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The story so far…


My life on Orbital Station 55792 was simple and ordered. I monitored my section of the Kuiper Belt for activity and lived my life alone, blissfully unaware of the chaos that was unfolding around me.

That changed when an alien vessel carrying two human women arrived. I welcomed them onto the station and became accustomed to their presence. I discovered my humanity and realized that I was willing to protect them, no matter the cost.

When the alien who had captured them awoke, we were forced to kill it and left the only home I’d ever known. We sought refuge in the former command center of the sector, Neptune Orbital Prime, where we discovered that one of my brothers had assumed control and was running a criminal operation. His cruelty was intolerable and when I discovered that he had released the pathogen that nearly destroyed humanity, I couldn’t allow him to live.

When I was made to pay for my crimes, I thought my life was over.

I was wrong.


Chapter 1


My feet pound against the floor, echoing through the pristine white corridor as I run, pushing myself to go faster with each step, searching for the absolute limit as I speed into my final lap. The cool lights that illuminate this facility are steady and strong and the halls clean and clear of obstructions. I run the same route every day. The rigidity of my schedule provides a certain level of comfort and allows me to operate more effectively as I complete my daily tasks.

This station requires little upkeep. It was designed to be a self maintaining fortress that protected the humans who inhabited the outer reach of the system. It could not protect them once they were gone.

As I increase my speed, I feel my heart pumping at peak efficiency and my breath coming effortlessly. This body is strong and virile and an upgrade in every way to what I was before.

But it's not mine.

Nanites course through my veins, carrying the necessary information to replicate my neural functions so that the knowledge and experience I’ve accumulated over the course of my existence can be maintained. The recent transfer was efficient and effective, as it was designed, but will not happen again.

My foot meets the floor, my new body perfectly adapted to the higher gravity of Triton, as I turn the final corner and speed past the living quarters. The dining area to my left is empty and I glance at Luna in the relay center, monitoring for communication signals and studying the data that was downloaded from Orbital Prime before we left.

This facility was built to house a thousand humans, but now contains only four. The missing occupants are ghosts whose presence is felt only in their absence and as I speed through the corridors, I wonder how it must have been when the halls teemed with life. I slow my pace to a jog and enter the canteen, thirsty from my exertion as a few droplets of sweat slide down my brow. I take a sip of water and hear footsteps enter the room behind me.

I stay focused on my hydration, unwilling to acknowledge Luna’s presence. The particular cadence of her footsteps is familiar and I know what comes next. I wish that they would all leave me alone and allow me to retreat to the surface to die in the way that I deserve.

‘Will?’ Luna says impatiently as she grabs my arm and stares, her blue eyes piercing through me as an urgent need races through my body. The desire to be with her is overwhelming and I want to feel her soft, warm skin against mine, to bury myself inside of her and lose myself for those few brief moments of bliss. Her blonde hair hangs over her bare shoulders and she reaches out to touch me, an honor I don’t deserve, then takes a step closer, her breaths slow and languid as my heart races.

Her lips find mine and I give in for a few glorious seconds, basking in her sweet scent and the connection with someone for whom I care so deeply.

But it’s not me she wants, she wants the man I was before.

The feeling of otherness overwhelms me and I push her away, searching for food as I repel her advances. She’s hurt, and that reaction disturbs me, but if I give in, I’ll only hurt her more. I open one of the smooth metal cabinets, searching the rations inside, hoping that if I ignore her, she’ll go away.

‘Please tell me what's wrong, Will,’ she pleads as pain colors her blue eyes and I don't answer. How can I explain to her what this is like? Knowing that I deserved to die, but being brought back against my will. Given a second chance even though I am guilty of murder two times over. I should be floating through space with the others, a piece of organic debris given to the abyss.

When I woke, consciousness swept through my body like a wave, each neuron igniting as though it was activated in linear sequence. The initial moments were transcendent, then the memories of the weeks leading up to my death came rushing back and I immediately wanted to return to the darkness where I belonged.

The monitors surrounding me beeped rhythmically, and I realized I was still onboard Neptune Orbital Prime, in the room that contained the clones, but I couldn't feel their presence. I was alone. The frozen figures inside the cryopods gone as I desperately looked for Eve or Luna or Ida, for someone to tell me what happened and why I was still alive.

My outward appearance was mostly unchanged, however, I could feel the difference almost immediately. This body was stronger, more finely tuned, able to heal faster, sharpened senses; it was almost as though I had evolved against my will and I loathed it.

‘He’s awake,’ Eve’s voice rang out from nearby and I sank deeper into my cocoon, closing my eyes again, attempting to secure the cover, fumbling with the controls as despair replaced the sublime awareness I felt earlier. I wanted to stay there forever, to hide inside and give in to the rapture of nothingness.

‘We need to get him out of here,’ Luna said and I still remember those words, the panic in her voice and the realization that none of this should be happening. They should’ve given me to the mob, but they didn’t and we had to leave.

We departed the station almost immediately. The slaves had already destroyed the rest of the clones — tossed their frozen bodies through the airlock like they were garbage and I was the only one left, possibly the last of my kind.

I suppose that fact makes me more human.

The four of us rushed to board a ship and raced away from the station before the mob had the opportunity to change their minds.

We were in possession of security codes for the neighboring military bases and as we sped over the frozen surface of Triton, I imagined the ecstasy of walking naked along its gray, dimpled surface for a few brief seconds before succumbing to the vacuum of space.

When the hangar doors opened, I remember Ida breathing a sigh of relief. She looked so different, the terrified expression of a slave replaced with confidence that filled her hazel eyes as she and Eve spoke. Her pale skin glowed, and she was so vital that I could feel the life radiating from her.

We made a home here, in this abandoned military base on Triton. It’s one that I don't deserve and even though I try to forget what happened on Orbital Prime, the nagging memories won't leave me alone and I can't go on like this for much longer.

‘You need to tell me what’s wrong, we can help you,’ Luna pleads, her blue eyes bursting with pain. I don’t want to hear it. I need them to leave, to allow me to figure this out on my own.

They can’t understand what this is like, to be forced back into a world where I don’t belong, and as she presses her warm body against me, her hand sliding down my chest in a gesture of love, I feel like I’m going to break into a thousand pieces.

‘I need to shower,’ I say abruptly, pushing her away. Her gaze follows me as I walk through the door and into the empty corridor. They are ghosts to me now, remnants of my former life and each day, I desperately hope they will find happiness elsewhere and leave me to the fate I deserve.

I should have never left my orbital station. My duty was there and since my departure, I’ve only caused pain and destruction, a constant disappointment to those I’ve met. Mine is not a life that is worth saving and as I spiral into darker thoughts, I leave the living area and walk towards my quarters.

This military facility was designed to hold the soldiers whose job it was to protect the inhabitants of this system. Each corridor is lined with hundreds of doors and as I pass them, my thoughts drift to who those people were and why they all left. Were they summoned to put down the insurrections during the initial chaos of the plague? Did they all die?

They ultimately did not fulfill their purpose and neither have I.

I empty my mind as I enter the sterile shower facilities near my quarters. I turn on the warm water and step beneath the powerful flow, attempting to eradicate my desire, but give in — stroking myself to completion as my body shudders and I watch my seed swirl down the drain.

The women I love need to move on, to find a safe place and if I relent, it will only make that more difficult.

They deserve better than me.


Chapter 2


The four of us have fallen into a routine. I keep to myself — the facility is cavernous and I can easily find solitude, Luna and Ida constantly scan for information from the inner planets and Eve spends her time studying the complex systems that power the outpost. We’ve been fortunate that no attempts at penetrating our bunker have been made. Luna believes it’s just a matter of time, but Ida is convinced that the situation outside is settling and that attempts to form some sort of systemwide government are being made.

I want them to find a new home, but I don't want them succumbing to empty promises. They need a safe space where they can thrive and find happiness. This is not that place.

I'm most content when I keep a strict schedule and have fallen back into a routine that is similar to that on my orbital station. The only difference is that I now attempt to avoid contact with the other three life forms that occupy the same space. Our interactions are brief, but I’m pleasant, polite and complete my assigned duties to the best of my ability.

I've been summoned to the communication facility inside the secure control center that monitors activity in the inner system. A message from the inner system has arrived and Eve attempts to tune out the residual static as I lean closer, the four of us listening intently as the short missive runs on a loop.

Greetings. I am Zara MacIntyre from the Fitch Mars Colony. We are a collective of survivors who seek to rebuild the unified government and invite all like-minded individuals to join us. Please be aware that we will protect ourselves from any threats real or perceived.

The message repeats several times before Eve ends the transmission and tries to hide the smile that's threatening her full lips. This is what we wanted and I’m happy for them, that they’ll have a place to settle and find safety. The Mars colonies were a beacon of stability and I have no doubt that it would be the ideal place for them to settle.

‘What do you think?’ She asks, staring at me.

Silence fills the space as they await my response, but this discovery changes nothing.

‘You should go,’ I respond. They deserve to find peace and after what I experienced on Orbital Prime, I’m uncertain if I want to expose myself to other humans.

‘You’re coming with us.’ Ida says as she crosses her arms and stares at me. I don’t feel like having this conversation again and hope that this is the opportunity that we’ve been waiting for so they settle and start over in a free and secure place.

‘You’re not safe with me,’ I say as I turn to leave, ready to live out my life in this place, isolated and able to forget what I'm capable of. I walk into the corridor and stare at the long stretch of sterile hallway in front of me before starting towards my quarters. My room is small, sparsely furnished and likely the former quarters of an officer of some rank. As my eyes drift over his few belongings, I wonder who he was and what he was like.

I pick up a photo, one of the few personal items that was left behind and stare at it. I can only assume that it was taken on Earth. The lush green trees behind the two figures and the blue sky overhead call to me in a way that I can’t describe and I wonder what it’s like to walk on the surface of a planet that you’ve evolved to inhabit.

The younger male in the image is smiling and grasps a rolled-up piece of paper in his left hand. Next to him are an older man and woman and I wonder if they are his parents. There’s pride in their eyes and the woman looks as though she’s been crying. Did any of these people survive?

I put the picture back in its place and sit in front of the terminal that's mounted on the wall, cringing as I hear the door slide open behind me. Luna enters and I attempt to ignore her.

‘What the fuck is going on with you?’

I shake my head as I return my attention to the logs that she decoded for me. They detail the clone program in depth and I'm eager to learn everything about it, to find out if Max was an anomaly or if there were signs of aggression that were ignored.

‘Nothing.’ That's been my answer the last hundred times they asked and will continue to be my answer until they tire of me and leave. ‘I’m busy.’

‘Why won't you talk to us about what happened?’ she continues and I ball my hands into a tight fist. The motion causes her to flinch and I feel guilty as I attempt to relax and rest my elbows on the desk. This is exactly what I was trying to prevent. I know they think about what I’ve done. How could they not?

After Batch’s brother was captured, he confessed his crime. He also disclosed his reason for it and I’m certain that this revelation has affected their perception of me. Each sudden movement is met with fear and I don’t want to go on like this, worried that I could suddenly erupt and harm them.

‘Please leave me alone,’ I growl and am unsurprised when she takes a step closer, resting her hand on my back.

‘That's not what you need right now, Will. Please let us help you.’ Her voice is soft, barely above a whisper, and I feel my determination waver. I love her so much and I can't imagine my life without her, but I don't trust myself.

‘You aren't him,’ she says as her lips brush against my earlobe and the motion causes my resolve to weaken. ‘He malfunctioned, and they were unable to cull him before he committed his crimes.’

Cull him.

I step away, hardened again. The way she says that makes him sound like livestock, less than human. Despite his heinous crimes, Max was still my brother — that’s what they seem unwilling or unable to comprehend.

‘I’m guilty too, Luna,’ I say as I keep my gaze on the screen. Her hands rest on my shoulder, squeezing softly as I feel her breath on my neck and I don’t know what to say to make her just go away.

‘You did what you had to do,’ she says. ‘We all understand.’

‘No, you don't.’

‘Will, we’ve all done things…’ Her voice trails off and I want her to finish, to tell me that she actually understands what I’m going through, but she continues without elaborating. ‘Fine, we don't care. We want you back Will, all of you,’ she says as I squeeze my eyes shut, willing her to leave, but she’s still there. I can smell her scent and hear her short breaths as she waits for an answer.

‘I'm no longer the person you knew,’ I inhale sharply, trying to remain calm as she stares at me before exhaling in frustration. This won’t be her last attempt, but eventually she’ll give up. Things can’t go on like this forever.

I shut the door behind her, wanting to lock it all out and move on with the sorry existence I envision for myself. It’s what I deserve and as the emptiness of the room envelops me, I attempt to brush off the intense emotion and move on.

I open the terminal in my room and pull up the documents about the early days of the Mars clone program. Luna was able to download thousands of files from Orbital Prime that detail who was involved and how the research progressed. The information is dense but I've found several passages that are of particular interest.

Adjustments made to the Lee model, appear to improve executive function. The stabilization pills have helped, but must be taken frequently to prevent relapse. Dr Loeb has suggested that due to the inconsistency of this model, it will probably only be used as deep space service units.

I cringe as I think about the pill dispenser and wonder how closely we were monitored. At what point did they decide to cull and replace? How many times had I malfunctioned and how many times was I upgraded?

Seventy of the Lee models from series 714 were destroyed after a defect was found in their frontal parietal lobes. The malformation resulted in erratic behavior after several months of consciousness. Existing models that have been stationed in the Kuiper Belt will be replaced with minimal disruption to the trade routes.

I scroll through several more of the logs and find one from a few months before the plague ravaged the system.

Acts of aggression become more exaggerated as the Lee models are exposed to other humans. Medication helps temper their impulses, however, it must be taken with extreme regularity for maximum efficacy. Another batch was culled and Dr Kapoor believes that nanites will solve many of the emotional issues that the medication currently suppresses.

If this is the solution we’ve been seeking, we will probably replace all of the models currently in operation with the upgraded…

The log continues, but I’ve had enough. Max was right and as the realization works its way through my mind, my thoughts turn dark again.


Chapter 3


‘We received an emergency transmission from Orbital Prime,’ Eve says to me as I enter the galley. ‘They’re experiencing stability issues with their fission core.’ She and Ida are deep in conversation and I acknowledge them, then move towards the food dispenser.

I haven't eaten since yesterday and my stomach rumbles insistently. The food here is markedly better than the nutrition bars that sustained me for the majority of my life, but nothing compares to the food that Max had served on Orbital Prime.

Ida stares at me expectantly, interrupting my thoughts, and I shrug, indifferent to whatever is happening on the station. I know that she and Eve want me to help, but I won't offer my assistance. My sympathy for the slaves’ plight ended the day I awoke and saw the empty pods scattered around me.

‘Why should I care?’ I ask as I fill my glass with water. Ida’s expression makes it clear that she’s upset with my response. ‘They wanted to kill me.’

‘You understand what the consequences of an explosion of that magnitude would be. There are thousands of people trapped there,’ Ida attempts to reason with me but the fact is that it doesn't matter.

None of this matters.

The pages of documents that discuss my origin make it clear that we were created to be disposable drones — nothing more — but I refuse to sacrifice myself to save people who wanted me dead.

‘I’m considering returning,’ Eve says, and that gets my attention.

‘Why?’ I ask, genuinely curious.

‘Too many people have already died. At some point, there will be nothing left of humanity.’ Eve is frustrated and I understand, but my decision is already made.

‘Good,’ I murmur into my cup and she looks disgusted. Ida glances at me, then leaves.

She doesn’t like conflict.

‘You’re being a selfish fucking prick,’ Eve starts and I shrug indifferently. ‘You were so worried about becoming like Max and now that it's actually happening, you can’t even see it.’

Her words are like a slap across my face and I roughly grab her wrist. Anger swells inside of me as I realize that she’s right, that his descent into depravity was likely something that evolved over years, not a sudden onset.

Terror fills her eyes and I release her.

What the hell is wrong with me?

‘Sorry,’ I apologize as I stare at the ground. I want her gone, but another part of me desperately wants her, needs to feel her warm body against mine, to know that everything is going to be fine and that we’ll survive this together.

‘Don't you know how badly I want to be with you,’ I start, then pause, clenching my fists as a cascade of emotions race through me. I still don't know how to handle it and wait for the raw feelings to pass before continuing. ‘I think about you all the time, dream about you and Luna every night, remember how good it felt being with you, but…’

My gaze drifts over her soft curves, and I remember the way she responded to my touch, the way she made me feel human and when I let down my guard for a second, she catches me. Her dark eyes bore into mine and I realize that I’m fighting a losing battle. I need them, they’re a part of me now and even though I’m certain that my absence is what’s best for all of us, I relent.

‘Is this what you want?’ I murmur as I take a step closer. My hands wrap around her waist and I roughly push her against the wall, securing her wrists with one hand and holding them over her head as I pull up her shirt with the other. I stare at her exposed breasts, grasping one, relishing the sensation of the soft flesh as her nipple puckers beneath my finger and she gasps.

‘Yes,’ she responds, her eyes locked onto mine and as our lips meet, I can’t hold myself back. I don’t want to stop. She’s everything to me and the only reason I’m here and not dead on Orbital Prime is because she, Luna and Ida cared enough to bring me back. They didn’t want to live in a world without me and now I realize I can’t go on without them.

Shame fills me as I give in. I don’t want her to see my weakness, the fact that I'm giving in to my basest instincts. Fear fills me as I kiss her, and she responds, sending me into a tailspin. I need to know that this failure to control myself won't turn me into a monster.

Her heart is racing and as my lips find her stiff nipple, she gasps, straining against my grip, but I don’t want to let her go. The feeling of her soft skin is something that I crave and my hesitation dissipates as my instincts take over.

Her shaking fingers work on my clothes, tugging off my shirt and unbuttoning my pants as she kisses me, stroking me before falling to her knees and taking me into her mouth. The pleasure is almost intolerable and I give in as her head rocks back and forth and her tongue slides around the head of my cock. I press against her cheek and wrap her hair around my fist as she swallows me, undeterred by how much bigger I am now.

I need her.

The weeks of denial suddenly come to a head and I can’t wait any longer. I pull her up, kissing her and pulling roughly at her clothes as little grunts escape her throat and her frenzied movements drive me on. I want to look at her, to reacquaint myself with her body and as I slide my finger over her puckered nipple, she quivers beneath my touch and I remember why I held off, why I don’t deserve her.

The hesitation lasts only a moment and my animal instinct takes over as I turn her around, bending her over the counter and sliding my fingers through her slick slit, pulling them to my nose and inhaling her scent before pushing myself inside. She’s so wet, so much better than I remember and infinitely better than my hand and I pause for a second, leaning over to place a gentle kiss on her neck before the onslaught begins.

I push her against the metal counter, my hand resting against the small of her back as she cries out. The sound drives me on and I can feel her responding, growing wetter with each thrust as she urges me on, begs me to go harder and faster and deeper and I give her what she demands.

She clenches around me and I feel her whimper as I release inside of her, bending over to press my naked body against hers as I shudder. I don’t know what to say, so I stay silent as I press my lips against her neck, softening inside of her as my heart maintains its steady beat.

‘Why did you wait so long?’ she whispers and I wish I could answer her question.


Chapter 4


‘Neptune Orbital Prime, what is your status?’ Luna is seated at the communication terminal in the facility's command room and Eve joins her, switching channels, desperately searching for a response. I ultimately relented, agreeing to go with Eve to the station, but it looks as though we may be too late.

‘How long since their last communique?’ Ida asks, clearly concerned about what’s happening. She knew many of the people there and likely still has close friends among them. The destruction of the station would be especially difficult for her.

‘A few hours,’ Luna says as she types commands into the terminal to manually check their condition. The monitoring systems of the military outposts are linked, and we receive automated updates on their status. ‘Fuck,’ she murmurs as she points at the screen and I carefully study the messages that flash in front of us.

‘Their fission core is experiencing a cascade failure,’ she says, panic filling her voice as she scans the text that rapidly fills the screen. I take a step back, realizing that nothing can be done now. If only they had allowed me to make a few basic repairs when I offered, this could have been avoided.

My primary concern right now is for our own wellbeing. Even though we’re below ground on Triton, the impact from the massive debris being pulled towards the surface could cause devastating tremors.

‘What is the station’s current orbital position?’ My question is answered as the ground shakes violently. The four of us look at each other, panicked. I’ve been so preoccupied with my own misery that I’ve neglected our safety and all of us could end up paying the price.

‘We need to go, now,’ I order and motion towards the door. Another jolt shakes us and as we race through the long corridor, pipes burst and pieces of the structure crash to the ground. The hangar is only a few hundred meters away, but I can hear the groaning of metal around us as the earth shakes angrily. Luna is falling behind as we race through the winding hallways and I grab her hand, dragging her through the falling debris as a look of absolute terror twists her beautiful features.

‘Hurry, we need to get out of here.’ My instinct for self preservation kicks in and an intense desire to live suddenly surges through me. The lethargy of the past months slips away and I need to leave, to get away from this place and ensure that Eve, Luna and Ida survive.

They need me and I can’t live without them.

I grab Luna’s hand and when a small piece of concrete hits her head, she lets out a shriek before collapsing to the ground. I pick up her limp body, carrying her in my arms for the last hundred meters as the corridor collapses behind us and Ida and Eve rush onto the ship.

We haven’t used the transport vessel since we arrived, and I hope that our lapse in preparation won't cost us. Eve powers it on, quickly completing the required pre-operational checks as I extend the medical examination table from the wall. I place Luna’s limp body on top, securing her with the built-in restraints and taking one last look at her before joining Eve at the controls.

‘Keep an eye on Luna,’ I instruct Ida and she nods, racing to the back of the vessel.

The ground shakes furiously beneath us as the frozen crust of the moon shifts. The stratified layers of Triton’s topography mean that the impact of the large remnants of the station could be disastrous and the fact that pieces of Orbital Prime are raining down around us is exacerbating the moon’s inherent instability.

Eve completes the preparation departure and as we lift off and glide through the large opening of the hangar, I can’t believe what I’m seeing. Heavy pieces of metal debris from the station rain down onto the surface and if our lives weren't in imminent danger, the sight would be awe-inspiring.

‘Help Luna!’ I shout at Eve as Ida takes her place at the navigation console. I steer us through the worst of it, but as soon as I think we’ve cleared the field, another piece of metal shoots past us.

The ship is small and can’t withstand a larger impact, so I assign Ida the job of monitoring our limited sensors to alert me to any incoming debris. After an hour, I feel confident that we’ve escaped the worst of it and hand the controls to Ida, leaving the navigational console to check on Luna.

The ship consists of a small cockpit that is partially separated from a living space in the back. There is limited artificial gravity, but my boots are magnetically charged and I move easily across the metal floor. Luna’s body is lying prone on the examination table. Her skin is pale and her eyes jerk restlessly beneath their lids.

‘Is she going to be ok?’ I ask as Eve monitors Luna’s vital signs. The medical equipment is basic and as I move closer, I get a better look at the large gash that runs from just over her eye to a few centimeters past her hairline. Her blonde hair is streaked red and her skin is sallow from the blood loss.

Eve forces Luna’s eye open, shining a light into her pupil and I start to worry. I take her limp hand in mine, pressing my fingers against her wrist and can feel only the slightest hint of a pulse. Ida makes a sharp turn and I grab one of the overhead rails to steady myself.

‘She’s lost a lot of blood and I’m pretty sure that she’s concussed,’ Eve says as she places her fingers against Luna's neck and checks her pulse. The ship jolts and I return to the front of the vessel.

‘It looks like most of the debris is being pulled into Neptune's orbit,’ Ida says as I take over the controls and she studies the surrounding area.

I turn the ship briefly towards the skeletal remains of Orbital Prime as it drifts closer to Triton and a chill races through me. More death, all because they refused to accept my help when it was offered. This entire situation could have been easily prevented if only they had looked past their worst instincts.

An uneasy calm pervades the enclosed space and I realize we need to decide what to do now. Luna is stable, and it’s time to discuss our options.

‘I think we should go to the Mars colony,’ Ida says and I’m inclined to agree with her. There are dozens of military outposts scattered around the outer system, but I’ve seen no indication that they are occupied and Mars is clearly functional and offering a new start for the dispossessed.

‘Luna needs serious medical attention and the stations in the immediate vicinity are abandoned,’ I say, even though I have my doubts about how I’ll be received. As far as I know, most of the clones were kept out of the inner system, and I can’t be certain that information about what occurred on Orbital Prime hasn’t reached the settlement.

‘I agree,’ Eve says and she double checks the navigational database. ‘The trip should take roughly three weeks at our current speed.’ The decision is made and we set a course for the inner system.

We should be able to make it, but at what cost?


Chapter 5


The ship has two bunks and we sleep in shifts. Luna is still unconscious and occupies the bottom bed. Our priority is to keep her stable and comfortable. I constantly worry that she won’t make it, that my decision to not help Orbital Prime will cause the death of someone I love deeply.

I brush my hand across her smooth cheek, hoping that she’s still in there, that she knows how badly I need her to hold on. If she doesn't survive, I'm not sure I can go on living. Her eyes shift beneath her lids and I pull back. Eve told me that her body has shut down to heal and that it will take time for her to regain consciousness.

I don’t want to wait, I need her now.

I think about the time I wasted as I grasp her frigid hand. My wounds are entirely self inflicted and if she dies, I’m certain that I won’t be able to go on.

Eve is sleeping and I join Ida at the navigation controls. This vessel was designed to shuttle passengers between outposts, not convey them across the system. We’ve been crawling towards Mars at an unbearably slow pace and my impatience is clear in every interaction.

The ship is in good condition and Eve runs constant diagnostics to catch minor malfunctions before they become unrepairable. She’s been in a similar situation before and I trust her implicitly. We constantly monitor for raiders, but so far the journey has been quiet and I wonder if the elimination of Orbital Prime as an outpost for criminal activity has brought an unsteady peace to the outer system.

‘I’m excited,’ Ida says as she leans back in her chair. My feelings about our destination are the complete opposite of hers, but I keep my thoughts to myself. ‘I remember my father telling me about the Mars colonies when I was a girl, and they sounded so idyllic.’

I nod, unsure how to respond. Even though I was created there, I have no memory of the place. The logs that Luna extracted from Orbital Prime describe a utopian society, but I’ve learned that outward appearances are not always trustworthy.

‘I’m sure there have been changes since then,’ I reply as I make an adjustment to our heading. ‘But it should be safe, if nothing else.’

‘I never thanked you for helping me,’ she says as she slides her index finger across the smooth surface of the console, then turns to face me. Her hazel eyes are moist and she wipes her cheek with the back of her hand. ‘For helping all of us. Even though…’ She pauses and I wait, the loud whirring sound of the life support systems filling the space as she bites her lip and I feel the sudden urge to comfort her, but resist, worried that she sees me as the cause for her current feelings of distress. ‘I don’t blame you…they made their choice, but I…I wish it had ended differently.’

Her voice trails off as she shakes her head and looks away. A wave of shame pulses through me and even though I appreciate her words, I can never atone.

I decide to change the subject.

‘How did you meet Luna?’ I ask.

‘She was acquired a few weeks after me.’ I hate the way she phrased that. The chaos of the early days of the plague meant that human life was a cheap commodity. Ida looks away and fiddles with something on the console. She’s become more adept with the controls and I get the feeling that she doesn’t want to talk about her past. ‘I remember she was so terrified and I tried to help her acclimate.’ Ida stares towards the back and I wonder if I’ll ever learn who she truly is.

‘You know…’ she starts, then pauses. She’s undeniably beautiful, but in a way that completely disarms me whenever I attempt to pry beneath the prickly outer layer. I suppose that shell was necessary for her survival, but I want her to trust me and I feel that whenever she lets down her guard, she immediately puts it back up. ‘When you agreed to help, I couldn’t understand why, that you must’ve wanted something from me.’

She bites her lip and wipes a tear away.

‘But you didn’t, and I realized you were a good person. Then you turned into such an asshole.’ A laugh escapes her lips. ‘I think I understand why, but it felt like we were nothing to you, like if we left, you wouldn’t care.’

Pain rips through me as she says that and I regret my behavior. I felt like I was doing the right thing by pushing them away, but seeing her like this hurts and I wish I could go back and fix the last months.

‘It wasn’t you,’ I respond inadequately and pause, unable to explain. ‘Where are you from?’ I immediately regret asking that question. Our past lives feel distant, but she leans back in her seat and thrums her short fingernails on the console.

‘I was born into a terraforming colony on Ganymede,’ she says indifferently. ‘My father was an engineer and my mother was a botanist. They died early in the outbreak, but I was immune.’

She pauses, ostensibly checking some settings, but I can tell that the memory is painful and I don’t push her. All of them had harrowing experiences while I lived comfortably inside my own protective bubble.

‘It was so strange. They were fine until they weren’t and by then, it was too late. Everyone just died; it felt like it happened over the course of a few days.’ She distracts herself with a navigation correction and I wait. When she continues, her face contorts, and it’s almost like she’s back there, experiencing it again. ‘The smell of the bodies was intolerable.’

‘I hid for almost a year, but the raiders eventually found an entrance to the underground bunker and I was alone. I didn’t stand a chance. When they first took me, I had hope — I was ready to leave that place — then I realized that the world outside was far worse than I could’ve imagined.’

Her body stiffens as she says that and I feel bad for bringing back the memories. I notice something on the communication terminal and attempt to isolate the transmission.

‘I’m getting a signal from a military bunker on the northern pole of Io, do you think we should land and resupply?’ It would be good to stock up on supplies, ours are rapidly dwindling, and check the exterior of the ship. We were hit with a few smaller pieces of debris and even though the diagnostics are clear, I worry that a minor problem could easily cascade into something much larger.

‘I wouldn’t. We don’t know what’s waiting down there and any delay could make things worse for Luna.’ I agree and we decide to keep moving forward.

Days stretch into weeks and as we pass through the Main Asteroid Belt and approach Mars, we receive a transmission from the settlement.

‘Unidentified vessel, this is Mars control, please state your destination and intent. We are armed and will not tolerate aggressive incursions.’

‘Mars control, this is military vessel zero eight alpha dash seven three eight seven gamma. We request permission to land.’ The transmission is clear and our transponder should confirm our identity.

There’s a long pause and I slow our approach as Eve joins us at the controls. I’m certain that raiders have attempted entry with military vessels, so there will likely be multiple security checks.

‘Please provide origin and reason for entry,’ the controller’s voice is clear and efficient.

‘This vessel originated from the Aetherand military complex on Triton. We carry limited cargo and four human passengers who wish to join the colony.’ I look at Eve and continue. ‘One passenger is seriously injured and requires immediate medical assistance.’

I’m surprised when ground control responds immediately, routing us to one of the hangers at the edge of the settlement. The landscape is mesmerizing and the darkness of space brightens as we lower our ship through the thin Martian atmosphere and towards the rust-colored surface. As we glide over the dusty, red ground, a memory is stirred and an unpleasant sensation rips through my body.

A round opening hidden in the rocky red dirt twists open, and we navigate inside the cavernous structure, taking care to avoid the dozens of vessels parked neatly around the perimeter. As the entrance closes above us, I glance at Ida, hoping that we’ve made the right decision to come here.

Eve opens the cargo entrance in the rear of the vessel and the three of us exit for the first time in over a month, staring into the bright artificial lights above as personnel in hazmat suits surround us. We remain still as they scan us, checking for any sign of the plague or other diseases that could compromise the population here.

I can only imagine what they do if they find a carrier.

Eve stares at me as a few large men in body armor board our ship, searching for weapons or contraband and I turn to face the hangar entrance as a door slides open. An older woman with white hair pulled into a severe bun and light wrinkles around her eyes walks towards our small group, her gaze fixed on me as she extends her hand.

‘Hello,’ she says, her greeting filled with warmth as a spark of recognition brightens her eyes. ‘My name is Dr Moira Martin, I would like to welcome you to the Fitch Mars Colony,’ she pauses, her gaze drifting over me before she greets Eve and Ida.

She knows what I am.

I glance at Ida, then Eve and a sense of unease passes through me. I’ve learned to trust that feeling and return my attention to our host. Luna needs her help and I brush the creeping dread aside as I recall the logs and wonder if this person is related to the Dr Martin who wrote so callously of culling and replacing my brothers.

‘We have a passenger who requires urgent medical care,’ I finally say.

‘Send the medical team to retrieve her,’ Dr Martin instructs her assistant, then turns her attention back to me. ‘I apologize for the excessive scrutiny. We don’t know if the plague is still active in some parts of the system and even though we’ve restored some order in the inner sector, we can’t be too cautious.’

I agree with her approach and watch as the team emerges from the ship with Luna on a stretcher and pushes her away.

‘I’ll go with her,’ Eve says and my eyes follow the small group as they leave the loading bay. I have so many questions, but wait for Dr Martin to speak.

‘If you’d like, I can show you to your quarters. I’m sure you’re exhausted.’ Her smile is warm and inviting and I try to let down my guard. ‘I don’t normally greet new arrivals, but when I was told that you came from Triton, I wanted to meet you.’

‘Thank you,’ I respond cautiously, motioning for Ida to go ahead as we follow Dr Martin through the doors on the far side of the hangar and enter the heart of the settlement.

The original Mars colony was a network of subterranean bunkers near the northern pole of the planet that was designed by my progenitor, Dr Niels Lee. An odd sense of pride fills my body as Moira gives us a brief tour of the facility, pointing out the advanced survival features that protect the settlers from the intense radiation and toxic dust that decimated initial colonization attempts.

‘It took several decades for the settlements to be perfected and during that time, useful technological advances were shared with the government on Earth. Unfortunately, these were not in use when they were most needed.’

She leads us towards a window that faces the interior and we stare down on a large atrium where hundreds of people are seated. I stare for a few moments, observing them. The scene appears normal, but I have little to compare it to, my only other interactions with humans being the raiders and slaves on Neptune Orbital Prime. I watch them gather into small groups, laughing, having casual conversations, as though the events occurring on the outside are none of their concern.

‘The polar settlement is divided into seven segments that can be powered and administered autonomously. That is why our survival rate was significantly higher than the system average during the plague,’ Moira says and I allow her words to sink in, realizing that they likely sealed off the affected segments and left the people within to die.

I don’t raise this point and allow her to continue as she proudly tells us about the air filtration and power systems. We stop in a large atrium that's bathed in warm, bright light and I stare at the statue in the center. The face is agonizingly familiar and Dr Martin gives me a sly smile.

‘This is Dr Lee,’ she says proudly. ‘I knew him well.’

I raise my eyebrows at the revelation but give no indication that what she said disturbs me.

‘Unlike most of the other outposts we are almost completely powered using solar technology that’s hidden beneath the dust on the surface. We were concerned about accidents and after hearing about the disaster on Neptune Orbital Prime, I feel that we made the right decision.’

I now have confirmation that she’s aware of events occurring elsewhere in the system. Does she know about Max? Does she know about the unforgivable crime he committed?

We continue, and I note the differences between this place and the others I’ve inhabited. The walls here are constructed of brushed aluminum alloy, tinted the color of the Martian dust, and while the military outpost on Triton was strictly utilitarian, this place feels as though it was designed to provide its occupants a certain level of comfort.

The wide corridors teem with activity and we encounter small crowds of people as Moira points out social areas and work stations. We pass through several dining halls, an enormous library and a gymnasium, where groups of smiling residents participate in organized activities.

Doors dot the hallways and every dozen or so, there is a large open space that’s brightly lit and contains a small plot of lush greenery, something I haven’t seen before. I reach out to touch the large flat leaf of a plant, running my finger over the smooth, waxy surface, completely in awe of its natural beauty.

‘We have a simulated Earth rainforest in the center of the settlement that’s recently reopened,’ Moira says and my interest is piqued. ‘It’s one of the most popular features of the settlement. I encourage you to visit — it’s a good reminder of what we’re working towards,’ Moira says as we continue walking and her words stay with me.

What exactly are they working towards?

‘This unit is almost filled to capacity,’ Ida looks at me as Moira continues. ‘So many of those who have recently arrived have been through traumatic experiences and accepting that their struggle is finally over can be difficult.’

‘How many people are here?’ Ida asks and I’m curious as well.

‘Nearly ten thousand. We coordinate with the settlement at the southern pole to transfer residents who possess skills that are in demand,’ I recall the government's selection system and wonder if she is retaining that particular feature. My expression must give me away because she elaborates. ‘We welcome anyone who wishes to live here. There is no longer a skill requirement.’

Even though the community they’ve created for themselves seems idyllic, I’ve learned that appearances can be deceiving. We continue the tour and at the end, Moira stops in front of a door and presses a button. The panel slides open, revealing an elegant suite of living quarters.

‘These are for you,’ Moira says and Ida grabs my hand, squeezing it tightly with excitement. I can understand how she feels. The journey was long and stressful and hope fills me that this is a place where we can live and thrive.

‘I should tell you that I was present at your creation,’ Moira says as she looks at me and rests her hand gently on my shoulder. ‘I suppose that makes me your mother.’

My shock at the revelation is obvious, and she laughs.

‘Please rest. I'm sure you have many questions and I'll answer them all. Your other two companions are in the medical bay and you can visit them once you’ve settled in.’ A woman walks towards Moira and whispers something in her ear and they depart, leaving Ida and I alone.


Chapter 6


We settle into the tidy unit and I feel as though I can finally relax. I have my doubts, but this place is safe and efficient and offers us refuge for now. I walk through the comfortable rooms, inspecting the small kitchen and peeking into the bedrooms that branch off from the central living area before settling onto the sofa and allowing myself a moment to consider our current situation.

‘We should probably go to the med bay to check on Luna,’ I say and Ida nods, then turns to face me, her eyes cutting into me.

‘What do you think?’ Her question is open and I’m uncertain how to respond.

‘About what?’

‘Do you think we’ll be able to stay here?’ Her voice is thin and I know that she’s as exhausted as myself. The past few months have taken a toll on all of us and we’re fully aware that this is our only option.

‘I believe so. It looks as though they are interested in maintaining a colony, but we will have to contribute,’ I say. That was always the case — the colonies never welcomed the idle, every person must have a purpose or they waste precious, finite resources.

‘You and Luna and Eve could all contribute something, but I’m worried they’ll push me out.’ I’m surprised at Ida’s concern and attempt to ease her fear.

‘Dr. Martin said that they would take any willing colonists. And if, for some reason, they don’t allow you to stay, we’ll all leave, I promise.’ My words appear to comfort her somewhat. She shakes her head, then reaches her hand out to me.

‘Let’s check out the shower. I haven’t bathed properly since we left Triton,’ the sparkle in her eyes tells me that bathing isn’t the only thing on her mind, but the distraction would be nice. I follow her through the rooms as she decides which one is hers. Once she makes the decision, she reaches up and unzips the tight jumpsuit that she’s been wearing for weeks. As she peels it off, I feel myself getting aroused.

Her breasts are round and firm and her red nipples sharpen into delicious points as I cup one in my hand. I run my finger over the tight nub as she closes her eyes and exhales. I’m surprised that she wants this, considering how badly she was mistreated by Max’s men.

She steps into the spray, the warm water sliding over her voluptuous body and I hesitate even though my response is obvious. ‘Come in. It’s nice,’ she says teasingly and I strip, then join her, relishing the feeling of finally letting everything go.

‘God, I’ve wanted this for so long,’ she breathes as she stands on her toes and her lips meet mine. Her kiss is warm and urgent and she writhes against me as everything else slides away and I give in. This body is significantly more responsive than the last and I’m already so hard that it hurts.

Her skin is soft and smooth and pale and I’m so exhausted, but as I lower my lips to hers, I feel revitalized.

She grabs the soap, lathering it in her hands as she inspects me, sliding her fingers over my muscles, then down my torso before gripping me firmly. Her slow motions are hypnotic and she lingers on my cock, sliding her hand up and down my shaft as the water beats down on me, rinsing away the soap as I allow her to care for me.

I still barely know her, but the look in her eyes is familiar and I kiss her again, this time more furtively as her tongue breeches my mouth and slides across my teeth and she pushes me against the wall, then lowers herself to her knees.

Her eyes meet mine as she slides her tongue across my shaft, then kisses the tip with her full lips and when she takes me into her mouth, I grasp the wall to steady myself. She wraps her tongue around me, sucking softly as she takes me deeper and I penetrate the tight opening of her throat. I’m so sensitive and I feel myself ready to erupt, but resist, wanting to hold off as long as possible.

I inhale sharply, jerking her off the floor of the shower and lathering her soft body with the soap, paying attention to her small pebbled nipples as I kiss her again. I slide my hand between her thighs, caressing the soft skin as I wash her, running my fingers over her swollen clit as she arches her back against the shower wall and lets out a moan.

I need her now, but don’t want to do this in the shower. I want to devour her, to suckle her breasts and ease myself inside of her as she screams out my name. Almost as if she knows what I’m thinking she turns off the water and grabs my hand, leading me towards one of the bedrooms, then pushing me onto the soft bed. The air is cool and I watch as she towels herself off, sliding the fabric over her smooth skin and her red nipples, teasing me, making me want her more.

‘Who did you fuck first?’ she asks as she crawls onto the bed next to me, then leans over to kiss me as she straddles my torso, rubbing her wet pussy against my hips as though she’s marking her territory.

‘Luna,’ I murmur as she pulls my hands to her breasts, then reaches behind her back to stroke me as her hips grind against my damp skin. ‘Why?’

‘Curiosity,’ she breathes as I push her against the bed, biting her nipple and her eyes roll back into her head. I kiss her breasts, then brush my lips down the soft skin of her stomach, stopping when I reach her cleft.

‘She was the first person I was with,’ I say.

‘Ever?’ Ida asks and as I slide my tongue through her slit, she moans.

‘Yes,’ I reply and the memory comes rushing back. I pause. ‘Sorry, you probably don’t want to hear about that.’

‘It’s okay, we all have a past,’ she says and I push her thighs apart as I kiss her soft skin and inhale her scent. I’m so hard and as my cock brushes against the mattress, I remember how badly I wanted this, but held back for no reason. I try not to think about it and enjoy the sensation of being with her as my tongue weaves through her slit and I slide my finger inside of her.

‘I want a child,’ she says and I pause, staring at her as I suck her tiny clit and she shivers.

‘Can you?’ I ask. I know that Luna and Eve have implants and I assumed she did as well. I slide another finger inside of her, probing her wet hole as she lets out a gasp and grips the clean sheets.

‘Eve removed my implant when we were on Triton,’ she whispers. ‘I want it to be yours.’

Her words send me over the edge and I roll her onto her knees, driving into her as the beast inside of me emerges and I don't want to hold back. Each thrust is met with a moan and when she clenches around me and her body goes stiff, my release inside of her drains me completely.

She pulls me into her arms, stroking my hair as I lay my head on her full breast. I slide my finger around her areola, listening to her heart beat as her breaths slow and the life support hums in the background.

‘Did you mean it?’ I ask.

‘What?’ She kisses the top of my head as she pulls me closer and I’m unsure about what I want to ask.

‘That you want to have my baby.’ She pauses and I worry that it was a confession made in the heat of the moment, that she was teasing and she’ll laugh it off like it meant nothing.

‘I do,’ she murmurs. ‘I want him more than anything.’

‘It could be a girl,’ I say with a smile as I rest on my elbow and stare into her hazel eyes that appear green in this light.

‘It will be a boy and he’ll have the best parts of you,’ her smile is so beautiful and I suddenly want it too. I kiss her and she pulls me back onto her with a sparkle in her eyes. ‘Let’s try again.’


Chapter 7


It’s been a week since we arrived.

Luna is still in the medical bay. The damage was severe, but she is strong and I split my time between sitting with her and exploring the station facilities. The settlement is a magnificent achievement and as I fully survey all that it has to offer, I can’t imagine ever leaving.

‘They’re going to release her tomorrow,’ Eve pulls me aside to speak to me when I arrive. ‘But she’s still weak so we’ll need to ensure that she doesn’t overexert herself.’

She remained unconscious for the first few days, but the doctors were able to eliminate the swelling in her brain that caused her to slip into a coma. When I first saw her awake and alert, I knew everything was going to be fine.

The medical bay is bright and clean and the machines surrounding us emit low, rhythmic beeps. The sterility is oddly comforting and I nod towards one of the doctors as Eve leads me through the brightly lit space, filled with nurses and machines. At the end of the room is a dimly lit section with a partition that blocks the bed inside from general view.

Eve pulls Ida aside to speak as we walk in. Luna looks at me and smiles. The large gash on her forehead is almost completely healed, and she appears alert.

‘Will!’ she says as she extends her arms and I move towards her. She’s still hooked up to the monitors that surround her bed and I’m terrified that any sudden movement could disconnect one and cause irreparable damage. I lean down to kiss her and feel the electricity between us as she cups my cheeks in her hands and holds me close.

‘How are you feeling?’ I ask as I pull away. She grips my hand and squeezes.

‘Better. They’re taking good care of me,’ she says and beams. Her color has returned, and she looks like herself again, not the shell of the woman who barely survived the journey here. ‘Hopefully they’ll let me out of here soon.’

A nurse enters the small space, and Luna releases my hand. I step aside and watch as she clicks on the monitor next to Luna’s bed.

‘We need to run some additional tests,’ the nurse says and I nod, taking a few steps back.

‘I’ll come back later, ok,’ Luna blows me a kiss and I watch for a few more seconds as the nurse takes her blood and explains what’s happening. Ida and Eve are having an intense conversation and they stop when I rejoin them.

‘Let’s go for a walk,’ Eve grabs my hand and leads me through the med bay doors.

‘I’ll stay with Luna,’ Ida says as we leave and I wonder what they were discussing. We walk in silence down the hall as Eve collects her thoughts.

‘What do you think about this place?’ Eve asks as she entwines her fingers with mine. Her head rests on my shoulder and she lowers her voice. ‘Do you think you want to stay?’

‘I’m tired of moving,’ I confess. The last few months have felt like years and the settlement seems safe enough, even though every aspect of our life would be under constant scrutiny. ‘I think we could build a life here.’

‘Yeah,’ she says, resting her head against my shoulder and we wander through the bustling corridors and into a quiet alcove. We sit on the sofa and she smiles. ‘I still can’t get over how normal this place feels.’

I laugh. I have so little to compare it to and she squeezes my hand again. It feels good and I’ve missed this type of intimacy with her. I wish I could take back the last months and do it all over again.

Almost losing Luna made me realize how much they mean to me and how I’ll do whatever it takes to keep us together.

‘I mean, it feels like what life was like before,’ she murmurs and I wrap my arm around her shoulders, pulling her close and kissing the top of her head. A few small groups of people stroll past and my eyes follow them. I envy their casual demeanor and wonder if I'll ever be like them.

‘It’s nice to see things the way they should be,’ I finally respond. My gaze rests on two of the people who have broken off from the group and stand in a corner talking. They’re having an intense conversation and when he kisses her, I look away, feeling uncomfortable.

‘It makes me wonder if things are changing out there,’ she says idly as I stroke her hair.

‘Have you heard something?’ I ask.

‘Bits and pieces. One nurse mentioned that the chaos on Earth has subsided and that people are forming settlements.’

Earth.

The idea alone is so foreign. I was designed to live out my life in the outer system, to function as a tool in a specified location completing specified tasks. Even though I feel as though I’ve exceeded my limitations, doubts about my future remain.

‘We could start over there,’ Eve murmurs as she rests her hand on my thigh and I feel her body relax against me. ‘Maybe work towards rebuilding…’

Her voice trails off and the words hang between us. I think about what she said, then try to push it away. I don’t want to leave. I like it here. Eve picks up on my hesitation and changes the subject, telling me about a new type of generator that she discovered in one of the labs and I listen, but my thoughts are elsewhere.

Each move takes more of a toll on us and I’m not ready to leave the certainty we have here and attempt to start over in a place that could be completely hostile.

We walk back to our rooms and Eve yawns, kissing me before collapsing on her bed and falling asleep. I’m left alone and consider what she said, then file it away. A message from Moira flashes on the terminal by the door.

Will, I’d like to speak with you. Please come to see me as soon as possible.


Chapter 8


I enter Moira's office, watching as she waters the plants that line the shelves of the far wall. She's aware that I've arrived but continues, humming a melody that I immediately recognize. It’s the same one that Luna hums when she’s distracted and the realization is unnerving.

‘Thank you for meeting with me,’ Moira says with a gentle smile. ‘It’s thrilling to finally meet one of the clones and I’m fascinated that you’ve managed to accomplish as much as you have.’

I’m uncertain what she means, how much she knows, so I stay silent as she returns her attention to the plants, then continues.

‘We’ve been looking for any sign of the other clones, but you’re the first one who’s made it this far. I'm certain that you're not the only one who survived, but the majority are likely still blissfully unaware of the events occurring around them. I believe that it’s best to leave them where they are, don’t you?’

I don’t know how to respond.

Her office is clean and uncluttered, with a large brushed metal desk that sits in the middle of the bright room. A bank of monitors line the far wall and greenery fills every available space. My gaze drifts towards the plants and she notes my interest.

‘Have you had the opportunity to visit the arboretum yet?’ she asks absently as she pulls out a drawer along the back wall, then sorts through its contents. ‘Would you care for some tea? I was just preparing some for myself.’

‘Not yet and yes, thank you,’ I say as she motions towards the seat on the other side of the desk and I sit down. There are so many things I want to ask, but my mind spirals as I watch her carefully prepare the tea, placing dried leaves into a delicate container, filling it with water then replacing the lid.

‘I encourage you to go there. It’s the closest those of us who reside off Earth will ever get to its magnificence,’ she says as she pours the liquid into two intricately designed cups, then picks up the saucers and walks towards the desk. ‘Something about nature makes us feel closer to God.’

I consider that and wonder if it’s still nature if it’s simulated. The question strikes too close to home and a chill races through me as I sit and wait for her to join me at the desk.

‘I’ve only met one myself,’ I say, shifting the conversation back to her earlier statement as I remember the cool, pale faces of my brothers who were never animated and Thomas, whose life was cut short because he tried to save Eve.

‘That’s a pity,’ she says. ‘It would be interesting to see how each of you has evolved. Even though your memory is fully intact from your initial activation, you likely wouldn't recognize yourself. I barely recognize you and you were my design.’

I take a sip of the tea. It’s floral and delicate and like nothing I’ve ever tasted before.

‘If you don’t mind, I have a question.’

‘I’m sure you have many,’ she replies with a genuine smile. ‘Go ahead. Ask me anything.’

‘How are you still alive? I thought that the natural human lifespan had been capped at one hundred and fifty years.’

‘My lifespan isn’t natural.’ She laughs at her joke as she sips her tea and leans back in her chair. ‘I used nanites to extend my longevity,’ she confesses, giving me a wry grin at her ingenious solution to the problem of aging. ‘They’re quite effective at eliminating threats to the body, including the plague. That was not the intended use, and we’ve restricted access to the technology, but I felt that my presence was necessary to shepherd the program into its final stages. You must understand that when I took over, cloning was simply a way for the wealthy to maintain youth. It was an indulgence, a cheap way to achieve immortality.’

‘I thought that the Lee clones were the extent of the program.’

‘There were many phases of the program. Yours was the most impactful.’ She takes a sip of tea and smiles. ‘Previous attempts were funded by private entities that hawked bespoke cloning services to the rich. Many of those who participated desperately wanted the return of loved ones and were willing to pay any price.’

‘The Lee series was the first public undertaking of the science for a greater good,’ she continues as she looks at me. ‘We achieved so much in a short period. The results were worth the cost and I believe that this achievement is what will save the human species from extinction.’

Her words ring hollow as I think of Max and his role in the destruction of billions. I don’t mention that. The program looks noble now, but I think about the thousands of clones who were destroyed and wonder what exactly they were trying to achieve when she began.

‘What was the ultimate goal when you started?’ I ask.

‘Perfection, of course.’

Her response hangs between us as I consider it. Does she fully comprehend the toll her creation has wrought?

Does she care?

I consider what she said. If the goal of the program was to evolve humanity, would the elimination of a competition species help bolster the success of the perfected species? I push the rancid thought from my mind, hoping that the random incursion is only speculation, and not her motivation. I don’t believe that she would condone such an act, even if it helped her achieve her goal.

‘The clone you met. What was he like?’

I pause to calm my racing thoughts and take a sip of the fragrant tea. ‘I believe that he was…malfunctioning.’ As I say this, her expression remains stoic, but I detect a hint of recognition, a slight widening of the eyes and a quick inhalation.

My understanding of human responses has improved considerably since my first encounters with Eve and Luna and I’m able to pick up on their faint indications of discomfort, the telltale signs of lies. That she had this reaction concerns me, but I file it away to dissect at a later time.

‘Really? Broken?’ She asks as she takes a sip of tea, the delicate and finely painted porcelain of the small cup a stark contrast to our modern surroundings. ‘In what way? Could you elaborate, please?’

I think about her question. Should I tell her about his sadistic games? The slaves? That he released a pathogen that decimated the human population?

‘He assumed control of Neptune Orbital Prime in the Kuiper Belt until an insurrection of sorts overthrew him,’ I say, glossing over the details, and my involvement.

‘Oh,’ she says neutrally as she opens a small notebook and writes something. Her expression is stoic and there is no reaction to the revelation. ‘Do you know if he was still taking the medication?’

‘No, he was not. I’ve also discontinued its use.’ A smile curls her lips and she nods as she closes the notebook again and folds her arms across her chest.

‘I had assumed that from the company you keep,’ she says and I feel a familiar warmth creeping through me as I think about my experiences after the fact. ‘You know, we had considered taking that particular functionality away, but ultimately decided that you needed to experience every facet of humanity. Tell me, do you recall the entire time of your service — from the point of waking in the station and leaving the pod?’

‘Yes,’ I say. That memory is something I can never forget, even though I now question everything about it.

‘I have complete access to your service history, if you would like to look,’ she offers, and I hesitate. ‘You’ve been through several iterations.’ Part of me would like to know the full extent of what’s been done to me, but as she types a few commands, I decline.

‘I don’t want to know,’ I interrupt her and she folds her hands in front of her, staring at me as though she has something to say, but pauses briefly before continuing. The bright light in the left corner of the office flickers and I’m momentarily distracted.

‘You must understand that the purpose of the Lee program was to overcome our limitations as a species. Everything, from the nanites in your blood to the flexible composition of your muscle tissue has pushed us towards that aim. The last generation was the culmination of that work and the closest to the perfection we sought. I need to know: can you feel the difference?’

I nod, unable to explain to her the changes I’ve experienced. It’s as though I was dwelling in a different plane of existence. The clarity I experience is difficult to explain, but it’s as though the functions of my body are working together in perfect harmony.

I loathe it.

‘The program is an impressive achievement, doctor, but if it’s all the same, I’m ready to move on from it,’ I say, hoping to end it there. ‘I would like to live as anyone else and attempt to lead a normal life.’

‘I appreciate that you've become more than what you were created to be, but…you belong to us,’ she says this calmly and her words hit me like a slap across my face. ‘Your existence is the result of the work of the Unified Earth Government and we will take whatever steps are necessary to ensure that our property is secured.’

As she says this, I hear the door open behind me and loud footsteps. I glance at the heavily armed man, then return my attention to Moira as she types something into the terminal in front of her.

‘We have restarted the program. Your cooperation in this would be invaluable, however, we are prepared to proceed with or without your assistance.’ The implied threat weaves through her words and I feel immediately on edge.

‘There are likely others on the remaining orbital stations who can assist you,’ I say as I stare at the heavily armed guard.

‘Possibly,’ she says, ‘but you are the only one in possession of the advanced model. You are the key that we need to move humanity forward, Will.’

Her words stay with me and she stands, crossing her arms as she casually strolls across the room. My mind is racing, but she appears calm as she picks up a plant mister and sprays one of the large ferns in the corner. The life support system hums in the background and I focus on it as it cycles through the various stages, finding comfort in the gentle hum.

‘Will, if I can be blunt, the situation in the system is not advancing in our favor,’ she says as she turns to stare at me. ‘The losses from the plague were catastrophic and the sentiment among my colleagues is that, despite our best efforts, humanity will not survive.’

I hate that I feel my defenses soften slightly.

‘We’re also facing threats from outside the system. Having that clone in charge of Neptune Orbital Prime was a benefit, he was….ruthless and didn't tolerate incursions.’

So she was aware of him. Why didn’t she tell me?

‘We, as a species, were so close to breaking free from this place. Trade routes were opening up and negotiations with neighboring federations were going well, but now…’ She says as she spreads her hands and continues. ‘However, this incident could give us the opportunity to grow beyond what we were and evolve.’ A shiver runs through me and I fear that my worst fears may have just been confirmed.

‘I understand,’ I say, the realization dawning on me that coming here was a mistake. ‘Could I have some time to think about this?’

‘Will, what you’ve done is impressive, but ultimately you belong to us and unfortunately, that means you don’t have a choice in this matter, or any other really.’ She finishes her tea and I clench my fists. ‘I will grant you a few days to consider helping us voluntarily and please don’t make any impulsive decisions that could jeopardize the century of effort that has been put into creating you.’

‘Also, do say hello to your companions for me; they’re quite lovely. I’m certain they would suffer greatly if something were to happen to you.’


Chapter 9


‘They’re restarting the clone program?’ Eve asks. She appears stunned at the revelation and her expression is mirrored in Ida and Luna’s faces.

The four of us are seated around the dining table in the open living area of our apartment. The lights in the space are warm and inviting and the natural texture of the wooden furniture is a stark contrast to the brushed metal surfaces that I’ve grown accustomed to in the orbital stations and military installations.

I think about her question, about how much to tell them as I slide my hand across the surface of the table, relishing the soft grains of the wood beneath my fingers. It’s an unfamiliar sensation and I wonder how many trees it took to create.

Moira’s threat hangs in my mind, and I don’t want them to worry. I’ll ultimately relent, I have no other option, but the thought of being the starting point for the next phase of their research is unbearable. Luna was released from the med bay this morning and even though she still looks weak, her improvement is marked.

She and Eve exchange looks and I nod, unsure how much I should tell them. A guard escorted me back to my quarters from my meeting with Moira yesterday and another is currently stationed outside our door. I assume that his presence is to prevent any attempt at escape or self harm. I’m certain that I am being closely monitored and will need to choose my words carefully.

‘Let’s go for a walk, Will,’ Luna says and I nod as she looks at Eve. Something unspoken passes between them. ‘I hear the arboretum is beautiful and I could use some exercise.’

I stand, then extend my hand. She smiles weakly and I can tell that she’s still not back to normal. As we leave the suite, I feel the eyes of our guard on me and wish that they would leave us alone.

Luna slips her arm around mine and leans her head against my shoulder as we pass through the brightly lit corridor. Several groups of people pass us and we smile and nod. This place is such a stark contrast to the disarray of Neptune Orbital Prime and as concerned as I am about our future here, I fully appreciate the stability that it offers.

‘The arboretum is this way,’ Luna says and I wonder why she’s being so cagey, but when the door slides open and the rich greenery inside greets me, I forget everything else.

The cavernous space is verdant and lush with a large grass field running the length of the interior. Tall trees dominate the center and a light mist falls from the ceiling, which is covered in a thick dome of glass and the stars outside are clearly visible. The interior is brightly lit and as I step on the grassy carpet, my foot sinks into the dirt and I inhale the rich organic scent that pervades every corner.

‘What do you think?’ Luna asks with a broad grin pulling at the corner of her lips.

I can’t summon adequate words to describe the way this place makes me feel.

‘Can you leave us?’ Luna asks the guard, and he nods, then stands by the only entrance.

Laughter echoes across the space and I hear a high-pitched squeal, then turn my attention towards the source of the noise.

‘It’s a child, Will,’ Luna says with a laugh. The sight of the small human stirs me and we stop as I watch it sprint across the grass, then fall, then get up and try again as a group of adults watches indulgently. After a few more attempts, they scoop the child into their arms, then turn to leave.

Silence descends around us and the lights dim slightly, simulating the natural rhythms of Earth’s cycles.

‘It was like this where I grew up,’ Luna says softly as she takes my arm again and we walk through the green grass.

‘You had an arboretum?’

‘No,’ she laughs and shakes her head as she stares at me, then grabs my hand and squeezes it tightly. ‘We had mountains and streams and a forest that you could get lost in, with ancient trees that filled the sky…,’ her voice trails off and I realize how much she must miss her home and wonder if she’ll ever see it again.

‘I would like to go there one day,’ I say as we reach the treeline, then walk through the underbrush and into the clutch of trees. Luna pulls me down to the ground with her and I look towards the guard.

‘We need to talk,’ she says. ‘There are listening devices everywhere and I don’t want them to hear.’ I suspected as much, but it’s good to have confirmation. Someone in the medical bay must have told her.

‘What is it?’

‘I wanted to speak to you first, before Eve and Ida — I don’t want to get their hopes up…’ Her blue eyes are so clear and inviting and before I can stop myself, I lean towards her, kissing her soft lips as a fine mist falls around us.

‘Tell me.’

‘It’s about Earth,’ she whispers as she glances at the guard, then leans closer, her breath drifting tantalizingly across my earlobe. ‘I think we might be able to go.’

‘What?’ I force myself to stay calm. ‘I thought it was overrun.’

‘Me too, but I spoke to someone who had been and there are settlements, places that are safe. If we can get away, we can start a life there, leave all of this behind.’

I imagine what it would be like to live like this as I bury my hand in the dirt, enjoying the sensation of it as it shifts in my fingers. The scent is invigorating and as Luna leans down to kiss me; I imagine what it would be like to have the heat of the sun caressing my skin. Her lips are soft and warm and the familiarity of her caress is sublime.

She straddles me, and my eyes fly open.

‘It’s too soon,’ I say. ‘You haven’t recovered.’

‘I’m fine,’ she murmurs as she pulls off her shirt and brings my hands to her breasts. Her blonde hair is loose and falling around her shoulders and I need her so badly that my body aches.

She leans over and kisses me again, rubbing herself against me, forcing me to give her what she wants. She’s never been good at taking no for an answer. I glance at the guard who’s preoccupied with the panel on the wall and roll Luna onto her back. She squeals sharply and I silence her with a kiss as I pull down her pants and stare at her glistening pink pussy.

‘Are you sure?’ I ask and she nods. Every part of me wants to fuck her, to take her the way she wants, but she’s still recovering, so I hold back.

‘You’re very good at this now,’ she purrs as she arches her back against the ground. I relish her taste and scent and I linger on her clit, pulling the tiny bundle of nerves between my lips as her body writhes beneath me. My fingers slide inside of her and she tries to hold back her moans as she clenches around them, shuddering as she comes and I return to her lips, kissing her softly as my sticky hand grasps to her soft breast.

‘We should go,’ I whisper.

‘What about you?’ she asks and I give her a smile, my head spinning. I want her more than I can explain, but I notice the guard is walking towards the treeline, attempting to confirm that we haven’t tried to escape.

‘I’m fine, get dressed.’ I pull Luna onto her feet as we brush the dirt off and try to make ourselves presentable. Luna has dead leaves in her hair and looks wild and beautiful. I lean down to kiss her again, my heart racing as I wish we had time for more.

When we emerge from the small grove, the guard pauses his approach and I wave casually as we walk across the open grass and towards the entrance. As we move closer, Luna roughly squeezes my hand and I turn to look at her.

‘Will…I…’ she pauses, placing her palm against her forehead and I hold her arm as she takes a step, then stumbles and collapses onto the verdant green grass.


Chapter 10


‘It was a massive aneurysm in her brain. She’s alive, but the odds of surviving an event like this are slim. The chances of survival without permanent damage aren’t much better.’

My thoughts are jumbled as I process the information that Moira is giving me. I sit across from her at her desk, staring into her eyes and forcing myself to stay calm. I know what she wants and I’m willing to do it. If Moira asked for my life, I’d readily give it — anything to save Luna. I want to tell her that, to promise her whatever she asks, but I wait for her to continue, to tell me exactly what she wants.

‘We can save her, Will, but we need your cooperation.’ Moira puts down the tablet that she’s holding and stares at me.

I can feel the threat underlying her words. If Luna dies, it will be my fault.

I can’t live with that.

‘Yes, whatever you need, take it.’ I feel desperate and overwhelmed. I’ll agree to whatever they ask and she’s fully aware of that.

‘Excellent. I feel confident that your willingness to assist will allow the program to flourish once again,’ she says as she presses a button on her desk and a terminal appears. Her fingers fly across the keyboard and I hear the door slide open behind me and footsteps enter her tidy office. ‘Carl will escort you to the lab.’

I stand, wanting to say something, but the words don’t come and I obediently follow her assistant through the door and down the narrow hall, wishing that there was some way around this, some way to save Luna without participating in their experiments.

Carl scans his access card at the end of the hallway and the large doors slide open, giving us entry to the station’s medical research facilities. We walk down the long hall, the walls of this area are white and sterile and cold, a complete contrast to the warmth of the rest of the settlement.

I glance into the rooms that branch off of the main hallway and notice the rows of empty desks and abandoned computer terminals. This area should be filled with people, but it feels empty, desecrated. There’s a security station at the end of the corridor, but before we reach it, we turn off and into a medical lab.

‘This is where the modern cloning program was born,’ Carl says proudly. ‘Much of the research data was lost, but we’re slowly rebuilding based on the information we’ve been able to collect from other research facilities. Your contribution will be invaluable.’

I know his words are intended as some sort of twisted flattery, but in my current state, they only infuriate me. I bite my tongue and wait for him to give me instructions. He makes a few notes on his tablet, then motions for me to sit on the examination table in the center of the room.

The sterile plastic smell that permeates the space is strangely comforting and I focus on the row of large vats on the other side of the room. Inside are human figures suspended in liquid and their slight movements are uncanny.

‘Moira will be here soon,’ Carl says. ‘Please lay down, I’ll get started.’

‘What exactly do you need from me?’ I ask as I recline on the cool table. Above me is a bright light and several robotic arms that will be used to extract the necessary samples and I flinch at the thought.

‘Everything,’ Carl says. ‘But today, we’ll be taking blood and epidermal segments. It should be interesting to see how this generation of nanites has held up against practical use.’

My mind is racing as I think about what comes next. I will be dissected down to my last cell and if they are successful in reviving the program, I may be transferred into a new body — it will likely not be my choice. I belong to them now and I’ll cooperate as long as it takes to save Luna, and ensure they are all safe, no longer.

‘I’ve read extensively about your development, but you’re the first model that I’ve met in person, so to speak.’ He laughs at his stupid joke and I close my eyes as he prepares the equipment that will take the samples. The whirr of the robotic arms coming to life makes me cringe and faint memories dance around the corner of my mind.

I’m reminded, once again, that this body is not mine, that my consciousness is the only thing that truly belongs to me and that the threat of relocation is real and constant. Carl secures me to the medical table, tightening the straps as I hear the door open and footsteps approach.

‘Are you comfortable?’ he asks and I fix my gaze on the ceiling as he slides a needle into my arm.

‘Yes.’

‘Unfortunately, we will be unable to use local anesthesia for the skin samples. It taints the results.’ His voice is calm as he greets Moira and I tune them out as they discuss the procedure.

I think about Max, about what he told me, how we’re less than nothing to them. I remember the thousands of my brothers that were created, then destroyed, all for the pursuit of perfection.

‘I truly appreciate your assistance with this, Will,’ Moira says as she takes a step towards the table. She’s wearing a white coat and glasses that reflect the bright light that shines above the bed as she pushes an impossibly long needle into my other arm. ‘Luna’s surgery is complete and the nanite therapy has begun. The doctor tells me she’ll make a full recovery.’

‘Good,’ I murmur as I continue to stare at the ceiling. I realize we need to leave this place, to flee again. I hate it, hate that we can’t be left alone to live our lives in peace.

‘We’ll take a blood sample to measure how the nanites react before and after each procedure,’ Moira tells Carl, and I lay still, my mind racing, wishing I could kill them now. But I must wait, bide my time, not act impulsively.

Is Earth really the answer?

As they do their work, Moira hums that familiar tune, but now it feels ominous, threatening. I try to push everything away and focus on what happens now, how I can prevent her from moving forward and restarting the cloning program.

This has to end.


Chapter 11


‘It wasn't your fault.’

Luna's said the same words a few dozen times, but I still don't believe them. The doctor told us that a blood vessel in her brain had been expanding since she left and that it would've happened regardless of what she had been doing at the time.

‘Still, we should’ve waited,’ I pull her close, not wanting to let her out of my sight. I watch as she looks at her arms and her hands, flexing them before crossing them and shivering.

‘Now I understand how you felt when we woke you,’ Luna says as she opens her blue eyes and stares at me.

I know exactly what she means. The nanites monitor her condition and repair any weaknesses that could result in more damage. They cannot be removed and are something that she will need to live with for the rest of her life.

‘You get used to it,’ I respond as I wrap my arm around her and draw her closer. I’m so happy that she survived, but her recovery will be more than a physical one. We’re in my small bedroom and Eve crawls onto the bed next to Luna, pulling her friend into her arms.

They’ve been through so much together and share a bond that I'll never understand.

‘We’ll help in any way we can,’ Eve says as she strokes Luna’s hair, then leans down to kiss the top of her blonde head. It’s late evening and my first procedure has been completed. It was painful, and according to Carl, it will only get worse. I’ll tolerate it as long as necessary, but Ida has been in contact with someone who may be able to help us.

‘It’s like I can feel them,’ Luna murmurs as she slides her fingers over her forearm and visibly shivers. It will take time for her to adjust, but she will, and we’ll be there for her.

The door to the outside slides open. ‘Hello?’

‘We’re in here,’ Eve shouts and Ida rushes through the bedroom door. She met with our contact who can get us away from Mars and onto Earth. The thought of leaving the relative safety of this place concerns me, but it may be my only chance to survive. Even though Moira and Carl insist that their work will not be fatal, I don’t believe them. They will not be satisfied until I am completely dissected and recent events have made me realize how much I want to live.

Ida lays next to me on the bed, resting her head on my shoulder as she leans close and whispers into my ear.

‘He can do it.’ Her breath is hot and her floral scent surrounds me as she shifts on the bed and rests her hand on my chest and confirms that she’s found a ship we can leave on. When her lips meet mine, I melt, attempting to stay lucid as her kisses drift to my other ear and she straddles me. ‘Will you be able to get away from your guard?’

‘Yes,’ I murmur. Eve moves closer, her lips meeting Ida’s as the plan unfolds. Luna watches and I worry that she’s getting too excited, but when my eyes lock onto hers and she gives me a smile, I relax as the four of us work together to find a way out of here.

‘When?’ I ask, my eyes locked on Ida as Eve moves behind her and peels off her shirt, exposing the other woman’s large, firm breasts, then leaning forward to cup them as she whispers something into Ida’s ear. Luna’s eyes drink in the scene and she leans over to kiss me, her lips warm and moist as she pushes her tongue into my mouth.

‘Next week,’ Eve whispers as she slides her hand down Ida’s torso and pushes her finger into her slit. It’s too soon, but the plan solidifies as Eve helps Ida onto my cock, then crawls towards Luna. My hands wrap around Ida’s small waist, squeezing her pale skin as she bites her lip and moves slowly, deliberately, bringing me to the edge, then backing away.

Luna pulls Eve against her, stroking the other woman’s dark hair as Eve takes one of Luna’s light pink nipples between her lips. She sucks and bites the soft pink skin as Luna releases a satisfied gasp. Eve moves to her lips, then her ear and I see her telling Luna the plan. Luna’s eyes brighten as she slides her hand down Eve’s torso and between her legs and her excitement about our imminent departure feels palpable.

Ida moans loudly for the listening devices and I smile despite myself. Privacy is a valuable commodity here and the monitors will become suspicious if we’re quiet for too long. I want them to hear us fucking, to assume that we’re content and compliant.

Luna’s eyes widen and Eve smiles at me, giving me a nod as she leans over to kiss me, then Ida, and I see her whisper something in Ida’s ear, rocking her hips slowly as her breath quickens and Eve leans over to suck on her stiff red nipple. My hands guide Ida as she moves and I think about what she told me and realize that this is no place to raise a child.

‘I think this is going to happen,’ Eve murmurs to me as Ida speeds up and her body clenches around me and she cries out. I hold off as Ida slides away and Eve leans over to take my cock into her hot mouth, licking off the remnants of Ida. I stroke her hair as Ida kisses me. My body is on fire, but I try to stay lucid and focused.

‘He can drop us in the northern hemisphere. There are several settlements around that area, but the journey will take several days.’ I nod as Eve takes me deeper into her throat.

‘Will Luna be able to handle it?’ I ask. I look at her and even though she’s improved, she still appears wan.

‘We don’t have a choice,’ Ida says as I feel my body tense, then relax as Eve strokes me slowly then mounts me. She feels so good and I caress her breast, pinching her nipple as Ida lovingly slides her fingers down her cheek and whispers into her ear. I can’t hold off much longer and let go, filling her as her body shakes and she collapses on top of me.

Ida returns to Luna, whispering to her as she strokes her soft body and we fall asleep in the dark room. Concerns about our plan mount in my mind as the minutes tick by. I pull Eve into my arms, relishing the sensation of her skin against mine and as I consider what I have to do, and worry that I’ll lose the last shred of my humanity.


Chapter 12


‘I see you’ve recovered from the most recent procedure,’ Moira says as I enter her office.

She’s preoccupied with her plants. I watch as she carefully mists a small succulent, then picks out a few dead leaves, casually tossing them into the composter before turning her attention to me. Her hair is loose and straight, hanging like a white curtain against the lightly wrinkled skin of her cheek. ‘We will begin the next phase shortly. I understand Luna is also doing well.’

‘Yes,’ I respond neutrally. There’s no need to elaborate on my condition, she knows everything. My body is still sore from the removal of muscle tissue yesterday. Carl told me that the bone extraction is next. As with the muscle extraction, there will be no sedative or local anesthesia.

I can bear it, but I won’t.

I’ve been careful to appear completely cooperative, and my attempt at deceit is working. The guard has been dismissed and I’m allowed to walk freely through the facility. We are still being monitored, but the surveillance is significantly less intrusive.

I allow the scalpel I pilfered from the medical bay yesterday to slide from my sleeve as I walk behind Moira. She’s distracted by something on her terminal and I act like I’m studying the plants behind her. I swore to myself that I wouldn’t kill again, that I would not bear the weight of that responsibility, but I can’t let her continue. She is the beating heart of the cloning program — without her, it will likely die.

This needs to end.

‘Have any of the women you’ve been with become pregnant?’ she asks. I pretend to be interested in a plant on a high shelf behind her, but glance at the cameras that are positioned in the back corner of the room.

‘No.’

‘We weren’t certain if it was possible, but with the current decline in the population, we may need to accelerate some sort of breeding program. Perhaps we’ll enlist your companions in the effort.’

The casual way she says that causes my vision to narrow and my outrage to swell as I decide that this has to be done now. I will not allow her to have them.

I glance in her direction again. If I pretended to look at something on her terminal, I could easily slit her throat. I see it happening, hear the sound of the small knife as it slices through her soft flesh like butter. A chill races through me and I push aside my reluctance.

This isn’t for me. This is for them. Eve. Luna. Ida. My brothers.

I have to do it.

‘Our current population consists of significantly more females. I believe that we could dilute the gene pool with altered genetic material from the clones,’ she murmurs to herself as she types something into the terminal, then points towards her calculations. ‘What do you think?’

This is it, the opportunity I’ve been waiting for.

I approach her, forcing my resolve as she points at some figures on the pad in front of her and I lean over her shoulder. I can see her pulse in her neck and consider severing the vein there, but decide to stick to my original plan.

Luna and Ida are already en route to the ship. Eve will meet me at the southern junction of this corridor. The ship is scheduled to depart in twenty-seven minutes. If I’m caught, they can still leave without me. I told them to go, that this was what I wanted and I can only hope that they will obey my wishes.

‘You can see that the genetic variance has increased over the past several months. However, it’s not enough to ensure longevity. I…’

Silence.

I carefully clasp my hand over her mouth and feel her body stiffen when she realizes what’s about to happen. A moan ripples through her and I tighten my grip as I hesitate. I told myself that this wouldn’t happen again, but remind myself that I have no choice. She would continue to dissect me, creating more clones and destroying even more as she realizes her goal.

This has to happen.

She doesn’t make a sound and I position the scalpel at her throat; the point piercing the skin, a reminder of what happened to me on Orbital Prime. Only this time, there’s no clone waiting to receive her consciousness. Her life will end and I will have taken it.

‘I can’t allow the program to continue, Dr Martin,’ I whisper into her ear. Her body spasms as her hands grasp the arms of her seat and I use all of my strength to keep her still. Any sudden movements could trigger a response from security and if that happens the station will probably go into lockdown.

My pulse is steady as I push the scalpel deeper, piercing her skin, then slicing through the cartilage of her windpipe. I wait for the guilt, but it doesn’t come, and my pulse remains steady. I take a step back, as though I’m finished looking at what she was showing me, then say a few words before casually waving goodbye and calmly exiting through the door of her office.

I walk through the hall alone at a steady pace. Luna and Ida should already be on board the vessel that’s taking us away from here and I see Eve waiting for me near the dining hall. I enjoy my last moments in the corridors of the beautiful station, worried about what awaits us on Earth.

‘Is it done?’ Eve asks casually when she spots me — walking in my direction, then standing on her toes to give me a kiss. It feels so good and she grips my hand, guiding me as we attempt a normal pace towards the cargo bay. This scene is too familiar and I hate that it’s happening again.

I only hope that this will be the last time.


Epilogue


I feel like an alien on this strange world.

As I look up at the blue sky and take a deep breath of the fragrant air that surrounds me, my mind drifts back to the orbital station and I marvel at how different this place is, how far I’ve come. Aside from the occasional shout or noise from the farming equipment, silence pervades here and there’s no life support other than that which is provided by nature.

We arrived at the Lucas North Settlement three months ago. The transport vessel from Mars left us at an abandoned military installation, then gave us directions and provisions for the journey west. We travelled for two weeks, joining up with another group who also sought refuge. When we arrived, we were welcomed. The settlements need workers and with new arrivals every week, ours will soon be bursting at the seams.

Everything about my new life is a struggle, but I relish every moment, and for the first time that I can remember, I feel at ease. We are all colonists on our home planet, working to rebuild it after the devastation, and my life has taken on new meaning as I assist in that goal.

Eve told the alderman that we fled one of the research outposts on Titan. He didn’t bother to ask how we survived. Because most of the records were destroyed, they cannot confirm any of this but we were welcomed and given a small plot of land near the thriving village at the heart of the colony. Technology is used sparingly, but effectively and I’ve found a certain level of peace in the awareness that this life cycle will be my last.

Luna tells me that there are great cities somewhere, but they are far away. I told her that I want to remain here; she agreed and that was the end of the discussion. None of my brothers have arrived, so I am safe for now, anonymous and learning to fit in.

I take a break from the tilling machine and glance at Ida, whose belly grows fuller every day. When she told me she was pregnant with my son, I was shocked. I didn’t realize it was possible and in the evenings, I lay with my head resting on her stomach to remind myself that he’s real. The thrill of seeing him grow is indescribable and my heart explodes every time I look at her.

Luna desperately wants one of her own, but the nanites that saved her life make that impossible. I know it hurts her terribly, but Ida’s child will belong to all of us.

A low rumble sounds in the distance as a drop of water falls on my skin. Luna and I are planning the spring crops and an approaching thunderstorm is going to derail our efforts. I suddenly think of Moira and her search for perfection, and Max and his desire for chaos, then push the memories away. I did what had to be done to give us this life and I wouldn't change any of it.

‘Will, did you order the seeds?’ Luna shouts, interrupting my thoughts, as she marks off the field for planting. A bird flies overhead and I stare as it lets out a loud squawk, then lands in a nearby tree.

‘Not yet,’ I have an endless list of things to do, but I get lost in the grass and trees and sky and wonder why our species continue to push outwards instead of relishing what we have here.

The thought is abandoned as I return my attention to Luna. Her skin is lightly tanned and her blonde hair is pulled back into a loose bun, with tendrils falling out that brush across the bare skin of her neck. I remember how feral she was when we first met and how we almost lost her. So much has changed. This is where she belongs.

I belong here, too.

‘What?’ she asks, squinting her blue eyes as she stares at me.

‘Nothing. Just remembering…’ She stands on her toes and kisses me, that simple act still as exciting as the first time. They are my home, and now that we’re here in this strange and beautiful place, I feel as though my life is finally beginning.

***
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The beginning is the most difficult.

That’s what I always heard growing up, but it didn't take me long to realize those words were a lie. After years of doing the wrong thing, I was on the run for stealing money from some guys who didn't take theft lightly. Just when I thought I was going to get away, a car crash nearly ended my dreams and my life.

Farrah rescued me, took me in, patched me up and gave me my first home in years. I owed her so much and the fact that she was as gorgeous as she was smart made me fall even harder for her. Elle, a tantalizing woman whose life almost ended before it began, wanted me gone and would stop at nothing to get me away from the ranch. When Willa came into the picture, things got even more complicated and I wondered if I had made the right decision to stick around.

They needed another hand and I was ready to help them in any way I could, I only hoped that my past wouldn't catch up with me and ruin it all.

***
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Wayward
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0F6SWJP6K

I never thought I’d find the woman of my dreams, let alone three…

When I left home at 17, I thought I understood what I was giving up. Running away from my small hometown seemed like the best option and I was ready to leave it all behind. Now it’s ten years later, and the world has changed, but I’m still the same.

Without a dime to my name and no hope for a stable future, I start working for an old family friend and reunite with my high school flame. Jen has grown up and the awkward girl I knew is now a passionate, gorgeous woman who has a secret that she wants to keep. I realize it’ll take time to regain her trust, but I’m up for the challenge.

Tricia, a fiery redhead with a body to die for, steps in to pick up the pieces and is eager to show me everything that I’ve missed out on while I was away. With her help, I begin to rebuild my life, even though I can’t be certain she wants to be a part of it.

A random encounter with Nora, the town’s hot new librarian, ends with me wanting more and when my grandmother tells me about an inheritance, things finally start to turn around. I can’t wait to find out what happens next.
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