigorous. Regardless of
pressure. In either direction.

Lena understands. In either direction. Pressure to find
bi ol ogy. Pressure not to. Brandt is positioning hinmself as
the neutral arbiter. The reasonabl e nan.

LENA
What do you need from ne?

BRANDT



Resource i npact assessnment. |f the
structures are biological —what's the
extraction cost of reclassifying the
site? If geological —what's the
extraction value? Both sides. C ean,
def ensi bl e nunbers.

LENA
"Il have the analysis by Friday.

BRANDT
| knew you woul d.

(picking up his coffee)
One nore thing. 1'll need a geol ogi st
on the ground when the survey team
depl oys. Soneone who can identify the
structures firsthand. Provi de expert
testinmony to the classification
conmittee.

He pauses. He's read her file. He knows about WMark.

BRANDT ( CONT' D)
You nentioned you know a geol ogi st.

LENA
Mark Dowell. W were at M nes

together. He's the best structural
geol ogi st | know.

BRANDT
Better than you?

LENA
"' man econom st who took geol ogy

cl asses. Mark is a geologist. There's
a difference.

Brandt nods. Leaves. Lena sits with the tablet. The radar
i mge of branching subsurface structures fills the screen.

She thinks about Article 7. Cassification conmttees.
Hel las Basin's rare-earth deposits. A town in West
Virginia where her parents still live in a house worth



| ess than the nortgage.

She picks up her phone. Calls Mark.

| NT. MARK' S APARTMENT — GOLDEN, COLORADO — NI GHT
Mar k' s phone RINGS. He answers.

MARK
Hey.

LENA (O S.)
(filtered)
| have sonething for you. KAIC

geol ogi cal survey |ead, Mars surface
operation. Hellas Basin. First major
depl oynent .

MARK
(fourteen seconds of silence
pass in three)
Yes.

LENA (O S.)
You don't want to think about it?

MARK
| just did. Yes.

He hangs up. Looks out his wi ndow at the night sky.
Somewhere up there, Mars is waiting.

He doesn't think carefully about what he's agreeing to.
This is the kind of thing he'll examne later, in the
smal |l hours, in a pressurized habitat on a dead pl anet,
wonder i ng how nmuch of what followed can be traced back to
this phone call.

ACT TWO

EXT. KECK ORBI TAL FACI LI TY — SPACE

The | SV PROVETHEUS agai nst the bl ack of space —180 neters
of engi neered purpose. A central truss, a rotating habitat
ring am dships, a cluster of four VASIMR-X engines at the



stern. Earth fills the background, blue and white and
i npossi bly fragile.

SUPER: | SV PROVETHEUS —MARS TRANSI T —DAY 1 OF 47

The engines ignite. A pale blue-white plune extends
hundreds of neters behind the ship, ionized argon
streanming into the void.

I NT. 1SV PROMETHEUS — OBSERVATI ON DECK — DAY

A roomthe size of a small gymasi um Synthetic sapphire
viewports two neters across. Mark stands at the gl ass,
wat chi ng Earth shri nk.

It dwindles froma disk to a marble to a bright point.
Then it's just another star anong stars, distinguished
only by being slightly bluer than its nei ghbors.

Mar k presses his hand against the viewport. The glass is
col d.

I NT. 1SV PROMETHEUS — GEOLOGY LAB — DAY

A w ndow ess conpartnent on the inner wall of the habitat
ring. Mark studies Martian regolith data on a workstation.
Calibrates field instrunents. The work of preparation.

He pulls up the restricted subsurface radar data on a
separate termnal. The branching structures fill the
screen —filanments, nodes, the pattern of a nervous system
rendered in geol ogy.

The data is conpartnentalized. He can view it but not
share it outside the geol ogical survey team This bothers
him Not the restriction itself —he understands
operational security. The inplication. If the structures
were purely geological, there would be no reason to
restrict the data. The restriction nmeans KAIC considers
them potentially biological. Wich nmeans the
classification process has al ready begun, before anyone
has seen the formations firsthand.



Mark files this thought under the category of things he
notices and doesn't act on. It is a |large and grow ng
cat egory.

I NT. 1SV PROMETHEUS — COWM SSARY — NI GHT

The social center of the ship. Long tables. A viewport
over|l ooki ng the engine plunme. 247 people in a steel tube
for seven weeks need a place to gather.

Mark and Janes eat dinner. The routine is established —
every evening, the way they' ve al ways shared neals, old
rhythns in a new setting.

JAMES
You' ve been reading the Mars survey
dat a.
Not a questi on.
MARK
It's ny job.
JAMVES
The restricted data.
MARK
How do you know about the restricted
dat a?
JAMES
|"'m | SD. Everything classified crosses
nmy desk.
MARK

You have access to the geol ogical
survey files?

JAMES
| have access to the classification

applied to the geol ogi cal survey
files. Restricted. Conpartnented.
Need-t o- know.

(eating reconstituted
veget abl es)



That's a lot of security for rock
formati ons.

MARK
It is.

JAMVES
What did you see?

Mar k hesitates. Not because he doesn't trust Janmes. He
hesitates because saying it out |loud nmakes it real.

MARK
Subsurface structures. Branching

networks. Crystalline conposition.
Geonetrically regular. Extending for
hundreds of kiloneters through the
regolith.

JAMES
And?

MARK
They don't | ook Iike any known m neral

crystallization pattern. The branchi ng
rati os are wong. The regularity is
wrong. The depth distribution is

wWr ong.

JAMVES
What do they | ook |ike?

A long beat. The comm ssary huns around them 247 people
eating dinner, none of themthinking about what's beneath
the surface of where they're going.

MARK
They | ook |ike a nervous system

Janmes sets down his fork.
JAMVES
You're going to be careful with that

assessnent.

MARK



"' mgoing to be accurate.

JAMVES
Bei ng accurate and being careful are

not the sane thing.

MARK
No. They're not.

They hold each other's gaze. Two friends who understand
each other perfectly and are begi nning to understand that
understanding will not be enough.

I NT. 1SV PROMETHEUS —MARK' S QUARTERS — NI GHT
SUPER: DAY 43

Mar k conposes a nessage to Lena. On the screen
"I think the structures are alive."

He sends it. Stares at the cursor.

Hours pass. The response arrives:

"We'l|l determ ne that on the ground. Follow the assessnent
protocol . "

Mark reads it twice. Not "that's incredible" or "what
makes you think so." Determnation. Protocol. The machine
i s already running.

I NT. | SV PROVETHEUS — OBSERVATI ON DECK — DAY
SUPER: DAY 47

Mars fills the viewport. Red and rust and ochre, the thin
at nosphere a pale snear at the linb, the polar cap a white
t hunmbpri nt.

Mark stands at the glass. Janmes appears beside him They
stand together, |ooking at the planet.

MARK



You ever think about what your dad
woul d say? About all this?

JAMES
(1 ong pause)
He' d say follow orders. Do your job.

Trust the process.

MARK
You believe that?

JAMVES
| believe the process exists for a
reason.

MARK

What if the reason is wong?

Janmes doesn't answer. They watch Mars grow in the
vi ewport. Bel ow the surface, sonmething is waiting.

ACT THREE

EXT. HELLAS BASI N —MARS SURFACE — DAY

The | owest point on Mars. A vast inpact crater, 2,300
kil ometers across. The sky is butterscotch —suspended
i ron-oxi de dust that colors everything. The sun is snal
and sharp, a white coin in the anber sky.

SUPER: HELLAS BASIN, MARS —SOL 3

Habitat nodul es —inflatable cylinders arranged in a
cross, connected by pressurized tunnels. Sol ar panels. The
squat cylinder of a nuclear RTG Three drill rigs

depl oyed, their derricks raised against the Martian sky.

Mar k wal ks across the basin floor in a pressure suit that
wei ghs 15 kilograns in Martian gravity and feels like
wearing a refrigerator. He carries a geol ogi cal survey
kit: ground-penetrating radar, seismc inpulse generator,
portable core drill, sanple bag.

He's alone. The habitat is a cluster of shapes behind him
The drill rigs are silent —waiting for his survey. Ahead,



not hing but flat rust-colored ground extending to a
hori zon that curves slightly wong for an Earth-trained
eye.

EXT. SURVEY PO NT ALPHA —MARS SURFACE — CONTI NUOUS

2.3 kilonmeters fromthe habitat. Mark depl oys the
ground- penetrating radar —a sled with an antenna array
that he drags along a transect I|ine.

Data streans to his helnmet's heads-up display. Horizontal
bands of regolith. Ice |l enses. Bedrock contacts. And
deeper, at the edge of the radar's resolution —

The structures.

Clearer fromthe surface than fromorbit. Individual
filaments resolved: thin Iines of high-reflectivity
material, one to two mllinmeters in dianmeter, branching
and rebranching in a fractal pattern that extends downward
beyond the radar's 100-neter depth limt. The filanents
connect at nodes —denser areas where nultiple branches
converge —evenly spaced, roughly every thirty neters.

Mar k st ops wal ki ng.

H'S POV —the HUD overlay: below his feet, in every
direction, a network of filanments connected by nodes,
branchi ng and rebranching, filling the subsurface |like a
t hr ee- di nensi onal web.

He's seen this pattern before. Every geol ogi st has.

Drai nage network. Root system Vascul ar system Neura
networ k. Any systemoptim zed for distributing resources
or information across a vol une.

He sets up the seismc inpulse generator. Triggers a
series of calibrated inmpacts —snmall thunps, precise and
measur ed.

The return data shows the filanents RESPONDI NG Not | ust
reflecting the seismc energy —responding to it.

El ectrochem cal activity in the nearest filanents spikes
wi thin seconds, then propagates outward through the



network. Three neters per second.

Mar k checks his instrunents. Recalibrates. Triggers
anot her inpul se. Sane response.

He kneels —carefully, in the pressure suit. Deploys the
portable core drill. Positions it where the GPR shows a
filament cluster near the surface.

The drill bites into Martian soil.

EXT. SURVEY PO NT ALPHA —MARS SURFACE — LATER

The core conmes up in sections. At 2.4 neters depth —
cont act .

Mark extracts the core section. Holds it in gloved hands.
The regolith is reddi sh-brown, conpacted, typical. Running
through it, visible to the naked eye: a thin |ine of
crystalline material. Translucent. Slight anber tint.
@inting in the Martian sunlight.

He breaks the core carefully along the filament. Extracts
a section roughly 10 centineters | ong.

CLOSE ON THE FI LAMENT t hrough the hand |l ens: a
silicon-carbide lattice, hexagonally ordered, with
geonetric precision no geol ogical process could produce.
Crystal faces snmooth, regular, oriented along a growth
axi s.

And it is active.

Mark's instrunents confirm a faint electrical current
flows through the filanment's core channel. Not static
charge. Not piezoelectric response. A sustained, nodul ated
current, varying in frequency and anplitude, propagating
along the filanment toward the nearest node.

Mark sits on the Martian surface, holding a piece of
living crystal in his hands.

The sun is low. The butterscotch sky has deepened toward
the horizon. H's suit's environnental system huns.



He sits there for a long tine. Below him the network
pul ses.

He runs the analysis again. And again. And again. Four
readi ngs. Al four confirm

He keys his suit radio.

MARK
Habitat, this is Dowell at Survey
Poi nt Al pha.
RADI O (O S.)
Go ahead, Dowel | .
MARK

| need to speak with Dr. Brandt.
Priority channel.

RADI O (O S.)
Nat ure of the communi cati on?

Mark | ooks at the core sanple. The filament glints. The
current fl ows.

MARK
Classification relevant. The

subsurface structures are biol ogical.
Static on the radio. A |ong pause.

RADI O (O S.)
...Copy. Routing to Dr. Brandt. Stand

by.

Mark stands on Mars, holding the core sanple, waiting. The
networ k pul ses beneath his feet. It has been pul sing for
ten thousand years. It does not know what is about to
happen.

Nei t her does he.

I NT. 1SV PROVETHEUS — CONFERENCE ROOM — DAY
SUPER: SOL 15



The ship's conference room Austere. A long table. A wall
screen showi ng data di splays. The hum of recycled air.

Five people sit at the table. One stands.
DR. ELI AS BRANDT, chair. KAIC Chief Science Oficer.

DR. KIRA OSElI (40s, tall, precise, skeptical by default) —
xenobi ol ogi st. The only person in the room whose career is
built on being right rather than being convenient.

DR. PAVEL MORQZOV (50s, careful, KAIC-contracted planetary
geol ogi st) —Mark's nom nal supervisor

COMVANDER SARAH CHEN (40s, crisp, DSRC | egal advisor) —
t he person who translates scientific assessnent into |egal
cl assification.

COLONEL THOVAS WEBB (50s, mlitary bearing, 1SD Iiaison)
not James. Senior. Experienced. Present to represent the
security inplications.

Mark stands at the front. Core sanples laid on the table.
GPR data on the wall screen. Video of filanment activity.

He presents the way a geol ogi st presents: nethodically,
evidentiary, each data point building on the |ast.

MARK
The filaments are silicon-carbide

crystal, hexagonally ordered, one to
two mllinmeters in dianmeter. They
branch in fractal patterns and connect
at nodes approxinmately every thirty
meters. The network extends beyond our
survey area in every direction

He advances the display. Signal propagation data.

MARK ( CONT' D)
They conduct nodul ated el ectri cal
signals. Not static. Not
pi ezoel ectric. Sustained, variable
currents that propagate directionally
t hrough the network at approxi mately



three neters per second.

He advances again. Video of the seismc response.

He pauses.

MARK ( CONT' D)
They respond to external stinuli.
Sei sm c i nmpul se generates
el ectrochem cal activity within
seconds. The response propagates
t hrough the network. It is
coor di nat ed.

Lays his hands on the table.
MARK ( CONT' D)

The structures are biological. The
evi dence i s unanbi guous.

Sil ence. The conmmi ttee absorbs.

CSEl
| concur. The el ectrochem cal

activity, the growth patterns, the
si gnal propagati on —these are
characteristics of a living system
What Dr. Dowel| has described is
consistent with a chenolithotrophic
bi ofi | mof extraordinary conplexity
and scal e.

MOROZOV
"Consistent with" is not "is." The

structures could be an abiotic

aut ocatal ytic network. Silicon-carbide
crystallization driven by

el ectrochem cal energy from subsurface
m neral oxidation. W see anal ogous
sel f-organi zing patterns in
terrestrial geochem stry.

CSEl
Not at this scale. Not with this | eve

of signal nodul ation. The
frequency-anplitude patterns are too
conpl ex for autocatalysis. They carry



i nf ormati on.

MOROZOV
Define "information"” in this context.

CSEl
Modul ated el ectrical signals with

non-random structure, propagating
directionally through a network with
processi ng nodes. That is the
operational definition of neural

si gnal i ng.

_ MORQZOV
In terrestrial neuroscience. W are

not on Earth.

The debate continues. Mark sits down. He watches the
commttee's dynamcs —five people in a room each
calculating a different vari able.

Brandt chairs with careful neutrality. Asks clarifying
gquestions. G ves each speaker tine. Steers the discussion
toward a concl usion wi thout appearing to steer.

TIME CUT —two hours have passed.

CHEN
For the committee's consideration. The

DSRC Article 7 classification depends
on the distinction between sentient
and non-sentient life. If these
structures are biological —and | note
this remai ns under debate —the

rel evant question is not whether they
are alive but whether they are
sentient.

BRANDT
The distinction is crucial. Category B

permts extraction with nonitoring.
Category A prohibits extraction within
five hundred kil oneters of habitation.

CHEN



And the extraction site is directly
above the | argest concentration of
subsurface structures. A Category A
classification would require

rel ocating the entire operation.

The room absorbs this. Mark watches the committee nenbers
cal cul ate. Mdrozov —a scientist, but a contractor whose
next engagenent depends on the project continuing. Chen —
a | awyer who understands her assessnent will be the
docunent that permts or prohibits a trillion-dollar
operation. Webb —m litary, thinking in m ssion

par anmet er s.

Gsei —who is also a KAIC contractor but whose reputation
is built on being right.

BRANDT
W don't have sufficient evidence for

a sentience determ nation. What we
have i s evidence of conpl ex biol ogical
activity. | propose we classify as
Category B: non-sentient life,
extraction permtted with

envi ronnment al nonitoring.

OSEl
| disagree. The signal conmplexity is

consistent wth neural processing. If
t hese structures constitute a

di stributed nervous system they may
be sentient by any reasonabl e
definition. We should classify

Cat egory A, pending further study.

MORQZOV
Pendi ng further study could take
years.
CSEl

Then we take years before we destroy
t he network.

Sil ence. Five seconds. Brandt lets it hold.



BRANDT
Dr. Dowell. Your assessnent of the

structures' sentience?

Everyone | ooks at Mark. Five pairs of eyes, each
calculating a different vari able.

MARK
(pause)
| can confirmthe structures are

bi ol ogi cal . The evidence is
unanbi guous.

BRANDT
And their sentience?

CLOSE ON MARK. This is the nonent. The question that w |
determ ne everything that foll ows.

He opens his nouth. Closes it. Opens it again.

The honest answer is "I don't know " The network shows
signal conplexity consistent with neural processing. But
conpl exity al one doesn't prove sentience. There's no
framework for assessing a non-terrestrial distributed
network. Gsei is right about that.

But Osei is also right that the signals carry information

He thi nks about Lena, who would say: follow the protocol.
He thi nks about Janes, who would say: trust the process.
He thinks about the filanment pulsing in his hands on the
Martian surface.

_ MARK
| can confirmthe structures are
bi ol ogical. | cannot confirm sentience

with the data currently avail able. The
signal conplexity is suggestive but
not concl usive.

GCsei | ooks at him Sonething in her expression —
di sappoi nt nent, or understandi ng, or both.

BRANDT



Thank you, Dr. Dowel | .
The vote is 4-1.
Brandt. Morozov. Chen. Webb. In favor.
Gsei. Dissenting.

BRANDT ( CONT' D)
The commttee classifies the
subsurface structures as: crystalline
bi of ormati ons, non-sentient, Category
B. Extraction operations in Hellas
Basin are approved to proceed with
envi ronnmental nonitoring.

He says it calmy. Professionally. The way you sign a
docunent that will authorize the destruction of sonething
that took ten thousand years to grow.

I NT. 1SV PROVETHEUS — CORRI DOR — CONTI NUQUS

Mark wal ks out of the conference room He noves down the
corridor wiwth the careful steps of a man hol di ng sonet hi ng
i nside himthat he cannot yet nane.

Dr. Gsei falls in beside him

CSEl
You know they're alive.

MARK
| said they're alive.

CSEl
You know they're nore than alive.

Mar k stops. Faces her.

MARK
| know what the data shows. The data

shows bi ol ogical activity. The data
does not concl usively show senti ence.

CSEl



The data shows a distributed network
conducti ng nodul ated el ectri cal
signals through a crystalline lattice
spanni ng hundreds of kil oneters,
responding to external stimuli with
coordi nat ed def ensive behavior. On
Earth, we would call that a nervous

system
MARK
W' re not on Earth.
CSEl
(quietly)

That's what Morozov said. | expected
better from you.

She wal ks away. Mark stands in the corridor. The ship huns
around him

I NT. 1SV PROVETHEUS — OBSERVATI ON DECK — NI GHT

Mark al one. Mars below him The Hellas Basin is visible as
a vast dark oval on the southern hem sphere.

He presses his hand agai nst the viewport. The glass is
col d.

Bel ow t he surface, the network pul ses. The cl assification
has changed nothing in the regolith. The signals continue
at the same frequency, the same anplitude, the sane
conplexity. The commttee has voted, and the network has
not noti ced.

Mar k conposes a nessage to Lena on his tablet:

"The commttee classified B. Extraction approved. Osei
di ssented. | think she's right."

He sends it.
Fourteen mnutes later, the response:

"Not ed. The assessnent protocol worked correctly. Let's
tal k about the nonitoring framework."



Mark reads the nessage. Reads it again.

He cl oses his eyes.

I NT. 1SV PROVMETHEUS —LENA' S VI DEO FEED — NI GHT

| NTERCUT —LENA | N HER GENEVA OFFI CE, ALONE. SHE READS
MARK' S MESSACE ON HER SCREEN. THE WORDS "I THI NK SHE' S
Rl GHT" GLOW ON THE DI SPLAY.

She sits very still. Then she opens a new docunent and
begins witing the nonitoring framework. The machine is
runni ng. She is operating the machine.

Through the w ndow behind her, the Al ps are dark agai nst
t he sky.

TAG

EXT. SURVEY PO NT ALPHA —MARS SURFACE — SUNSET

The Martian sunset. The sun, small and white, sinks toward
the horizon. The sky shifts frombutterscotch to salnon to
a deep, bruised violet. The thin atnosphere scatters |ight
in ways that make the famliar strange.

Mar k wal ks back to Survey Point Al pha. Alone. Of-shift.
No aut horization for this EVA —he logged it as equi pnent
retrieval

He kneels on the rust-colored ground. Places a sensor
agai nst the regolith. C oses his eyes behind the hel net
Vi sor.

The sensor feeds audio to his earpiece. It's a crude
translation —el ectrical signals converted to sound, the
way a stethoscope translates the body's internal noise.
VWhat he hears is not music and not speech and not sil ence.
It is arhythm A pattern. Sonething happening in the
crystal lattice below himthat has been happening for ten
t housand years and will continue happening until soneone
stops it.

VWhi ch soneone will.



The extraction rigs wll power up tonorrow. The drills
will punch into the regolith. The filanments will be
severed, the nodes destroyed, the network fragnmented. The
classification has been made. The process has spoken.

Mar k kneels on Mars and | i stens.

CLOSE ON HI'S FACE t hrough the hel met visor. The expression
of a man who has found sonet hing extraordi nary and al ready
knows what the world will do with it.

He opens his eyes. Reaches into his sanple bag. Pulls out
the core section from Survey Point Al pha —the one with
the filanment. He holds it up to the setting sun. The
crystal catches the light. The anber tint glows warmin
the Martian sunset.

The filanment pulses. A faint, steady current, carrying a
signal to a node that no | onger has a conplete network to
receive it.

Mark holds a piece of living crystal on the surface of
Mars, and he knows. He knows what it is. He knows what it
means. He knows what will happen next.

And he knows —with the certainty of a man who studi es the
deep tinme of planets and understands that ten thousand
years is nothing, is an eyeblink, is the tinme it takes a
canyon to deepen by a centinmeter —that what is about to
be | ost cannot be repl aced.

He holds the crystal. The sun sets. The sky goes dark.
Stars appear —sharp and bright in the thin atnosphere,
nore stars than any Earth sky has shown in a century.

Jupiter rises in the east. A steady point of light. Not
tw nkling. Sonmewhere beneath the ice of one of its noons,
in an ocean he will one day see, sonething else is
wai ti ng.

Mark lowers the crystal. Stands. Hi s breath fogs the
hel met vi sor.



He doesn't nove. He stands on Mars, between the stars and
the living ground, and the network pul ses beneath his
feet, and the future is already witten in the

cl assification docunent drying in the conference room
above him and he cannot change it.

Not yet.

He turns and wal ks back toward the habitat. The lights are
on. The drill rigs stand agai nst the darkening sky,
wai ting for norning.

> FADE TO BLACK

> END OF EPI SCDE

EPI SODE 1 —" CLASSI FI CATI ON'
Runtinme estimate: ~58 m nutes

Next episode: "PERI METER' —The drills hit the lithotroph
network. The network fights back. Janes faces the first
i npossi bl e order.

TWO WORLDS is based on the novel "A Conquest of Two
Wor | ds" by Jereny Sal sburg.

| nspi red by Ednond Ham [ ton's "A Conquest of Two Worl ds”
(Wnder Stories, February 1932).

END OF EPI SCDE 1

Runtime estinmate: ~58 m nutes



