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“Then, trust is something you just don’t do...with anyone?” Abby tucked a lock of dripping wet auburn hair behind one ear, scrunching her forehead in concentration as she struggled to comprehend, crossing her arms in front of her in rhythmic strokes to keep herself afloat. 

Genesis’s lips curled in a smirk and she shook her head. “That’s not what I said.” She ducked under the water and resurfaced a few feet farther out, wiping the green-tinged water from her face as she emerged. “What I said was to remain aware. Trust is not the same as blind faith.” 

“Like mother would have me do.” The girl glanced back towards the red domes of the colony in the distance, resentment shining in the dark, mahogany eyes that dominated her pale, freckled face. 

Genesis broke into a laugh. “Only, with her, you can be certain. She has likely told you to remain skeptical of anything I tell you, at the very least.” 

Abby looked away, crimson-brown eyes giving away the validity of her friend’s assumption. 

Genesis waved a hand as if to dismiss the young girl’s chagrin. “As you should.” 

Abby cocked her head, a touch of confusion making her blink. “I should be skeptical of you?” 

“Are you listening or not?” Genesis raised a brow, allowing herself to bob upward as the back of a wave reached her. “Trust each person to perform within their capacity, and to act and react within their mental and emotional constraints.” 

Abby nodded as the full message became clear, eyes widening before she brought her reaction inward, leaving her expression a canvas of neutrality. 

Genesis rolled onto her back to float, exposing her bare breasts, algae-speckled and chilled, to the warm rays of the sun. “I trust your mother to be on her guard when it comes to our interactions, and to assume the worst of my motivations.” 

“But—” Abby blurted the interruption before she could stop herself and was rewarded with a glare. 

“I trust you to keep most of what I say to yourself, lest she end our interactions. I also trust that you’ll use your intellect and your innate cunning to test what I tell you until you can prove it to yourself.” 

Abby remained silent, a faint blush burning in her cheeks from the indirect compliment. 

“I also trust that you are learning from these ‘lessons’ because you and I are alike, you see that, and you thirst for my secrets.” 

Abby’s brows pulled together and she scowled, conflicting thoughts and emotions clamoring for expression. She ducked under the waves, allowing the cold water to envelop her, to fold over her shoulders, forehead, scalp, with probing, icy fingers. Focusing on the sensations of the water, stinging with cold just as it soothed and caressed, she imagined it cooled her mind, a wall of ice forming inside of her skull to contain the flapping wings of child-like questions, of too many answers too quickly given, a sheet of ice molding across her cheeks and forehead to befuddle anyone who looked and to cloud her looking-glass eyes. She held her breath, opening those eyes to gaze through the green water towards the bottom far below. It wasn’t visible here, not with the amount of algae that still colored the ocean and left a thin film on her skin each time she emerged. How long can I stay under? Genesis won’t pull me up. Not like mother. Mother would panic. She stared through the murky water, eyes alert for a shadowy shape, perhaps a pod of them like the last time they’d gone so far out. Genesis will just watch. What of Richard? Thoughts of her siblings’ caretaker brought a myriad of questions proliferating in her mind, like bacteria propagating under warm conditions, questions she wasn’t ready to give voice to. 

The burning in her lungs increased, intensified, until it became a throbbing that consumed her thoughts and drove her to the surface. 

She burst through the water just as a wave was coming in, forcing her to take a quick breath and allow it to pull her under. She went limp, waiting for the release and acknowledging the faint surge of adrenaline that accompanied the realization that there were large rocks in the near vicinity that would cut deep if the sea should choose to toss her into them. 

The wave subsided, releasing her to surface again, this time with enough chance to regain her breath and prepare for the next one. The first sound she heard as she emerged from the water was Genesis’s laughter. It had a ringing quality at times that sounded almost joyful, as if amusement was what she lived for. Maybe she does. The thought was without judgment, a pure observation in a steadied mind. 

Abby grinned over at her companion. “Guess... I’d better be more wary of the waves.” 

Genesis smiled back in approval, the laughter having tapered off, leaving behind a glow to her yellow-gold eyes and a flush to tawny cheeks. “Better still, don’t underestimate your allies or your enemies.” 

“And everyone is a potential ally.” Abby laughed then. “Another lesson.” 

Genesis grew serious, her face losing all signs of the previous mirth. “Always, Abby. I am the only one who can apprentice you. I take that seriously.” 

The girl bit her lip, rubbing it between her teeth as a wolf-cub might a scrap of meat. “But what—what if I don’t want to learn your trade—or I’m no good at it?” 

Genesis sighed. “I don't have one, Abby, or more accurately, I could have any.” She turned in the water, beginning the long swim back with smooth forward strokes. There was no need to look back; Abby would follow. “But if you want that freedom...you need to learn what I can teach you.” 

The shore was far off, the swim back easier with the aid of the waves pushing them as if it was striving with each shove to evict them from the Martian sea in favor of the new life taking hold there. 

Donovan stood waiting for their return, red sand clinging to his feet and ankles, an anxious grin pulling at the corners of his long mouth, over-large in a narrow face. “Did you see them again?”

Abby’s eyes widened and she froze, her mind filling with a dense fog that numbed her, burying the link from thought to tongue. After what felt like several long minutes, stretched and distorted like Dali’s melting clocks, she shook her head, pulling streams of rat-tail seaweed from the long tangles of hair that was twisted and clinging around her narrow shoulders and waist. It was something to focus on instead of Donovan and her loss of words. 

Genesis glanced from Abby to Donovan, catching the girl’s tharn expression and Donovan’s expectant waiting, patient but still with an undercurrent of hurt. She cleared her throat and lit her own eyes with a charming smile. “Not this time.” 

Abby frowned, a faint downward tilt of lips that barely touched her eyes, resembling more lack of concern than disappointment as Genesis continued, speaking the words she would have said herself. 

“We thought so for a moment, when we first went out.” 

Genesis turned the girl by the shoulders to aid in the removal of the clinging strands of sea-life as she chattered on. “Perhaps they were feeling shy, Donovan. Or they’re waiting for you to come and visit them.” She gave a conciliatory smile, making him blush. 

“What, me? I don't swim. Watch them from the cliffs, yes...but I don't go in.” 

“Why not have a ship fashioned then?” The planetologist frowned, shoving both hands into his pockets. “We could. We could at that. Just for observation, of course.” 

“I know you don't want to intrude on them, but this isn’t Earth...” She gave a reassuring smile, leaning in just enough to garner a reluctant twitch of lips to match her own. “And if anyone ever harmed them trying to get close, there would be repercussions.” 

Donovan snorted, the smile turning into a smirk. “Ha! They’d regret it before I could take action. Half-tame or not, these aren’t the guppies of the sea that fell to mass slaughter on Earth. I’ve made sure of it.” 

Abby watched the exchange, eyes flitting between the two adults as she dried herself with a towel, leaving behind a smear of green, before pulling on a lightweight blue dress. A few smiles and choice words and they roll over like Earth dogs. She watched a moment longer, until it was clear that Genesis had begun the process of disengaging from conversation that seemed to take so very long and, to Abby, was still pointless. Turning to leave, she put the briny wind at her back and broke into a trot, her wraith-thin frame leaving behind the barest trace of footprints in the sand, with only thirty-percent Earth’s gravity to press it down. 

✧✧✧✧

Theresa was where she usually could be found: back to the door, face to the screen, guiding the construction and deconstruction of color-coded gene sequences with the turn, twist, and brush of her hands, manipulating the images as if they were physical entities on the desk before her. Her mahogany eyes lacked the spark of excitement Abby was accustomed to, and her motions were perfunctory. 

“And you say I need to work on task-switching.” Abby smirked when her mother turned, a startled expression calling to Abby’s mind the pictures of Earth-creatures she had been studying since before she could remember, that were, as Theresa insisted, a part of their heritage. Only a prey animal could give that look, like the wide-eyed gerenuk, long-necked and small framed as she and her mother were; such a delicate creature should be Martian. Would be soon enough, if it continued to thrive in the Martian wild as expected. Not really gerenuks, though, with all of the other DNA mixed in. As we’re not entirely humans, either. 

The construction of DNA on the screen caught her eye and she stepped up next to her mother, reaching out a hand and giving it a spin, shock widening her own eyes as she turned to Theresa. “This is a predator species and not human? What are you working on?” 

Theresa smiled, brushing a still-damp tendril of her daughter’s hair back from her face. “That was a quick read. I thought you weren't interested in genetics.” She faced back to the image, turning it herself and pointing to the label. “This is Donovan’s, really. He just wanted me to have a look at it as well, give it a few tweaks. Neither canid nor feline, but a mixture of the two. And a few surprises thrown in as well.” 

Abby’s words flew out ahead of her in her enthusiasm. “When will we have them? Soon? The gerenuks and the arcanue are well-established enough, aren't they? I see them on every hike, and plenty of ratbits. Practically step on them when I’m running off trail.” 

“They aren’t called ratbits...Euchoreutes Naso Martis. It’s an oversized jerboa,” Theresa laughed, eyes shining with pride and excitement of her own. “But soon, I think; after testing, he’ll start the first generation of these predators and a few others filling specific niches. You should go and ask him if you want to know more specifically, really.” 

Abby frowned. “You know I don’t—well, yeah. I should.” She shrugged, giving a half-hearted smile that was dim in comparison to her previous exuberance, overshadowed by the closed-off glint to her eyes, like surface light struggling to reach the heavy body of a ship entombed under miles of ocean. Sometime. When I can without my mouth sealing up and my brain turning to mush. Not when you want me to, or when she wants me to. She turned towards the small bedroom that adjoined their main room. 

Theresa frowned, catching the look of hurt hidden under so many layers of avoidance in Abby’s eyes. “Sorry. It’s just—” 

She pushed aside the construction of feylupe DNA and opened up another. “You say you’re more interested in what Genesis does, but the base skill—communication—is painful for you. How does that work?” 

Abby stopped, cheeks reddening and eyes flashing. “And are you good at everything you take interest in?” Theresa paused to consider the question. “Um...well, mostly, yes.” 

“Like music and singing? You don't sing duets with Kendra on stage; you sing in our room without audience.” 

Abby’s blush of embarrassment spread to Theresa’s cheeks. “Okay. Fair enough. But I know it’s not my strength. I don't fancy myself a singer and start arranging public showings.” 

A heavy sigh escaped the girl’s lips. “This isn’t about my interests; it’s about Genesis. If you worry about my aptitude for human relations, why not ask her if I have potential?” The child’s chest heaved, vehemence showing in every feature, as her feathered brows pulled down around eyes flashing with distress. Theresa turned to face her daughter, taking in the agitation in her posture that had seeped into the soft voice, usually so calm and dispassionate. 

“I’m sorry, Abby. No, I don't have to ask her, because you will excel at whatever interest you pursue. I just have concerns about you apprenticing with Genesis. I wonder if she is pushing you to focus on something that is a struggle for you. But we’ve discussed my concerns, and I need to leave it at that.” S

he stepped closer, reaching out one hand to brush the girl’s cheek, still rounded with youth but so much leaner than even a few months ago. “You may be younger than when I apprenticed, but that was a different time and place, a different girl. Eleven is old enough, and human relations is valuable if it interests you.” 

Abby’s smile was reluctant, the corners of her mouth twitching up before her eyes started to thaw bit by bit. “Okay.” 

“Maybe I’m just jealous...” 

“Oh, sure. I take you swimming all the time with me.” 

“You take me?” Theresa put on a perplexed frown. “Yes, I have to hide your lab coat, so that makes me the one taking us.” Abby raised a brow, still grinning, and continued on the path she had started to her room. “I need to get this algae off before I’m stuck this way. You said I’d be once, you know—” 

The voice of the security AI cut in, its tone conversational. “Deimos is here to see you. Should I let him in?” 

Theresa answered without looking away from the new strand of DNA rotating before her, instead tapping it in several places to split the strand into segments. “Let him in.” 

The door slid open with a hiss, and Abby waited, arms folded across her sides and face expressionless, as a boy, smaller and visibly younger by a few years, walked through. He glanced behind him as if checking for the presence of anyone following and scanned the room to see who was there. “You swam with my mother, yes?” 

Abby nodded, admiring the pale golden eyes and full lips. What had she said? She breeds true. His skin was close in color to his eyes, with more of a sandy hue, and his hair was black like Genesis’s, but curly while hers was straight. “I left her speaking with Donovan. Finishing up.” 

The smile on his face faltered, leaving behind a disappointed scowl. “She’ll come and get me then. Can I stay and help till then, Theresa?” 

Abby’s mother gave a slow nod without breaking her concentration. “I’m inserting gene packets into this sequence to heighten certain traits in the animal. 

“Packets...” Deimos leaned in to examine the DNA being constructed, eyes alight with curiosity. 

“Yes, it’s a technique I learned on Earth. DNA taken from a number of sources is combined in advance to make what we call a traits packet. We keep them on file, hundreds of them, and then they can be inserted into whatever genetic code we are working on to introduce desired traits.” Theresa pulled up the previous gene strand. “You see this one here?” 

Abby moved closer, shower forgotten for the moment as she narrowed her eyes at the floating DNA sequence. Deimos stared as well, nodding in affirmation. 

“This is a packet used to instill a social trait into the animal. This is Donovan’s feylupe, and he wants it to have a strong pack instinct like an Earth wolf. Instead of manipulating the DNA from ground zero, we insert the packet.” 

Abby cocked her head, licking her lips as pieces fell into place in her mind. “Doesn’t that give you less control of the outcome, though?” 

Theresa smiled in her direction. “Yes and no. Many of these packets I created myself, and others were passed on to me by other genetic engineers in the AUC program on Earth.” She shrugged. “The small amount of control I sacrifice is worth the decrease in time required to reinvent the wheel, as it were.” The smile grew into a smirk. “Not interested, huh?” 

Abby smiled back. “Interested in learning—not doing.” 

Deimos reached out a tentative hand to rotate the strand of the feylupe. “We need to just trade mothers for a week, Abby.” 

Abby shook her head, laughing as she turned back towards her room, the anticipated luxury of hot water calling her back to her previous path. “Sure, you go ahead and convince my mother, and I’ll convince yours.” 

✧✧✧✧

The lights were dim. A chill breeze, salty from blowing in across the sea, sent eddies of cooler air into the warm interior of Genesis’s room. Red dominated: red-ochre stone, blood-hued satin bedding on the firm pallet recessed into the wall, crimson drapes that drifted. The only other color that appeared in significant amount gave sharp contrast to the powerful display of dominance: the waving green of lettuces, hanging berries just ripening from deep green to a dark magenta, and other edibles all growing from wall mounted hydroponic chambers placed in concentric circles on the wall. 

Genesis reached out to pluck a small handful of the riper berries offered up by the nearest plant, dropping them one by one into her mouth and crushing them against her tongue. The movement was performed in casual distraction as she stared at the large viewing screen that dominated the curve of wall behind her stone desk; still she savored them, licking the juice from her lips with a faint smile. The small figure on the screen before her laughed, raising both brows in delight as his face lit up with the fire of excitement, new knowledge—acquisition. 

She laughed with him, falling back to the repetitive task of brushing the tangles and clinging strands of rat-tail seaweed from her long ebony hair. Pride glowed in the golden eyes that matched the boy-child’s as she watched him interact with such comfort and ease, blending in without effort. Even David had ceased to worry, letting go of the concerns—well-founded—that she would ruin the child somehow. Perhaps I would have. No, that isn’t accurate. Never, me. 

The memories flooded her, as they often did when she unlocked the closely guarded door that held them, tucked away like laundry folded in tight, neat bundles in military fashion, tucked away as if forgotten along with so many other things best kept buried. Only this set of memories was still important, still shifting and altering itself in a screen of shimmering color-change as it worked to fit into the bigger picture that made up her self-image. 

The troubling undercurrent of those times rose up with the same strength as when she lived it, the long months of metamorphosis and instability, the nightmares that came with growing frequency until they dominated her experience waking and sleeping, and then the breaking point. She shivered, flinching back from the precipice over which the story lurked like Martian whales schooling in deep night waters. 

She sat back, staring into the mirror that filled the other half of the viewing screen, and a memory stared back. 

Her eyes were haunted, dark with shadows and bruised lids, leaking tears that came with no purpose and flowed with each wave of terror that coursed through her like many thousand tiny hands with daggers for fingertips, stabbing the inner walls of her veins and arteries and setting her nerves afire. Her memory’s own hand flew to cover the swollen bulge of her lower abdomen, pressing hard as if to stop the flutterings within. Just stop moving. Another flurry of motion made her flinch; such light flittings of movement, and yet they could not be ignored, or even tolerated. Another wave of nausea was coming, not like in the early months, but the sort that came from motion sickness combined with the creeping, itching feeling of something—someone—tap-tap-tapping inside without cease. 

And there it was again—that flash—was it memory? Nightmare, or flashback—just an image but so vivid: teeth, fangs really, tearing into that rounded flesh, translucent and swollen, and snapping at what hid within, lapping it up and swallowing with bloodied teeth and grinning tongue, savoring the salty wetness of it. Just an image, a split second that sent her senses reeling and left her breathless and doubled over with both hands over belly and head hanging between knees as the disorientation subsided slowly. 

They were whispering in the other room, barely audible concerns exchanged and breaking through her internal struggle for stability. 

“I’m beyond being worried now, Carla...she is handling this.” There was a shuffle of feet, a pause. 

“You don’t need to tell me that. She’s hiding like a hibernating animal, she’s suffering—but I can’t help if she won’t let me. I can’t—won’t force help on her. She needs to ask for it.” 

The sigh that followed was louder than the words had been. “She’s not gonna do that though, is she?” 

Another pause. “I don’t know...stopped seeing Theresa again, won’t see me to talk either. She’s only letting us monitor with her implant, so we know the child is well and kicking.”

Genesis winced, clenching both fists and pressing them against her forehead as she broke into sweat, beads of moisture dusting her skin in a shimmering layer that brought on a shiver. Snap out of it! 

She squeezed her eyes shut, listening to that sharp inner voice, the one that held such strength and authority, the one with poison glands full to bursting that now dripped into the pockets of uncertainty inside her instead of being reserved for others outside of her own struggling mind. They speak of you like an invalid, a failure...It moved again, that fluttering, squirming thing, rolling over itself and brushing against her insides as if it had a dozen limbs instead of just four. 

Genesis’s hands pressed against the flesh that it moved beneath, fingers clenching there, nails biting skin. The movements ceased as if he had become aware of what transpired outside of the watery living-cocoon that housed him. She took a breath, inhaling the stillness that calmed and soothed despite the raw, stinging, pain beneath her palms. Her hands were wet and sticky, as was her skin. Confusion knitted her black winged brows and she looked down, spreading her hands in front of her to reveal the source of pain in her abdomen. There was blood there, blood and four shallow scrapes the width of her tapered fingernails as if some wild animal had attempted to disembowel her without enough reach to cut deep and spill the steaming contents of her abdominal cavity onto the red-earthen floors. 

Her mouth fell open, eyes staring between wounded flesh and bloodied hands. Standing with movements that were too abrupt to convey the usual self-assured gait, she pulled on her silken robe and strode into the next room from which the whispers had come. Carla looked up, eyes soft with concern as she took her in. Genesis stopped, burning shame lighting her eyes and cutting her movements short as she looked from one concerned face to the other. David’s dark eyes were conflicted, swimming with worry, fear, bravado—all commingled together as he struggled not to be the open book that he was. A spark of irritation ignited in her breast at the sight of his uncertainty, his fear of angering her. 

There wasn’t much that she could grab hold of to keep mental equilibrium, but this was enough. Placing a smooth smile onto her full lips, she pulled aside the edge of her robe to reveal the bleeding wounds beneath. David startled, reaching for her, a look of horror claiming his full expression. To their right, Carla gasped. It was a small sound, as if only a portion of the alarm she felt had escaped into the room before she closed her lips tight around it. 

Genesis placed a hand on David’s cheek, skin tingling at the intimate contact with his close-cropped beard. “Shhhhhh...this is a good thing. It’s what I needed.” 

He tried to break in, dismay clouding his eyes as he blurted the beginning of an incoherent rebuttal. 

She raised a brow. “You need to trust me. I’m going to speak with Theresa, and...” She glanced over at the youthful old woman, smooth skin and silver braids in sharp contrast to each other, who stood witnessing their exchange of words. “And Carla...if you have the time now?” The certainty in her voice wavered just enough to lend an air of vulnerability to her request. 

The midwife nodded, patting David on the shoulder before turning towards the door. “I do and I will, right now even. We’ll pull Theresa away from whatever busies her for the rest of the day—she’ll be excited to see you again, from all the worrying and bitching she’s been engaging in on your account.” 

Genesis laughed, keeping it quiet and low to mask the edge of hysteria that had crept in of late on silent, sharp-toed feet. She followed close behind, giving a quick wave to David as the door closed behind them. 

Genesis came back to herself and looked up at the glowing screen that held the child that so resembled her, with skin the warm brown of wheat fields at dusk and eyes a golden yellow that mirrored her own. He pulled her back to the present with his flashing grin. It was so long ago, and still she remembered it like it had only been a handful of days. 

Deimos laughed in delight, gesturing to the spinning double helix that he and Theresa manipulated with their hands, pointing and discussing the genetic make-up of the creature it represented. Grasping the virtual representation by the universal genetic signal for a gene sequence to begin, TATA, he separated and enlarged it, squinting to focus as he read the sequence. 

“This one is sex-linked, isn’t it?!...” His eyes widened as the realization dawned. 

Theresa’s smirk was filled with approval. “Well, yes. And dominant as well. We gave it a bit of a push to increase heritability.” 

Genesis raised a brow. He blends so well—no sign of Abby’s reticence, but too open...like David. 

She dropped the brush, forgotten in one hand, into a drawer of her desk and with swift, fluid movements pulled on the one-piece red jumpsuit that she favored for socializing.

––––––––
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✧✧✧✧

​Theresa’s Lab—Pre Martian Adaptation

“We’re not going to do this the way we did it before.” Genesis’s voice held no force of conviction, no intensity of emotion. It was a means of delivering simple fact. 

If her eyes had been closed and she hadn’t known her so long, Theresa might have mistaken it for one of the simulated voices used by security AI in the colony. The scientist’s eyes flicked down to take in Genesis’s hands holding her robe closed around her. The nails were stained, smeared with dried rust from the wounds she had opened up in the skin of her taut, rounded belly. 

Theresa frowned, working to keep her voice and expressions calm. “Okay, what do you mean, in particular? I had no intention of using the sedative I used before. The effects on the unborn may be subtle, but we don’t want to adversely affect his developing brain. It wouldn’t do anything so grand as to give him flippers, but could alter the developing neural matrix and neurotransmitter receptivity—” 

Genesis lifted a hand. “I’m well aware of the effects of sedatives on a developing fetus. What I meant was the actual procedure. You won’t be climbing into my head and moving things around to suit your picture of a functional mind. Not this time.” 

Carla shifted her legs on the smooth, warm floor, switching which leg was leading in her butterfly stretch, eyes wide and receptive but pulling in just a bit at the corners as she took in the conversation. Theresa stood and walked to her desk, removing equipment from drawers and arranging them on the surface before her, channeling nervous energy into her motions. 

Carla cocked her head to the side, the humor in her eyes safely contained. “Is this going to end with your racks tangled like two mule deer in mating season?” 

Theresa flicked an irritated glance at Carla before focusing the full force of her scowl on Genesis. “If you don’t consent to my help, then why are you here?” She seemed calm enough, but the irritation was there, along with confusion. The relief she had felt when she got Carla’s message that Genesis was asking for help was already beginning to dissipate in the face of reality. 

“I’m here because you and Carla have what I need—the equipment, the knowledge.” Genesis walked over to the gear set out on the table and lifted the helmet up to examine between both hands. She brushed a finger over the power sensor, flinching when it lit up, trails of blue racing across the translucent surface. “How many of these do you have?” 

Theresa bit back a sharp reply, closing her eyes and clenching her fingers lest she snatch the helmet back. She wet her lips and reached out with slow, precise movements. “I don’t like my equipment handled—randomly, without permission or purpose. Or turned on without good cause.” She placed the equipment in question back on the table, ignoring Genesis’s smirk as well as the obvious amusement that played in her yellow cat eyes. 

Genesis shrugged. “I guess you wouldn’t...” 

“I have five of them. More than enough. But I don’t see why you ask—” 

Genesis just stared, the smirk having faded into a weariness and something akin to the expression a person might wear on a tossing sea when they have yet to gain their sea-legs. She placed a hand on the table in an attempt to look casual, hiding the queasy expression too late. 

Theresa removed another helmet from a cabinet recessed into the stone wall, accessing it by way of retinal scan and voice recognition. She placed the device on the table and turned to retrieve another. Her eyes were shining with excitement when she faced Genesis again. “Unless you intend to allow more than one person access to your top-security mind today—that’s what you have in mind, isn’t it?” Her thoughts were racing, excitement lighting them afire as the possibilities played on the electrified landscape of her scientist’s brain. “But there’s only myself and Carla here. Who else did you have in mind?” 

Genesis lifted a helmet and placed it on her own head before Theresa could protest again. “Not someone else, myself. As I said. You won’t be going into my mind and doing as you see fit. You’ll have a chaperone this time.” 

Theresa’s features twisted in confusion. She stared at Genesis, searching for any sign of jest or psychosis. The woman’s brow was sweaty, darkness ringing her eyes as if sleep had not come to her since the pregnancy began, but she looked serious, and certainly more stable than she had been when she dug nails into the flesh of her own abdomen like a wild animal. “Okaaaay...I really don’t think you can maintain functional presence of mind while under the influence of the device. How do you expect to be in receptive and active brain states simultaneously? Because I just don’t think—” 

Genesis was already reclining on a workbench. She raised a brow at Theresa. “It will work. Trust me. Now, can we start before this thing wakes up and begins clawing at my insides again?” 

Carla shrugged and reached for a helmet, placing it on as she had seen Genesis do a moment before.
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​The glowing holographic schematic filled the space in front of Neil, scaled down to his own height so that he could see and manipulate the 3D blueprint easily. 

The Pinnacle resembled an old Earth cruise ship, stretched to an elegant, pointed prow with a wide berth. Here, represented in its original form with glowing blue, the additions, repairs, and alterations superimposed in red. 

Neil brought his attention to the prow, dominated by a large viewing window through which passengers could experience the starry backdrop of space. The original window, outlined in blue, was heavily overlaid in red where changes were made. It was smaller now, reinforced by stronger multilayered transparent surfaces and framed on either side with physical and electromagnetic shields. 

The view of a terraformed Mars through those same windows on their first approach appeared in his mind’s eye. It was luminous against the void of space, black and muddy greens along with the iconic rusty orange of history books and the swirling white of cloud cover. 

A deep ache bloomed to life at the memory and the answering smile and shake of head was wistful. Nothing to be done for it though. Longing for dead times and ghosts. 

Stretching out both hands, Neil rotated the ship, altering a setting to zoom in on the large central areas previously reserved for boarding passengers. The rear of the ship met with a wide ring with spokes like a wheel to contain the solar sails. 

“Make a final count of artillery storage and launch systems.” He spoke the command under his breath, counting on the VR headset to pick it up. 

A soft moan came from the darker side of the room where Kendra and the children slept. Neil glanced over to where she was curled up around little Jasrie. The quality of her breathing had changed, and this was the third such moan in the last half hour since he left the bed to work. 

A soft smile pulled at the corners of his mouth before he turned back to the schematic. Kendra didn’t like him to say it out loud, but he knew it would be soon. Maybe tonight. 

The numbers appeared superimposed over the schematic. It was twice what the ship boasted before repairs and remodeling since the attack. Since the attack... 

Neil’s jaw clenched and he sucked in a breath, letting it out slowly. Can’t afford to lose more sleep tonight. 

But the slow burn of buried embers was still there; the anger that had long since become a part of his internal landscape remained to flavor his thoughts: a subtle undercurrent that fueled the repair and outfitting of a ship they may otherwise have no use for. Aside from defense...retaliation. Swift retribution, Trina would have called it. But Trina was long gone, nine years buried after retrieval from the ruined hull of the Pinnacle where she made her stand. 

The anger threatened to bubble over and take the forefront, but Neil bit it back, closing out the schematic with a swipe of his hand across the hologram before returning to the bed. Kendra was moaning again, and the sound held more intensity. Sweat beaded on her brow. Still, she slept, now disentangled from Jasrie and the boys on their large, multitiered sleeping space. 

Neil lifted the oldest boy, Nile, onto the upper bunk, and lay down in the free spot, close enough to reach Kendra should she call out. 

Thoughts whirled behind his closed eyelids and he pushed them aside one by one. The ship was ready, as was he, and Kendra would birth soon. Then the countdown would start until he could take the Pinnacle out from the geosynchronous station above Mars where she waited. 

✧✧✧✧

There’s that singing again. Those large black birds must be at the window again calling for Jasrie to feed them scraps... Maybe jus’ singing for you, baby boy... so come on now. A smile lit up her damp, flushed face, rivulets of sweat beading on her forehead and trickling down her cheeks in cool streams. Kendra lolled her head, taking slow even breaths and letting all but her legs and arms to go limp. Her arms were stretched around Neil’s neck, allowing her to hang there in a low squat on the nest of towels they had made on their bed. The room was quiet; not the sort of quiet one would find in a tomb where steps echo, but the sort that is full of small restful sounds: the breath of four sleeping children, heartbeats, and fitful movements as a leg is thrown one way and small arms the other —the sounds of living. 

The feeling came again. She knew it so well that she felt it coming on from the first sensations, a warmth that built from the caress of sunshine to the heaviness of quilted blankets left on too long as the day wore long and hot. The intensity built—heat and a heaviness that spread throughout her womb, pulling upward. A deep moan escaped her as she pulled her lips back to reveal ivory teeth, bared but not clenched. She opened her eyes as it grew stronger, filling her senses until the pulling wasn’t a part of her but was her. She felt the child move down, her passage expanding around the head that turned and moved lower in response to the pressure from above. 

“Ahhhhh....Come on now, yes, baby, come through now.” Her words were a low croon, some whispered, some growled with tenderness. Kendra swayed her hips and tipped her ribcage forward as the contraction peaked, the last words coming out guttural and strong. 

The heat subsided, slowly releasing the tension of strong uterine muscles. She went still, resting again, with shaking breaths as her awareness shifted. Her thighs shook, trembling as she broke out in a full body sweat. She opened her eyes, brown and wide, as her breath took over, fast and urgent, and she stared around the room, seeking an anchor. 

Neil leaned in closer, his lips finding hers, a kiss that was warm with desire, appreciation, affirmation. Her lips clung to his, hot and trembling. 

“Coming now, isn’t he?” 

Kendra grimaced at his words, covering his mouth with her fingertips. “Hush up, then.” 

She kissed him again, longer this time, lips and tongue delving into his mouth, savoring his warm breath. The kiss ended in a cry as Kendra arched her back, pulling against his neck until the muscles in her arms were taut, back arched as she came up onto her knees. Her abdomen tightened and lifted, shining with moisture even in the dim pink lighting that served as a nightlight for the children. She didn’t fight the force that came through her, propelling the child downward with such speed that a small corner of herself witnessed the happening with alarm. Still, she didn’t pull back from it. There was nowhere to escape to; the only path was through the fire. Her whole body flushed with heat and she tipped her head back, even as her uterus pulled her ribcage forward and heaved, tightening and releasing again and again. 

Kendra pulled in a breath she had been withholding and opened her eyes wide, flicking them down as she reached one hand between her thighs to feel the small round head, wet and rumpled with dark, curling hair, the scrunched face, that was turned towards her left thigh. Her fingers traced nub of nose and full lips, creased forehead, sticky with layers of vernix. 

The heat returned, building faster this time from warmth to inferno, the pressure of the child’s body as it turned, rotating shoulders lending an urgency to the sensations that came now. The strong muscle that was her uterus bunched up around what remained inside and heaved. Shoulders emerged, stretching the softened ring of tissue that had transformed from tightly locked gateway to open portal. 

Kendra let out a sob, not of grief but triumph, victory, and welcoming, as her newest child came forth with a gush of amniotic fluid, legs kicking and arms flailing outward in a startle as she lifted the babe to her chest, cradling the boy-child between herself and the father of her children. 

“That’s it, baby boy...” She stroked the damp curls that grew long and soft, slick against his scalp, and lowered herself onto the ground, turning to press her back against Neil and lean back. 

The pale nutmeg-brown infant opened dark grey eyes, and coughed, small gurgling cries expanding his strong lungs as the valves in his heart closed to begin the switch from fetal circulation to that of an air-breathing infant. 

Kendra tipped her head back to grin at Neil and was met by that look she had come to expect. Four babies and he still cried. Still stared down at her as if she had just birthed his whole world. 

“That was perfect, Babe.” He shook his head, damp eyes shining with wonderment. 

Kendra leaned back against him, sighing, content. She glanced over at the far side of the large pallet, rumpled covers and a tumble of children, still asleep and as yet unaware of the new addition. One set of eyes, a grey-blue with flecks of green and orange stared back from deep-brown cheeks that still held the softness of toddlerhood, Dusky pink lips pulled into a wide grin that revealed fine, straight milk teeth. “We’ve got a baby again, don’t we, Mama?” 

The girl, tall and mostly arms and legs scrambled over, careful not to jostle sleeping siblings. She leaned over to stare into the baby’s round grey eyes. 

Kendra grinned at her only girl child and beckoned her closer. 

Jasrie climbed over a mountain of extra covers and onto the free side of her father’s lap to lean her face against Kendra’s arm and reach a chubby hand to stroke the newborn’s small back. 

Kendra placed a hand on the girl’s head, ruffling the tightly coiled, soft, brown hair that was several shades darker than the honey-brown of her own. “You gonna be a good big sister, aren’t you, baby girl?” 

Jasrie nodded, following the cord with curious eyes. “You have the p’centa yet, mama?” 

Kendra shook her head. “Gonna get up in a minute and see if it comes, baby. You’re my best little midwife, aren’t you?” 

Jasrie bounced in her spot, a prideful smile lighting up her eyes. “Um-hm. I’m the best one.” 

Kendra turned her face up to Neil. “You hold this son of yours and call Emily, an I’ll see about the placenta. Cuz I’m getting hungry now and the sun looks like it’s gonna be peeking around soon enough.” 

A trilling sound came through the partially open window, as if to agree with Kendra. The bird’s song had a reverberating quality that came and went with the deeper notes of its song. It seemed to echo the tones of the summer wind and, on the high notes, the sharp operatic quality of a talented soprano. 

“Singing for you, baby boy. My Askia Neil.” 

✧✧✧✧

Emily smiled down at the tiny infant, from the mottled pink and purple tones to the light brown skin still wet with clinging vernix and amniotic fluid. He was a good size for Mars, just over five pounds. Lungs still sound a bit wet though. 

She held the one-inch diameter sensor over the back of the babe’s curled fist, nodding at the numbers that appeared and then placing the blanket back over the partially exposed infant and his mother. Looking up from the measurements and assessments, she found Kendra’s eyes on hers. A smile passed between them, tears in both sets of eyes, and Emily nodded before glancing over to include the Captain. “Completely perfect. Just like he looks. And his lungs are sounding better by the minute, don’t you think, Kendra?” 

“Mm hmm. If he doesn’t clear the rest in a minute, I’ll tip him over again.” She touched the small babe’s nose with a fingertip, pride shining in her eyes. “Better take care of it, Askia, or I’ll have Daddy dangle you by those toes.” Kendra didn’t look away from the tiny, rounded face, pert nose, and swollen eyes that were now open and staring back at her. 

Neil chuckled, placing one large hand against the back of his third son’s head with a gentleness that matched the tenderness in his gaze. “Dangle by his toes? You’d have my ass if I dangled a child of yours.” 

Kendra looked up at her Captain, the affection spilling over into a sigh of deep satisfaction. “You know me ...” She turned back to the child laying across her chest. “Perfect and perfectly last.” 

Emily laughed. “What, no number five? You did say that after Jasrie as well...” 

Kendra nodded, fingertips stroking the soft contours of the tiny new face. “I did and I meant it.” She spoke in a high, lilting tone, leaning in as if speaking to the babe instead of her fellow midwife. “And then little Askia Neil showed up in my dreams and I had to bring him through.” 

A little laugh escaped Emily’s lips and she averted her eyes for just a moment, smile shaking on her face as if it might peel off but holding its place through some effort on her part. “Dream babies. I can’t count how many I’d have if all the ones in my dreams were real.” 

Kendra reached out a hand and placed it over Emily’s, giving it a squeeze. There weren't any words for what passed between them. Emily drew a breath and, with it, pulled herself back into the present and into Kendra’s moment instead of her own. “I’ll go message Gran that all was perfect, as always for your births. Welcomed and settled before I even arrived—How do you feel? Bleeding?” 

Kendra leaned back against the back of the bed, nestling into the mound of cushions that supported her, forming a nest around the three of them. Her voice was sleepy. “Naw, just a little when the afterpains come...” She sucked in a breath, wincing as a stronger after-contraction took hold. “No gushing. I’m good...You look at the placenta for me? I’m gonna just let myself sleep a bit.” 

Askia had found the nipple and was falling asleep firmly attached, cheek and chin moving in the age-old rhythm of suckling at the breast with long pauses in between as he drifted into dream, lip corners twitching up in dream-smile. 

Emily smiled, standing to leave them. Two hours had passed since Askia came, rushing his way into the world before the sun was even close to rising, and it looked like both of them were fine to leave. “Can I give you your tea to sip?” 

“Mmm hmm...I’d love some afterbirth tea: cinnamon, Red Martian unicorn berry...” She didn't even open her eyes to answer, as close as she was to sleep. 

Emily handed the steaming mug to Neil. “See if she wants a few sips before she nods off.” 

He took the mug, settling in closer to his wife and infant son, with a salute. “Will do.” 

“And call me for anything.” 

Satisfied that they were comfortable, Emily left, throwing one last glance at the new colony member. He’d be golden all over like most of his siblings, with that faint cinnamon undertone that Kendra had, hair and eyes included. Except for Jasrie, the only girl of the bunch, like a miniature copy of Kendra but with a deep brown skin-tone like rich soil from the gardens David cultivated and blue-green eyes flecked with orange. I’ll bet Jasrie was squealing when she first saw that baby...just a baby herself, really. 

An image popped up unbidden, finding its way to the forefront of her thoughts, as vivid as it had been in the dream. A dark-haired child, narrow of frame and delicate of feature with rose petal lips and a shy smile, freckles... a little boy to tuck his small hand into her own. 

In the dream he had tugged her into the Martian desert, begging her to tread lightly with a small, pointed finger across his lips. There were secrets he wanted to show her in the wilderness. 

Weaving in and out of the spiny cycads and stepping over patches of lichen brush, he ran ahead to the warm red sand, the patterns of the wind marking the soaring dunes like waves on the sea. 

Emily’s heart beat faster; she was frightened by the speed at which he moved, the heights he climbed to scurry over the top of black lichen-encrusted boulders. Another emotion warred with the first, stilling her voice before she could caution him or call him back. This child didn't need her fears. He was strong and he had a confidence that filled her with pride. 

The child disappeared over the crest of the first dune where the sun was rising. It blinded her a moment, red and golden light coming through the arched window in the empty hall. 

The memory dissipated, and with it the child. Just a dream child... 

Emily shook her head, brows creasing in annoyance. The dream, wiped from her memory by the sudden awakening when Kendra called this morning, may as well have stayed buried. No need to dwell on it. 

She flinched as a stream of light flashed in her eyes, raising a hand to block the harsh light of the sunrise as she continued towards her own room. Kendra and her dream babies...a sweet thought. The child’s face filled in her mind’s eye. For some, anyway. 

She pulled out her handheld to message Carla and found a message from the colony’s midwife already waiting. 

“Is the littlest of Kendra’s brood in arms?” 

Emily cocked her head, staring at the words as if there was some magic hidden within them. “Reply.” 

“Safe and sound, and in arms well before she even called me in. When are you going to teach me that trick, Gran?” 

“That’s how she likes it, our Kendra. If I’d have stayed home staring at her and watching like I was waiting for bread to rise, she’d have pushed me out the door.” 

Emily leaned in for the security scan at her door. “You did know...” 

“Did, do. Every time. My old womb gets restless and achy, my back starts twinging and I feel it in my hips. If a good hike doesn’t work it out, I know we have one on the way.” 

“Huh.” She spoke aloud without recording, listening to the faint echo of her voice in the empty room. “Maybe when I’ve been doing this as long as she has.” Or if I’d ever experienced it myself. 

The thought was a dangerous one, the sort that led to melancholy, to visits into the garden where they were buried under the aspen, grown tall and thick as the children beneath their roots should have been by now. 

Her room AI’s reply startled her from silent reverie. “Welcome home, Emily, and good morning. Would you like the window tint decreased or the lights turned up?” 

Her laughing reply was incredulous. “No, I’m going back to sleep. Leave it all off.” Passing the entryway into Carla’s office and turning into her own room, she tucked the bag of midwifery supplies under her desk next to Jonathan's antique leather bag of 3D print repair tools. The urge struck for her to take them out, to remove them from their entombment one by one, perhaps use them to complete one of the projects that awaited her attention once she was conscious again and capable of work. 

It would have to wait; comforting as the ritual was, now was not the time, nor the mood. She stripped down, climbing into the bed and welcoming the fatigue that would fill the lonely corners of her mind where names and faces echoed and reverberated like haunts in a cemetery. Eyes heavy with sleep, she kicked her moccasins off and tucked her feet under the covers, pulling the thin quilt up over her shoulders and bunching it under her chin where the dark sunset purple of the fabric contrasted with the fire-orange of her hair. Sleep so close but a moment before hovered just out of reach as a list of tasks for the day began to write itself in her head. 

Her new apprentice would be in later, to be trained on some of the nuances of repairing the personal printing units installed in each room in the colony, and then they would travel to the new colony site to see the larger printing drones in action. And then there were several mothers that she planned to check up on. With Carla out and Kendra newly birthed, they would all fall to her. She started to doze, sliding in and out of the layers of sleep, errant thoughts intruding and pulling her back to consciousness less and less frequently. 

Donovan was expecting her to lunch with him up on the cliffs. A small smile crept onto her face, replacing some of the shadows of fatigue as fleeting images became more vivid and metamorphosed into dream. Dream Donovan pulled at his black braid, a shy smile, a gesture of hand; arcanue pawed the dirt, scrabbling up into the steeper climbs, startling the Martian cliff rooks that were nesting in the rocky overhangs above the water. So beautiful up here...the ocean thrashing below on the rocks... 

She tumbled into dream, finding herself chasing after a sand rat with a small hand nestled in hers, pulling her along. 

✧✧✧✧

Carla shook her head, a rain of coarse silver waves falling across her bare shoulders. ‘Course I always know... She dropped the handheld onto the nest of woven fabrics, the electronic device clashing with the simplicity of the surroundings. Straight lines of sharp-edged silver with glowing screen contrasting against the soft hand-crafted flaws in deep reds, oranges, and greens of the Martian plant and soil-derived pigments of Carla’s textiles. 

The midwife stood, allowing the blankets to fall away as she reached into the basket of dried herbs and weaving supplies that sat at the base of the pallet tucked into a depression in the floor of the cave. From it, she retrieved a ceramic flask and tipped it back, drinking the contents as she walked towards the small fire that burned several feet away. She shivered, a draft from the tunnels that wound deeper into the mountain finding her bare skin before the fire could warm her. Squatting down before it, she tossed in three more bricks of fuel, a combination of arcanue dung and lichen grass, tightly packed into the shape of a small log. 

The flames licked upward, welcoming the offering and inviting her fingers in as well. The old woman smiled, allowing the warmth to fill her chilled hands before pulling them back to a safe distance. The firelight glowed on her freckled, sun-blotched skin, still mostly smooth and firm against lean muscles despite the century she lived on Earth and the just over a decade since they’d settled on Mars. Still needed here, though...Em and Kendra could take up my space...pass on the legacy, help the colony stay the course. Her still-nimble fingers took up the task of braiding the waves of silvery hair that curtained her, lest a draft send it into the flames. Carla felt a twinge of unease at the thought and looked inward. They’re not ready, though...still learning the ways. Or Em wouldn’t have to ask how I feel ‘em comin’. There were too many bits and pieces of knowledge merging to make the picture, so clear she felt it in her own bones, so intimately linked to it that the rush of hormones flooded her as it did the mother herself, the rocky, ovoid moons speeding around Mars, the winds, and the tide—not strong like it was on Earth, but she still felt it, the feel of the woman’s early signs, not yet clear on their own but, when grounded in years of experience and knowledge, she couldn’t not know. Even up here in the West mountains she felt it. 

But that isn’t all of it, is it now? 

Carla shifted her thoughts outward. Some change coming...feels as certain as the coming of a child—only less... Carla pushed, recalling the off expressions, the undercurrent of cold water under a sun-warmed surface, reaching for some greater idea of what she felt coming on. Too many little pieces from too many people to put together. It’ll come though. 

Time to go back for now. Em would have to fill the gap all on her own if not, and that wasn't fair just yet. Dropping the loose braid behind one shoulder, she rose from the floor with brisk steps over to the wall that held her garments in the wide crevices that seemed to have been fashioned just for such a purpose. Don’t want her thinking she can’t take her own time while she’s young. 

The birth was well over, but some checking in was in order. Carla grabbed the belt that held the water flask and pemmican, as well as her handheld, as she hiked. 

No, it wouldn’t do to leave her the whole responsibility of being with woman in such a large colony. Not if she was to ever consider giving in to her own future, the one she’d come here for and had ripped away. 

Lifting a large bowl, printed to resemble wood grain like those carved on Earth when the forests were cleared, she poured a stream of red sand over the small but well-fed fire. She stared into the coals as the flames were smothered out and closed her eyes, allowing the smoke to reach her before she turned away to dress in the one-piece climbing suit and weighted garments that had clothed her on the way up into the West mountains. 

The howling of the autumn winds grew louder as she neared the end of the tunnel leading out to the sheer cliff that would begin her climb down. The sound was still low and almost distant so early in the season, but far below the cloud of red-brown dust that accompanied it each year obscured the domes of the colony from view. 

Kneeling down at the edge of the precipice, Carla grabbed the rough rock ledge with both hands and lowered herself down to hang until her toes found the one below. Pulling herself to the side, she reached down again. Her hands and bare feet knew the path down by rote, her muscles strong enough to make the climb with quick, sure movements, only breaking into a light sweat by the time she reached the lower, more gradual portion of the climb. 

Carla dropped the last ten feet, landing amidst a patch of young palm-like cycads, not much taller than the ferns that grew under the aspens near the base of the mountain. Her sudden presence startled the pollinating beetles that crawled along the tops of the plants, sending them into a buzzing cloud of blue and green iridescence above her head. 

The midwife grinned, brushing a wayward arthropod from her hair before taking up a fast jog back to the colony, the winds strong enough to give the feeling of near flight as she leapt from one outcropping to the next. She startled a lone arcanue from a nearby ledge, exhilaration flaring up in her heart and lighting her veins afire as she raced the buck. The glossy red and black coat of the oversized Martian goat species shone in the sunlight, his nostrils flaring, eyes wide and frightened from the sudden chase until he veered off to the north and further into the mountains and the midwife continued south-east.
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CREATURE COOKER
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“Maybe...maybe I don't feel comfortable yet. There are so many bits and pieces to put together. Like a thousand parts scattered and spiraling around my head each time I try...At least I think that’s it. Sometimes I just freeze up and I can’t.” Abby’s eyes were wide and swimming with doubt. “Some of it fits into place but the rest...wshhhh! And it’s like a wall of cotton in my brain, and I can’t push words past my heart pounding.” She gestured with both hands as if creating a whirlwind around her head and then shrugged. “Is this what it really looks like?” She gestured around her at the narrow hallway that was so much taller and brighter than the red stone halls of the Martian colony. 

The surface of the walls seemed a melted conglomeration of colors, textures, and even words that drew her attention, and the overhead lights were bright, a glaring near-daylight gleam that was almost as distracting as the walls. 

“Near enough. But we’re heading to an extra wing, not really our space.” Bram, a head taller than her but narrow of frame, nodded and turned the corridor to lead her deeper into the complex. “You’ve seen most of our haunts before now, the gyms, the bedrooms... but I have something I want to show you here...” 

Stopping at the next room, he waited for the greeting and the click of the electronic lock and then glanced over at Abby with a half-smile. “It’s an older building we’re in now, so some areas don’t have sliding doors.” 

“Welcome back, Bram. Will your guest be entering with you?” 

“Yes, indeed, or neither would I.” He pushed a hand through the thick messy brown hair that was many shades lighter than Abby’s own and with less red in it. 

“Of course; carry on then.” 

Abby laughed, following her brother through the door that clicked and then swung open before them. The room was dark until they entered, the same glaring white lights flickering on as they crossed the room, and in the middle of it was a large platform on which the thing sat. 

She cocked her head, reaching out to brush her fingers along the smooth silicone contours of the egg-shaped structure. “I’ve seen these in Donovan’s lab. We grow animals in them, and mother has schematics for something similar she’s working on. There’s a prototype she has locked up.” 

Bram grinned. “Sure, but this is one of the ones that you were in...and the rest of us.” He leaned forward, staring into the empty AUC chamber that one of the hundred had grown and developed in from blastocyst to full term progeny. “I found it in the storage room of Richard’s lab, collecting dust.” 

Abby pulled at the narrow opening at the bottom, the flexible silicone stretching around her hand like the mouth of a large pink caterpillar. “And you came out here.” She twisted her hand, pushing it in farther, and touched the inner surface before removing her hand to stare at it. After a moment, she reached for the top of the chamber and pressed at the surface until she found a seal. 

“And I came out here...” She glanced over at him. “Mother told me about it. She broke the seal and wrapped me in the RPU, attaching it to herself, sealing it so I’d keep growing.” She grew solemn, and then met his curious gaze with eyes that had darkened and grown still and unreadable. “She has scars there from it.” With the brush of her hand, she drew the scars onto her own chest in a large circle just below her collarbones. 

Bram’s expression was one of quiet awe. “And then she took you with her.” 

Abby nodded, allowing the tapered waves of auburn hair, darker than her mahogany brown eyes, to fall forward in a comforting curtain that threw a shadow over her face. “I wish she could have brought you too—don’t you?” 

He thought for several long moments, allowing the silence between them to draw out as if she were waiting on a reply to a message from Earth instead of using the VR Comm for dream talk. After a time, he looked up, his expression one of quiet satisfaction. “No. Because then I wouldn’t have seen Earth; this way, I’ll have—perspective.” 

Abby sighed, accepting the answer and turning to walk from the room. “At least I’ve seen it through your eyes, and you’ve seen Mars—sort of.” She gave a half-hearted smile. “Two more years and you’ll see it for yourself. The Pinnacle is repaired now, nearly. Maybe it can be sooner.” 

Bram started to answer, but was cut off by a louder, more expressive voice entering the conversation. A tall, robust boy of the same age, with black coffee ringlets and green eyes, resolved into being next to Bram, the image becoming more solid as he moved. He nudged Bram in the shoulder and tossed a wink and a smirk at Abby. “You two didn’t even invite me!” 

“You were sleeping, Gavin, as usual.” Abby arched a brow in good imitation of Genesis’s signature expression. 

Gavin caught sight of the AUC chamber between the two children and broke into a grin, eyes lighting up with mischief. “Showing her the baby box...mutant maker, creature cooker?” He broke into wild laughter at Abby’s look of shock, despite her quick recovery to a more neutral expression. 

“Mutant? Hardly...if you call us that, then it isn’t just us. Everyone and everything else on Mars as well; now they’ve had their DNA altered to reproduce on Mars.” 

Gavin shrugged. “Doesn’t change facts— ‘The truth is incontrovertible. Malice may attack it, ignorance may deride it, but in the end, there it is.’” 

Abby looked askance at
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