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It was water they returned to again and again...and they’d stay in if it boiled around them, Genesis thought. Richard was letting them do as much with the colony’s steadily decreasing patience as the months passed. And why the water, if not for an escape from the confines of the domed complex of the first Martian colony.

The pale green of the ocean in front of Genesis stretched towards the horizon and she stared out unblinking, trance-like from yellow-gold eyes turned green with watery reflection. The waterscape ahead was mottled by seaweed and marked by an abrupt shift in color from olive to shadowy pine where the sea floor dropped off and the dark red sand beneath the waves gave way to a rocky bottom that could only be reached by a strong swimmer with a full breath of air. 

It was as if a broad brush had been used on the surface of the water to show the border between the cove and the open ocean beyond with a wash of darker paint, the artist wielding the brush so hurried in their movements, so completely unconcerned as to the level of realism they achieved, that the difference between the two sides was stark, giving the whole of the cove a surreal quality. It was that same sort of demarcation, stark, jarring, that Genesis felt ahead of them now. 

There was no point in blinking; what she saw wasn’t an illusion, but premonition born of those many trillion little bits and pieces of information she filed away, all of them coming together now to form a picture of something ominous. 

A half smile curled her lips before she smoothed it away. Ominous? The word was dramatic, bordering on fantasy; still, the data wasn’t a lie and she was not prone to delusion. Everything was coming to a head, and they would sink or swim...swim, if it was in her hands.

A screech from out in the waves drew her attention, but not with alarm; the tone of it was playful, safe.

The small rock promontories on either side of the cove where the land curved back outward like the uneven sides of a burl wood bowl were slick with growths of rattail seaweed and frothing sea foam like something out of a fairytale. 

It was here in the play of light and shadow on the rocks that the children were clamoring, screeching, where shallow shifted suddenly to deeper, darker, colder. Nearby, a large number of the Phase Four progeny bobbed, cavorted, floated, and otherwise played in the water, some lingering there, flirting with the sudden shift from warmth to ocean chill and the promise of greater challenge farther out. 

Others plunged ahead without any hesitation. The cove was full of them, every single one of the eighty-five and Deimos as well, out in the water making child-sized disruptions in the surface and filling the beach with their laughter, shrieks, cacophony. 

It was Aurelia who had drawn Genesis’s attention. She was climbing up the side of the closest rock, grasping fistfuls of rat-tail to pull herself up inch by struggling inch, only to slide back into the water again with a sudden splash and squeals of laughter from the circle of siblings around her. 

A memory surfaced as Aurelia’s face came up from the water again, vivid, real. Small bodies in saline environments, the fetal shapes bobbing in their AUC chambers...not Phase Four but an earlier Phase, all gone now. But these would have looked the same in their capsules, all of them grown in salt-water and now bathing in it daily as if they were made for water instead of land. If they were wolves, like they were in her VR dreams, they were water wolves.

They were safe here, at least, and they could be louder, freer, outside of the overcrowded colony domes where every outburst had a witness. And there were many outbursts. The sort expected of children...but more than that, really. 

Phase Four was volatile, unstable, grieving—the colony had been prepared for that, but not well enough, not for the long-haul of recovery, and not for the differences that were beginning to appear inborn and not just a product of trauma. 

They were like Abby, yes, but without the benefit of years on Mars for the colony to become attached to them, nor the decades of study Genesis had used to learn how to blend, mix, and subtly dominate.

Genesis trailed her foot in the warm water on the shore, squishing algae infused seaweed between her toes and then rinsing it away. The smell of the seaweed was strong and salty, and she knew if she bit into it, it would taste like the Martian sea, iron heavy, tangy and sharp. She crouched down and then rolled onto her side in the sand. Grasping a thread of rat-tail algae between two pointed fingers, she played with it idly as she watched, listened. 

Richard and Theresa sat a few feet away, far enough to give them the illusion of being alone if she didn’t stare, but still in easy hearing range. 

“This is...good. I think, you know, getting them out first thing. The water.” Theresa quirked a weary smile at Richard and paused to sigh before continuing. “I’m seeing some progress with their sessions with Carla, though—it’d be easier to track with more of your Earth records.” Theresa’s voice was hesitant, her words slower than normal, not the sort of delay that came from uncertainty so much as fatigue-induced processing delays, Genesis thought, or perhaps the sort of somnolence that came once a gap between crises, too long in coming—finally came. 

Genesis watched her slowed movements, the way she traced a finger through the sand, and listened to the character of the pauses between her words, the many stops and starts. Probably a bit of both...all three maybe...Why wouldn’t she be hesitant when he puts her off so often?

Genesis turned her face to stare across the water, shifting only half of her attention with it. David was in the water, tossing any child that came close enough to be grabbed up, with shrieks and feigned resistance. Deimos climbed onto his back as she watched, only to be pulled around and thrown back into the green waves with a frothy splash. 

A smile played across Genesis’s lips as she turned back to the seaweed in her hands, piercing the thin skin with a fingernail and splitting it in two, then three strips before tossing them into the sand. 

David was good with them, engaged, and his hands-on simplicity served well to counterbalance her cool indifference...and her touch aversion. A subtle flinch crossed her features before she pulled it inward. David’s recent sessions with Carla showed more struggle, not less—Genesis stopped the errant train of thought; that was just mind-babble, anxiety laced excuses to avoid next steps. David would weather what she needed to do, or he would not. Worry wouldn’t change what was coming.

Theresa and Richard were talking still, a predictable pattern, but still she had to listen for nuance, changes. It had evolved in front of her eyes over the past three months back on Mars and, knowing Richard, would stay at this status quo. 

Theresa talked, circling around topics that would illuminate things Richard wanted to keep hidden, the questions she asked, probing but lacking any conviction, and he would side-step, side-step, shift topic, placate or distract. 

Richard was nodding as Theresa spoke, giving the look of silently agreeing with her before doing so in words. But when he spoke his smile was apologetic and he reached one hand out to where she sat across from him, legs stretched out to where their knees were parallel in the sand, stroking the side of her calf with the back of his knuckles. 

Richard’s tone was matter-of-fact, but she could hear a hint of regret laced in for effect. “You know I really don’t have the kind of record for what we need on this. Not considering their current stage of recovery, the Massospora side-effects are so extreme, so pervasive even still, that it’s well beyond any of their previous behaviors or struggles.” He trailed his hand up to the sensitive underside of her knee and smiled at the shiver the touch elicited. “An amplification of certain behaviors, and entirely new ones for others. I agree about their progress, though; the psilocin treatments are working for those who’ve started it—I do think we need an increase in frequency or dosage for some of the most severely impacted. Maybe talk to Carla today—will you do that? I don’t have the background with her that you do yet...”

Deflect, deflect...Genesis stabbed at the seaweed in her hands. Just tell her, Richard! Genesis felt she could nearly taste the lies, the secrets he was covering. 

Theresa frowned and opened her mouth to answer, pausing and restarting a moment later as if she had chosen one response, thought better of it and shifted the direction of her words. “Um—I can. Yes. It’s already pretty frequent for one person with this many patients, but if we assist it could go faster. I’m not confident we’re qualified without her guidance, though, and Kendra is still apprenticing—I don’t know. Short sessions bi-weekly for three of them, bi-monthly for the others, and long sessions monthly for the three. It’s already a lot. I think if I could pinpoint features that are pre-Massospora, which are accentuated, and what’s entirely new, I could tailor the therapy with Carla better—the results of their more detailed psychological profiles and tests could be compared if—”

“We did discuss this before. What I chose to run tested for a baseline of functioning, and nothing further, and is several years old. I lost access to that when Earth’s computers went down. I’m sorry. Maybe I made the wrong call, looking back now, but it wasn’t worth the time and stress to run everything you wanted for ninety-nine of them. You know that.” Richard’s eyes flashed with irritation, and he gestured across the expanse of olive water to include the whole of Phase Four in his statement. “You know firsthand now how much it takes to just get this many, very advanced, very busy progeny through a day and meet basic needs for education, safety, stimulation, rest, conflict resolution, et cetera...”

Theresa looked away from him, taking in the sight of the children in the water. “Maybe from memory we could...reconstruct?”

Genesis saw the mixed tableau of emotions in her eyes, the anger that was being slowly tempered and subsumed by whatever thoughts she was using to rationalize it away, and the frustration, uncertainty miring every other reaction in a viscous mass that kept her from voicing any of it. 

Richard’s voice was soft, conciliatory now. “I wish I’d forced them through the more rigorous testing before all this happened, like you wanted. I thought we had time, you know—you thought we had time, didn’t you? The early records are gone, and I’ve told you what I remember.” 

His hand was on Theresa’s knee resting there and squeezing gently. Theresa slid her own hand on top of his and then leaned forward to rest her face there. 

“I wanted it done but—okay, I thought when you couldn’t do it there was still time. Now we can’t get a baseline...”

“No, we can’t. But we can get close once the Massospora flashbacks are dealt with—cured.” 

“If—you still have them. Who’s to say they’ll stop entirely? We have no indication that—” Theresa’s voice grew sharp, almost accusatory. 

“I think we need to hope for a complete recovery and plan for on-going treatment until we get there, don’t you? Are we arguing? Because if so, I’ve lost track of what it’s about, aside from blaming my past failure for how hard this is now.” His conciliatory tone belied his harsher words; his voice was gentle but this tactic he was using was not. He placed his free hand under Theresa’s loose hair at the back of her neck, stroking and massaging the muscles there that were tense with worry, or anger. Anger at him...

Genesis watched the anger in Theresa’s eyes shift to confusion and then remorse as she relaxed into his touch and sighed. She felt a scowl building, brows pulling in and shadowing her eyes and she smoothed it instead, dropping all visual tells to the building irritation and annoyance she was feeling. Was it on Theresa’s behalf or her own, this sudden wave of anger at him? Or in response to the knowledge that he could and absolutely would turn any conversation about the past in the direction he wanted it. And wasn’t that the way she worked as well? But not like this. Watching him work was like watching a dark mirror made of funhouse glass. 

“Come in the water, mom! Come swim with us...”

The wind and distance softened voice of one of the children carried across the water to where they were and Theresa sat up, disentangling herself from Richard’s hands with a look of resigned fatigue and amusement. She searched the beach and then the water with her eyes for the source. It was Abby calling, that much was clear even across this distance, and Genesis smirked at the memories her words called up. Genesisis you take me swimmin’ wi’ you pretty ha’ir? But she wasn’t the tiny curiosity that had been so enthralled by their similarities. She was Abby, half grown and well on her way through her apprenticeship, but her eleven years of age and very capable independence didn’t keep her from clinging to Theresa, or Theresa from doing the same in turn. 

Theresa was already up and jogging away from where they sat in the sand and Genesis watched with aloof amusement. 

She met Richard’s eyes then and quirked a brow when he looked up. 

“It’s a curious way to grow up, don’t you think...?”

He raised his brows in question, the smile remaining on his lips. “What? In large batches? On Mars...?”

Genesis shrugged. “All of it. Outside of the reproductive council...with known and present guardians—parents, play—all these littermates...”

“You mean not like yourself. Yes. Although Phase Four’s experience is far from some idyllic home-grown scenario from Earth past.”

Genesis rolled her eyes. “I’m not comparing them to literal fantasy, just—it feels foreign to me. Deimos, Abby especially...they have things that I’m not even certain I would have wanted.”

He was nodding, listening. 

“Attachments, companions...I had peace, focus, chasing one passion after another where it led without disruption.” Distaste pulled at her sculpted features and she shook her head. “This seems chaotic and, at the very least, distracting.”

Richard stood and paced closer, sitting down next to her, a spark of fascinated curiosity building in his green eyes. “You think what you had was better...?”

“I don’t know. But I didn’t have anyone like myself...perhaps that would have made the early social failures I remember different. But there wasn’t a single child that came or went through the placement program I lived in that I wanted anything to do with. The same with the caretakers. They didn’t like me. Were afraid of me. And once I learned how to fool them into thinking they did like me, it didn’t matter because they had nothing to offer that I needed.” 

Genesis found another strand of rat-tail seaweed and twirled it between her fingers, focusing nervous energy into the feeling of cool, slick, tactile stimulus against the pads of her fingers. This conversation was leaning too far into areas she didn’t want it to go, but skirting the borders was essential if she was to lead Richard into the right place.

“Genesis, the environment you were raised in wasn’t what I had planned for you and I had few options when forced to...move you outside of the AUC program.”

“We haven’t talked about this before.” Genesis stared at his face, unblinking, allowing his details to blur out before taking in a breath and refocusing. This was too far, but this sudden willingness, openness on his part—maybe it would go deeper, extend further, and a drastic intervention could be avoided. Genesis smiled, but worked to keep this kindling of hope tempered, contained.

“We haven’t...but we can now.” His voice was just audible to her, but the note of sincerity in it was clear.

“I was the first.”

“Yes.”

“A prototype?”

The force behind his next words didn’t startle her, but it did make her listen closer. “No. To the paper-pushers and approval committees yes, of course, because that’s how research is run, but not to me, and not in the records—”

“The records kept in your head.” Genesis allowed the bitterness to seep into her smile. The records on her creation were one thing she’d have wanted to see, to read each detail and commit to memory—like Theresa wanted for Phase Four and couldn’t get out of him.

“I didn’t have the benefit of Theresa’s upgrades to my designs when I made you, but your genetic coding was every bit as flawless as Phase Four’s.”

“Then why make Phases One through Three? And if they were perfect, why Phase Four?”

Richard looked out across the water to where his eighty-five progeny were, and a slow smile grew on his lips. He turned back to Genesis and spread his hands, the crease above his right brow giving the look of disbelief, disbelief that she didn’t just know, or perhaps he thought that she was just pushing for him to say it out loud. 

“One through Three were coded by other scientists on the project, approved by Steiner in my absence. Only yourself and Phase Four have all the traits I planned for the program to pass on.” 

“And Theresa? Where does she fit in to all of this purposeful design...”

Richard rubbed a hand across his jaw as he laughed under his breath, more of a short exhale of amusement than a full laugh. “Theresa...had to be the other half of the picture. I found her myself among applicants to the program for apprenticeship. I vetted her in every area of compatibility for the project, and I chose her to run the final phase.”

Genesis whistled, high and soft like a miniature bomb dropping. “Does she know that?”

Her head was buzzing with excitement as the mental map she’d built of the AUC program expanded and lit up with more details than she’d been able to fill in, some of them reinforcing educated guesses she’d pieced together from Earth history, any remaining records she was able to access, and Genesis’s knowledge of earlier AUC program history. 

“No. She hasn’t asked.”

“What...? I guess the two of you have other things to—talk—about, when you have the children out cold for the night? But I’m wondering two things—three, if we add in whether you’ll try to play word games with me, try to change the subject, or talk straight...”

Richard’s chuckle was low and full of genuine enjoyment and amusement. “Okay, I’m listening...what are the other two before I decide on the third?” He winked at her and then broke into more laughter.

“How many times do you think you can redirect her from demanding your earlier records on Phase Four and—why? Why not just include her completely? Make her full partner to your project...You say you chose her. There must have been a reason.”

Richard’s mirth died away and he grew serious, but the ever-present spark of amusement didn’t leave his eyes. “There were many reasons. What makes you think I’m putting her off? I didn’t conduct the testing she insisted on. So I can’t give her the results.”

Genesis shot him a glare that was more ice than fire and her words dripped with sudden sarcasm. “You’ve answered my third question, and on your first try...”

Richard stood up and offered Genesis a hand. “Theresa will get her records when they’re no longer important, and she’ll earn partnership status when she stops asking me what’s wrong with Phase Four. Better?”

She stood up, accepting his hand and then paused, brushing the clinging sepia grains from her thighs. “We should swim, before it turns cold. But if you shift the tonal emphasis of what you just told me it’s much more illuminating. You didn’t conduct the testing so that you can’t give her the results. But I don’t believe even that. You ran the tests. And you’re scared to show her.” 

“Yes, I have more data than I’ve shared. Scared—scared of what, Genesis?”

Genesis shook her head, eyes narrowed and then glanced up at the heavy clouds rolling in from over the ocean. They were far off still, but the wind was picking up. “You’ll have to ask yourself, won’t you? I’m done talking for now. You surprised me a little, but not enough—oh and— one more thing...” 

She was walking with slow, casual strides out into the shallows now and turned to walk backwards and face him. “You made them and myself perfect, you say, and with so many improvements from prototype to Phase Four—yet they seem like me as a child, to an uncanny degree in various ways, but it’s clear in all of them, and I’m not talking about pointed canines and low-light vision. What is it you coded in and got just right, exactly?”

“I’m not sure what you’re asking or what you’re seeing, or even what you remember, but it is a normal human trait to pick up genetic similarity and it is, of course, enhanced with genetic engineering if the same desirable traits are purposely inserted: an increased pack-drive, high intelligence, low light vision, as you listed, adaptability to external environment changes like gravity—the list is too long. All in common, and all enough to increase the sense of ‘sameness’ you’re describing.”

“Right. I’m not Theresa, not enamored with you...not desperate for something to make sense with so many small ticking time bombs running around the colony with my genetic code in them...so when you placate and toss a word salad at me with savory dressing, I just...choke. Those aren’t the similarities I mean, because I remember everything.”

“A child’s memory is fallible, susceptible to shifts and gaps over time.”

“Not mine. The details I was trying to forget were refreshed when I let Theresa and Carla dig around in my head.”

Richard’s lips curled in distaste. “I still wonder why you consented to any of that...”

“Hmmm...They had things I wanted, and maybe I wasn’t so afraid of what they’d find.”

“Fear and caution are not one and the same, Genesis. But I thought you knew that. You’ve changed quite a bit on Mars.” The look on his face threw her for a moment and she paused to examine it. The waves were lapping at her waist, pulling her hair out around her in dark streamers like rat-tail seaweed. He wasn’t mocking her. That was clear. If anything, he seemed to be genuinely puzzled, possibly sad.

She shrugged and took another step back into the deepening water. “Stagnation is death by suffocation...eleven years here, motherhood; I’ve had plenty reason to change.”

He shook his head, and she saw an undercurrent of anger in his eyes now. “Life changes a person, experience does, but you’ve let others who don’t understand the way your mind works have access to it, let them push you and undermine your confidence.”

There was a momentary twinge of unease, of doubt engendered by his words, but it dissipated quickly, leaving only amusement in its place. “Maybe I did. But any changes I’ve made have been of my choosing. Like picking a new apprenticeship position, cross-training in a similar field—building skills I wanted. Maybe you should consider it, before you start to molder.”

Richard was staring out over the water, giving no indication that he was still listening until she finished, then he fixed her with a sharp gaze that she imagined him using on her younger siblings during a lecture. “If you think all these compromises have been an improvement, then I’m sure you’re right.” He quirked a brow. “If that’s what you think.” 

Genesis looked down at the surface of the water where minute silver minnows were darting past her thighs and around her calves. The wind was coming in cold and she felt it blow through her. A smile curled around her lips in answering amusement. He didn’t want to discuss Theresa or Phase Four in too much detail...but more specifically their genetic coding—that much was clear based on when exactly he’d turned the conversation back to her.

“Are you coming?” Richard was standing just past where she was staring into the water now, a warm smile pulling at his lips. 

“I am. But I don’t think you can stay under as long as I can.”

He looked as if he was going to say something else, deciphering what sounded like a double meaning or a metaphor when she said it aloud, but instead he shook his head and turned to trot out into the deeper waters of the cove.

Genesis watched him go, walking more slowly as the warm water rose past her breasts, the foam clinging and tickling as minute bubbles popped against her skin. 

She was treading water when she felt a resurgence of annoyance. Theresa wasn’t a damn child, wasn’t an idiot...but she rolled over for him again and again. Maybe that was the best angle to get to Richard. If Theresa was up to it. 

She dropped down, curling her legs and then laying down to submerge herself fully despite the lack of depth to the water. Abby was just ahead, bobbing in the water next to Theresa. It would make sense to collect her little apprentice and anyone else who wanted to tag along for the dive, but even as the thought occurred to her, Genesis recoiled from it and propelled herself with several strong kicks before ducking back under the water and swimming past the small cluster that Theresa, Richard, and a group of the children made.

The urge to have silence, to process alone, was overpowering any other considerations. They would catch up if they still wanted to join her for a dive. 

The water grew colder against her skin, first chilling, then numbing, and she welcomed it. It was something much easier to quantify and name than what percolated inside, her thoughts forming complex patterns that required her attention. The picture forming was still rudimentary, a sketch, but it brought with it a building thrill that felt like ice in the water. 

If Mars was an end goal for the AUC project, for Richard’s project, what did that mean for the colony that was already here? Were we sent to pave the way? 

Genesis surfaced and rolled onto her back allowing the open waves to lift and carry her as she stared up at the expanse of blue and grey above the sea. The air was cold now in contrast to the water around her but it felt good in her lungs, and the act of surfacing made her feel buoyant, ready to tackle something as far reaching and complicated as integrating eighty-five genetically engineered children and their guardian into her colony, because it was undoubtedly her colony, whether Richard was aware of it or not. 

✧✧✧✧

There was a sharp ache twisting in Theresa’s gut as she watched Abby, watching Richard and her siblings interact. She was getting harder to read, the looking glass eyes of her babyhood oftentimes closer to fogged glass since she’d begun apprenticing with Genesis in earnest. 

Even as she looked on, that expression of raw curiosity and sharp scrutiny was tucked away and replaced with one of casual contemplation. Still, it wasn’t hard to guess where Abby’s mind was as she flicked that fleeting curious glance from Gavin to Richard and then back to the former. It was a look that meant she was actively analyzing something, pulling bits and pieces of some puzzle from every source that presented itself and she would eventually bring it up. Small fragments of what she was thinking would come out in questions, in casual conversations, until she had confirmed her theories and could present it all as fact. Usually she was right, or at least very close. 

Had she guessed yet that the resemblance wasn’t coincidental, that Richard was more than Phase Four’s guardian, but also the source of half of their genetic code?

To Theresa it was obvious enough that she felt a rush of hot embarrassment every time she thought about it. The fact that she hadn’t seen it before Genesis pointed it out and until Richard admitted to it was laughable, but not in a funny way, in an “I’ve been so dense I’m ready to hand in my doctorate to some more deserving individual, while wallowing in humiliation,” sort of way. Skull shape, facial markers around the eyes, nose, and jawline, even the uncommon pattern of internal heterochromia Gavin and Richard shared, that green outer ring with a center of chestnut, were all so visually obvious as to be striking. 

She knew Abby had noticed the shared traits even if she was rationalizing them away as Theresa had. Years ago, she had even assumed that Richard and not Greg was her other genetic contributor. And I corrected her...well, told her wrong.

The girl was still watching with that half-frozen stare that meant she had a thing to say but couldn’t yet. It seemed to happen more with Richard since they’d retuned from Earth than it ever did through VR comm, and that made sense if you considered physical presence as a factor. She was anxious...Richard made her anxious.

Abby frowned, blinking away the distant look in her eyes, and tilting her head at Richard. “Genesis left without me—for the dive I mean—I can catch up if I go now...but are you coming? Richard, Gavin, Bram...?”

She looked at Theresa, those Martian-red eyes brushing over her with curiosity and silent questioning, even though she didn’t speak Theresa’s invitation aloud. There was a twinge of guilt that Theresa had to push aside. She isn’t asking me because I say no too often...and because Genesis is leading it.

Theresa pulled at her lip with her teeth and glanced at Richard, echoing Abby’s question with her own quizzical expression.

Genesis was already growing smaller out in the distance as she neared the shadowed demarcation to deep water where the color shifted.

Richard gestured towards Genesis with a tilt of his chin. “Go ahead. Take Gavin, Bram, Deimos...We’ll follow you out.” 

His voice always carried a note of authority that made them move more quickly, even when he was relaxed and at play. Not that she hadn’t seen most of them put up some resistance to his orders when they were butting heads, but in day-to-day interactions, that ring of authority and their response to it seemed almost supernatural at times.

They were already moving off, swimming a few feet away before diving under to avoid splashing Theresa and Richard. Gavin didn’t move far enough away before diving under and propelling himself with strong kicks that sent a spray of water out around them for several feet. Theresa watched them go, a grudging smile pulling at her cheeks and lighting her eyes. She scrubbed a hand across her face to wipe away the spray of foamy salt water from their splashes.

“Are you coming with us?” Richard’s hand brushed the side of her face and she shivered at the sudden contact and the chill of her own skin that his warmth gave contrast to.

“Ummmm...I do have a thing to code back in the lab...I dunno.”

“A thing? We’re coding things now? Sounds a bit Dr. Moreau when you say it like that...” 

The comparison startled a laugh out of her and she pulled a face at him. “Ha, ha...Right, things, like when I’m not giving you everyone in the colony’s personal business. Coding...things...for people.”

“Sure sure.” He chuckled, turning to face her and treading water. “Well, I’m going. Abby invited me. Lost time and all that.”

Theresa reached out to brush his arm as he turned away. “Richard?”

“Hm?” He was looking back over his shoulder at her, having paused mid action.

“When are you planning to tell them all? I haven’t because it seems a thing you should do...”

“I’m not following.” He shook his head, a perplexed expression dominating his face.

“That you’re their genetic contributor—parent, father. Whatever you want to call it—and Greg wasn’t. I mean, I guess I don’t know if any of them have guessed or looked into it. But they don’t talk about it. Abby thinks about it though. I see the questions when she looks at you, and honestly they should at least know these things. Maybe relationships based on genetic similarity have less meaning now...sister, cousin, uncle, father...but maybe not...you realize Abby is technically Deimos’s aunt?” She felt her confidence diminishing the longer she went on under his blank but attentive stare.

“What would be the benefit...?” He must have seen some tell in her expression, something that gave away the frustration and anxiety that she could feel melting any further words the harder she reached for them. “Of telling them, I mean. I’ve been their guardian for their whole lives; the genetic contribution doesn’t change that in any way.”

Theresa sucked in a breath and plunged ahead. “You don’t get to decide there isn’t any benefit to telling them the truth...it’s a part of who they are. And Abby doesn’t have the same history with you, so she’s full of questions she doesn’t know how to ask.”

Richard shrugged, turning to face her and then came close enough to reach a hand out to trace the line of her collar bone with one finger. “Are you sure you aren’t the one with questions to ask?”

She grit her teeth against the competing streams of sensation and her answering reactions, in her mind, a white hot flare of anger at the way he was turning the focus onto her, on the surface of her chilled skin, the thrumming heat of arousal from his lingering touch. 

Neither reaction was productive, neither would turn the discussion back where she needed it. “You’re distracting me. I hate it when you do that. You know I have questions and I’m trying not to rush us. But this is literally about Phase Four and their knowledge of themselves—” She lowered her voice to a hissing whisper as a small group of the children swam closer, chasing each other and apparently oblivious of the conversation going on. “And their relationship with you. If you don’t think Abby needs to know, then you’re wrong.”

Richard shrugged and wet his lips, eyes bright with casual amusement. “So tell her.”

Theresa opened her mouth and then let it fall closed again while she searched for some response that was better than fuck you Richard—he would enjoy that too much. She cleared her throat and shivered. His hand trailed below her collarbones, tracing the path between her breasts just low enough to make her breath catch before he withdrew the touch and dropped his hand back into the water. 

“You aren’t going to then? You want me to?”

He shrugged again. “I just don’t care. I’ll tell her if it comes up.”

Theresa blew her breath out between her lips with a puff of frustration. “You’re in a weird mood. I didn’t expect you to disagree about this.”

“Come here...” Richard reached out again grabbing her waist just below the surface and pulling her against him in what felt like slow motion with the resistance of the water. “I’m not in a weird mood. Well, maybe I’m in a better mood and I want to feel the water, enjoy the taste of the wind bringing in rain clouds over the ocean, watch Phase Four at play without thinking about anything before or anything to deal with after...and this—” He followed the curve of her waist, squeezing the softness there and then traveling lower to where her hips widened and joined the rounded muscles of her ass. He pulled her closer, with insistent pressure from his questing hands. “...And this.” 

Tipping her head up with one hand dripping wet with sea-salt water, he kissed her hard, his lips and tongue savoring her with the same energy that was in his eyes as he traced her shape with them, not just desire, or hunger. It was a look of vampiric hedonism that felt like he was tasting and relishing with all senses at once, delighting in them all. 

Theresa pulled in a shaky breath, and he stepped back, putting space in between them with a soft chuckle. “We have a dive to join, if you’re coming and we haven’t missed it already.”

“Yeah, I’m coming. Let’s, um...let’s just go.”

✧✧✧✧

Turning back towards the green dappled water of the cove, Richard took another count. Sixty-two were staying behind with David. He could see six stragglers as he turned back towards open water and the large rolling waves that were coming in cold. The same biting wind was carrying deformed grey and white pillows of clouds to cover the sky above them. 

Santana was just ahead to his right, her nearly black hair forming wet spikes, some of them short enough to stand up even while wet but most plastered against her skin, and Caris was with her. No Feldon there—he noted the switch with no small measure of relief. Santana was practical, sometimes blunt, analytical when she wasn’t sarcastically teasing, but she didn’t set Caris off the way Feldon did, and she herself remained nonplussed by anything Caris said or did. It was a much better match.

Theresa wasn’t far away, with Abby and Bram. She was staring farther out and westward where shrieks and splashing sounds had taken on a more tumultuous character than the usual rambunctious play. Richard followed her gaze and then grimaced before diving and kicking off from the close bottom to reach the cluster of children faster.

He surfaced in their midst, assessing the who and why of the dangerous play. Feldon was red-faced and splashing with enough force for the water to hurt with Gelsemium as his target, and three others engaged in the dunking and splashing froze as they caught sight of him. “Hey! What is this?” 

Feldon gave one more splash and then reined his anger in, the evidence of it still showing in his clenched jaw and tearful eyes. Gelsemium glared back at him but held her temper.

“What? None of you want to explain why you want to drown each other?”

Gelsemium spoke through clenched teeth. “He wouldn’t stop talking...”

“What?! What does that even mean, Gelsemium? So you were going to make him stop?! With drowning?”

One of the other children choked back a laugh. “No, no, it was a game, we were just pulling each other under and then letting go. But Feldon couldn’t take a loss.”

Feldon growled and moved to splash again, but Richard’s sharp glance and one raised brow stopped him.

“He was pissed, and he started taunting Geli about not being able to hear a name, you know the one—” He mouthed the letters of the name that Richard already knew it was—G A V I N.

“Is that true, Feldon?”

Geli’s voice was low and laced with the still burning coals of anger. “He wouldn’t stop saying it, so I dunked him again.”

“Feldon, I asked you a question.”

“She called me a cheap replacement!”

“I see...”

“You see why I splashed her?”

“I see why the original colonists look at you all and see a pack of wild animals, why they view you with suspicion, fear, disdain...I see it and I’m disappointed. Because if you can’t love each other, and come together, you’ll have nothing, no one.”

Gelsemium’s eyes were wet with more than water now, and the others’ eyes were downcast. 

“Go back to shore and wait for us. A dive is too dangerous if you don’t have self-control.”

They didn’t object or try to convince him further, but instead ducked under the water and swam towards shore until they could trudge out onto the damp sand.

Richard watched them go, willing the throbbing at the back of his skull to ease. He put a hand where the base of his skull met his spine and rubbed at the tense muscles. 

They would have stopped themselves, once one or more of them had had enough. That wasn’t in question. What was in question was how many would go too far and if any would be hurt in the process. He could feel Theresa’s discomfort with the rough play and her alarm every time it shifted into conflict. She was on edge, waiting for something to go wrong, and it sent a burning irritation, an urgency lancing through him every time. It colored his words, his interactions with Phase Four. 

And when wasn’t she on edge? It wasn’t an unrelated issue, but a symptom of the same growing problem—her need for their full psychological and intellectual profiles pre-Massospora. She wanted evidence to pick them apart, and she’d continue doing so day by day even without it.

Theresa wasn’t the first to see dysfunction in every difference his progeny exhibited, but it shouldn’t have become a persistent fixation as it clearly was now. Years of reassurance, glaring evidence of their exceptional nature, the final reunion after so many years...any one of these things should have been enough to make her stop questioning, but it clearly wasn’t. 

The water was growing colder, the waves choppier as he ducked under it and swam back towards Theresa. He maintained his calm demeanor, his eyes showing nothing of the slow-burn of anger reviving from memories long buried as he rejoined Theresa and Abby. Instead, he gave Bram a warm smile and then turned the same to Abby who beamed under his attention.

Abby’s voice came out breathless with excitement. “So we’re just past the drop-off and if we go a bit west there’s volcanic glass on the bottom, polished and smoooooth. If we don’t see Genesis when we go under, we can just go there—or we can anyway.” She gave a lopsided shrug and a small smile, the motion making her bob in the water.

“How deep?” 

Abby was already looking west as if she would dive under if talking it through took much longer.

“Only fortyish feet to the first ledge. No deeper than Genesis takes us into the caves, if you don’t count the distance into them.”

“That sounds tame enough then.” Richard dropped his more stern demeanor, reserved for when he was withholding judgment, and replaced it with a grin.

Theresa looked less enthusiastic and appeared to be searching for the right words before speaking, so Richard pushed for them instead of waiting. “You object?”

“No. Yes, could we just not split up? Some of them haven’t been taught how to equalize for a deeper dive. Bram?”

“Um...I just yawn right? Or plug my nose and blow?”

Richard looked from one child to the other and arched a brow at Theresa. Possible mishaps and consequences for a number of scenarios played out in his head. Too deep for an amateur free dive; Bram could panic under there if the pressure exceeded his ability to equalize, or worse still he could have an episode—a Massospora flashback while forty feet under. That last possibility sent a stab of fear into his gut while the others he was able to view with a more clinical perspective. He wondered at the difference for a moment, prodding at that edge of fear like a child poking at a sea-anemone in a tide-pool. 

He pulled on what he hoped was a conciliatory smile and shook his head. The flashbacks were only one symptom that Phase Four was not in top shape...and neither was he. They needed to be careful.

“Next time, Abby. I agree with your mother. And Genesis will as well. We stay together for this dive, and after the others catch up to your skill level you can take them on deeper dives.”

Abby looked about to object, but she bit down on the urge and nodded. Richard smiled as he watched her smooth out her features and pull her argument inward. She was learning well from Genesis: self-mastery, diplomacy. It would be fun to watch her skills advance now that she’d reached a more receptive age.

Abby had already ducked under the rolling waves to catch up with Genesis and the others, and Bram followed. Theresa was looking at him with a warm spark of curiosity lighting her chestnut brown eyes. The water had turned the fine hairs that framed her face, normally pulled up into a braid and twisted into a crown, into damp clinging strands that gave her a wild look. The effect held his attention, pulled him in and made him forget his anger from moments before. He reached a hand out to pull one tendril of hair between his fingers before letting it spring back. A rising heat of arousal flared up and he savored the feeling, treading water and moving closer to her before returning the smile.

“I like that look you have. It feels like I’m standing in front of one of your research projects, you know, but I don’t mind it.”

Her laugh only heightened the rising heat, and he felt his whole body responding. There wasn’t time to take advantage of it unless they were leaving the dive to Genesis, and that would be at the least unkind, at the worst  disastrous. Three adults might be enough supervision for even this small portion of Phase Four—one was not.

✧✧✧✧

How close track could they keep under water? Not as close as they wanted, most likely; not of all of them that had come along, and there was little that Abby could gain from the experience with all of those distractions, all of those constant draws on mother’s and Richard’s attention, and now Genesis’s as well.

The entrance to the underwater caves was just ahead, the opening more of a wide crevice, a gaping slash of a mouth turned vertical as if some moaning giant had fallen over in the water and laid there turning to stone as the planet was terraformed over centuries. The water was murky and the outline of the cave opening obscured by algae and swathes of rattail seaweed swaying with the movements of the water like a living beard on the face of the stone giant.

Gavin grasped the sides of the mouth crevice and pulled himself through it into darkness, kicking feet disappearing last. 

It was just a practice dive Genesis was taking them on, low-key to keep things safe for beginners. Pools back on Earth were only so deep and the oceans weren’t clean or safe, still full of plastics and other floating debris, miles of oil-slicks, all churned into a frothing, dangerous mess by frequent hurricanes. Abby hesitated as Santana entered the cave, and she swam closer to it herself. The tunnels were short and so would the dive be, short and dull, and overcrowded. Most of them were already in; only seven remained outside the cave, including herself.

The decision was made before she could think any further. Their lungful of air would only hold them for so long under here. With forceful kicks and arm strokes she propelled herself to the mouth of the cave, turned and blocked the entrance. Bram had been about to enter, and he tilted his head at her and frowned, using the hand gestures of sign language, palms up and hands open as he shook them side to side to ask “what”. 

Abby knew how to answer, even if in single words. All of Phase Four used the signs for silent language and they were teaching her, convenient for underwater speak or when she lost her words. She gestured for Bram and the others to follow and gave a direction using her limited signed vocabulary to also judge the cave dive as boring before she pushed off of the giant’s upper lip and swam past them. Deimos looked like he wanted to disagree, but underwater that wasn’t so simple. She didn’t have to look and see if he was following, or if the others were; Deimos would follow her, whether he was going to chastise her for it later or not, and the others would feel compelled by the mystery of what she was offering as much as by the psychology of being given a sudden invitation with little time to consider the many and varied reasons to decline it. They’d follow because she was already going and because Deimos had followed. A smile pulled at Abby’s cheeks, rounding them and releasing a spray of bubbles from the corners of her lips. 

They’d surface for air and then swim west until they were just above the blade cliffs before taking their breaths for the much deeper dive that would end with treasure. There wouldn’t be much light with the sky so overcast, but that wouldn’t ruin the fun. Dive, a mad grab with sightless hands into the sharp, rocky bottom for treasures to inspect at the surface, and then back to the caves before they were missed too badly. But Abby knew better than that. Even in the caves Richard and Theresa were keeping track. They were probably already missed, and Theresa would know exactly where she’d taken them by the chunks of obsidian they’d come back with. 

The certainty of being caught and reprimanded didn’t slow Abby’s forceful kicks and powerful strokes that sent up a spray of green seawater all around her and the six who followed. Deimos was too far behind to convince her to go back, or to try and the others who followed didn’t even know that she’d been told not to bring them here, except for Bram. Bram knew, and it wasn’t like him to disobey. She’d have to ask why he followed. Probably to be a responsible party to the edict-breaking, that was more like him. But she would not ask until after they had their treasure in hand and had seen their way through any repercussions. 

The swim over was fast, her explanations of the plan short and given in a breathless rush. Dive, hit bottom, come up with your first grab of treasure. And they’d all hit bottom easily enough. Her eyes were open, watching for each to make the grab and kick off for the surface. A surge of gloating triumph warmed her. The first steps went just as she’d pictured, just as she’d told Richard and Theresa it could.

But the kick-off back to the surface was where reality veered off from Abby’s plan. She couldn’t stay back and watch each sibling surface before surfacing herself, and while she wanted to look back down and make sure each of them were close behind that would have been a mistake. Surfacing wasn’t something to be done loose and reckless. Even with a short dive, Abby knew that looking up to avoid running into a fellow diver or other obstacle was an important last step. But the other seven should have been close behind; even with less practice swimming hard for the surface the gap between them couldn’t be much when she’d seen them all reach bottom and turn.

The light of the surface came on fast in the last moments and she was the second to surface. Deimos, already taking his recovery breaths, was there waiting for her when the other six began to surface in quick succession. Each of them came up and fell into the rhythm of short breath out, deep breath in, pause, repeat, None were gasping or hyperventilating, and Abby grinned in triumph, exhilaration.

But Bram hadn’t surfaced yet, and that sudden realization had no more than a moment to take hold before he did, not the smooth breaking of the surface the others had made but a flailing, splashing entrance.

He was wild with panic, coughing, sputtering as his own splashes made him suck in water.

“Bram!” Abby was light-headed with the effort it took to speak, but he wasn’t calming. He was getting worse and then, as she reached him, he started to tremble, his fingers convulsing, eyelids fluttering over vacant eyes before he went completely slack against her. 

It took all of her strength to hold him up, to not go under, and then Deimos was there helping, taking some of the dead-weight, and the others were doing the same. Even still, they had to fight to keep his face above water along with their own without kicking, entangling and pulling each other under. Abby felt sick. 

She searched the waters farther out, hoping for a lifeline, some way out of this that didn’t mean bringing Bram back themselves—possibly taking too long to ensure he was breathing on his own and not silently drowning. She needed Genesis, or Theresa, or even Richard, even if it meant they couldn’t hide what was happening and would take the full consequences.

Deimos saw him first and called out, the others joining in before Abby could try to speak. 

“Richard! It’s Bram!” But they didn’t have to yell it loud because Richard had already reached them, and Theresa and Genesis were close behind. Of course they had come. Abby knew they’d keep count and that she’d gone just where they told her not to.

Abby’s breath was still recovering, hindered by the struggle of holding Bram up and the rush of adrenaline. She grabbed hold of Richard’s forearm once he had Bram in his arms and he looked down at her. She felt her breath would stop but then he looked away, back to Bram’s pale face before addressing her. 

“Get back to shore. All of you. You’re done with the beach.”

She wanted to offer to help, to stay back, but the words wouldn’t come so she lingered there, treading water until she found her voice.

“Back to shore. It wasn’t a suggestion.” He looked at her again, but only for a glance. Bram was moving, coughing against Richard’s shoulder, and then he moaned.

Theresa hung back and held Bram’s hand, brushed the wet brown curls back from his forehead and throat while estimating his pulse and oxygenation.

“Hey—like this Bram.” Richard demonstrated recovery breaths next to Bram’s face. “Breathe like I am. It was a black out, but you’ll fine in a minute.”

Abby moved away slowly, swimming backwards, watching Richard and Bram as waves of hot shame rolled through her, its own tumultuous sea. 

Genesis had said nothing when she passed her to escort Deimos and the others back the join the rest of Phase Four. She would have plenty to say, but it would come later after she stewed in it herself, and it would be in private.

✧✧✧✧

Still drenched, skin sticky from drying salt, sand, and algae, Theresa shivered on the beach where she stood watching the last stragglers come in from the dive. Abby was among them, and Deimos...Abby and the small cluster of siblings that she had enticed away from the dive to collect volcanic glass. 

But their hands were all empty; they’d dropped whatever they’d collected when things hadn’t gone as planned. No treasure to show for recklessness, Abby love. Theresa frowned and squeezed her arms to try and quell the full body trembling that she told herself was the cold. 

The anger at Abby’s disregard for the limits they’d set was still there simmering below the surface, but stronger was a heavy sickness in her belly sending up jagged waves of emotion like plasma eruptions from a star. The children she was watching wade closer were effortlessly beautiful and so full of exuberance as they jostled, raced, carried each other, some of them breaking into fits of laughter. But that only fed the sun that wanted to burn her up in its cold intensity. So many, so tenuous—It was hard to hold on to the full heat from the anger from moments before, but it left behind something harder to name and harder to manage, something that felt like leaden weights piled into her breast, eighty-five of them...but their names weren’t the names of her children; they were worry, dread, guilt, blame, inadequacy.

Theresa sighed and watched them pass in silence. She couldn’t trust any words she had to say yet.

Something brushed her shoulder and she startled, shivering at the same time. It really was cold now that the cloud cover had filled the whole sky and darkened it prematurely. Looking over her shoulder she saw Genesis just next to her, holding a long strand of rat-tail seaweed in one hand with an amused smirk on her face.

“It was in your hair...there’s more if you’d like me to get them.”

“Oh, sure, I guess.” Theresa offered Genesis her back, rubbing her hands across goose-bumped arms and flinching at the grit of sand under them. “Where’s David? Gone back?”

“Mm-hm. He had a meeting with Carla to catch.”

Theresa nodded but didn’t indicate she knew what sort of meeting. She did know, but that didn’t matter much; it wasn’t a secret he was having therapy sessions with Carla. Nearly every colony member had sessions with Carla, ongoing or otherwise, but he was more private about them and Theresa only knew the purpose because he and Carla had asked her to assist with VR assessment and diagnosis of his neurological baselines.

“Richard headed back with the larger bunch of them and Bram—to be looked at by Dr. Alexander. I stayed for the disobedient stragglers.”

She couldn’t help but smile when she heard Genesis’s soft laughter behind her, and Genesis was careful, meticulously removing all of the debris from her hair without pulling or ripping. It was soothing. Theresa caught her thoughts wandering, replaying that moment of realization that they were missing from the group dive—Abby, Bram, eight of them in all, and then Bram’s pale face, his stillness that called up memories not buried deep enough yet. Time won’t go on long enough to bury those faces. 

Genesis’s voice seemed to meld with her own thoughts like a sound track playing in the background. It was hard to interpret them at first, to separate one word from another and find meaning. 

“Do you think he underestimates you sometimes? Holds you at a distance?”

“Huh...” Theresa stalled as her mind worked to catch up and it gave no opportunity to choose whether to answer or not, or to filter. “I think...I think we’re still figuring each other out.”

Genesis made a clicking sound with her tongue and Theresa could hear the movements of her shaking her head. “Eleven years for that? I think he has you figured out and you haven’t done the same. You’re letting him keep his secrets the way he wants it.” 

Theresa turned, confusion mixing with irritation. “Eleven years long distance—not really together and...complications.”

Genesis was nodding in agreement as if she understood, but the way she worried her bottom lip between her teeth and the look in her eyes that seemed to mask some small seed of skepticism made Theresa think otherwise.

“Maybe I’m not ready for answers to any of the harder questions. Maybe I don’t even ask most of them...”

There was a look of pity in Genesis’s eyes now, and it stung.”Because he’ll either answer or sidestep the question until you’ve forgotten you asked it, and you can’t guess which it’ll be.” 

Genesis reached for a last clinging strand of seaweed and gently untangled it, dropping it to the sand at their feet. Theresa felt her pulse thrumming in her ears, and the fatigue from hours spent in the ocean seemed to catch up with her now. Her muscles felt weak and heavy, trembling from cold and overuse, and her head felt the same. It seemed like she should have some sort of counterargument or clever reply, but there was none, so she blurted out the incomprehensible thought that popped into her mind. “You’re ninety percent wrong, but the ten percent right is making me tired and I can’t explain it better until the sand is off me.”

Abby and Deimos were hovering nearby, with Caris having stumbled out of the last of the sea foam and up onto the sand moments before. The three other co-conspirators must have run ahead and taken one of the less trodden side paths back to the dome complex. 

Genesis flicked a glance their way, gesturing that they should go on ahead as well and moved to follow their reluctant exodus. “Fine, but put off figuring it out and you’ll have eleven more years like the last and no ground gained.”

“Ugh, stop. I’m not in the mood for figurative language, especially the sort comparing relationships to combat. Just say it.” 

“We’ll drop him down to the bottom of the sea...” A small voice interjected, the sound of it winding back down the path to Theresa and Genesis.

Theresa looked around for the sound that had woven itself between Genesis’s words and been tuned out until now. It was a singing voice that she hadn’t heard before, the words even more foreign.

“We’ll drop him down to the bottom of the sea

We’ll sing him down with a long, long roll

Where the sharks’ll have his body

and the devil have his soul...”

It was Caris singing, and now that Theresa was listening for it she could hear furtive whispers from the other children.

“—But Bram is okay.”

“No, Abby, he’s not okay...he almost drowned ‘cause he followed you down there.”

The children were walking several feet ahead of them, glancing back with cautious looks, but Genesis stopped Theresa with a hand on her arm. She followed Theresa’s alarmed looks at the children and then turned her full attention back to Theresa, putting a hand on her cheek and turning her face to force the same eye contact. “He’ll keep his secrets indefinitely if you let him. And it’ll start to matter at some point, for more than just whatever relationship you think you want with him.”

Theresa felt a surge of anger that probably wasn’t for Genesis but would be directed at her just the same. Why don’t you tell me if you know things you think I should know and be done with it! But that didn’t make sense. Genesis divulging information about Richard wouldn’t make it any easier, wouldn’t circumvent Theresa having to talk with him about all of it; it would only delay the inevitable. “Okay, but why? Why are you saying this?”

Genesis grew serious, all signs of playfulness or sarcasm disappearing as if they’d never molded the same features that were now so earnest. “I don’t like to see you manipulated or lied to. We’re past that, and it makes me angry for you.”

Theresa blinked several times, frozen in place for a long moment before she could gather a response. Was it sweet that Genesis cared—maybe—if she herself wasn’t being manipulative...and that was maybe a toss-up. But from what Theresa could discern, Genesis really wasn’t being manipulative, not this time. The sincerity in her voice was alarming in its intensity and it scared Theresa and brought up that answering wave of anger. “Okay, but don’t...don’t be angry for me, because you aren’t the one figuring this out and I don’t want—” Theresa paused to reorder the words on her tongue and start again. “I don’t know what you think you know about him...what you’re judging him by but, just stop...stop helping me, so I can sort it out myself.”

All of the emotion Theresa had read moments before, swimming in Genesis’s eyes like goldfish reflecting in the water of a shallow pool, shifted and went into shadow until the surface of those same eyes were clear again, evincing nothing of what her friend was thinking. That razor-sharp control—turning feelings on and off on the side of a dime, like Abby does but with more finesse...

Irritation colored her motions as she grasped the streaming tangles of her sea-wet hair and twisted it up in a tangled heap atop her head, holding it there in the absence of another clip to replace the one lost in the sea this morning. It was hard enough to interpret Genesis without feeling either duped or suspicious; when she closed off completely like this it was impossible. And Genesis looked bored now, disinterested. 

Theresa sighed when Genesis didn’t respond again and filled the gap herself. “Thank you, though...I’m going to go have a talk with those three about risk assessment and following directions so they don’t nearly drown each other in the ocean for a handful of rocks.”

Caris coughed on the path ahead as if to punctuate her words, and it had the rusty wet sound of saltwater sting to it. Theresa cast a worried glance up ahead and resumed walking even as Genesis hung behind. 

Genesis broke her silence, but with no more enthusiasm than she showed in her face, the dry humor she often reserved for Phase Four showing in a raised brow and twitch at the corners of her lips. “Right. You do that. I’ll take Deimos back with me for the same.”

Caris’s voice was distant ahead but they could still hear the words.

“We’ll drop him down to the bottom of the sea

We’ll sing him down with a long, long roll

Where the sharks’ll have his body

and the devil have his soul...”
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