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Dedicated to the human race and all earth species, 

to new life brought forth in hope, 

to the young struggling and striving to find their path,

and the elders who guide us forward.

May we strive and persevere together and harness the wisdom 

needed to use our technology with care 

while holding onto what makes us human.
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The tension masked by her silky tones was faint, curling around the ends of her words like tendrils of smoke around burning timbers. “No. I’ve just chosen another candidate. On closer inspection, Captain Neil is much better suited to lead, and with the right guidance he’ll be...receptive.” 

Genesis removed her VR-Comm goggles and yawned, glancing around the dim room, small lights recessed into the red stone illuminating just enough to compensate for the failing light of dusk. Taking up her hand-held, she activated her customized note-taking program. A crowd of figures, shimmering and semi-translucent, appeared in hologram form above the handheld. 

“Captain Neil.” The crowd vanished, winking out one by one as a figure grew in size and moved to the forefront until it stood alone. Genesis examined the iridescent figure of a man that rotated over her hand-held. The image wore the dark blue and silver dress uniform of a space captain and was tall, broad-shouldered, and true to life with a lopsided grin and a twinkle in his eyes. 

Slowing or speeding the rotation of the image with a touch of her finger, she made notes, inserting nuances of character and details of previous interactions. Each notation hovered, flashing and then fading into the figure, stored for future use. She passed the time it took for her message to reach Earth and the reply to make its way back to Mars, updating her files on the colonists.

The VR-Comm chimed for her attention, the sound simultaneously melodic and demanding. With the swipe of a finger she closed out the file program and slid the glasses back over her yellow-gold eyes.

“And what of David Raiklin?” Instead of a visual of the speaker as was customary, the message contained only sound. “I’ve looked over your previous assessments and am well acquainted with the colonists and their potential at this point.” The voice had a resonant quality that felt like old memories half recalled. “By your reports...You had Mr. Raiklin eating out of your lap, as it were. And now you toss away that hard work and progress in favor of another candidate, one with a high moral compass, and other...entanglements. The pieces don't add up.” 

Genesis narrowed her eyes, listening as the message finished. 

“My working theory is that you got in over your head and had to bail out. If that’s the case, then I’m concerned about your reliability.”

She swallowed, jaw clenching as she reached up to her temple and pressed the flashing blue button on the VR-Comm. “You don't even do me the courtesy of a video communication, sending only the grating sound of your voice...and spewing accusations.” The image projection that would have been sent back to Earth winked out. “Considering that, I’ll assume you prefer not to see the one you’re conversing with either.” Black lashes batted over glaring cat-eyes. “Better? Not two weeks have passed since you were assigned as my new contact and you think you can question my every move?” She stood, pacing to the window overlooking the central garden, where tall saplings impeded the view of the purpling sky, and stared out as her breathing slowed, losing the uneven rhythm that tried to echo her elevated heart-rate. Patches of magenta, crimson, and midnight-purple showed through the leaves, mossy lichen hanging in swathes from the branches, whipping against the trunks like tattered sails in the heavy wind. 

Genesis slid her fingers into her raven tresses, resting both palms against the back of her head as a smile crept across her lips. “I don't think you know how this works. The Council chose me to safeguard their interests on Mars and, while you may be my new contact, I’m here and you are on Earth. So let me be clear. I am the one who will be making the decisions on how to succeed at my task, and I’ll keep you informed of my progress...if you’re very nice.”

The reply came several minutes later, leaving a perplexed scowl in its wake. “That state of affairs is entirely temporary, child. In the meantime...please, pretty please... consider me your consultant and advisor. I can promise you our interests are one and the same.”

Can you really? She rolled her eyes for an invisible audience, sliding the VR Comm from her face and tucking it into a drawer. Stepping closer to the large screen she pulled out a comb and ran it through the cascade of black hair that fell past her lower back. “Mirror.”

The screen on the wall lit up, reflecting the room in front of it and serving as a wall sized mirror. Genesis offered a profile to the reflective surface and then turned to view the other side, a soft smile of satisfaction lighting her face as she inspected herself. She glanced at the time on the top of the display. Just in time to go mingle. 

A chime from within the drawer halted Genesis's movement. “Can't he tell when he's been dismissed?” Diverting from her path she opened the drawer once more and placed the VR Comm over her eyes. Before any message played, a visual appeared. A robed individual, taller than her by at least six inches, with his arms spread wide as if in supplication turned in a circle before her. 

“Better? My identity must remain confidential until a later time.” He pulled back the hood of the robe to reveal shifting features that took shape before her eyes. A friendly visage resolved from coalescing pixels of data and smiled. “But I can give you a face to converse with every so often...you know, if you would like a more intimate interaction we can continue instead, using time-lapse VR. I've found it most satisfactory for removing the gaps and allowing a more seamless conversation.”

Genesis gave a sunny smile, turning on the visual on her end for him to see it. “As tempting as it is, I don't have time for dream-talk. I've better ways to use the time between your long-awaited contributions to the conversation. Perhaps another time.”

Slipping the VR Comm from her head, she dropped it into the drawer once more.

✧✧✧✧

The room was full when Genesis slipped in through a side entrance without announcement. She could feel the thrum of the meeting, the restless excitement of bodies ready to move. It was winding down after several hours of business and the shift in tone from work to play was tangible. She settled into the feel of it, leaning against a back wall and absorbing the energy of the room.

Captain Neil stepped towards the seats of the colonists that formed a semicircle around the central dais where the ten department heads sat on stone benches. “So, because this is my last time speaking as the Colony’s head honcho, I wanted to thank you for trusting me with your lives, on the ship and planet-side, in the colony and out in the North mountains...” Laughter erupted from pockets around the room. “Seriously, it takes some real loyalty to follow a man up into mountains that you know damn well he’s hiking for the first time so...good on ya.” The Captain chuckled along with them. “It’s been a good ride...it has.”

A voice from the crowd yelled out through the fading laughter. “Third term!” Another echoed the sentiment, and another, until the voices multiplied and melded together into a single voice chanting. “Third term, Captain Neil! Third term!”

His mouth fell open and he stared around the room, shock and distress pulling the humor from his features. He lifted both hands, directing palms to the floor in the gesture the colonists knew was a call for silence. The chant died out, almost at once, and was replaced by worried glances around the room, nervous laughter, shifting in seats. The Captain hesitated, brushing a hand through his sandy hair. He shook his head, crooked smile emerging. “Wow. That’s just—thank you...If you want me on the ballot again, then who am I to argue? I’d be honored. But then, well, maybe some of you chanting for my third term should look at yourselves.” Neil gestured with a sweeping hand around the room, winking at the tall slim woman in the front row. She gave a dry laugh, shaking her head and causing her short blond locks to flip across sharp cheekbones. “Yes, that means you Trina! And think about whether you might have some leadership skills to offer the colony. Maybe. There are no candidates registered as yet.” He pointed one long finger out at the crowd. “Think about it. Meeting adjourned now. After party commencing.” A light jog carried him down the steps to scattered applause that grew into a steady stream of clapping and filled the room. The crowd of colonists began to break up, shifting and moving as some stood to stretch and others moved over to the Kitchen-bots on the East wall. Conversation built from murmurs to full banter.

“Well, somebody’s got the whole colony burnin’ and crushin’ on him.” Kendra met Neil near the base of the stairs. She grinned up at him, blue eyes matching the shimmering jumpsuit she wore, setting off the sandy brown tone of her skin.

“Psht. They’re just hoping to get closer to our only songstress and apprentice midwife through my good graces.”

“Keep that up and you won’t be sleeping alone tonight, Cap’n.”

Neil chuckled, pulling closer and wrapping his arms around her waist. 

“I did tell you though, didn’t I now?” She flicked her gaze towards the room full of exuberant Mars colonists. “These people aren’t gonna let you fly the Pinnacle back to Earth anytime soon if they can help it.” The Captain’s smile faltered a moment, before recovering. 

“What about you?”

It was Kendra’s turn to snort. “I’m not about to tell you what to do. Doesn’t work on children, so I hear at least. Doesn’t work on men...shoot, doesn’t work on me. You tell me to stay put on Mars and I’m liable to jump on the next flight out.”

Neil glanced around the amphitheater dome, comfortably full with warm bodies and the rise and fall of conversation among ninety-eight colonists. “I believe that...”

“Who you lookin’ for?”

He shook his head. “Just looking. I’m still Council Lead until the next one’s in office so just...lookin’.”

“I think you spooked them, though.” Kendra meandered over to the back of the food line guiding the Captain along with her.

“How’s that?”

She shrugged, looking away, her tone casual. “You seemed a little reluctant is all.”

“Did I?”

“Mmm-hmm.” 

Neil threw his head back, laughter bubbling up. “You make me sound like a ten-year-old balking at apprenticeship—”

Trina approached from the right and took up the scenario, laughing as she finished for him. “—hiding under the bed to give his parents a sample of just how much they’ll miss him.”

Kendra looked from Neil’s face to that of his second in command and closest friend. Her eyes were warm with good humor. “Sounds spot on to me.”

“Seriously, though, I think you should run, Trina. You’re more than qualified. Smart, experienced...a good listener.”

She rolled her eyes. “You don't want to switch roles, Captain. You’d chafe in a second’s uniform—forget to take orders and start giving them.” 

It was Neil’s turn to roll his eyes, mimicking her expression of a moment before. “I think I could learn—you just let me know if you want me to back your campaign.
Genesis stood across from them in another line and turned to greet the trio as they reached the kitchen-bots at the same time.
“Good evening, Captain. Kendra. Trina.” She inclined her head to each of them, a warm smile lighting her face. “That was some chant, was it not? Seems they’d have a monarchy, if you were willing.”

Mario raised his glass to them in passing, bumping into several colonists behind them in line. “I’d give ‘im a crown.” He gave the Captain a wink as he leaned in and chucked him on one shoulder.

Neil’s lopsided grin emerged and he blinked away the compliment with a faint blush. “Three terms is not a monarchy...and I’d turn it down if it ever came to it.”

“Oh?” Genesis arched a brow as she collected a plate of steaming food, a stir-fry of lab-grown meat, edamame, leeks, and onion, seasoned with dried lichen flakes and basil. She pinched a mushroom between two fingers and popped it into her mouth. “Why change leaders if one is so well suited to the task?”

The Captain collected his own plate, a frown pulling at his face. “I’m not better suited than...well, probably a good portion of people here. There’s been no basis for comparison.” The crooked smile emerged again. “At this point it’s just loyalty. I brought them here safe and helped them settle in.” He shrugged.

“If you say so.” Genesis moved to break away from the conversation. “Oh, and Captain?”

“What’s that?”

“Let me know if you need any help writing your speeches, assuming you decide to put yourself on the ballot. I’d hate to see you flying off any sooner than necessary, especially if you decide you want to stay a bit longer.” The grin was bright and full of humor.

The Captain smiled back with a fraction of the enthusiasm. “Will do.”

Trina raised both brows. “See that? You have the third term in your back pocket.”

✧✧✧✧

Theresa lifted Abby from her lap to her shoulder, where the child curled small soft arms around her mother’s neck and rested one rounded cheek. “Did she fall asleep?” Emily leaned closer to see the girl’s face, catching a glimpse of large red-brown eyes framed in long black lashes before the child turned her face into Theresa’s neck to hide. Emily’s smile and her voice were tremulous. “Oh. I guess not...” Her words came in a breathless rush. “She’s so beautiful, Theresa. Like a tiny fairy in a storybook!”

Theresa beamed, stroking the dark, almost black curls that made a halo around Abby’s head. “Thanks. She’s pretty perfect.” She bit her lip, the smile faltering as she struggled to formulate some sort of return compliment. Yours will be, too—We can only hope. She leaned her face closer to the child’s delicate ear, her voice just above a whisper. “Abby, do you want to say hello to miss Emily?” There was a slight shake to the small head and shoulders. 

“Am I frightening her, do you think?” The other woman’s face creased with worry.

“No, no. I think she’s just tired and overwhelmed.”

Emily nodded. “Is she talking much yet? I’ve been reading for—well for when this little one arrives.” She gestured to her still narrow waist. “And they’re expected to talk some by this age. That’s right, isn’t it?”

Theresa nodded, traces of irritation showing in her eyes and the set of her jaw. “It is right, and she’s actually ahead of the curve. She just keeps it to herself... well, and me.” With a slight shift in position, Abby turned her head where it rested in the crook of Theresa’s neck and sat back in her arms to stare at Emily. “There you are, baby. Do you want to get some food?”

Abby nodded in reply, curls bouncing in time with the movement.

“Want to join us?”

Emily turned her stare from the child in Theresa’s arms to the woman herself, her smile apologetic. “I think I’m going back to my room. I can’t seem to shake this headache today—and I’m just tired, from work, from the meeting. I’ll probably go straight to bed.”

“Oh, I’m sorry! Yes, go then. Rest. Have you told Carla?”

“It’s just a headache, and first trimester fatigue. I think I’ll take a day off tomorrow.”

“Sure. Sure. Jon can pick up the slack for the three-D printing department.”

“Sure. Goodnight, Theresa.” With a wave, she headed to the nearest security door to scan and exit. Theresa watched her go, worry creasing her brow as she then scanned the mingling colonists for one in particular.

There she is—either plants or pregnant bellies. She took up a light jog towards Emily’s grandmother. The older woman stood in a triangle with David and Donovan, conversing. David held a large basket full of flowers under one arm and was in the midst of tucking one into Carla’s silvery braid. 

“Mmmmm...David! You two need to cover the planet with these. The smell is amazing. On second thought—I want one in my room, how about that?”

David grinned at the matriarch and gave a mock bow. “All you have to do is ask, Carla.”

Donovan pushed a lock of ebony hair back from prominent cheekbones. “For her room you mean...eh? The planet’s surface isn’t ready to support your plumeria yet. Close but...well, the aspens are still spreading.

The other man laughed, shaking his head. “Yes, Donovan. I’m not gonna go off half-cocked without you, spreading my seeds all over the surface of your Martian landscape without rhyme or reason, at the behest of our lady.”

“When’s the next trip out? The next quadrant to seed, so I can tag along?” Carla’s eyes glimmered as her gaze flicked from one companion to the other.

“Oh, um, you know it’s all automated right? Aerial drones and such...”

“Tsk..Tsk...” She clicked her tongue. “We’re missing the fun, you know.”

David blinked several times. “Hey, we could go. Make an adventure of it and add a little human touch to the process.”

Theresa approached the trio without greeting. “Carla? Emily turned in early. A headache, she said, and fatigue. Did you know she wasn't feeling well?”

The older woman nodded. “Watched her eat a good meal myself, and down a tall glass of broth. She’s tense though, jumpy.” She gave a wry smile. “So are you, it seems.”

“I just...Well I’d hate to see anything happen like before. Are you monitoring?”

“I am, but it’s early yet.” Her lips pressed into a tight line, like a taut rope pulled cheek to cheek. “When I run her numbers, a sim with imaging, hormones, blood tests, growth rates—” She cut herself off. “Well you know it isn't as accurate in the first trimester.”

Theresa held her in a steady gaze. “What are the numbers?”

“Thirty-seven percent viability.”

David leaned in, his eyes questioning. “What does that mean exactly? Is that chance of survival?”

Theresa flicked her gaze from Carla to the horticulturist. “No. It means thirty-seven percent of progeny with the same values end up viable.”

“So that’s not very good?”

Theresa shrugged, glancing between him and the midwife, her eyes evasive in expression and demeanor. “It’s all relative. In the lab we only kept Progeny with an eighty-five percent rating.”

“And here?” Donovan’s eyes were wide with concern as he tried to keep up. “What about mine and Alissa’s? What’s the—rating?” 

He missed the look of shock that David threw him. “You went through with it?”

Donovan nodded, his blush deepening as he fidgeted with his weighted overgarment, adjusting the sleeves. His voice was a mumble. “Least I could do for a friend, and for Nicole.”

Theresa’s frown was accentuated by the combination of weight in mind and weight in arms. She shifted Abby to the other side and the child leaned back against the new shoulder, staring at the group of adults with silent attention. “So far our numbers have ranged between fifty-four and forty-six percent at the stage of pregnancy that Emily is.” She turned to Donovan. “Alissa’s test results are private. She doesn’t even know them yet.”

“What? Why wouldn’t she?” He chewed a nail in agitation. 

“She doesn’t want to. These numbers aren't helpful, just data that Carla and I are tracking to stay on top of things—Abby, why don't I put you down?” She leaned over, lowering the delicate toddler. Small hands clung, limbs tense and resistant like a kitten above water. Theresa sighed, hugging her child close again. 

Reaching into the basket, David produced a single bloom. A double layer of white petals, thick and smooth with fuchsia edges and a faint glow of yellow pigment in the center. He placed it in the center of one tanned hand, rough from working Martian soil, and held it out in front of Abby’s face.

The large almond eyes widened and she pressed further back against her mother’s chest. He held the flower steady, neither retreating nor advancing. The dark eyes, almost red like clotted blood, flitted from the flower and back to his face again and again. David smiled back. Theresa felt Abby’s grip loosen, her bird-like heart-beat slow. The small face leaned down, upturned nose pressing into the soft velvety petals. She pulled back, a grin of delight showing tiny white teeth between bow lips.

“Take it if you like it.” His voice was gentle and patient. “I brought it for you...Plumeria, or something like it anyway.”

Small pointed fingers reached forward, grasping the gift and clutching it against nose and lips. 

Theresa’s eyes were damp when David looked, her smile pained. “Thank you for that.” 

He inclined his head, echoing the smile. “My pleasure. Flowers are a rare luxury. It would be selfish to hoard them and hide them away—here...” He tucked one in Donovan’s pocket with a smirk and then held one out for Theresa. 

The minute fist of her child grasped the offering before Theresa’s hand reached it. “Thant’yoo.” The small voice emerged from the child as a faint chirp.

Theresa covered her mouth, breaking out in gales of restrained laughter. It was infectious, inciting the other three to join, and drawing the stares of the other colonists in the room.

✧✧✧✧

David scanned the room, taking in the colony’s sharing of the mood. He was still shaking with laughter, when his eyes met liquid-gold ones, and caught there.

She was staring at him. How many seconds? David’s breath caught at the end of a laugh. The smile on his lips froze, eyes tightening, as a niggling swarm of confusion kindled there. She wasn’t smiling, or frowning—just staring. That damn look. Like in the garden that day. Better she scowl...or smile like she doesn’t give a shit. 

David took a step in her direction, and another. He glanced back at his companions, giving a quick wave in parting. He turned back to Genesis, and she was still frozen, a note of panic in her yellow-gold eyes. Shit, she’s gonna run and I’ll look like a damn stalker. But she stood firm as he approached, her standard smile of welcome falling into place.

“David.”

In absence of a smile, his face was severe. He rubbed at the short-cropped beard on his jawline and narrowed his dark eyes. “What’s going on, Genesis? Are you okay?” He searched her eyes for that look but the wall was back up.

She licked her lips, eyes flicking away and then meeting his. “I don't know what you’re talking about.”

The sigh that escaped was forceful, propelled by frustration. “It’s been almost two years and you’re acting like we have a problem. I backed off, like you wanted...Now you’re canceling scheduled meetings and staring like we just called it quits yesterday. Do we need to talk?”

“Never my favorite thing.” Her smirk faltered and was replaced by cool indifference before he could even process it.

“You—shit, Genesis, what was that? Are we on or off? And what made you decide to show up for the after meeting, before I’ve left it, I mean?”

She leaned in to speak sotto voce. “Careful, your bitterness is showing. It’s unbecoming.”

“It’s not bitterness. I just don't get why you can’t either talk about what happened or stop acting like there’s something there to talk about. We don’t have to have a problem. You said you’re done. Fine. But you aren’t acting like it and it doesn’t look good.” 

Genesis held a pleasant smile in place. “There’s nothing to talk about—and my schedule doesn’t revolve around—what? Avoiding you? Is that what you think I’m doing?”

“Fine. If you say so. In that case, we’re overdue for a meeting. Because people are starting to notice. Isn’t that part of your job?” He pulled a thin smile from somewhere within, less convincing than the one she wore. “To meet with all departments and assess effectiveness, progress, and all that crap to report to the Captain? Somehow our meeting keeps getting canceled.” His eyes softened. “You’re not like this...don’t drop the act, normally. But lately you’re dropping cards left and right. Just tell me what this is about?”

Her eyes were cold. No, not cold. Closed. And then the wall slipped, for no more than a second, he could see something beyond it. Confusion? fear? 

She blinked and the look was gone, replaced by a mask of nonchalance. “Busy schedule. I’ll fit you in this week, okay?” He could have almost taken the soft tone of her voice for kindness, conciliation.

Slipping a hand into the basket at his side, he lifted a thin string of flowers, a necklace of blooms like the one he had given Abby moments before. He held it out between them.

Genesis raised both brows, eyes sharp with alarm. “You’re giving me gifts. Please, David—”

“Hey, relax.” He gestured with one hand. “Look around the room. They all have flowers. Just sharing the wealth, building community...That’s your thing, right?” Most of the colonists sitting and standing in groups, partaking of animated conversation, had a blossom or two tucked into their hair, their pockets, or cupped in their hands. The room had taken on a strong floral scent, sweet and intoxicating.

“May I?” He held up the string of flowers.

“Fine.” She reached out to receive the gift.

Instead of handing it to her, he sidestepped, and, lifting the curtain of black hair against her back, twined the garland around her neck. Her breath caught and she shivered, the trembling evident in her bare shoulders, a golden brown several shades darker than her eyes. 

“David I—didn’t...”

He stepped away, moving back to face her and restoring the distance between them. His eyes smoldered above a casual smile. “There—it suits you. The smell. Wild like Mars and complimentary to the spices you dust with.”

He could feel her response, even at this distance, the humid warmth of the air between them, the tenuous nature of the gap that held place between their bodies. She took a step back. 

“Good night.” She turned then, a spin that set her hair flipping out behind her, and left through the nearest exit several feet away.

David watched her go, shifting the basket of flowers to his other side. Why are you stirring that up again?  

Another voice from within answered the thought. It was never finished. Flames are out but the embers are there, underneath the dirt she piled on it.

He shook his head, turning back to the gathering to banish the unwanted thoughts that lingered like smoke in clothing. Dirt, huh? More like a heaping pile of shit.
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Emily sat up in bed, glancing at the window where a faint lavender glow crept into the sky at the horizon. Too early still. I guess I’ll get used to peeing while it’s still dark out.

Sliding out of the covers, Emily walked towards the bathroom, stifling a yawn. Pulling down white pajama bottoms she squatted over the floor-level composting toilet, sighing at the pleasant release. 

Dabbing herself dry, she opened her eyes and glanced at the cloth out of habit. Oh..., that’s not right ...not again...

The whiteness of the cloth was marred by a bright red stain of blood. She wiped again. More blood, darker this time.

Her hands shook as she took another cloth and folded it into her underclothes, wadding the other in her fist as she left.

The halls were empty. Still warm and close like a desert tomb. Nighttime AI security allowed for longer response times so those who were still asleep could wake and decide to answer or ignore their visitors, but Carla was at the door before it opened.

“Em? What is it?”

Emily stood in the entryway blinking back tears. Something fell from her hand, fluttering on it’s way down and catching Carla’s eye. The white cloth, stained with red, even in the dim light.

Reaching through the doorway, Carla gathered her granddaughter into her arms, holding her as she shook. “Come on, Em. Inside.”

She didn’t resist as the midwife pulled her into the domed chamber that adjoined their family room and served as both office and bedroom to Carla. Together they sat on the floor, the older woman enfolding the younger. Heaving sobs shook Emily like an angry assailant, tears pouring from lids clenched against them, leaving reddened, swollen eyes in their wake.

Struggling from the embrace, Emily crawled on hands and knees to reach the bathroom lit by the pink glow of a nightlight. Carla watched her go, following a few paces behind. The question on the old woman’s lips, “How much are you...” was answered by the spreading stain of expelled hopes and dreams that marred Emily’s clothing and dripped down her thighs.

Reaching the bathroom, Emily pulled the once white fabric from her lower half and crumpled it into the sink before crouching once more over the toilet. 

“I can wrap you up in bed... some tea?”

Emily stared up at the old woman whose eyes were soft with concern, and swimming with unshed tears. She knelt a few feet away, arms crossed over her chest. She looks so lost...I should let her...

“No. I just want to stay here—to just bleed...It’s too late, isn’t it?”

“Well, we could check to see if...” The look in the midwife’s eyes contradicted her words.

Emily shook her head. “You don't have to do that. I’ve done this thrice before, haven’t I? I know what it feels like by now...don’t I?” She closed her eyes, fresh tears leaking through the seams and calling forth a shaking moan from deep within her chest. She swayed there on the floor, allowing the trembling, sobbing force to rush through her. 

Each sob brought a fresh trickle of blood. Folding in half she cried out, face contorting in pain as she clutched her abdomen, panting as the clenching wave receded and transformed itself into fresh weeping. Time compressed and drew out in staggering blocks of sensation.

She moved a hand down her belly, still firm and slender, and scowled at the lack of evidence there. Trailing further down she rested her hand between her thighs as an insecure child might, having yet to learn propriety or, in her case, having it washed away by grief. The bleeding slowed from gush to drip and the tightening of her womb elicited only soft moaning, and creased brows.

Emily allowed her knees to spread, sliding against the smooth Martian floor and bringing her low enough to lean forward and rest her cheek on its cold, smooth, surface. She opened her eyes, red-blond lashes clumping together in their dampness, the pink lids framing blue. “They were right on Earth.”

“Em—no.” Carla’s features twisted, the pain and disgust evident in her eyes.

“They were. How else do you...how do you—explain this.” She uncurled one clenched hand, allowing it to fall open against the floor, revealing a tiny sac the size of a grape, its contents obscured by cloudy fluid and blood. “The only child I’m meant to hold is a dead one.”

Carla’s face hardened as did her voice, taking on the tones of a mother scolding her child. “Stop this. You’re hurting right now. That’s fine. But there’s a difference between hurting and wallowing.”

Emily stared up at the old woman from the floor, her face pale and eyes dim and listless. “And haven’t I earned that...wallowing?”

“You don't earn suffering girl, you choose it. Or you don’t.”

Emily rolled onto her side, curling into a fetal position a few feet from the toilet. “You don't sound much like my comforting, gentle, grandmother...”

Carla sighed. “You don't sound like my fighter of a granddaughter just now...” She pressed her lips into a hard line. “But then you’ve got reason. Not entitlement, but reason enough.” 

Emily snorted, the smile that found her pale lips laced with bitterness. “Fighter?” The laughter was filled with poison.

Carla frowned, crossing the short distance between them and bending down. Removing a small cloth napkin from her pocket, she gestured towards Emily’s hand, now closed once more around her loss.

Emily’s face bunched up, lips trembling as she reached for the napkin. Taking it in shaking fingers, she opened her palm over the cloth and wrapped it around the minute shape until it formed a small white bundle. She closed her hand around it.

Leaning in, Carla slid one lean, muscled arm beneath her, and lifted her to her feet. Taking most of her weight with an arm under both of hers, she led her to the bed. “Yes, Em—a fighter. You left Earth, didn’t you? Told the council to piss off and chased your dreams. That takes some fight.” Emily pushed Carla’s hands away, taking the fresh undergarments and cloth pads and putting them on herself. 

Carla sat on the side of the bed, resisting the urge to assist when Emily’s foot caught on the edge of the underwear and thwarted her attempt to pull them up. She instead reached for the lightweight quilt at the end of the bed and unfolded it. “Living on Mars takes fight. No one climbs those ridges with the determination you do.” The old woman’s eyes softened. “And this...There’ve been other losses among us—but none this many times. Coping and trying again—-that takes fight.”

Emily closed her eyes, curling up under the blanket that Carla pulled up and tucked around her shoulders. “If you say so, Gran.”

✧✧✧✧

Tiny, soft fingers curled around Theresa’s own where she stood staring at the large screen on her wall. The glowing disk divided, splitting into two identical spheres, then four, floating through a forest of cilia. 

In the background, the haunting strains of an electric cello accompanied the pinched alto voice of a long-forgotten singer. It had an echoing quality that intensified the notes, dripping with the despair of the unique musical era that flourished right in the midst of the “Blood Tide” and the “Blue Panic,” marking and recording the height of human disease states and ecological collapse. 

What history obscured and painted out with broad strokes and incomprehensible text, the bards of the time captured and passed on to those who would listen. 

Turning, turning, spinning, falling, Grab a hand if it will hold...Step on over those who’ve fallen, with fond salute, farewells. 

Turning, turning, spinning, falling, Grab a hand until there’s none. Just keep your eyes on forward till the count of corpses come...

Oooh—oooh—yeah...till the count of corpses come...

Theresa gave no outward sign of listening as she focused in, eyes narrowed and brow creased at the simulation on the half wall-sized screen.

“Pause simulation.” Her eyes narrowed and she took a step closer to the image.

The dimpled hand slipped from hers, followed by a soft thud. Theresa turned on her heel, whipping around in an about face.

Abby sat on the floor where she had fallen, bottom lip jutting forward and crimson-brown eyes wide. 

“Oh, baby.” Swooping down, the scientist enfolded her child and pulled her into her arms, kissing the top of the little head through the dark messy curls that coiled there. “I’m so sorry.” Pacing back in front of the screen with child in arms she returned to her study of the image, swaying and rocking the toddler against her chest. 

“I’m okay.” The child’s nod was emphatic, the maturity in her eyes contrasting with the round softness of her cheeks. “Can I lay on you arm?” The tiny lilting voice left no room for refusal.

Theresa smiled, shifting Abby perpendicular to her body and cradling her in one arm. “Yes, you can. Of course you can.” Pulling her lab coat open, she revealed one breast for her nursling. Abby’s eyes met hers, staring over the chubby hand that rested on the top of Theresa’s breast as she latched on. For a moment she imagined a filmy silicone screen between them, the RPU capsule that had sustained Abby, draining the mother to save the child. And those deep brown eyes—almost red like the Martian sunset, once a murky grey, small and new, with swollen lids. A wistful smile curved the corners of her lips as she bent to kiss the little head once again, breathing in the warm scent that made her hold even tighter to the child and relish the wave of calm that washed over her.

The child paused once more in her suckling, lifting her mouth just enough to speak without biting. “Can I have a song? A baby song, pease?”

Theresa nodded, motherly indulgence softening her gaze. This was expected, a routine between them since Abby had grown aware enough to notice her mother’s proclivity for listening to music while working and verbally advanced enough to request her own favorites. 

“Play Appalachian Lullaby at half volume.”

“Playing now. Appalachian Lullaby by Tanya Goodman, twentieth century rendition.”

The girl’s small head bobbed with the first notes and she returned to her nursing with a satisfied smile. Her eyelids fluttered, drooping and reopening several times before staying closed. 

Theresa frowned, a wavering curtain of guilt flapping in the back of her mind to reveal the many long hours of overwork, the distracted answers to small questions. I’ve been at this too long. Poor baby. Sighing, and adjusting the weight in her arms, she stared at her frozen screen. But it’s important...there has to be a missing variable. 

“Okay.” Her voice was low, a fraction of her usual volume. “Let’s just see what’s going on here. Replay simulation.” 

The egg drifted, rebounding off of the minute tails of whipping cilia as a crowd of sperm swarmed the surface, gradually dissolving the outer coating until one managed to make it inside. The egg split, going through the same scenario as before with minute differences in timing and location.

The simulation ended as the progeny reached the threshold of its development as an embryo and crossed over into the next stage as a fetus, all body systems minute and simple but whole.

The program’s voice was light and high-pitched as it spoke. “Completion of simulation fifty-nine. Data indicates that Mars gravity is sufficient to achieve human reproduction.”

“Display radiation level included in the simulation.” She cocked her head, narrowing her eyes at the frozen screen. A series of percentages appeared under the simulation indicating the levels and types of radiation exposure on Mars.

“Compare these values to the ones recorded by the radiation sensors on the roof of the complex from this morning.”

“Values match with one to five percent variation depending on time of day and location of sensors.”

“Fine. Reset variables to current readings for Mars colonist exposure and replay at fifty times real speed.” She stared at the images that blurred on the screen, waiting for the corresponding numbers.

“Simulation run. Data indicates that a Martian environment is sufficient for human reproduction.”

“But it’s not.”

“Would you like to replay the simulation?”

The song playing in the background looped, again, and Theresa winced at the beginning cords that seemed to have grown louder or somehow more jarring. How many times had it played?

“Sleep my ba-a-by...nestled in your mother’s ar-ar-ar-arms...”

“Stop playback.” Her command was abrupt. Echoing the frustration that had been building for some time, a swarm of mosquitos whining in the back of her mind that seemed to be leaving swollen welts without so much as touching down on the landscape of her busy mind.

Theresa shook her head and glanced down at Abby sleeping in her arms, arms that now ached and tingled from holding the small weight in position for so long. “This is not good timing for a nap, baby girl. We need to go see Carla...” She bit her lip, glancing at the handheld on the desk, then over at the bed. Or I could work on Donovan’s project first and see her later...after I have time to think more. Grabbing up the handheld computer in one hand, she stretched out on the bed, allowing Abby to slide off of her arm and onto the firm pallet, without jostling her awake. 

Rolling onto her stomach, Theresa activated the tablet. “Bring up AUC Project Mars. Plan A.”

The holographic rendering of an Artificial Uterine Chamber too small for a human, hovered above the device along with comprehensive details for construction in 3D printing format. “Run simulation in six times real time.”

“Running simulation.” The hologram shimmered and then suffused with color and texture, as a substrate to take the place of uterine lining grew on the back wall of the ovoid chamber. A close-up of the changes taking place appeared next to the first simulation, revealing the implantation and growth of a small embryo, indistinguishable from other species at first, then shifting, growing and metamorphosing into a small rodent-like mammal.

Theresa rubbed her thumb across dry lips, wincing at the papery feel of them and glancing towards the kitchen-bot in the wall across from her. “Okay. Run the simulation ten more times in the background and report the results. In the meantime, open up Plan B and run simulation.”

“Running simulation at 6x—my apologies, but you are receiving a video communication from Earth—would you like to...”

Theresa’s lips spread wide in a grin. “Hold the simulation. Divert video message to the large screen.”

The screen glowed to life. Leaning up on her elbows, Theresa watched as the picture appeared. Large almond eyes, a deep, pine green with a ring of brown in the center, blinked out at her. Long black lashes almost brushing the lens of the camera. Giggles shook the face as the small pointed nose crinkled, and a plump hand impacted the screen, blocking out the image. “Don’t grab it, Gavin, or she won’t see you.” The voice was deep and warm with good humor.

More giggling followed as the picture pulled back to reveal a plump, dimpled toddler, on the lap of Dr. Richard Brant. “Theresa. I hope this message finds you and little Abigail well. We thought you’d enjoy a visit to the gym with us.” He glanced down at the struggling child in his lap, that was contorting this way and that to reach the camera. “Give it t’me. Can you, please? I want that, now.” Dr. Brant chuckled, glancing at the camera and then back at the child. “Gavin, Stop. Aren’t you going to say hello to your mother?” He pointed at the source of the recording.

The boy stopped wriggling and looked around eyes widening and then focused where Dr. Brant was pointing. “Hi. Hi! Tell him give it to me now.” The child’s eyes pleaded and his full lips took on a slight pout.

“Shall we go train, now?”

The dark curls, bounced with the child’s nodding head as he began wriggling once again towards the floor. Loosening the arm that held him, Richard Brant allowed the struggling child to slide down and run ahead to the security door a few short steps away. He held the camera out to track Gavin as he leaned in for a scan and was admitted inside. 

Gavin didn’t stop once the door opened, running ahead with the short fast steps of an early walker. Dr. Brant allowed the camera to pan across the room, revealing the interior of the gym. It was full, some thirty adults supervising the training of ninety-nine toddlers, as they ran, climbed, swung, dug, and built, on structures that allowed for enriching physical and intellectual play. Theresa’s breath caught in her throat and she bit down on her bottom lip as the expanse of the room filled with children appeared on the screen. I forget how many there are—She looked down at the sleeping child next to her on the bed, skin pale with sleep, dark lashes and curls falling against soft cheeks. Abby stirred, breath hitching, before she resettled. And how like you they look. Like twins. Even with the genetic variations of skin tone and hair typing they are all visibly siblings. Theresa smirked. They are that. Dizygotic twins at least. Only possible with the AUC’s. Her forehead wrinkled in disgust. No one could carry that many—the stuff of nightmares. My nightmares, anyway. Think the largest number in Earth history was thirteen—from one gestation. Theresa looked back up at the screen. The height of human stupidity.

Gavin passed several short, tree shaped structures, where dark-headed cherubs of a similar size were climbing and swinging from branch to branch. Without hesitation he made for the obstacle course. With ladders and nets of rope and metal, log walls to climb over and under, ramps, bridges, and artificially constructed puddles, it wound its way around the large room. 

A soft laugh came from off camera and the view swung around to focus once more on Dr. Brant. “Sorry about that. Until they’ll keep VR-Comm headsets on for a full conversation you’ll have to suffer my antiquated camera techniques.” His eyes shone in the same way they did when he looked at Gavin, green with a core of warm golden brown. While they held affection, they were too sharp to appear gentle. “Now that you’ve had your show, I suppose you’ll want data and updates. I’m sending numbers along with this.” 

Theresa’s lips quirked up at the corners. You know me well, Richard.

“You’ll find not a one of them is behind in their physical development —or their confidence for that matter—as you can see.” He gestured over his shoulder where the children trained. “Their interests and inclinations are already widely varied, as expected, and I have to admit we struggle to keep them adequately challenged and stimulated...” Dr. Brant spread his hands, a bemused smile on his lips. “Definitely a concern, considering they’ve not yet reached their second birthday.” He looked up to think, brushing dark brown waves of hair from his face. “Let’s see—socially they are quite varied as well. Some more malleable and picking up social conventions quickly, others more stubborn and always ready with their own ways, like our Gavin for instance.” 

Dr. Brant stood, glancing behind him, as the cacophony increased in volume. “Seems there’s a scuffle. I’m going to see to it it’s handled correctly. Won’t take long.”

The message cut off, the screen dissolving into live footage of the Martian sea, green waves rolling and sweeping over crimson rocks and sand.

Rolling onto her back, Theresa held her handheld out to record, eschewing the VR Comm as Dr. Brant had to include the sleeping Abby. “Thank you for the data. I’ll check it over shortly and then I’m sure I’ll have a million more questions for you to answer. Unless you’ve learned which variables I find pertinent, that is.” Theresa grinned, mahogany eyes twinkling with mischief. “Abby is well. Intellectually she is far ahead of her age, and while she is much smaller than the others still, she runs and climbs quite well. Her vocabulary is surprising to say the least...” Theresa’s smile faltered for just a moment. “Despite use of the standard weighted garments, her bone density is lower than Earth children and...” She glanced down at her child, pink lips slack as she breathed in the easy rhythms of deep sleep. “I—I do have some concerns over her social development.” She paused before continuing. “She doesn’t care for anyone but me and—Well, mostly me. The others who try are met with a blank stare.” The shrug she managed belied the vulnerability in her eyes. “Carla says babies prefer their mothers but I—well, I worry, I guess.” She pushed away the concern on her brow and tried on a look of nonchalance. “I have been thinking. It’s time for us to begin analysis of their neurological development, if you haven't already. I can send you a list of scans that I intend to do on Abby, so that you can replicate and send me the other’s results for comparison. I know it’s early for them, but the sooner we pinpoint any remaining—deficits, the better luck we will have in remediating them, wouldn’t you agree?”

Flicking the recording off, Theresa let out a sigh of withheld tension. “Send message.” Tucking her face against Abby’s warm curls she allowed herself to drift in and out of sleep until a reply came.

The text chime on her handheld went off. Bleary-eyed, she stared at the screen, mumbling to the device as consciousness returned one sense at a time. “Display.”

It was simple text. “There’s no cause to scan them this young. They are right on track and I have no concerns about their social development. Trust me. I could run them through all the scans like lab rats and it would only serve to aggravate them. Perhaps Abigail is more malleable, but forcing ninety-nine toddlers through the ordeal of rigorous testing they are too young to understand would be counterproductive. Relax and enjoy them, Theresa. You make beautiful children.”

The last line cooled the sting of reprimand that burned at her cheeks. Like lab rats? As if— “Record text.—I wasn’t suggesting anything as invasive as you make it out to be. Simple scans...you could make a game of it. I’ll send the list along with this message for you to do at your leisure. You have the resources of the WGC at your disposal and if there’s anything we find that needs compensated for, then earlier intervention is more effective as we both know. Send.”

She slid away from Abby, disentangling herself from the little arms that had wrapped around her neck. Pacing to the window she stared out at the ocean stretching to the horizon, where the sun was inching its way down, still several feet from where it would meet the green water. 

The chime startled her. She stared at the message for several moments, pulse thumping in her ears. “Are you having those nightmares again? I suggest you examine your emotional need for early testing before subjecting our children to it. They are perfect—better than expected, in large part thanks to the work you put into optimizing their gestational exposure. Now let it go.” She narrowed her eyes, tossing the handheld to the foot of the bed before thinking. Abby stirred, face crumpling in a precursor to cries of distress. She pushed up on her hands and knees, butt jutting up into the air as she turned and stared at her mother, a whimper escaping her bow lips.

Theresa grimaced, shame hot in her face and an apology in her eyes as she moved to the bed to collect the child. “I’m sorry baby, I dropped it.”

Abby reached up and Theresa met her halfway, lifting her up where she could wrap arms and legs around her and rest her cheek on the shoulder of her lab coat. “Shhh...back to sleep baby. We'll see Carla in the morning.”

✧✧✧✧

Carla stood in front of the window that opened to the central garden, the last rays of sunlight illuminating her profile and coloring her silvery hair in sunset hues of purple and crimson. The air that came in the open window had already lost the warmth of the day and brought a chill with it into the room. The midwife leaned over the bed and closed the small arched window before pulling the warm quilt up around her granddaughter once more.

Emily frowned, and, pushing the covers aside, resumed fastening her shirt. “Em. You need to rest.” Carla stared at her granddaughter, hands on hips, worry mapping her forehead with deep creases. Her voice was low with restrained emotion. “Will you do that if you go back to your room? Rest?”

Emily glanced up from dressing herself, tucking wispy red hair behind both ears. There were purplish bruises under sleepless eyes and the lids still bore the aftermath of clenching tight to hold back tears and shut out reality. “I just need to get back to normal. I’ve a million 3D printing designs to work on and—well, I’ve six more months of healing before we do this again anyway. I can’t keep lying here thinking about it until the bleeding stops—I don’t want to.” She gestured out the same window that Carla had just closed, waving at the setting sun as testament. “I've rested, see? I've been in this bed since yesterday morning.”

Carla sighed, dropping her shoulders in resignation and sitting next to her granddaughter. Leaning in, she wrapped the younger woman in a hug. Emily’s body was stock-still and unyielding. Carla pulled back from the hug, a frown dominating her face. She nodded. “Alright. I’m here if you need me. I had to tell Jonathan yesterday after you fell asleep.” Carla held a hand up when Emily’s eyes widened in dismay. “He came looking for you—don’t shut him out this time, Em.”

The younger woman
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