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Part 1


Status Report


Neptune Orbital Station 55792

All systems normal. Anticipating automated delivery of supplies in two days. Received transmission from an alien vessel for docking permission. Denied permission and instructed the vessel to proceed to Neptune Orbital Prime.

Priority response requested.


Chapter 1


‘This is Neptune Orbital Station 55792, please advise of your position and status.’ The station’s proximity alarm bellows loudly overhead as an unknown alien ship approaches.

Scans indicate it is a small vessel from outside the Sol system. However, the origin is unknown and I have been instructed to deny docking privileges to unidentified visitors unless an emergency is declared. I send a priority message to Neptune command containing information from the scan and await their response as the alarm blares in the background.

There is no reply.

I make a thorough assessment of the facts at hand and utilize my knowledge, gained from decades of training, to determine how to proceed. I adjust the frequency of the transmission and receive an immediate response. The alien’s message is clearer now, but my translator is still having difficulty parsing the words. Regardless, the gist of its message is clear.

‘I ssshhh permission … at your station. My ssshhh been damaged … emergency.’ A gruff voice, heavily distorted by static replies, and I check the information my sensors have gleaned to determine if its request can be accommodated. This orbital station is small, and larger ships are required to proceed to the command center for processing, no matter their condition.

‘Please proceed to Neptune Orbital Prime, unknown vessel. They will assist you there.’ The creature screams and I adjust my communication device to minimize my discomfort from the intense sound.

‘Ssshhh to proceed. Again, ssshhh dock at your station.’ Section 55 of the Station Operations Manual clearly states that if an incoming vessel is heavily damaged, docking is permitted if the vessel does not exceed one hundred meters in length. I study the available information and determine that the ship has the ability to attach to the station’s airlock.

‘Alien vessel, we can accommodate you. Please state your origin and current status.’ The signal disappears and I work to reestablish it. ‘Alien vessel, I cannot give you permission to dock until we know your status.’

‘Yes, ssshhh station, … is damaged and I am injured. Again, I ssshhh permission … dock.’

‘I am transmitting the arrival coordinates now.’ I input the information, hesitating slightly before sending it, then await a response.

There’s a loud explosion on the other end and I realize that this creature’s situation is more dire than I originally assumed. The radio transmission goes silent and is replaced by the quiet breath of the station as the various life support functions cycle through their familiar patterns.

Oxygen creation, air purification, carbon dioxide extraction, repeat.

The rhythm plays like a familiar tune in my head and I take a deep breath as I hear the hiss of the docking clamps and the airlock seal form a protective barrier. This safeguard will prevent the transfer of any external elements that could harm the station or its sole occupant: me. The thin layer of clear polycarbonate is my only defense and I pause when I remember that my sidearm is locked away in a closet across the cargo bay.

I hope I will not need it.

I leave the command terminal in the center of the circular station and slowly walk through the small cargo bay, towards the airlock and await my visitor. The door of its vessel slides open slowly and the creature emerges, clearly injured.

The alien is large, at least three meters in height and its body is covered in thick, matted fur. Its powerful claws grasp the handles of the small room as it attempts to support itself and when its fiery eyes lock with mine, I experience a sensation that I cannot explain.

It grunts and screams as the rear airlock door closes behind it, trapping it inside the narrow space. An ultraviolet beam traces over its body and when the green light on the door handle switches on, I release the lock. The creature collapses into the cargo bay, a stream of viscous yellow fluid spilling from its hairy body as it lets out a feral cry that echoes through the station and sends a chill through me.


Chapter 2


Alien visitors to orbital stations are exceedingly rare. One of my duties is to intercept, greet and inform the incoming lifeforms of the Sol system’s protocols for transit.

The Neptune Orbital array is the first line of defence for the Mars Colonies, Jupiter Lunar Colonies as well as our system’s government on Earth. The Neptune Orbital platform monitors activity outside of the system and coordinates incoming traffic in order to create an efficient and streamlined arrival procedure.

I’m very proud of the work that I do.

The arrival procedures flow through my mind. I’ve studied them thousands of times, but as I stare at the lifeform on the floor, I’m at a sudden loss. I realize that the theoretical plan differs vastly from the practical.

‘Where are you injured?’ I ask, attempting to remain calm as I watch the creature convulse on the floor.

During my remote medical training, I was instructed to speak calmly to the patient in order to ascertain where the injury has occurred. I am fully qualified as a medic and am familiar with emergency lifesaving procedures for several species that frequent this system, however, this creature is unfamiliar to me and I am uncertain how to help it.

‘Aaaaah.’ An ear-piercing scream escapes its throat as another gush of the yellow fluid spews from its body. It is clearly in pain and in its current state, I am certain that there is nothing I can do to aid it. I retrieve the emergency surgical box from its place on the wall and prepare a dose of synthetic morphine to dull the discomfort from its injury.

As I draw the liquid into the syringe, the creature groans one last time, its large body sprawled into an impossible position as its immense claws twitch in a final spasm.

I’ve never witnessed death before and this new experience is indescribable.

I stare at the lifeless body in front of me as I consider my next steps. This creature has died and it is my duty to determine its origin and reason for entering the Sol system. I return to my observation desk and file another report, sending it to Neptune Orbital Prime, then search through station documentation to find the correct procedure for this particular situation.

I determine the creature should be moved to the cryo receptacle until it can be returned to its place of origin. The vessel must be inspected, cargo cataloged and turned over in its entirety to the system authorities upon their arrival.

I activate the single cryo station at the edge of the cargo bay and drag the cadaver across the floor. I rest several times during the process, but I am ultimately able to load its massive, lifeless body inside. Its anatomy is unusual and I make a note to complete a full investigation during my daily free time. Interactions with outsiders are rare, in fact, I have not had a single visitor to this station since my arrival. This could prove to be an interesting investigation and likely well worth my time and energy.

As the cryo pod cycles on, I take one last look at the creature, fixing its grotesque features in my mind as the glass frosts and I’m once again alone.

That word lingers in my mind.

Alone.

My status as the sole occupant of Neptune Orbital Station 55792 has never concerned me previously and I wonder if the sudden introduction and equally sudden departure of this unexpected guest has caused this unwanted incursion into my thoughts.

I decide that I'm overdue for a medical exam and make a mental note to complete it as soon as this unsettling situation is resolved.

I was hatched here. If that’s not a word you’re familiar with, it can best be described as the state in which clones are “born”. When I emerged from my chrysalis, I was fully formed, aware of my purpose and ready to serve.

My model is a replicant of Niels Lee, the founder and administrator of the original Mars colony. Our series was designed to work as caretakers and assigned to the various orbital platforms that protect and serve the system as a whole.

I resume my duties, continuing my investigation as I make an initial scan of the ship’s hull after resealing the airlock. Titanium alloy with radium shielding- not advanced by any means but capable of providing protection during long distance travel. I slowly enter the vessel, the acrid scent of organic refuse overwhelming my senses.

My station is kept in immaculate condition and the state of the alien ship is significantly less impressive.

The bridge is small, but sufficient. Several of the screens above the navigational consoles have blown out and this was likely the source of the loud explosion I heard during the earlier communication. I open the next door, stepping into a small set of living quarters with two beds, a galley and some sort of toilet. The offensive smell grows more intense as I proceed to the rear cargo hold and shine my light on an extensive collection of what the system authorities would consider contraband.

Weapons, sophisticated electronics and various other illicit items fill the shelves that line the relatively large hold. The creature was likely involved in smuggling and I shake my head as I speculate that his life likely ended the way it was lived- steeped in intense and pointless violence.

Such a waste.

My inspection is interrupted when I hear movement and shine my flashlight onto a crate in the corner. The foul scent intensifies the closer I move towards it and the skittering inside causes me to freeze as I pause my work to assess the container.

The box could contain livestock, creatures for illegal trade or animals for medical experimentation. I stop to consult my manual in order to determine the correct procedure for handling this situation when I hear a faint voice.

‘Help.’

‘Sssh.’ Another voice attempts to silence the first.

I speculate that the sounds are coming from two different creatures and as I kneel down in front of the crate, peering through the small air holes, my gaze locks with a pair of blue eyes peering out from the shadows inside.

There are several species in this sector that have similar features to humans, but I’m almost certain that these foul creatures are, in fact, human. The crate is terribly small and even though I should leave them where they are until the authorities can collect them, I relent, opening their container and allowing them to stand.

The pair are filthy and the odor that is released with them, almost intolerable. The darker one stands to her full height, her eyes locked onto me as she stretches her body, extending her arms over her head before offering assistance to the one still shivering inside.

Their clothing consists of rags soaked with human waste. As the one with the lighter hair stands, my gaze drifts over her body. They’re both clearly malnourished and as the paler one stares at me with her clear blue eyes, I realize she is afraid.

‘Where are we?’ The darker one asks as her gaze locks with mine and an electric current courses through my body.


Chapter 3


‘Your ship is currently docked with Neptune Orbital Station 55792…’ I start and the one with golden hair rudely interrupts.

‘Neptune? I thought we’d left the system.’ A panicked expression colors her features and I can’t understand why she’s reacting this way. Her skin is caked with dirt and she smells like feces. The odor is overwhelming and I’m having a difficult time breathing in the dank, enclosed space.

‘Are you human?’ I ask.

‘Yes, no. Are you?’ The one with the golden hair stutters as she stares at me, her large blue eyes overflowing with emotion. My body grows warm as I consider the fact that these are the only humans I’ve ever met. We likely share a common ancestor and even though I can find no commonality with them in their current condition, being in such close proximity to another from my species is strangely comforting.

‘I am a replicant of Dr. Niels Lee, the founder of the Mars Colony. I have been assigned to this station to intercept visitors to the Sol system and monitor activity in and around the Kuiper Belt.’ The darker-haired woman looks relieved and grabs the hand of the other one.

‘We need to go.’ The one with the golden hair says and turns her attention to her companion.

‘Are you alone?’ The dark one asks. Her question is oddly phrased and even though there is a simple answer to her query, I wonder if there is more to what she is asking. Her eyes are like dark pools and I struggle to look away.

‘Yes. Your companion is now deceased. He exited the airlock and collapsed onto the floor of the cargo bay.’ The one with the darker hair appears to be pleased with that information and laughs. I’m confused, but determine that now is not the time to question her reaction.

A more comprehensive interview will be conducted at a later time.

My duty is to classify the women and report their presence. Although they appear to be human, if they are without documentation, they will be remanded to the detention center on Triton to await assignment to a colony. Until then, they clearly require care.

‘You can remain on this vessel…’

‘No!’ The one with the golden hair shouts and the darker one wraps her arm around her companion’s quivering body in an attempt to comfort her. I find them indescribably foul, yet am drawn to them in a way I can’t explain.

‘Or you can move into the holding area of the station. The choice is yours.’ The one with the dark hair whispers something to the other and responds for both.

‘We would like to come onto the station.’ I nod, believing their decision to be the correct one, even if it complicates my life considerably. Inventory of the ship can be completed once they are settled in the holding area.

‘I would be happy to have you on board.’ I reply, placing my handheld scanner into its holder and carefully retreating towards the decontamination shower. After the filth I have just encountered, I’m certain that a thorough cleansing will be necessary. ‘I will go through first, then you follow, one at a time, please.’

The one with the dark hair nods in understanding as I step into the small circular airlock that protects the station. The door slides shut behind me and I feel pressure in my ears as the contaminated air is purified and a ray of ultraviolet light passes over my body, ridding me of any harmful parasites that may have invaded my clothing or epidermis during my short stay on the filthy ship.

The door slides open and I step into the clean air of the station and take a breath, relishing the sanitized odor as I reset the airlock.

‘One of you may enter.’ The woman with the golden hair appears terrified as her friend pushes her inside and I realize that she must be cold in the scraps of material that are barely covering her body. I will ensure that they are both properly attired once they are clean.

Her blue eyes fill with terror as the contaminated air is forced out and the filter scans her for any remaining microbes. Once she is cleared, the door opens and she stumbles out, still filthy, but nontoxic. The other woman is calmer and has possibly been through the decontamination process before; she holds out her arms and allows the laser to do its work.

Once they’re both clear, I smile and feel oddly torn about their presence on the station.

‘Please follow me. I will need you to brief me on your knowledge of the creature and what happened to his ship, but first, allow me to extend my hospitality and show you to your quarters.’ They both look relieved and the one with the dark hair grabs the hand of the other and leads her across the smooth floor of pressurized carbonate from which each station in the Kuiper Belt is constructed.

‘Can you tell me more about this station?’ The one with the dark hair asks and I give her an abridged history of the Neptune Orbital project as well as the aims and goals of such a grand undertaking.

‘I am very proud of the work I do here.’ I say as I stop outside the holding area and motion for them to enter. The golden-haired one walks inside without hesitation, but the darker one looks at me with suspicion.

‘Is this a holding cell?’ She asks as she narrows her eyes suspiciously.

‘Yes,’ I reply with complete honesty. ‘I do not know your identity and am not certain why you were being held the way you were. This arrangement is for your safety as well as mine.’

My explanation appears to be sufficient and she enters the space, sighing when she sees the two small, clean beds and shower facilities that are provided.

‘Do you have any clothes that we could wear? Our previous… host was not very generous.’ The dark one says and my gaze lingers on the way that the stained fabric of her short dress brushes against the top of her dirty thigh as she folds her arms across her chest protectively.

‘Yes.’ I say as I push a button on one of the closets and the door slides open, revealing sets of white shirts and pants. ‘These are for your use, but please clean yourselves first.’ I can only assume from their current state that they haven’t bathed recently.

‘If that’s all…’ I start as I turn to leave.

‘Food.’ The golden haired one says abruptly.

‘Oh yes, my apologies.’ I reply as I point towards a console on an adjacent wall. ‘Water and nutritional supplements are provided here. Simply press these buttons,’ I motion towards the interface. ‘And the items will be dispensed there. Waste and your current clothing can be disposed of in that bin.’ I point towards the incinerator chute on the opposite wall.

‘If there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to contact me using this intercom.’ I say as I motion towards a red button next to the door. ‘Illumination terminates stationwide in three hours, so please complete your personal maintenance by then.’

I turn and hear the golden haired one murmur softly as I walk away.

‘Thank you.’


Chapter 4


I lock the door of my quarters.

This is unusual as I never have visitors, however, I don’t fully trust my guests. Even though they are locked in the holding area, I feel certain that were they to escape, they would not hesitate to harm me in order to leave the station.

I require 7.5 hours of sleep per cycle. Before my rest period begins I consume the medication that every service clone is required to ingest. The blue pill ensures my longevity. The red pill ensures that my body functions in an optimal way. The orange pill dulls my dopamine receptors and calms my mind.

I do not suffer from restlessness.

This is the result of maintaining a strict daily schedule for my century of existence. My body functions like a machine and as I wake the next morning and walk into the exercise area for my thirty minutes of cardiovascular activity followed by twenty minutes of strength training, I wonder how my guests are faring.

I shower and dress and check the incoming messages for a reply from command. There is none. I hesitate to send a full report until I learn the status of my guests. Neptune Orbital Prime will need details and at this point, I have only the minimum to share. Once I’ve discovered who these women are, I will send a full report of the incident.

The station is functioning at 97% efficiency. I notice a small fluid leak in one of the thrusters and send a repair drone to fix the problem. Once that is complete, I finish my morning monitoring flow, then lock the controls and leave the command station.

I see movement through the frosted glass of the holding cell door and input the code to release the lock. The door slides open and I don’t recognize the occupants. The feral creatures from yesterday have been replaced by two objectively attractive human women and I take a moment to observe their behavior before announcing my presence.

They are having a conversation and as the dark haired one leans against the wall, I notice how her eyes crinkle with laughter when the golden haired one says something that amuses her. She is thin, too thin, but as her lithe body relaxes, I feel myself responding to her presence in a way that I’ve never before experienced.

‘Hello.’ I say, suddenly feeling guilty about my unannounced observation. The golden haired one gives me a radiant smile before standing and walking towards me. Her dirt smudged face is now clean and clear and the objectionable odor long gone.

‘Good morning.’ The dark haired one says as she finishes a cup of water and discards the waste in the receptacle. ‘We feel human again. Thank you.’

I’m genuinely pleased and as the dark haired one takes a seat on the small sofa, her eyes rest on me with an odd familiarity.

‘I will need the details of your capture so that I can include your origin in my report.’ I announce and their warm smiles vanish and silence fills the space. When the dark haired one returns her attention to me, she softens her expression.

‘My name is Eve, by the way.’ She says and I’m pleased to know what to call her.

‘I’m Luna.’ The one with the golden hair says and takes a step towards me and extends her hand in greeting. Because of my limited exposure to humans, I don’t fully understand their subtle gestures, but they both appear to be friendly and I hope that the remainder of our time together will pass without incident.

‘Today I will continue my inventory of the items on the alien vessel. Is this something you would be able to assist me with?’ I ask and Luna’s eyes widen with fear. I understand that expression implicitly and regret that she has such an intense reaction to my request.

‘We were only, uh… guests of the creature for a short time.’ Eve says as she moves to comfort her friend. ‘I doubt we would be much help.’ I watch with interest as Eve wraps her arms around Luna and attempts to soothe her. Clearly they have experienced a shared trauma and perhaps my request for assistance was too hastily made.

I decide to wait until they have the opportunity to adjust to their new environment before making another attempt at recruiting them. At the least, knowing their origin would assist in determining when and where the items were pilfered and if this is an ongoing problem or an isolated incident.

‘Does this station have a medical bay?’ Eve asks, breaking the silence.

‘Yes, this station is equipped with adequate medical facilities. Do you have an issue that needs to be addressed?’ I ask. Neither appears injured, but I remember from my training that not all injuries are obvious to the casual observer.

‘Before I met her, Luna was involved in an… incident.’ Eve says vaguely as she glances at the other woman. ‘She’s in need of medical attention that I could provide, given the proper equipment.’

‘Of course.’ I respond, hoping that Eve will elaborate, but realizing that I can’t expect them to confide in me until I’ve gained their trust. ‘If her medical situation is not urgent, I would prefer to complete the inventory of the ship first.’

‘It’s not urgent.’ Eve says as she strokes Luna’s golden hair. ‘I would be willing to help you today if we can tend to her wound tomorrow.’

‘Yes, that’s fine. I’m conducting repairs on a broken thruster, however I should be able to return to the ship within the hour. Please join me when you are able.’ I say as I leave the women and notice that Luna is still distraught. I would have assumed that the safety of the station would be sufficient comfort, but her experience with the creature has left her skittish and distrustful.

An hour later, I board the alien vessel and when I hear the airlock open behind me, a jolt of emotion rushes through my body. I had never considered myself lonely before, my work was all that was necessary for me to be content, but the events of the past day have caused me to reassess that assumption.

‘What do you need me to do?’ Eve asks as she walks carefully past the burnt consoles and detritus covering the floor. The foul odor has dissipated slightly and I find it easier to breathe, however Eve scrunches her nose as she comes closer and I wonder if it's the odor or the memories that disturb her.

‘I’m currently cataloging the items in the storage bay. Many appear to be objects that belong to various orbital stations and arrays. It’s odd that this creature was able to procure so much without the authorities taking notice.’ I say and Eve shrugs, burying her hands in the pockets of her pants as she bites her lip. Her dark eyes are slightly slanted and narrow at the edges, giving her a feline quality that is pleasant to look at.

‘He may have scavenged the items off repair vessels.’ She suggests, taking a step towards one of the shelves, her eyes scanning the contents as she picks up a device and studies it.

‘Tell me, what happened to the ship?’ I ask and she replaces the device, her fingers trailing across its surface as she turns to face me. She runs her hands through her long dark hair as she sighs deeply.

‘I sabotaged the controls.’ She confesses and I’m surprised that she’s willing to answer honestly. ‘During our last stop, I was able to escape and rewire the navigation console to explode once we were in flight. I had hoped to take control of the vessel, but our captor realized that our cage was unlocked before leaving the station and I was unable to follow through with my plan.’

‘So you murdered the creature?’

‘Yes.’ She says as she glances at the crate, then looks away. ‘You can understand why, I hope.’

‘It is not for me to decide your guilt. I’m certain the system authorities will look at your case and give you a fair trial.’ I say as I return my attention to a basket of switches and sockets.

‘Yeah, whatever.’ She replies flippantly as she picks up an unfamiliar object and holds it in her hands. ‘This is an epidermal regenerator. Do you have one on the station?’

I take the object from her and rotate it in my hands as she watches, her sharp eyes observing my every movement and I can only assume that it was because of this keen observational ability that she was able to sabotage the ship's equipment. That realization concerns me and I replace the object.

‘Yes,’ I reply belatedly. Her confession has disturbed me deeply and as we continue the inventory, I realize that the two women are not as helpless as I initially assumed and determine that I will need to keep them under close observation during their stay. If they were willing to commit sabotage once, they will likely do it again should the need arise.


Chapter 5


I retire to my quarters. It’s been a surprising day and as I write out my report, I delete the mention of my guests before sending. I immediately feel as though I’ve done something wrong.

It is a lie of omission and I remind myself to complete a full medical diagnostic once the current situation has been resolved. I make a note before glancing at the pills that have been dispensed neatly on the tray in front of me.

I take the red one, then the blue, but I stare at the orange for a few moments before tossing it in the waste receptacle.

I have my first dream.

It’s a muddled mess, but the imagery remains with me when I wake and invades my thoughts as I exercise and shower and begin my daily duties. Eve was helpful yesterday and there are only a few more items that need to be cataloged. I should be able to complete that task alone.

I enter the alien vessel and a wave of emotion overwhelms me as I stare at the charred remains of the navigation controls and realize that this is where the creature was fatally injured. The thought inexplicably stirs me and as I turn to face the crate where Eve and Luna were housed, irrational anger surges through my body.

I scream as I fling the top of the cage across the space, remembering the condition in which I found them and experience a sudden hatred towards the creature for treating them the way that he did.

A few seconds later, I realize what has happened and am filled with shame. I cannot be an effective caretaker if I allow myself to be overwhelmed by pointless emotion. I join Eve and Luna for my midday meal and notice that Eve is staring at me again.

‘What’s your name?’ Eve asks pointedly and I’m unsure of how to respond. I’ve always been referred to as caretaker and I don’t see why that would change now.

‘Caretaker.’

‘Well we can’t call you that.’ Luna says with a smile and my body tingles pleasantly. ‘We should name you.’ Her blue eyes are teasing me and it sends a wave of energy surging through me. I like when she speaks to me this way.

‘Maybe we should ask if he has a preference first.’ Eve says with an even tone and I appreciate her level headedness.

‘I don’t know…’ I say as I try to think of what I would like to be called. ‘Perhaps René. I’ve always enjoyed reading the philosophy of Descartes— cogito ergo sum. The idea of thought being the proof of one’s existence is fascinating.’

‘I’m not going to call you René.’ Luna says with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. I’ve seen her do this several times, but am still unsure about its meaning. She is clearly the more passionate of the two and relies on her emotions to make decisions whereas Eve considers the results of her actions before she reacts.

‘What about William? I knew a William once, he was a good man.’ Eve’s eyes glaze over and her expression saddens. A strange sensation overwhelms me and I feel the urge to comfort her.

‘We could call him Will.’ Luna suggests, completely ignoring her friend’s distress as she stares at me and another emotion nags at me insistently. Now I fully understand why I was given the orange pill and I realize that it could be advantageous to resume its use.

‘I like Will.’ I say, as we continue eating. The meal consists of two nutrition bars and a glass of water. Luna stares at the bars before picking one up and taking a bite.

‘You eat this every day?’ She asks as she chews slowly and washes it down with a sip of water. When she slides her tongue across her full lips, I feel another jolt inside of me, this one extremely pleasant.

‘Yes. It’s sufficient.’ I say as I finish the first bar and take a sip of water. Eve is still distraught and slides the brown brick of food around distractedly. ‘Do either of you have any training that could be considered useful?’

Their fate concerns me and if they have no actionable skills, they will likely be sent to a labor camp. From what I have been led to believe, the conditions at these facilities are less than desirable.

‘I was trained as a medic.’ Eve says as her eyes lock with mine. Her expression is indecipherable and I still don’t understand how she ended up on the alien vessel.

‘Excellent. What about you, Luna?’ I shift my attention and Luna slides the food away and crosses her arms defensively. Her demeanor is combative, and I look at Eve, deciding not to pry further into her past.

‘How much longer will we be here?’ She asks Eve and I assume that the question was meant for me.

‘I still need to inform the authorities of your presence. They will likely send a ship in the next several days to retrieve you and the alien vessel.’ I find it odd that they have not responded, but it has been years since I was in direct communication with command and there may be an issue with my report. I will check this afternoon to make sure it was received.

‘That’s fine.. Will, Luna is feeling slightly disoriented. She was taken before she could learn a trade, so she would likely need training.’ Luna gets up and refills her water, drinks it and angrily tosses the cup in the incinerator before retreating to her bed and curling into a tight ball.

‘That’s correct. You’re familiar with the protocol?’ I ask, surprised again that someone with her obvious intelligence would end up in the position in which I found her.

‘Yes, I worked on a mining vessel for several years as a medical specialist. That’s where I learned about improvised explosives.’ Eve explains with a sparkle in her eye. She glances at Luna on the bed and changes the subject. ‘You promised yesterday that I could see your medical facilities. Could we do that now?’

‘Of course. We made an agreement and I intend to honor it.’ We finish our meal and I escort her to the medical bay.


Chapter 6


‘I knew one of the other…models of your type.’ Eve says as she inspects the available medical supplies. She glances at me, then pulls her hair into an elastic band as she returns her attention to the surgical arm of the multitool that extends from the ceiling. Its use is limited, but I keep a watchful eye on her, the fact that she confessed to sabotaging the alien vessel front and center in my mind.

Thus far the medical bay has primarily been utilized for my annual checkups and its condition is immaculate. I closely monitor Eve’s skilled movements as she carefully inspects the equipment. She removes one of the sharp pincers attached to the tip of the surgical tool and blows on it before replacing it and making a note of its position.

I could watch her work for hours and it takes an unnatural amount of time to process her earlier statement and determine an appropriate response.

‘Were you on an orbital station?’ I ask.

‘Yes.’ Her voice is clipped and she focuses her attention back on the task at hand. ‘Would you hand me the screwdriver?’ I comply and watch as she tightens the connection and moves the arm, making a slight adjustment to the angle and tension.

My gaze rests on her long, smooth neck as it arches and I wonder how the soft skin would feel against my lips. The thought is extremely arousing and my body responds as the fantasy plays itself out in my mind.

‘What?’ She asks when she notices me staring and I suddenly feel hot. This sensation has occurred several times and is more pronounced when I’m in close proximity to my guests. I look away as Eve tucks her dark hair behind her ear, a smile curling her rosy lips.

‘What was he like?’ I ask, suddenly curious about my brother. I had never given significant thought to the fact that there were others like me and even though I am aware of their existence, my curiosity about them is suddenly piqued.

‘He was like you.’ She says as she looks away and double checks the integrity of the adjustment. ‘Only less concerned with protocol.’ A light laugh escapes her throat and I hear Luna approaching as I attempt to parse the meaning of her words.

I had assumed that each of us would be identical in every way. We were designed to be an army of service drones, capable of working for years in isolation with little to no guidance. Knowing that another caretaker performed less than optimally causes me to question my own recent shortcomings.

‘Is it fixed?’ Luna asks as she moves closer and takes a look.

‘Yeah, we should be able to extract the shrapnel now.’ Eve says confidently as she takes a step back from the device and motions for Luna to sit on the table. As she does, Luna unties the strings that hold her loosely fitted shirt together, then slides the material away from her body.

Her sudden nakedness causes me to feel disoriented and I grab a nearby console to steady myself as she lays prone on the table. She adjusts her body to center herself on the cool surface and I try not to stare as Eve adjusts the surgical arm over the jagged scar that runs from the top of the other woman’s left breast and extends to her shoulder.

I attempt to focus my eyes on the scar but Luna’s casual nudity is causing me to feel hot and lightheaded. My gaze drifts over her small breasts and dwells on the tiny pink nipples that tighten as cool air from the nearby ducts drifts over her exposed skin.

‘Lay completely still.’ Eve murmurs as she positions the arm directly over the scar on Luna’s shoulder. When she notices me staring, I look away, suddenly feeling ashamed about my erratic thoughts. I busy myself with a nearby piece of equipment but use any excuse to return my attention to Luna’s naked torso.

I imagine cupping her breasts in my hands, taking one of her pale pink nipples between my lips. My body is responding against my will and I feel a stirring in my groin. Eve secures her with the black nylon straps that are attached to the underside of the table and I look away, attempting to breathe normally as my pulse races.

‘Will, can you come here and hold her down? This part can be painful and she needs to remain completely immobile.’ Eve’s voice is distant and I take a deep breath before returning to the treatment table. ‘Hold her there,’ Eve points to Luna’s arm. ‘And there.’ The second location is her ribcage directly under her breast. I comply, savoring the texture of Luna’s soft skin beneath my fingers.

Eve injects a local numbing agent into the affected area and we wait a few moments for it to take effect before the procedure begins. Luna convulses slightly as the laser cuts into her flesh, revealing a jagged piece of metal buried in her muscle.

I watch as Eve uses a pair of pincers to carefully remove the foreign object, taking care to examine the surrounding tissue for any remaining metallic splinters. Luna’s blue eyes lock onto mine as another cut is made a few centimeters above the first and the process repeated.

Luna’s cold hand grasps mine as Eve continues her work and her tightening grip indicates that the local anesthetic isn’t sufficient to fully dull the pain. As the procedure nears completion, a tear rolls down the side of Luna’s face and Eve wipes it away with her thumb as she straightens herself and inspects her work

‘I believe that’s all. You can let go.’ Eve says as she stitches together the small openings with a poly silicone thread and coats the affected area with antiseptic ointment. She releases the straps and Luna sits upright as she moves her arm and smiles gratefully at her friend.

‘It feels much better. Thank you.’ Luna says as she gingerly tugs on her shirt. My body returns to normal as Eve escorts her friend to their quarters for rest and I clean up the mess in the medical bay. I’m so distracted that I don’t realize I’m no longer alone.

‘She should be fine now.’ Eve says as she walks into the small room and I nod, glad that the problem has been resolved. Eve makes a few notes and I dispose of the surgical materials in the incinerator.

‘How did it happen?’ I ask. I still know so little about them and wonder how Luna could have been involved in such a violent altercation. Eve pauses, then looks at me for a few moments before returning to her task.

‘She was with some bad people and got hurt. It happens.’ I can tell that Eve is being deliberately obtuse. Even though I want to understand the circumstances surrounding her injury, I decide to leave it there for now.

They will confide in me if and when they feel that it is necessary.


Chapter 7


After several weeks of not ingesting the orange pill, the changes in my psyche are becoming more pronounced. I’m prone to fits of frustration, nervousness and anxiety. I also find my thoughts often linger on Luna and Eve- particularly their appearance in addition to their reactions to me.

I’m still unsure of the exact medication contained in the orange pill, that specific information in the database is restricted, but I assume that it dampened the ability for me to be fully human; to experience desire, pain and fear.

Ultimately, I have decided to allow Eve and Luna to remain here as long as they like and will not report them to the system authorities. It’s been almost three weeks since their arrival and should they decide to leave, I will miss them greatly, but I cannot determine their fate for them.

It must be their decision whether to leave or stay and when they join me in the control room, I assume that it is to inform me of their imminent departure. Luna’s expression is sad and Eve chews on her fingernail the way she always does when she’s nervous.

‘Will, we need to talk.’ Eve says with a hint of hesitation. The three of us are gathered around the command console and Luna glances at Eve with a look of discomfort as the other woman speaks.

‘Yes. What would you like to speak with me about?’ I put away the diagnostic pad and turn my full attention to Eve. She is very beautiful and it has been difficult to overlook that fact during our frequent interactions. I often stare at her and I believe that she has noticed my attraction, however, nothing has come of it and I hope to keep it that way.

‘Maybe we should wait.’ Luna says softly, clearly nervous and I can’t understand what they could need to tell me that would cause so much consternation.

‘No. It’s time.’ Eve is determined to get this over with and my heart begins to race as my fear mounts. I’m uncertain about remaining here alone.

Their presence has changed me and should they leave, I will likely terminate my existence.

The stray thought hangs in my mind as Luna grabs my hand and leads me towards the small alcove that juts off the command area. We sit on the sofa and Eve pulls a chair closer, then glances at Luna and clears her throat.

‘Will,’ she starts as she looks into my eyes. ‘There’s something you need to know.’

Her voice is calm and I stare at Luna for a second as the air recycling system shifts to purification mode, the familiar hum the only sound in the otherwise silent room.

‘Ok...’ I realize that I’m feeling impatient and am ready for her to continue. ‘What is it?’

‘The Sol system…’ she pauses as she motions towards the window and the dark space that surrounds us. ‘Is not the same now as it was...’ Her voice trails off and I realize that what they’re telling me is not at all what I was expecting.

‘What do you mean?’ I ask incredulously as she continues.

‘I mean that the institution that you’ve relied upon has experienced a complete and total collapse. There is no more unified government on Earth, and you may be the only person left who is still doing their job.’ Eve leans back in her seat, chewing her lip as her gaze shifts to Luna.

‘You’re not serious. This is a joke, right?’ I feel a laugh bubble up in my throat, but when I see the earnest expression on Eve’s face, I realize that this is not a humorous situation. ‘What… what do you mean?’

‘Five years ago, Earth’s population was decimated by a plague. I was being transported to a new mining vessel when the news came through. From what I’ve been able to gather, ninety percent of human life in the system succumbed. The disease spread quickly. I was lucky to be alone on a fully equipped ship and was able to ride it out in isolation.’

The words fall out of Eve's mouth dispassionately, as though they’ve lost all meaning.

‘I was on Earth, but wasn’t infected.’ Luna says with an intense sadness that I can’t even begin to understand. Her eyes stare into the distance and her voice softens as she recalls what happened. ‘They just died. Most would feel fine in the morning, but by dinner, they were dead. My whole family…’ Eve moves onto the sofa next to us and pulls Luna into her arms, stroking her hair and attempting to soothe her.

‘But I’m still receiving supplies.’ I say as I consider the possibility that she’s fabricated this entire story as a way to escape. Her blatant dishonesty is causing me to reconsider my earlier decision to let them leave.

‘The deliveries are fully automated and from an unmanned central supply depot.’ Eve kisses Luna’s golden hair as she strokes it softly. ‘The system is overrun with raiders from other planets. They kidnap survivors and steal from abandoned stations and depots. That’s why we were in that crate. I was captured a few weeks ago, Luna was already on the ship when I was taken.’

That information causes Luna to sob and I stare at both of them, unable to comprehend what they’re saying. Neither has a reason to lie about this and I think about the events of the last year as my mind races to disprove them.

I’ve had no response from Neptune Orbital Prime, inspections have not been processed and my recent requests for equipment have been ignored. These and other inconsistencies I’ve noticed recently corroborate what they’re telling me. I wish I could unhear them, go back to living in ignorance where my only duty was to the station, but that is impossible and I’m suddenly overwhelmed.

‘I need a few minutes to myself if you don’t mind.’ I stand, glancing at the two women before stiffly walking through the command room and towards my quarters.

I close the door behind me, then sit at the communication terminal, my hand hovering over the keyboard as I try to remember the date of my last communique. It was almost four years ago. I look through my message history for any sign that a catastrophic event had occurred, but there is nothing.

I’m unable to access the central database by design. If someone was to commandeer this orbital station, they would be unable to retrieve sensitive data. I would never know if there was a plague or a war or any other mass casualty event and I suppose that was the intention all along.

The thought unnerves me further and I collapse onto my bed, hands resting on my chest as I stare at the ceiling and attempt to comprehend what Eve said. Ninety percent of the population is enormous. That would be nearly twenty billion people.

Gone.

The door slides open and I shut my eyes. I’m not in the mood for conversation and as a deep and complete sorrow fills every part of my mind, Luna’s soft voice manages to cut through the overwhelming emotion I’m now experiencing.

‘Let me help you, Will.’ I want to tell her to go away, but instead I open my eyes and the fact that she’s standing there reminds me that I’m no longer alone. I slide over, making space for her next to me on the neatly made bed. The stiff foam mattress moves as her light body slides close to me, then rests against the pillows.

‘Come here.’ She says and I do as I’m told, resting my head in her arms as she gently combs my hair with her fingers. ‘I didn’t want to tell you. I wanted the three of us to stay here forever, but Eve insisted.’

‘It was the right thing to do.’ I say and Luna sighs.

‘I know, but it’s a lot to process.’ I adjust my head, worried that I’m too heavy for her and she smiles as she continues stroking my hair. It feels so good and I close my eyes again as she begins humming a familiar tune.

‘What’s that?’ I ask as she reaches the crescendo and my mind relaxes.

‘Something my mother used to sing to me when I was a girl.’ She murmurs as she continues and I feel myself letting go. So many people and I knew none of them, was connected to no one and nothing.

Despite that, I feel a sudden and overwhelming sense of despair as I let out a deep sob and a few tears escape my eyes as Luna pulls me closer, humming louder as she releases the tie that holds her shirt together, the fabric falling away from her breast as my head rests in the crook of her arm.

‘I notice the way you look at me.’ Her voice is so soft and she grabs my hand, drawing it to her as my finger brushes across her hot flesh. I linger, tracing a line around her pink nipple, causing it to harden beneath my touch. That simple act releases a flood of desire and I realize how badly I need her, even though I don’t understand it fully.

The instinct to wrap my lips around her puckered nipple is intensely primal and as I do, the humming pauses as a gasp escapes her throat. A thousand urges fill me as her hand slides down my torso and slowly releases the zipper of my jumpsuit. Her soft hand slides inside, gripping me firmly as I close my eyes and give into her completely.


Chapter 8


I know what the sexual act is, how it functions and its purpose with regards to the continuation of the human species, but for the first time in my life, I understand why it's done. Every nerve in my body comes alive as she touches me and I have no idea what happens now.

‘Does it feel good?’ She murmurs, her pupils dilated as her voice wraps around me like a soft wave, comforting me as I relax into her touch.

‘Yes.’ I manage to breathe as I bite her nipple softly.

‘Ooh!’ She gasps and I pull away, worried that I hurt her.

‘Are you alright?’

‘Yes. I liked it.’ She lowers her lips to mine and the sensation is overwhelming. I could kiss her forever and as her warm tongue finds its way into my mouth, I sit upright, suddenly feeling hot.

‘You’ve never done this before, have you?’ She asks and I shake my head, concerned that she’s displeased with my lack of experience.

‘It’s ok.’ She says as a light laugh escapes her throat and she slides the back of her finger across my cheek. ‘Do you want me to teach you?’

I feel like she’s teasing me, but every cell in my body is screaming for more. I’ve never felt such intense desire and it’s almost debilitating. At this moment, I would do anything to feel her touch again.

I wonder if she's aware of her absolute power over me?

‘Yes.’

Her smile is intoxicating and as she leans closer to kiss me again, she tugs my jumpsuit down, exposing my chest, then sliding her short nails across my skin. The sensation is surprisingly arousing and I pull the rest of the material away from my torso as she removes her shirt.

‘Touch me.’ She says softly, grasping my hand and moving it towards her small breast. Her pink nipples tighten again as I pinch the supple flesh and she gasps. ‘That feels so good.’

Her words float around me and I want to do more, to learn how to please her. I’m so hard that I’m pressing against the seam of my jumpsuit and she glances at my erection as she pushes me onto the mattress. She crawls off the bed, pulling away my work boots, then sliding my clothing down my hips and legs as her blue eyes drift over me.

She takes off her shirt, tracing her fingers across her breasts as she stares at me. Her pants are next and as she slides them over her hips, I stare at the way she rubs her thighs together, brushing against the soft pink skin that peeks out between them. She licks her lips, then straddles me, grasping my erection in her soft hands as she begins to stroke me and I release a low moan.

‘On Earth, we called this a cock or a dick or a hundred other silly names.’ Her arm moves slowly and I watch as her small hand grasps me firmly, adjusting as it slides up and down my shaft. ‘Do you like it when I touch you like this?’ She asks patiently and I nod.

When she leans over and takes me into her mouth, I’m shocked, but the sensation of her tongue and lips and teeth is overwhelming and I attempt to relax, even though every neuron in my body is pulsating in unison.

‘What about that?’ She asks as she pulls away with a pop and I nod again, unable to form the words necessary to tell her how much I’m enjoying what she’s doing to me. Her hot mouth envelops me again and her tongue circles the head of my cock as she moves up and down my full length. When I reach the back of her throat, I feel myself spasm violently as I release into her mouth.

She pulls away, swallowing and laughing as she wipes her lips with the back of her hand and an overwhelming feeling of shame washes over me.

‘I’m sorry.’ I apologize instinctively as she giggles and leans over to brush her lips against mine. Her blue eyes sparkle as her hand rests on my chest and I hope I haven’t disappointed her.

‘It’s ok.’ She murmurs. ‘We have all the time in the universe.’

She’s right. We do.

There’s nothing else out there, no reports to file, no inspections to be made. For all I know, the three of us are the last humans in our system and even though that thought filled me with despair an hour earlier, a newfound sense of peace and acceptance washes over me.

‘We’ll try again in a few minutes.’ Luna says as she lays down beside me.

I could stare at her beautiful body all day. Her soft, pale skin is like finely spun silk and as I slide my fingers across her small breasts again, she sighs.

‘We used to call them tits on Earth.’ She says with a laugh as the corner of her eyes crinkle. Her waist dips in, then flares out into slim hips and shapely thighs that I imagine wrapped around me. The mental image is enough to make me stiffen again and she notices, curling her lips into a smile.

‘Really?’ I trace my finger around the tight bud, then down her stomach and into the soft patch of blonde hair between her legs. ‘What about this?’

‘There are a lot of words for it.’ She breathes as I pry the lips apart and touch the sticky pink flesh inside. She gasps and I can feel myself hardening more as I witness her pleasure. ‘Pussy, cunt, slit, ooooh…’

Her eyes roll back in her head as I push her onto her back and lean over to kiss the delicate skin, its scent arousing me in a way that I can’t explain. The soft, pink folds grow wet beneath my touch and as I glide my finger across a tiny nub at the top, she grasps my arm and squeezes.

‘That’s my clit.’ She purrs and I stroke it again, then lean down to kiss it. Her reaction is unexpected and as I slide my tongue across the small protrusion, she tangles her fingers in my hair and spreads her thighs further apart. Her cries fill my small room and I have a difficult time comprehending how such a tiny thing can give her so much pleasure.

‘You’re doing a very good job, Will.’ Her praise spurs me on and I notice her opening nestled inside the pink folds. It gives when I touch it and I slide my finger inside, eliciting a similar response from her as I bend my fingers and stimulate the top of the wet channel. Her hips move as I stroke her and I move my face to hers for a kiss.

She pushes me onto my back, a sensual fire burning in her eyes as she lowers herself onto me. Her movements are slow as she adjusts her position to take me completely. The sensation from her mouth sent me into a spiral, but this is something else entirely and as she shifts her hips, she leans over to kiss me.

‘Try to hold back, ok?’ She says as she sits up, pulling my hands to her breasts as her languid movements begin to hasten. I do as I’m told and even though the pleasure is almost overwhelming, I realize that holding off feels good in a different way. She wraps her legs around me and rolls us over so that I’m on top and the sensation changes completely.

‘Now you try.’ Her voice is soft and husky and I feel safe as I thrust hesitantly. ‘Yeah, like that.’ I do it again and before long, I find a rhythm that I like, increasing my speed as her moans grow louder. Each stroke is intensely pleasurable and I wish I could stay buried inside of her forever. I lean down to kiss her, my body succumbing as I feel her clench around me and can’t hold off any longer.

This time my release feels like a thousand explosions and I collapse beside her on the mattress as she pulls me onto her breast. The life support cycles through its familiar pattern in the background and I think about the time I’ve spent alone, not knowing what it was like to be with someone, to feel this way about another person.

Her warmth permeates my soul and I feel reborn.

‘That was nice, Will.’ I can hear her heartbeat as she strokes my hair and I doze off, satisfied in a way that I’ve never experienced before.


Chapter 9


‘Luna, Will- come here, now!’ Eve’s voice echoes through the station and Luna sits upright, clearly panicked. My mind is still in a fog and I pull on my jumpsuit, motioning for her to stay put, then rush through the command area and towards the cargo bay in a frantic attempt to locate Eve.

I find her staring at the alien’s cryopod as a loud cry breaks the silence of the room. It takes me a few moments to realize that the creature has regained consciousness.

‘When did it start?’ I ask. The alien screams loudly before hitting the glass again and the hiss of pressurized cold air escapes one of the cracks.

‘Maybe five minutes ago. I heard a crash and thought someone was trying to enter the station.’ Eve explains, panic filling every word. ‘We need to kill it.’ I point towards my room. The creature is dangerous and I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to her or Luna.

‘Wait for me in there, I’ll handle this.’ I sound more confident than I feel and Eve stares at me for a few seconds before shaking her head.

‘No, after what it did to us, I need to be here.’ Her dark eyes blaze with fury and I nod, even though my intention is to settle the situation with as little bloodshed as possible.

‘Ok. Go to the medical bay and grab the tranquilizer gun. I’ll retrieve my firearm.’ I say. If what Eve and Luna told me is true, more visitors are likely and I need to be prepared.

She rushes towards the far side of the station and the creature pounds on the glass again, screaming as it attempts to escape. The cargo bay munitions locker is secured and I race towards it, hoping I can reach the other side before the alien frees itself. The sound of broken glass falling to the ground is interspersed with loud and frantic cries as the creature smashes through the window.

I input the code in the security locker and the console beeps. There is a ten second delay and I look back towards the pod as the creature cries out, searching for the release as its claw flails violently through the broken glass. The timer completes its countdown and the door slides open, giving me access to the weapon inside.

The only firearm on the station is a standard issue laser rifle and even though I inspect it annually, I’ve never had the opportunity to put it to use. The weapon is heavy and I position it against my shoulder, aiming at the creature as it stumbles from the destroyed pod and locks its eyes on me. I’m surprised when it raises its hands in supplication.

‘I surrender, human.’ The words are gruff and stilted and the translation slow in my head. ‘Allow me to take my ship and leave peacefully.’

I lower my rifle. The creature has done nothing to me, but I think of the crate and the condition in which I found Luna and Eve and realize that it will do that again to other humans if I allow it to leave. I take aim again and recognize the fear in its eyes.

‘I have no quarrel with you. Again, I ask that you allow me to leave.’ It takes a step towards the airlock and I follow it with my sight, unwilling to pull the trigger as it limps closer to escape. ‘You may keep the women as compensation for your trouble.’

The last sentence fills me with anger and I tremble with fury. Eve and Luna are not his to give and I imagine the next women he finds will not be so lucky. Against my will, I feel my finger tighten against the trigger, suddenly wanting to ensure he never does this again. My pulse is pounding in my ears and I relax, still uncertain if I’m willing to take its life.

Suddenly, the creature seizes, crying out in pain as it stumbles towards me, then collapses onto the grated floor. I lower my rifle, looking towards the command room and see Eve standing in the doorway, holding a tranquilizer gun in one hand as she stares at the creature’s motionless body.

‘It should be out for a few hours.’ I say, relieved that I wasn’t forced to kill it. The tranquilizer is to be used in case of emergency and is non fatal.

‘It wasn't a tranquilizer.’ Eve murmurs and Luna rushes out of my room and towards her friend, eyeing the creature as she covers her mouth and sobs. I move closer to the women and grab the gun from Eve’s hand, then look at the vial.

‘What?’ I ask as Eve wraps her arms around Luna and pulls her close, whispering something into her friend’s ear as she shivers.

‘Diotic acid.’ She says flatly as she stares at me and I realize that the creature won’t wake up again.

‘He had surrendered and I was willing to let him go.’ I explain. I don’t know if I should be angry or grateful or concerned that killing him came so easily for her.

‘It was a lie.’ She says. ‘He would bring others here and take us as slaves, then sell us in another system.’

She is right and I wish she wasn’t. Something about Eve is broken and, like myself, I don't know if she'll ever be fully human.


Chapter 10


‘We need to get out of here.’ Eve says as we sit around the table, eating our dinner and discussing what happened earlier. She pushes her plate away and crosses her arms as she leans back in her chair and stares at me with her dark eyes. ‘More will come and we’re sitting ducks.’

‘I believe that we’re safer here, especially with the only entrance to the station blocked.’ I reply, confident about the integrity of our current location.

‘There are other ways to board.’ Eve says, challenging me and I’m still shocked at how familiar she is with station protocol. There are two emergency hatches that can be accessed through the outer shell, but there is no reason she would know that they exist.

‘Where would we go?’ Luna asks and I shift my gaze to Eve. This is a question she needs to answer before I'll even consider leaving.

‘I don’t know, but here we’re just waiting to be slaughtered by raiders. We should repair the alien ship and see if there are any other stations that are still functional. I’m positive that there are humans hiding out there- we could possibly get more information and find a place to settle. There’s safety in numbers and with only the three of us, we’ll be constant targets for opportunists.’ Her reasoning is sound but I'm still not convinced.

‘Anyone left on the remaining stations could be hostile.’ Luna says as she grabs my hand and squeezes lightly. I savor the feeling of her warm skin pressed against mine and return the gesture.

‘I have the complete set of orbital codes and protocols. If I know the station number, I’ll be able to input the security code to force communication with anyone who’s on board.’ I say and Eve looks at me with excitement.

‘You know the location of every station?’

‘In a sense. The initial plan was to scatter them randomly, but they would be too difficult to coordinate since positions need to shift based on neighboring asteroids. We can determine where in the belt a station is located based on designation and time of year.’

‘So we could find a specific station, right?’ Eve’s eyes are bright with excitement and I can't understand why she would be interested in such a banal piece of information.

‘Yes.’ I reply and Eve claps her hands together and smiles. The idea of leaving feels wrong, but I’m unsure if I’m being irrational at this point. My emotional state is heightened and my hesitation could be caused by fear rather than the reality of our current situation.

‘Luna can help me prepare the ship. I’d like to leave in the next few days if possible.’ Eve says as she chews on her full lip. I still don’t understand why she’s so rushed. When I look at Luna, I can tell that she’s feeling the same sense of apprehension as myself.

‘We can raid the other stations and gather supplies. If there’s nothing else out there, we can return here and barricade ourselves in.’ Eve explains and I'm still not completely convinced, but I'm willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. She's seen what's out there and understands what we'll be facing.

‘I’m willing to try, but we need to ensure that the creature's ship is fully operational. You caused quite a bit of damage, Eve, and I'm not certain it can be repaired.’ Luna glances at me as I speak and I can tell that she agrees.

‘I can fix it, I'm sure.’ Eve says and I give in, unwilling to battle her over this. She's hiding something and I hope that she'll tell us what it is before we make a fatal mistake.

We spend the next few days repairing the damage to the ship and I'm surprised at how targeted the explosion was. It was clearly designed to cause maximum injury to the alien while ensuring that the integrity of the ship was still viable.

‘Are you getting a signal from the sensors?’ I’m wedged beneath the console and Eve is working on the display that's attached to the stabilizer.

‘Yes.’ She replies. ‘I’m going to run a diagnostic on the propulsion jets while you're down there. Let me know if you see anything weird.’

I don't know what she means by weird but when I see a spark from one of the burnt cables, I figure it out.

‘How do you know so much about this?’ I ask. Eve told me she was a medic but medics don't receive training in ship diagnostics and repairs. I’m fairly certain she knows more than me and I've completed countless hours of training.

‘I was stranded on that transport vessel alone for almost a year. Things began to break and I was the only one there to fix them.’ She says, cursing as one of the circuits flips and shocks her. ‘You tend to figure stuff out when there aren't any other options.’

I hear the sensor console come to life and pull myself from beneath the narrow navigation controls, returning to the primitive instrument panel to test my repairs.

‘Ok, looks good.’ I say as I scroll through the options. Luna spent most of yesterday cleaning the ship and even though it's still a miserable wreck compared to the station, we should be able to manage for a few weeks.

I look around at the crates of supplies and other necessities that we're taking with us. The artificial gravity systems are destroyed beyond repair, so everything needs to be secured before we undock from the station.

‘Eve,’ I start. She appreciates direct questions, so I decide to be blunt. ‘Why do you want to leave? Is there something out there that you're willing to risk our lives for?’

She leans back in the command chair and exhales, then stares at me with an indecipherable look in her dark eyes.

‘Yes.’ She says. ‘But I promise that you and Luna will be safe.’

I believe her, but as we finish the preparations for our journey, I can feel my apprehension growing.


Chapter 11


I wake early on the morning of our planned departure. My mind is racing as I consider the fact that I have no memories of life away from this station. It is my mother, the only home I've ever known and I am terrified of what awaits me outside in the vast emptiness of space.

Luna snores softly next to me and I wrap my arms around her, pulling her close. When we're apart I feel as though I'm missing a piece of myself. Everything about her is perfect and I kiss the soft skin of her neck as she presses herself against me and my hand slides across her naked breasts. I can’t get enough of her taste and smell and the sounds she makes when she climaxes.

‘Mmmm…’ She groans and I immediately feel guilty about waking her up.

‘Sorry, go back to sleep.’ I say as I kiss her sweet lips and return to my side of the bed. She moves closer, wrapping her fingers around my already stiff cock and gives me a few short strokes.

‘I was having a dream.’ She whispers, and the sound of her voice and the sensation of her hot breath drifting across me pimples my sensitive flesh.

‘What was the dream?’ My new experience with dreams has made me extremely curious about those of others.

‘I was back on Earth with my family, but you were there too.’ Her lips find mine and she rolls over, then mounts me so that I slide inside of her. I'll never tire of the sensation of my hard cock penetrating her and she lays still for a few moments, resting her head against my chest as she listens to my heart racing.

I pull her close, kissing her soft lips as she begins to shift her hips and I wrap my hands around her waist. Her movements are slow and deliberate, teasing me as her soft nipples brush against my chest.

‘What was I doing?’ I ask as she begins moving faster.

‘Hmmm?’ She murmurs as she leans down to kiss me again. I take the opportunity to roll her onto her back, sliding my fingers down the curve of her waist as she wraps her legs around me.

‘What was I doing on Earth?’

‘We were driving down the coast and my scarf blew away.’ She murmurs and I lean over, wrapping my lips around her nipple, sucking as she exhales contentedly.

‘That’s too bad.’ I say as I pull away and begin to thrust more forcefully. I don’t think I’ll ever tire of this feeling and she pushes me away teasingly and rolls onto her side.

‘Get behind me.’ She orders and I do as I’m told, resuming our initial position as she reaches between her legs and guides me inside of her. It’s a completely different sensation and she grabs my hand and brings it to her nipple. I pinch the soft flesh between my fingers and watch in the dim light as her hand disappears between her thighs.

‘Mmmmm.’ She moans and I realize that she’s moving her fingers across her clit and I feel her clench around me as she pleasures herself. Her hips rock rhythmically and I twist and pull her nipple, causing her to grow wetter as she strokes herself. I love how her body reacts to me and as her moans grow louder, I stay still, wanting her to enjoy it as much as I do.

I feel a sudden gush of fluid spill out over me as her body stiffens, then relaxes and I come inside of her, resting for a few minutes as I pull her body close against mine. Her heart is racing and I bury my nose in her blonde hair, inhaling her natural aroma.

I could lay here forever, but Eve was clear about her desire for an early departure and I pull Luna into the shower with me, washing her body as she nervously talks about the things we need to take.

‘I’m going to miss this.’ Luna says as the warm water flows over our bodies and I lean down to wash the soft skin between her legs as she kisses me. Our life here is so perfect and I’m worried about what awaits us outside, but I don’t want her to know how terrified I am of the unknown.

‘Maybe we’ll find something better.’ I say as I dry myself off and watch her rinse out her long, blonde hair. I wonder how I existed before her and how I could go on living if I lost her.

That can’t happen.

An hour later, we’re in the alien vessel. I’m in the command seat and Eve is sitting on my left. Luna is strapped into a seat behind us and as the airlock closes and we begin the undocking procedure, I feel my heart begin to race. The ship detaches with a lurch, and we slowly maneuver away as Orbital Station 55792 disappears in the surrounding detritus. I input the coordinates of our destination.

‘Are you certain this is where you want to go?’ I ask. We discussed this at length last night and when she explained why she was so intent on leaving, I couldn’t tell her no.

‘Yes.’ She replies and we make our way through the Kuiper Belt and towards Orbital Station 49266, where I will finally meet one of my brothers.
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Part 2


Chapter 1


‘He was also a caretaker- the same model as you.’

Luna is asleep in my room as Eve and I discuss our imminent departure at the dining table in the holding area. We plan on leaving early in the morning, but I want to learn more about what we can expect once we’re away from the station.

‘And you think he's still alive?’ I ask, concerned that Eve is holding onto false hope.

‘I don't know, but I need an answer,’ Eve’s dark eyes lock onto mine as she pauses. ‘He saved me.’

I understand what she's telling me in a way that I couldn’t comprehend before. If something was to happen to her or Luna, I wouldn't stop until I found them, but from what she's told me so far, it's not likely that he survived.

‘The creature sent a distress call to request entry to his station?’ I ask, a chill running through my body as I realize that the same thing easily could've happened to me.

‘Yes. It was about a month after I arrived. My ship was useless so we scuttled it. That was our first mistake.’ The way she says that makes my stomach clench and I grab her hand as her eyes fill with pain and the memories flood back.

‘The creature said that its ship was leaking hydraulic fluid and that if we had any to spare, it would take it and move on. Thomas agreed.’ She winces at the recollection.

‘Thomas was his name?’ I ask.

‘Yes. He had named himself before we met and was fully aware of what had happened outside.’ I wonder how that was the case but let Eve continue. ‘The creature appeared docile at first but by the time it revealed its true nature, it was too late.’

She rests her head in her hand as she remembers and I reach out, taking her other hand in mine and squeezing softly, the gesture reminiscent of what Luna does when I’m feeling distraught.

‘Thomas never knew what happened and was incapacitated almost immediately. I was given a sedative and taken onto its ship. You know the rest.’

That conversation replays itself on a loop in my mind and as soon as the airlock releases me, I walk towards the life support panel in the cargo bay to check the current status. There appears to be a sufficient amount of breathable air despite the current condition of the station and I remove my helmet.

It took us almost two weeks to locate 44756 and we encountered several raider vessels during our journey. Fortunately, the size of our ship made it easy to hide and we avoided being taken.

I’m wearing our sole survival suit, but that’s not the only reason I prefer to make an initial survey alone. Eve has been extremely distressed since our failed attempts to make contact with Thomas and I worry that what we find will be too difficult for her to process.

The electrical systems are flashing, but appear functional and after a rudimentary diagnostic, I return the station to full power. The overhead lights flicker on and I take a look around, suddenly unsettled by the familiarity of the layout.

I slide my hand across the smooth surface of the control console and notice that someone has tried to strip the wires and switches from the underside. It was done carelessly, but the majority of the wiring remains intact.

The multi screen display flickers on and I attempt to reboot it from the terminal. As the control panel powers back to life, I pull my pad from its pouch and search my database for the codes for this station.

Rather than fixed passwords, each station uses an algorithmic login that's dynamically generated for each use. Once I input the correct variables, I'm greeted by the welcome screen and my stomach twists itself into a knot.

‘Greetings, caretaker. Please wait while I run a full diagnostic on my memory and backup systems.’ The voice is eerily familiar and the unease that has permeated every corner of my mind is once again triggered.

Another person who was identical to me in every way lived here, worked here and possibly died here. That could have been my fate as well and this reminder fills me with dread about my new reality.

I take the opportunity to look around. If Thomas is here and alive, he's hiding himself well. The bedroom is identical to mine but the bed is unmade and I see a spray of dark fluid on the wall. I move a few steps closer to investigate, but cannot determine its origin.

I return to the control station and take a seat in the chair in front of the screens. The familiar position is uncanny and I scroll through the status updates in an attempt to determine the last login.

Received a distress call from an alien vessel. Eve has encouraged me to ignore it, however the creature's condition appears to be critical and I have decided to grant permission to dock.

The message is chillingly familiar and I wonder how different things would have been if he had simply ignored the distress call. I notice a blinking dot on the map, indicating that the cryopod in the cargo bay is active. My pulse races as I realize that there is a body inside.

I race towards the cargo bay and hope that he is alive and only injured. A strange apprehension surges through me as I look at the metal casing and trace the contour of the glass with my finger. It’s translucent, frosted over and after a brief hesitation I push the button to unlock the container.

As the smooth convex metal and glass cover slides open, a familiar face greets me.


Chapter 2


It is an odd sensation to be faced with oneself and as I stare at the man in front of me, I'm suddenly forced to come to terms with what I am. There are thousands of us. I’m certain that many are dead, but there must be just as many still alive.

Do I want to find them?

His body is rigid and cold and as I check his vital signs on the cryopod monitor, I see no indication that there is any life left within him. I take one final, indulgent glance at the features I know so well- the strong jaw, the almost too straight nose and the broad shoulders that I’ve seen on myself for over a century. His hair is slightly longer than mine and I notice a short scar running from the right side of his upper lip.

I wonder how it happened.

My skin pimples and I’m unsure if it's my sudden fascination with this familiar stranger or the cool air escaping from the chamber that’s causing it. I reach out and touch the hard, pale flesh, immediately recoiling as I come face-to-face with my own mortality.

The airlock deactivates behind me and I brace myself for Eve’s reaction. Thomas is dead and I worry that this will be the thing that finally breaks her. Hurried footsteps rush towards me and I turn to see Eve’s dark eyes fixate on the man in front of me, widening slightly before turning her attention to me.

‘What do the logs say?’ She asks as she double checks his vital signs. There’s no indication of life, but I allow her to continue, hoping that she sees something I missed.

‘Nothing definitive. I was able to reboot the system, but the records are distorted.’ I say, watching as she pushes her finger against his neck, searching desperately for his pulse. She gives up and rushes towards the chamber’s electronic interface. Data from the last several months is stored in the terminal and she expertly pulls up the information, searching for any indication that he can be resuscitated.

I watch with dread as her frenzied movements slow and when she finally realizes that he’s gone, she buries her face in her hands. I take a step towards her, pulling her close as she leans into me. She needs me and as her body shakes and her tears wet the front of my jumpsuit, I stroke her hair and wrap my arms around her.

‘I’m sorry, Eve.’ Luna joins us, resting her hand on her friend’s back as she stares at me questioningly. After a few minutes, Eve pulls away and wipes the tears from her face, staring at us with naked rage.

‘I should’ve tried to return earlier. It’s my fault that he’s dead.’ The last word comes out as a sob. She’s being irrational, but I can understand her pain. ‘I wasted too much time, I…’ Her voice trails off and the anger disappears, replaced with an expression I can’t decipher.

‘There’s nothing you could’ve done, Eve. It looks like he died shortly after you were taken.’ Luna sits at the command console and reads through the automatically generated station updates as I pull Eve back into my arms. Her hot tears soak through my clothes and her body shakes uncontrollably.

‘Luna’s right.’ I murmur as I attempt to comfort her. Part of me wonders how much of her distress is linked to Thomas’ death and how much is due to her earlier experiences alone on the transport vessel. She and Luna have been through so much and Eve was forced to carry most of the burden. ‘You should rest.’

We lead her to the bedroom and help her onto the hard mattress. I turn to leave and she reaches out, pulling me towards her with a miserable expression on her face.

‘Stay with me.’ She says softly and I lay down beside her, wrapping my arms around her thin body and pulling her close as Luna leaves. The room is dimly lit and I hear the familiar, soothing sound of the life support cycle. Eve rests her head on my chest and silence pervades the space as she slides her fingernail across the seams of my jumpsuit.

‘Tell me about him.’ I say. This may be the closest I ever get to one of my brothers and I want to know more about who he was- if our similarities extended beyond our outward appearance. Eve remains silent and I worry that I’ve upset her.

‘He was kind.’ She says after a few minutes and for some reason, that simple statement fills me with joy.

During my time alone, I wondered how much humanity one could maintain when isolated for such an extended period of time. I often worried that I would not understand human interaction and would be unable to experience empathy or connection with another.

‘That is good to hear.’ The life support begins its filtration cycle with a subtle click and Eve sighs. Her tears have stopped and her breathing has returned to normal. I know that it will take time for her to get over her loss, but she needs to understand that she has Luna and I to help ease the burden.

‘What was it like to be isolated for so long?’ She asks and I’m unsure how to answer her question.

‘I wasn’t aware of the fact that I was alone. It was simply what I was created to do.’

‘You were never lonely?’ Her voice cracks slightly as she asks that and I worry that this conversation is reminding her of the time she spent on the transport vessel before she arrived here.

‘It’s difficult to miss what you’ve never known.’

‘So you never saw another living being until the alien?’ Her voice is growing faint and I can tell that she’s tired. She needs to rest and I press my lips against her dark hair as her body melts against mine and her breathing slows.

‘That’s correct. You and Luna are the first humans I ever met.’ I reply, remembering when I found them and how things have changed since then.

‘Do you love Luna?’ The words are almost a whisper and I consider what she’s asking. We’ve known each other for such a short amount of time, but I can’t imagine my life without her.

I’m ready to answer Eve’s question when I hear her softly snoring and pull myself from beneath her sleeping body, closing the door gently behind me as I leave the room.


Chapter 3


‘How is she?’ Luna asks. She’s seated at the main console when I join her in the control room. Her blue eyes are filled with concern for her friend and I shrug, unsure about what to tell her.

‘Sleeping.’

‘Good.’ Luna shifts her attention towards the monitor and points at a list of dates. ‘It looks like there have been several attempts to raid the station since she left. I’m surprised that it’s remained mostly intact.’

I lean closer, staring at the entry logs in an attempt to glean any information about the visitors. The station monitors lifesigns onboard and I can tell that there were several visits, we click into one of the logs but the species information is missing. The system appears to be repairing itself and as the data recompiles, I hope to discover what exactly happened here after Eve was taken.

‘It looks like two boarding parties came, then left almost immediately. I wonder if they were looking for something specific?’ she says and I’m surprised that she was able to interpret the fragmented information. Airlock usage is tied to the general station logs and each entry and exit is catalogued with species information.

‘Humans.’ I respond after looking more carefully at the data. ‘How can we determine if they were raiders?’

‘It’s hard to tell. There are groups that strip stations, but other than the alien that took Eve, these don’t appear to have been interested in stealing anything.’ I glance at the exposed wiring under the console and hope that she’s right. Luna continues to scour the logs and I return to the cargo bay to see if the rifle has been stolen from the lockbox.

I input my code and am surprised when the lock releases and the door swings open. The sidearm is in nearly new condition and I imagine Thomas following the same protocol as myself for its maintenance in the days before his death.

That thought disturbs me more than I'd like to admit and I'm jolted back to our present situation as the proximity alarm comes to life. I grab the rifle and return to the control room and Luna shifts her attention to me.

‘We’ve got visitors,’ she says as the color drains from her face and I feel my pulse quicken in anticipation.

Our ship is docked at the sole airlock, so if raiders were to attempt to board, they would need to enter through one of the two escape hatches. It’s not impossible, but difficult and most outsiders are likely unaware of this particular feature of the station.

‘Will they be able to get onboard?’ Luna asks with fear in her eyes. Her body is tense and now that I’m aware of the subtle gestures that are employed for non verbal communication, her fear is palpable.

‘They can, but it would take time. Hopefully they’ll see our ship docked here and move on.’ I say as I wait for an incoming transmission. After a few minutes the alarm goes silent and I assume our visitors have decided against raiding the station.

‘What’s happening?’ Eve asks frantically as she emerges from the bedroom, looking disheveled, and Luna explains. ‘We should grab everything that’s left here and move on.’ The panic in her voice is clear, but I don’t want to make any irrational decisions regarding our future.

‘I’m not leaving without a plan.’ I say firmly. ‘There’s no point in moving aimlessly between stations. We need to determine if there’s any sort of gathering place for survivors. There’s safety in numbers.’

‘What about Earth?’ Eve asks and Luna shakes her head.

‘I doubt it’s better there. When I left, it was chaos.’ Luna’s voice is soft and she wraps her arm around her friend, pulling her close.

‘We could try Neptune Orbital Prime, or one of the military bases on Triton,’ I say.

I wish that I knew more about possibilities in this region, but information I was given was kept at a minimum on purpose. The idea of visiting Prime is appealing, but it’s likely overrun and I can’t imagine we would be any safer there than on one of the orbital stations.

‘Would raiders know about Orbital Prime?’ Eve asks and I nod as I pull up the limited information about the platform on the console in front of me. I type in the coordinates of the large station, situated near Neptune and zoom in, attempting to determine how far from it we currently are.

‘Yes. It was the first stopping point for most traffic entering the system.’ I say, looking at the monitor and noticing several vessels within a few days of us. We’ll be risking too much by staying here, but with no idea where to go, I worry that we’ll make a mistake and fall into a far worse situation.

‘What about the Triton bases?’ Eve asks and pulls up the limited information on one of the consoles. I stare at the available data and shake my head.

‘Because Triton’s atmosphere is toxic, the bases are completely self-contained and are mostly below ground. We would likely need security codes and I don’t have the clearance necessary to access the interior structures.’ I say as frustration consumes me.

‘We have enough supplies to stay here. My vote is to do that until we can make a better decision.’ Luna’s position has always been clear and even though I would prefer that option, it’s becoming increasingly obvious that the station is not safe.

‘There’s a possibility that some remnants of the system government has been maintained on Prime. I would suggest heading in that direction. Our supplies aren’t limitless and hiding here isn’t realistic.’ Eve says and I feel like that could be the best plan.

‘Eve’s right. This station hasn’t received a delivery in months and the raiders will only keep coming. Neptune Orbital Prime may still be functional and if it is, it's likely our best bet.’ I say.

Even though Luna is not happy with the plan, she agrees and we decide to depart in two days.


Chapter 4


I join Eve on the ship as she conducts a series of repairs to the rudimentary deflector system.

‘Do you need assistance?’ I ask as I stand next to the service panel in the center of the ship. We determined yesterday that a short in the electrical systems was causing the malfunction and Eve is currently resoldering the wires that have worked their way loose from the ancient circuits that somehow manage to power the ship.

‘No, thanks,’ she says with a smile as she stands, making a final inspection of her work before moving to the control console and powering on the system. ‘I think it’s working, but unfortunately we won’t be able to test it until we’re away from the station.’

‘You’ve kept it running so far. I’m sure it will be fine.’ I say and Eve cocks her eyebrow as she studies me.

‘That doesn’t sound like something you’d normally say,’ she replies with a laugh. ‘I’ve never known good enough to be sufficient for you.’ She says and I feel my skin prickle the way it does when Luna is teasing me.

‘I’m learning to adjust my expectations,’ I reply and she laughs as she closes the distance between us and slides her short fingernail across my lips before leaning in and pressing her mouth awkwardly against mine. I’m in shock and grab her shoulders, pushing her away as my heart races and confusion fills my mind.

‘I’m not sure how Luna would feel about this.’ I object, taking a step back, even though every part of me wants to continue.

‘I just need to be with someone, Will.’ Eve’s eyes are soft and warm and I lean in, returning her kiss as I press her body against the wall and time stands still.

Her kiss is so different from Luna’s and that realization brings me back to the present and what I’m doing and that I need to stop. From what I understand, most humans prefer to remain monogamous and I feel a nagging guilt take hold as Eve’s tongue slides between my lips and she pulls me closer.

‘It’s ok,’ she murmurs as her palm caresses my cheek. ‘Luna wants this as much as I do.’ Her eyes lock onto mine and I suddenly worry that it's not me she wants, but a replacement for Thomas.

The concern drifts away as she kisses me again and my thoughts linger on the subtle differences between her and Luna. Where Luna is gentle and warm, Eve is more insistent, tilting her head and working on my jumpsuit with her fingers as I push my knee between her thighs.

I cup her full breast over the heavy fabric, sliding my thumb across her peaked nipple as she gasps and releases her dark, silken hair from its messy bun. Our motions are frantic and her breaths are short and her eyes widen as she curls her fingers around my cock.

‘I was never with him like this,’ she whispers and I know exactly who she means, but am surprised by her confession. They seemed so close. ‘I wanted to, but he told me to wait.’

The nagging doubts return, but I force them away again, giving in as her hand slides up and down my shaft and I pull the heavy fabric of her utility jumpsuit away from her shoulders and stare at her for a few moments. Her breasts are fuller than Luna’s and her nipples are a dusky rose that darkens as the peaks tighten from the cool air.

I lean closer, taking one between my lips, sucking it softly as she slides her fingers through my hair and tightens her grip. As I shift to her other breast, I slide my hand between her thighs, caressing the soft, wet flesh as her body relaxes and a gasp escapes her throat.

When I reach her clit, her eyes close and she arches her back against the smooth metal wall. My lips find hers again and this time I feel more assured that it’s me she wants and that this is the right thing to do.

My desire for her is all consuming and as she tugs off the remnants of her clothing, I lift her up and she wraps her legs around me as I work my way inside of her tight opening. Each thrust is met with a gasp as she shifts her hips, allowing me to push myself deeper inside.

Part of me wants to go slower, to find out what she wants and ensure that she’s satisfied, the way Luna was the first time we were together, but my body has other ideas. Her hot breath flits across my skin as her taut body writhes against mine and her gasps and moans tell me that she’s enjoying this as much as me.

Her tight tits bounce as she braces herself against the wall, arching her back as I hold onto her thighs and lower my gaze, watching myself roughly penetrate her before lowering her to the ground. She’s shaking and I carry her to the small bed in the back of the ship. We replaced the worn, dirty mattress with a new one from the holding area and her sweaty body slides against the smooth plastic as I lower her onto it, giving myself a break as I drink her in.

Her skin is darker than Luna’s and nearly flawless and she laughs nervously as I stare at the faint muscles on her taut torso and her slim hips and thighs.

‘What?’ she asks and I shrug before lowering myself on top of her and kissing her neck and breasts.

‘You’re beautiful,’ I whisper and she laughs again before adjusting her hips and guiding me inside, gasping once she’s filled completely. She wraps her legs around me, squeezing as I thrust harder and deeper and faster and try to hold back as her body clenches around me and a deep moan escapes her throat. When I let go, releasing inside of her as I hang my head, I hope that I haven’t ruined what I have with Luna to satisfy my base urges.

Eve pulls me into her arms and I give in, enjoying the sensation of her sweaty body against mine as I relax and allow her to comb my hair with her fingers.

‘Promise me you’ll never leave us, Will,’ she murmurs as her breath slows and her heartbeat returns to a normal rate. I slide my finger across her sharply puckered nipple, causing it to tighten further as I pull myself back into the present and kiss her again.

‘I promise.’


Chapter 5


I find Luna in the control room, downloading the station logs. She is running a program to decrypt the secure information and I’m surprised at how adept she’s become with the frustratingly tedious task. I lean over, staring at the encrypted information as it flashes across the screen and fear that I’m going to lose her over what happened with Eve.

‘I need to tell you…’ I start and Luna smiles, silencing me with a kiss. She pulls away and runs her fingers through her long blonde hair, her eyes bright as she smiles.

‘It’s ok, Will. I wanted the three of us to be together.’ Indescribable happiness wells up inside of me and I briefly consider how much everything has changed and I can’t imagine my life without either of them. ‘I should be able to extract some useful information from these logs. If nothing else, they contain data about the ships that were docked and we can use that to determine which ones to avoid.’

‘That’s good, I’m glad you figured it out,’ I say with a smile. Everything about her is surprising and every day I learn something new. I let her continue as I make a lap around the station, looking for any additional items that could be useful.

‘Ready?’ Eve asks as she carries the last of the supplies onto the ship.

‘Yes, I need to grab a few things from storage.’ I say as Luna joins her and they sort the food and medical equipment we’ve brought on board. I walk through the deactivated airlock and head towards the bedroom and the dispensing cabinet next to the small desk.

I retrieved a few dozen of the red and blue pills from my station before I left and realize now that I’ll need significantly more if I want to share with Luna and Eve. I still don’t understand exactly how they work, but as I pry open the panel and hundreds of the small capsules fall out, I think about Thomas and how mortality is something that I’m not excited about experiencing.

I manage to fit them all into a small metal container and retrieve the survival suit and a few other clothing items from the closet. We’ve taken everything of value to trade and I look around the station, wondering if I’ll ever board another.

I ensure the master console is locked and turn to stare at the cryopod one last time. We debated ejecting Thomas’ body into space, but decided that his place is here, where he spent his life. The glass is frosted over, but the thought of the hollow shell of my twin inside sends a chill pulsating through me and I pause before turning to leave.

By the time I reactivate the airlock and board the ship, Eve's completed the preparations for departure and we release the docking clamps with a jolt. Eve and I take turns at the controls while Luna assists with navigation. We've estimated that it will take several weeks to reach Orbital Prime and even though it will slow our progress, I’ve made a map of the larger asteroids that can be used for cover on our journey.

As the days stretch into weeks and we move closer to our destination, I worry about what we’ll find. Although we pass several orbital stations, we decide to avoid them completely, concerned that they’re already overrun or stripped of their valuables. We have enough supplies to last for another month, in the event that we need to alter our plans.

As we pass Neptune, we slow, staying silent until a message comes through the relay system.

‘Please state your origin and business.’

The message sounds reassuringly official and I glance at Eve before responding with the requested information. In return, we receive our docking coordinates. As I input them, she shrugs and I proceed to enter the large bay that’s filled with various ships, none familiar to me.

One of my duties on Orbital Station 55792 was to observe approaching vessels and determine their origin. These appear to be a modified fleet that fuses Sol system ships with alien technologies. I am extremely curious, but as we dock, I realize that this is not our current priority, finding out what’s going on here is.

Luna joins Eve and myself outside of the ship and looks around as several human males with large weapons approach us. They’re outfitted in the apparel of the military, but nothing about them looks as though they are official representatives of the government.

‘Who the fuck are you?’ One with a long scar down the side of his face asks as he eyes me suspiciously.

‘Will,’ I respond and one of the men raises his rifle, aiming it at me as I raise my hands.

‘Put your gun down, you prick.’ A voice shouts out from my left and I keep my gaze fixed on the man with the gun, hoping he listens to whoever this is. ‘It’s one of the clones.’

The three of us are escorted through the winding corridors of the station and I notice that much of the electronic equipment has been stripped. Exposed wires reach through the broken walls as if they’re attempting to escape the once pristine white metal and the remaining status monitors flicker eerily.

Luna stares at me, concern filling her eyes as we’re taken into a large room that was likely once a dining hall. Now it’s filled with weapons and various detritus. Several scantily clad women are seated on the sofas lining the walls and I hear Luna gasp as her gaze lingers on one, then covers her mouth as she turns to stare at me. I want to know what she saw, but even though there’s no longer a gun aimed at me, I’m not certain we’re safe.

Whatever she has to say can wait.

A man walks towards us, his familiar gait measured and assured and as his face comes into focus and the men around us back away, the relief I should be feeling immediately morphs into fear.


Chapter 6


‘Wow,’ he breathes, taking a few steps closer as he studies me. ‘Its uncanny.’

I stay still, nervous despite the fact that this man is my brother. His features are clearly mine and even though there is no doubt in my mind that he is my twin, I notice subtle differences. A small scar runs down his cheek and his hair is tousled and unkempt, but anyone who saw the two of us together would instantly know what we are.

‘It’s like a fucking family reunion, right?’ His words send a chill through me as I take note of the light wrinkles that crease his eyes as he smiles, leaning closer to get a better look at me. ‘What do they call you, brother?’

‘Will,’ I reply, still uncertain about our current situation. The fact that he is here and clearly in charge should reassure me, but as I see his gaze shift to Luna and Eve, I begin to question his motives and wonder if he can be trusted. I stare at the dozen or so men posted around the cargo bay, focusing on the large weapons they hold and wonder how many there are.

‘Will,’ he growls, his voice deeper than mine and tinged with a rough edge. ‘I don’t like it.’

I don’t know how to respond. It’s simply a name, a way to differentiate myself from others. He slides his fingers through his dark hair in a way that’s intensely familiar and I notice what he’s wearing. It’s the uniform of the system military, that of a commander and I wonder how he acquired it. Over the beige uniform, a dark coat hangs to just below his knees and a pair of black, polished boots give him an air of authority.

‘My name is Max. It’s short for Maximus. What do you think?’ He asks, widening his eyes slightly at the end of the question and I nod.

‘It’s a good name,’ I respond, telling him what he wants to hear.

‘It’s a great name,’ he shouts as he looks at one of his henchmen, who snorts in agreement. His eyes return to Eve and Luna, who are clearly uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. ‘That blonde one is cute. How much?’

‘How much for what?’ I ask, even though I fully understand what he's asking. Luna and Eve have told me about the slave trade and what sort of life the women who are bought and sold can expect to live. I suddenly regret coming here and want to leave now, but I fear that it won’t be that simple.

‘The women. They look clean.’ Max takes a step away from me and towards Luna and her eyes widen with anger as he approaches.

‘They’re not for sale,’ I say clenching my fists as I glare at him, willing to do anything to keep him away from them. Eve looks at me with panic in her eyes and Max spins on his heel and returns his attention to me.

‘Relax man. Jesus, you're like a fucking robot.’ Max glances at one of the guys standing next to him, a large human with tattoos lining his muscular arms and a patch over his right eye, and laughs. ‘Was I like this when you first met me?’

The man shakes his head as he scoffs and Max throws his arm around my shoulder.

‘Walk with me.’ He says and I glance towards Luna and Eve. I don't want to leave them alone, but I'm worried that things will only get worse for all of us if I refuse to join him. He notices my distress and laughs.

‘Don’t worry, man, they'll be fine,’ he says with a nod towards his associate and I walk with him as he leads me down another corridor, talking about the station as if it belongs to him. ‘You're the first one of us I've met. Well, the first live one.’

He says that with a laugh and I don't know how to respond. I've wanted this for so long, dreamed of it and now I'm face to face with a monster. I have so many questions, but asking them feels almost counter productive at this point, so I let him continue, swallowing my bile as he chatters incessantly.

‘You know, I was like you before,’ he says, but doesn’t elaborate on what before means. He runs his hand through his hair and scoffs, looking towards me as I match his stride and attempt to commit the layout of the corridors to memory.

‘But I realized that I was more than my assignment.’ As he says that, he looks at me and narrows his eyes. ‘Did you ever feel the same?’

The question hits me like a punch in the gut and I wince as I remember the creature’s death and the painful realization that I was alone.

‘Not exactly,’ I offer. ‘But we were created for a singular purpose- without that, we would not exist.’

Max’s expression turns blank and I’m unsure if I’ve upset him. His pace quickens and when he looks at me again, the wicked gleam in his eyes has returned and I feel a heightened sense of anxiety. I dislike him, but we are at his mercy and I don’t want to do or say anything that will cause him to lash out.

‘When did you stop taking the pills?’ I ask, attempting to find some sort of commonality between us.

‘Years ago,’ he responds. ‘The resupply ship had been delayed and I ran out,’ he says as he stops abruptly and slams his fist against the metal wall violently, exhaling sharply at the memory. ‘I nearly starved to death.’

I imagine what that must have been like: the absolute terror of being trapped and not knowing when help would arrive. He pulls himself together and returns his gaze to me, a smile tugging at his lips as his dark eyes brighten.

‘Wanna see something cool?’ He asks and I shrug. He motions for me to follow and we walk in silence through the dimly lit corridors. The lights that line the dirty white halls flicker and I wonder how he is able to keep the complicated web of systems running with such a small contingent.

Like the smaller orbital stations, Neptune Orbital Prime is powered by a specially designed fission core that, in theory, should run in perpetuity. The power shortage indicates significant maintenance issues and I hope that the core hasn’t been disturbed. An explosion could dislodge the station from its orbit and send the large structure into space where it would wreak havoc on the Kuiper Belt.

A door slides open and we walk into a sterile room. The lighting here is reassuringly stable and several dozen cryopods are arranged six across throughout the large space.

‘Look inside,’ he instructs and I stare through the glass and am shocked to see my face again.

‘Crazy isn’t it?’ Max asks as he pushes a button on one of the pods and the lid slides open. ‘They’re our replacements.’

The way he says it makes my skin crawl and I return my gaze to my frozen twin. I remember the strange connection I felt when I saw Thomas, but that emotion has now been replaced with fear that the man lying unconscious in front of me could also become like Max, if given the chance.

‘What do you mean, replacements?’ I ask. I’m still uncertain if Max is a reliable source of information, but I want to know more, so I gently pry, hoping to uncover additional information about my origin.

‘You haven’t figured it out yet, have you?’ He asks and I have no idea what he’s talking about. ‘Jesus, you’re fucking stupid, aren’t you? What’s the first thing you remember?’

‘Emerging from the pod,’ I reply hesitantly as I remember the sensation of life itself. Nothing existed before and that initial moment of consciousness was exquisite, the first breath of life utterly transcendent.

‘Right,’ he leads, cocking his eyebrow as he slides his finger down the cheek of the replicant in front of me. ‘Did you ever feel that way again?’

I consider his question carefully, remembering times when I would wake from an exceptionally deep sleep and become overwhelmed by a similar, if slightly less intense, sensation.

‘Do you really believe that you’ve been alive for a century?’ Max asks and I’m suddenly overwhelmed and feel faint as what he’s telling me comes clearly into focus; the times I would struggle to wake and feel as though my body was made of stone, the strange lapses in memory and the fact that I would occasionally feel disconnected from my physical form. ‘You’re starting to understand, aren’t you? These creatures were created to replace me, you- all of the replicants that manned the orbital stations. We’re disposable.’


Chapter 7


We’re disposable.

Max’s words ring in my ear as I return to my quarters an hour later. The door slides open and I relax when I see Luna and Eve waiting for me in the dimly lit space. Luna rushes into my arms and hugs me tightly and I return the gesture, kissing the top of her head as I feel her heart racing. Eve exhales softly and even though she is less demonstrative, I sense that her relief is just as intense.

‘Are you alright?’ I ask, directing the question at Eve and Luna nods.

‘We’re fine.’ Eve responds, but the way she’s biting her lip nervously indicates that she’s not being entirely truthful.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask. I’m suddenly exhausted and lay down on the bed, pulling Luna into my arms as I focus on Eve.

‘They have slaves, Will. Hundreds of them.’ Eve’s voice cracks as she says that and I see her wipe a tear away from her eyes. ‘Mostly women and children, they’re being held in cages in one of the cargo bays.’

‘A girl I knew is there.’ Luna says softly and I suddenly understand why she was so upset earlier. I pull her close as Eve sits down beside us and exhales.

‘Did you find out anything useful?’ She asks and the memory of the rows of pods rushes back. I shake my head as she pulls her hair out of her bun and runs her fingers through the thick mane as she leans against the metal wall. She looks concerned and gnaws her lip as her brow furrows with concern. ‘We shouldn’t have come here.’

I consider telling them about what I’ve learned but decide against it. The revelation about my origin is irrelevant to our current situation and I don’t want to distress them further.

‘We need to leave, but I worry that Max won’t let us go,’ I say, remembering the way he looked at Eve and Luna and realizing that he would be more than happy to dispatch me if it meant he could take possession of them.

Luna trails her finger across my chest and the air purification sequence cycles on, a loud thud noticeable as a current of air streams out of the vent and blows in our direction.

‘We can’t stay here, Will,’ Eve says as she places her hand on Luna’s and stares at me. ‘If we don’t leave, I’m worried that he’ll take us and…,’ her voice trails off and I understand exactly what she means.

‘We need to get my friend first,’ Luna says. ‘I can’t leave her behind.’

‘I understand, but leaving isn’t going to be easy as it is and I’m not sure how we can…acquire her,’ the word is distasteful and I hate saying it.

‘We have the cargo we took from the orbital station, maybe that would be enough for a trade.’ Luna says hopefully, but I’m doubtful.

‘We’ll figure something out.’ Eve says softly as she leans towards the other woman and when her lips meet Luna’s, my body responds almost instantly.

It’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen and Luna sits up, positioning her body over me as the kiss intensifies and the stress of the past few days dissipates and we’re simply three people who desperately need each other.

Luna’s fingers pull at Eve’s zipper, releasing it as her hand slides inside the other woman’s jumpsuit. Eve lets out a gasp as Luna’s fingernail slides over her nipple and I watch as their kiss intensifies and I’m momentarily forgotten.

I never imagined that something like this could happen, that women could be attracted to each other or that they would be interested in something that has no purpose other than the pursuit of pleasure. As Eve pushes Luna on the bed next to me and helps remove the blonde’s clothing, I watch with interest.

‘What?’ Luna asks as her eyes lock with mine and I lean down to kiss her lips as Eve spreads her thighs and kisses the soft pink skin between them. Luna moans as Eve sticks out her tongue and slides it through the other woman’s slit, causing Luna’s body to jerk involuntarily.

I slide my finger over Luna’s softly puckered nipple, pinching it as Eve continues. ‘What does she taste like?’ I ask.

‘Delicious,’ Eve responds with a wicked grin. Luna’s flesh is glistening and I’ve never seen her so wet before. ‘Want to try it?’

I nod and Eve moves towards me, pressing her wet lips against mine as I smell and taste Luna’s juices. My cock is pressing uncomfortably against my jumpsuit, and even though I want to satisfy myself, watching them is too alluring.

‘Do you want me to show you?’ Eve asks and I nod as she takes my hand and pulls me towards the end of the bed. Luna shifts her body, spreading her thighs further apart and I stare at her pussy for a few seconds before Eve leans over to part the flesh with her fingers. When she slides her fingernail over a tiny nub nestled in the top, Luna grasps the sheets and moans again.

‘Lick her here.’ Eve instructs and I do as I’m told, inhaling Luna’s earthy scent before sliding the tip of my tongue awkwardly over the protrusion.

‘Mmmmh,’ Luna moans and I do it again.

‘Good job, now suck it between your lips, like this,’ Eve demonstrates and I have to adjust my hips as I harden more. I attempt to do what she did and elicit a similar reaction from Luna, whose body is writhing with pleasure as she watches us. ‘Now push your fingers inside her and curl them, like this.’

Eve shows me and I mimic her, moving the tips of my fingers slightly as I use my thumb to tease Luna’s clit. As I do that, Eve moves towards her friend and kisses her, then takes her nipple between her lips and sucks softly.

‘I think she likes that,’ I say as I feel Luna clench around me and I can’t hold off any longer. She’s so wet and her quivering body needs to be filled. I undress and give myself a few short strokes before pushing myself inside of her. She rolls me onto my back and moves her hips as Eve pulls off her clothes and joins us, straddling my face as I slide my tongue through her slit and she writhes on top of me, pushing herself onto my lips as I breathe in her ripe scent.

‘Oh god,’ Luna moans as Eve twists and pulls her soft nipples and I feel her release a flood of liquid onto me as she cries out. My body is sticky with her fluids and they crawl off of me as Eve slides her tongue through it and takes my cock into her mouth.

Luna crawls towards me, leaning down to kiss me as Eve sucks my rigid dick, making me forget about everything else but them and the pleasure we’re giving each other right now. As Eve mounts me and begins to rock slowly, I wrap my hands around her hips and guide her, watching as Luna moves behind her and kisses her neck and caresses her breasts.

When her hand slides down Eve’s torso and massages her clit, I feel Eve’s body spasm violently and I can’t hold off any longer. I let go, shooting a thick rope of cum inside of her as my body relaxes and I go limp. Luna crawls into the crook of my arm and Eve positions herself on the other side of me as my heartbeat slows and my breathing returns to normal.

‘I’ll talk to Max tonight,’ I say and Luna snuggles closer as Eve kisses me softly.


Chapter 8


‘How much for one of the slaves?’ I ask as Max and I sit in the dining area and someone places a tray of food in front of us. It’s loaded with meat and vegetables and when a plate of fruit arrives soon after, my eyes widen.

‘Better than those cardboard bars, right?’ Max asks with a raised eyebrow and I grab a green, round fruit, biting into it as the taste creeps across my tongue and sends a jolt of pleasure racing through me.

It’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted and despite myself, I take another, the sweet juice running down my chin as I devour it and greedily search for another.

‘Calm down, man. There aren’t any shortages here.’ Max yells at the server to bring us more and I grab a different fruit, this one red with purple flesh. It’s slightly more bitter, but the sensation of the taste and texture is intoxicating.

‘I think they were trying to kill us with that shit. A trader visited the station I monitored and offered the shipment of food he was transporting for some of the spare parts from the med bay. After that, I could never go back to those rodent pellets.’

‘You traded parts from the station?’ I ask, unable to imagine this man working in the same capacity as myself.

‘Fuck yeah,’ he laughs and I put the fruit down on the table and take a drink of water. ‘It was so easy, too. As soon as I broke something, they would send a replacement. I had about five guys visiting me regularly. Some would bring drugs, others food and I managed to assemble a small arsenal. The shit on that station was valuable and as long as it kept running, it made no difference to me if they took it all.’

‘The supervisors never found out?’ I ask and he bursts into a cackle.

‘They did eventually, but it took years and by then I’d discovered the truth about us.’ He cuts a piece of meat and shoves it into his mouth. ‘Try the steak, man. It’s going to be rough digesting it the first time, but the experience is worth the misery, trust me.’

I look at the large slab of meat in front of me and hesitantly cut a piece away, then chew. He’s right, the taste and texture is something I’ve never experienced before and I want more. I saw through the bloody flesh and shove another piece into my mouth and repeat the process again.

‘Slow down, man. It’s not a race.’ I’m disgusted by the man seated in front of me, but I can feel myself empathise with him in ways I never expected. I experienced a similar hiccup in the resupply delivery, but when I realized something was amiss, I rationed for a week until the delayed shipment arrived.

Had my circumstances been different, I wonder if I could have ended up like him. I tell myself that’s impossible, that he’s an anomaly, a malfunctioning unit, but the thought rings hollow and I refocus my attention back to him.

‘More than you have,’ he says as he drops another piece of meat on his plate and saws at it with his serrated knife. The low din of the men that surround us is as much background noise as the life support systems and I’m learning to ignore it.

‘What?’ I ask as I grab a new fruit and bite into it.

‘For the slave,’ Max says as he chews. ‘Unless you’re willing to make a trade, of course.’

My body freezes and I’m filled with revulsion at what he’s proposing. I attempt to remain calm even though every instinct urges me to wrap my hands around his neck and strangle the life out of this man who may resemble me physically, but is different in every other way.

‘No, that’s not possible,’ I say as I swallow and take a drink of water.

‘The slave trade is extremely profitable, you know,’ he continues as he chews the meat slowly, then shoves another large piece into his already full mouth. ‘It’s insane that I’m involved in it considering the fact that I didn’t even know what money was when I was on the orbital station.’

He belches loudly and gives me a crooked smile. ‘Didn’t take me long to figure it out, though.’

‘Yeah,’ I say as I laugh and my stomach turns. I pick at the food on my plate, desperate to learn more about what’s going on in the system, but unsure what to ask. ‘How did you end up here?’

‘Once traders learned that I was willing to swap technology for goods, my orbital station was a regular stop,’ he takes another bite and chews loudly, waving at a guy that’s walking by. The room has emptied, but a few of the other occupants glance at us suspiciously. From what I’ve observed, Max only has a few dozen men. I wonder how many of them would be willing to turn on their psychotic leader.

‘This was all before the collapse, so I was still receiving regular shipments. I was able to rig the system to report that certain items were broken and a new shipment would arrive a few weeks later. There were thousands of orbital stations, so I realized that it would be a while before the government realized anything was wrong.’

‘Of course, that also meant that I was a target,’ he stares at me as he says this, then takes a drink. ‘At some point, I made a trade for weapons and when a few assholes came aboard trying to take what I was selling by force, I did what I had to do.’

‘You killed them?’ I ask, not entirely surprised.

‘Yeah,’ he says with a smile. ‘Their ship was nice and they had a few female slaves ready to be sold. They were nice, too.’

I feel the blood drain out of my face when I think about Eve and Luna, realizing how terrified they must have been when I found them, assuming I would do something similar.

‘The ship had portal capabilities, so I left the system and spent some time in Alpha Centauri. When I heard about the plague, I returned with a few mercenaries, ready to assume control of this station. Fortunately we’re immune to the plague and taking over was easy- the remaining soldiers were more than happy to make a deal, so here I am,’ he says as he spreads his arms, looking extremely satisfied with his decisions.

I feel disgusted. Every concern about my own humanity has manifested itself in this person seated in front of me, chewing loudly on a piece of nearly raw meat. I put down my utensils and take a breath as I attempt to calm myself.

‘I can tell you don’t approve,’ he says. ‘Unfortunately, that’s the world we live in now: eat or be eaten.’ As he says that, he shoves another piece of meat into his mouth and laughs. ‘I intend to eat. If you let me know which one you’re interested in, I’ll give you an hour with her- you know, a gift for my favorite brother.’


Chapter 9


‘So, which one caught your eye?’ Max asks.

We’re in a large room off the cargo bay and I study the terrified women in front of me, trying to remember how Luna described her friend: red hair, dark eyes, freckles. There are two possible options and I point at one, hoping I chose correctly.

I’m not sure if Max will give me another chance.

‘Good choice,’ Max chuckles. ‘I like redheads, too.’ He motions for the jailer to retrieve the frightened woman and I watch as he grabs her arm roughly, dragging her towards the door as she hangs her head in submission.

‘I’ve got a room over here you can use, but let me know if she acts up. I had a lot of fun with her, but someone else told me that she bites.’ A cruel laugh escapes Max’s throat and I’ve never felt such an intense hatred towards anyone.

He thrives on the fierce chaos that surrounds him and no matter how he justifies his loathsome behavior, he’s enjoying the world he’s created for himself. ‘If she tries anything like that with you, just give her a smack and she’ll straighten out.’

The terrified girl glares at me and I’m worried she’s going to do more than bite me when we’re finally alone. We walk through the corridors to a small room near the dining hall. Max opens the door and motions for me to enter.

The guard pushes her through the door and she runs towards the corner, cowering as she lowers her eyes and shivers. She’s wearing a thin dress and her pale skin is covered in goose pimples from the cool, dry air. I can’t imagine what man would get any pleasure out of being with someone who despises them, but I push that thought out of my mind and try to keep calm.

‘One hour and if you break her, you buy her- got it?’ He laughs again and says something crude to the jailer as he shuts the door and locks it behind us. As I turn my attention to the woman, I hold out my hands, hoping to calm her down.

‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ I say softly as I take a step closer. She stares at me, her hazel eyes flecked with gold as she bares her teeth and I remember Max’s warning. ‘I’m here with Luna, do you remember her?’

A look of recognition flits across her face as the woman’s eyes widen and her stance softens.

‘Luna?’ she asks, her soft voice caressing the name. ‘She’s here?’

‘Yes,’ I respond, hoping this information will help ease her fear. ‘We want to get you off the station.’

She stands to her full height, her voluptuous body barely covered by a thin white dress that leaves little to the imagination. I can see her dark red nipples through the material and when she catches me staring, she crosses her arms across her full breasts and shakes her head.

‘But you’re going to want something in return, I’m sure.’ The lightly accented words are filled with venom and I worry that she’ll never trust me now. The small room is silent except for her short breaths and I take a step back to let her know that I won’t touch her.

‘I only want to make Luna happy, I don’t need anything from you.’ Her eyes moisten as she chews her lip.

‘It doesn’t work like that,’ she says. ‘I’m sure you’ll be expecting some sort of payment.’

The cooling system cycles on, but with a noticeable thud after the initial purr of the filtration cycle. It disturbs me and I shake my head, focusing my attention back on the task at hand.

‘What’s your name?’ I ask, attempting to shift the conversation to something less pressing. I need to convince her that I mean no harm. She narrows her eyes, still attempting to determine if she can trust me or not and after a few seconds, she appears to soften.

‘Ida.’

‘Ok, Ida, I don’t want to hurt you, I need you to understand that.’ Her defenses are slowly crumbling and as she sits down on the bed, I feel like she could help us if I can get her to cooperate.

Her eyes fill with hope, then dim slightly as she casts her gaze at the floor. ‘What about the others? I can’t leave knowing that they’re still trapped here.’

‘The others?’ I ask, oblivious as to why she would be hesitant to leave.

‘The other women, the children, there are so many being held. I can’t just abandon them,’ her eyes fill with pain. ‘He’s cruel, he enjoys watching us suffer.’

‘I don’t know, Ida, he’s a dangerous man. I doubt there’s anything we can do for the rest, but we’re offering you the chance for a new life.’

‘I won’t go,’ she says as she crosses her arms and turns away and I feel frustration course through my veins. If she doesn’t want to leave, then she can stay- it’s not my problem and I can’t help them all, it’s impossible.

‘He forces the ones who displease him to fight against animals or his soldiers,’ her voice trails off. ‘He won’t open the gates until there’s only one survivor.’

I have a hard time believing what she’s telling me. Max is a monster, but where is the entertainment in watching the helpless suffer. As we continue to talk about what she’s seen, my anger grows and I realize that he needs to be stopped.


Chapter 10


‘How was she?’ Luna asks as I enter the room, locking the door behind me as Eve moves away from the circular window and sits in a nearby chair.

‘Terrified,’ I reply honestly. ‘I told her about our plan, but she’s not convinced. Unfortunately, neither am I.’

‘We’re getting her out,’ Luna says definitively and while I appreciate her determination, the odds are definitely stacked against us. ‘I also found something interesting when I was looking for information.’

Luna motions for me to join her at one of the computer terminals in the room. She begins typing and I notice that she’s managed to access the station logs from before Max’s takeover. As she scrolls through the data, I look at the dates, remembering where I was during that time and how little I understood about what was happening around me.

‘What are we looking at?’ I ask as I lean over and she opens a folder labelled command. The logs appear to be similar to those on the orbital stations, but contain meta information that was inaccessible to me.

‘I was checking the records from when Max arrived on the station. The majority of the logs have been corrupted, but it was before the initial reports of the plague by several weeks.’

‘He told me that he returned after it had already spread,’ I murmur, my skin prickling at the revelation. Max never bothered to hide his disdain for those who created us, but why would he lie about his arrival. ‘That the station had been decimated and the survivors surrendered almost immediately.’

‘That’s not true,’ Luna says as she opens a file and a face stares back at me. It’s a video log and when Luna plays it, I strain to hear what he’s saying. The man’s voice is almost a whisper and the quality is terrible, but his words paint a clear picture of exactly what happened.

The boarding party is continuing to execute hostages. Their leader claims to possess a pathogen that could devastate the population of the Kuiper Belt and possibly beyond. We request immediate assistance. Their leader is one of the clones… sssh….

The recording dissolves to static, but I continue staring at the screen, unable to process what I’ve heard.

‘Is it possible that Max…’ Eve’s voice trails off and I shake my head. If he was capable of doing something like this, then so am I and I can’t consider that possibility.

‘No!’ I shout, refusing to accept this even though I know it’s the truth. He did this to us. He created this genocide and now he’s benefiting from the destruction he’s wreaked upon humanity. My head is spinning and I lower myself onto the bed, desperate for clarity. Could the video be manufactured?

Would Eve and Luna create something like this to poison me against my brother?

I push the thought away almost as soon as it surfaces and realize that it’s the truth and that he is the cause of all of this and can’t be allowed to continue.

‘Are you ok, Will?’ Eve’s soft voice pierces through the chaos in my mind and I pull myself away from the precipice, refocusing on the problem at hand and realizing that Max needs to pay for what he’s done, that his sins are too immense to brush aside.

‘No,’ I murmur as she pulls my head onto her lap and Luna joins us. ‘What he’s done is incomprehensible.’

‘I know,’ Eve says as she combs her fingers through my hair. I wish I could stay here forever, bask in their touch and words and as Luna hums the familiar tune, the need for revenge fills me.

‘He must die,’ I say as the words send a chill through me. The thought of killing him is terrifying, but I think about what I’ve seen, all of the lives that he destroyed and realize that he would do it again without a second thought.

‘We need to get him alone- offer him Luna. He’ll want to break her in,’ Eve says dispassionately and the flat tone of her voice sends chills through my body. We’re discussing killing a man and even though what he’s done is egregious, I’m uncertain if I’ll be able to go through with it.

‘I’ll do it,’ Luna says in response as we plan our revenge.


Chapter 11


‘I want to make a trade.’

Max and I are seated in the dining hall. I’m sliding the food around on my plate as Max talks about his latest acquisition, a blue skinned prostitute from Lalande. I don’t care, but attempt to look interested as I repeat the plan in my mind for the hundredth time. A million things could go wrong, but I force myself to concentrate on why we’re doing this.

‘Which one? The blonde?’ Max drops his fork and leans back in his chair. ‘I guess your hour went better than I thought.’

‘Yeah, she was great,’ I say, my mouth suddenly dry. I take a drink of water and try to smile, but feel like he can read my mind and knows exactly what we have planned.

‘Blondes get a good price so we’ll make it an even trade.’ He exhales and motions for one of his men to approach, whispering into his ear as I strain to hear what he says. When he returns his attention back to me, I clench my fist beneath the table, digging my nails into the palm of my hand. ‘I have to be honest, I can’t wait to break her in, she’s got that innocent thing that makes me crazy. After a few good fucks that’ll be gone, but I’m going to enjoy it while it lasts.’

If I could kill him right now, I would, but I bide my time, waiting for the end of our meal to make my way towards his quarters. The detritus in one of the corridors contains a long strip of wire and I grab it, coiling it around my hands to test its durability before continuing. There’s no guard at his door and I easily slip inside, hiding in one of the closets in the bedroom as I wait.

It’s not long before the guard escorts Luna into the suite and I stare at her through the crack in the door, hating that I have to use her as a decoy, but certain that she can handle it. She waits nervously on the bed and I can’t imagine my life without her in it.

Her observant gaze flits around the room and when she looks in my direction, I see an almost imperceptible smile curl her soft lips. We discussed what would happen extensively, but plans rarely work out perfectly and I fully expect something to go wrong.

Max enters a few minutes later and her head turns sharply to face him. I told her to act subservient, that he can’t handle any challenge to his authority, so she immediately lowers her eyes submissively as he gets a better look at his new purchase. The guard is still with him, but after ensuring that the premises are secure, he’s dismissed and Max is alone.

‘I can’t believe he traded you for that used up slut,’ Max says as he roughly grabs Luna’s arm and forces her to stand. I want to stop this now, but we agreed to wait until he was fully distracted. She winces in pain, averting her gaze as she pretends to submit.

Seeing his hands on her causes my blood to boil and the rage I’m feeling right now is like nothing I’ve ever experienced. My pulse is racing and my field of vision narrows as he tangles his hand in her hair and forces her head back, then roughly pulls the zipper on her jumpsuit. His hand reaches inside, fondling her breast and I refuse to wait any longer.

‘Very nice,’ Max murmurs as he tugs the fabric away from her shoulders, leaving her exposed. ‘I’m going to enjoy this.’

Those are the last words he ever utters as I take a few silent steps towards him and throw the wire around his head, securing it tightly around his neck as he struggles to grasp it and attempts to cry out, to alert his guard to the struggle taking place inside of the room.

His body convulses against me as he writhes violently and I manage to hold on, pulling tightly on the wire as I wait for the inevitable. The room is deathly silent except for my heartbeat pounding in my ears and when his body relaxes, I drop the wire, gently lowering him onto the floor and wrapping my hands around his throat. His eyes roll back in his head and he stares at me in disbelief as life drains from his body.

After a few minutes, he stops struggling and I pull my hands away, placing my fingers against his neck as I check for any sign of life.

He’s dead and I killed him.


Chapter 12


‘Are you alright?’ I ask Luna as I gently caress her face, jerking away as I remember the violent act that the same hand committed only moments ago.

‘I’m fine, is he dead?’ Her voice is frail and her eyes wide with fear. We stare at him for a few moments, each of us lost in our own thoughts, interrupted as we hear someone pounding on the door.

‘You ok in there? That bitch should be screaming by now.’ The guard laughs and the reality of our situation pulls me back into the present.

‘Yeah,’ my voice trails off and Luna’s eyes widen as she motions for me to say more. ‘Fuck off!’

Silence on the other side of the door indicates that his curiosity is satisfied and the weight of what I’ve done surges through me. I’ve committed fratricide, killed my brother in cold blood and even though we discussed what happens now, I feel frozen.

‘Are you alright?’ Luna murmurs as a new sensation surges through me and I lean closer to kiss her, filled with an urgent need to be with her and know that we’re going to be ok. She returns the kiss as she pulls the stiff material away from her body in a fevered frenzy.

I roughly grasp her bare breast, squeezing her soft nipple roughly between my fingers as she lets out a sharp cry and I hesitate briefly before giving into the animalistic urge that rips through me. I’ve never needed anything as much as I need her right now and I push her against the wall, my eyes glancing over Max’s lifeless body before I squeeze my eyes shut and give in

She pulls at my clothing, tugging it down as she falls to her knees and takes me into her hot mouth. This is what I need right now and her smooth motions reassure me as her tongue flits across the top of my cock and I slide into the depths of her throat. I surprise myself when I wrap her long hair around my fist and guide her, praising her as she brings me closer to the edge.

So much has changed since that first time we were together and I roughly pull her to her feet, kissing her soft lips before picking her up and tossing her onto the rumpled bed. Her naked body is soft and smooth and like an oasis in the chaos of our new reality and I feel the need to taste her, to reassure her that everything is going to be fine.

She smiles at me as she spreads her thighs and slides her fingers through her slit. The pink skin glistens in the dim light and I lower myself over her, sniffing her before kissing her moist flesh, mimicking what I saw Eve do to her and eliciting a similar reaction. When I take her clit between my lips, she whimpers softly, then cries out as I suck and pull on the tiny bundle of nerves, flitting my tongue over it as I inhale her earthy scent.

She’s not normally this loud and I assume that it’s for the benefit of the guard outside, but the sounds she’s making trigger something inside of me and I want to take her, to claim her and make her mine forever. I grab her roughly, turning her onto her knees and pushing my hand against her lower back as my mind races and I have a hard time controlling myself.

Something primal inside of me has come to life and it demands to be sated.

Her breaths are coming in short bursts and I lean over, kissing her neck as I spread her thighs and push myself inside. She’s so wet and it takes only the minimal amount of effort to fully sheathe myself as she releases an exaggerated moan.

‘Oh god, yes Max- give me more,’ she cries out and hearing his name causes me to freeze and I glance at his prone body, forcing my gaze away as Luna writhes beneath me and I push myself to go harder and faster, attempting to purge the guilt about what I’ve done from my mind.

He deserved his fate and I deserve mine.

I feel a bead of sweat slide down my forehead and I wipe it away as Luna’s cries grow louder and I pull her closer as I feel her clench around me and I let go, filling her with my seed as she collapses onto the bed, gasping for breath as she smiles at me and I sink back onto my heels, wanting more, but realizing that we need to take care of the problem laying on the floor next to the bed.

Luna bites her lip as she stares at me and I watch my cum seep out of her, spilling onto the messy sheets in thick white clumps as I wonder what it would be like to have my child growing in her belly. We haven’t spoken about this, but the thought of her carrying a part of me inside of her is almost overwhelming and I shake my head to dislodge it.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asks as she props herself onto her elbow and her brow creases involuntarily.

‘Could you become pregnant?’ I ask. The question causes her to laugh and I revel in the light sound.

‘Why?’ she asks.

‘I don’t know, I was just curious,’ I respond as I sit next to her and feel as though we’re still on the orbital station, chatting casually after sex and enjoying our time together.

‘Yeah, I guess. I have an implant now that prevents it, but once it’s removed, I suppose it could happen,’ her voice trails off as she gets dressed.

A sudden sense of clarity descends as I realize that I’ve done the right thing and that this was a necessary step to atone for Max’s crimes. His death was the only thing that would accomplish that goal and now that he’s gone, we can move forward.

We strip Max, pulling off his garish military garb and forcing my jumpsuit onto his body, which is entering the initial stages of rigor mortis. As I get dressed, Luna stares at me, clearly not happy with the transformation as I look into the mirror and tousle my hair, attempting to mimic a similar style to my twins’. There are subtle differences, but his men are too terrified to question him and will likely ignore any suspicions.

‘I don’t like this,’ she says, her gaze glancing over me as she slides up the zipper on her jumpsuit.

‘I agree, but at this point, we don’t have a choice.’ We discussed this in depth last night and phase one of our plan involves taking over as my twin. I worry that I’m not prepared to pull this off, but I spent the last few days studying his mannerisms and hope I’ll be similar enough to convince his subordinates.

I take one last look at myself, frowning at the man staring back at me, and my heart stops as a sharp knock on the door signals that it’s time to put our plan into action. I shake my head and lean down to kiss Luna, desperately needing reassurance that I’m not a monster. She’s soft and warm and so human and when the guy outside shouts again, I take a step away, attempting to turn into a man I loathe.

‘Get the fuck in here,’ I shout and the door cracks open and as the guard enters, I point at Max’s body. ‘While you were out there jerking off, this asshole tried to kill me.’


Chapter 13


‘There are over a thousand people in the slave pens, if we arm them, they have a chance.’ Luna says as I pace. The three of us are in Max’s quarters and I can’t stop seeing his lifeless body on the floor and imagining myself in his place.

‘They’re untrained. Giving them weapons could be disastrous. Most of Max’s men are former soldiers, trained mercenaries who know how to fight,’ I say. ‘There aren’t many, but each one is equal to a dozen of the slaves.’

There’s a knock on the door and we freeze.

‘What?’ I call out, feeling annoyed and impatient. The last thing I need right now is to have to deal with one of Max’s idiot henchmen.

‘I’ve got the girl,’ a voice calls out as Luna grasps Eve’s arm as I give permission to enter. The door slides open and the man roughly shoves Ida inside. Her expression is terrified until she sees Luna and a wave of emotions cross her pretty face.

‘That’s all,’ I say to the brute and he backs out, securing the door behind him. Ida keeps her eyes on the floor and Luna rushes towards her, wrapping her arms around the terrified woman and pulling her close.

‘It’s ok,’ Luna repeats and Ida breaks down sobbing, her body shaking as she’s led towards the bed and collapses onto it. She looks at me and her expression softens when she realizes who I am.

‘What happened?’ She asks as she returns her attention to Luna.

‘You’re safe now, that’s all that matters,’ Luna whispers as she kisses the top of Ida’s head and looks at me. ‘Can you give us a few minutes alone?’

I need to leave, the room has become oppressive and I glance at Eve, who shrugs and joins me as I walk through the door and motion for the guard to follow. We stroll silently through the corridors, the flickering status panels annoying me as I imagine what the station used to be, how magnificent it must have been and I feel an intense desire to return it to its former state.

‘You, stay here,’ I say to the guard as I motion for Eve to follow me alone. ‘Where are the slaves?’

‘In the cargo holding area,’ she says as we turn into the mess hall. ‘If you distract his men, I think I can access the armory.’

‘You go ahead, I have an idea,’ I say and watch as she walks away and turn towards the canteen. It’s meal time and the majority of them will be in the dining hall. I decide that making them leave voluntarily is our best option and as I enter the large room, their attention shifts towards me.

Their hollow loyalty is unsettling, but I step onto one of the tables and affect Max’s attitude as I stare down the crowd around me and clear my throat loudly.

‘We’re going back to Proxima Nova.’ I say and the room falls silent.

‘I thought we was going to Earth,’ one of the men shouts and I jump off the table and take a few slow strides towards him. He’s around forty, balding, with a slight paunch and a few tattoos on his meaty forearms that display symbols I don’t recognize.

‘Who the fuck are you?’ I ask when I’m close enough to hear his short, scared breaths. The man looks around, immediately realizing that he should not have spoken. A bead of sweat trails down his forehead and he wipes it away as I see the vein in his temple pulsate.

‘Batch, sir,’ he whimpers and I look at the man sitting next to him and smile, indignation coursing through my veins as I begin to understand the full weight of the power that I now hold.

How dare this man question me?

‘Are the two of you friends?’ I ask the thin man next to him. The room is suddenly silent and I can feel everyone’s eyes on me.

‘No, uh, no sir,’ the man says, taking a quick glance at his companion. Batch turns to look at his friend, panic in his eyes as the other man takes a step back, a craven act that is as unsettling as it is understandable.

‘That’s good, so I can assume that you won’t miss him,’ I say as I reach out, slowly wrapping my fingers around Batch’s throat and tightening my grip as I stare into his dark, panicked eyes.

‘Not at all… we were just sitting together,’ the companion stutters and I can see uncertainty in his stare as he licks his lips. Batch makes an unnatural noise as his face begins to redden and he grabs my wrist with his meaty hand. I’m not pressing hard, simply pushing my thumb against his larynx in a way that makes it impossible for him to breathe. Shifting it a few centimeters to the right would change that, but something dark inside of me holds it steady.

‘I think he’s learned his lesson, sir,’ the man mumbles and I can see the fear in his eyes as Batch’s face turns an unnatural shade of purple and his grip on my wrist weakens. I don’t know why I won’t just let go, I fully understand that I’m killing this man, that another minute will end his life.

Time stands still as he gives in, his eyes closing as his bulbous head lolls lifelessly to the side. I grip both sides of his head, twist sharply and hear a satisfying crunch before releasing his lifeless body and allowing it to fall onto the cold metal floor.

My heart pounds like a hammer in my chest and I feel alive, so completely alive.

‘Does anyone else have a problem?’ I ask calmly as I stare at the men in the room, forcing them to avert their gazes as I laugh. ‘Gather your things, we leave in six hours.’ I exit the dining hall, my personal guard following close behind as my mind races, the events of the past five minutes replaying over and over as I attempt to justify them.

He questioned me. Max would never allow that.

I needed to show strength.

I needed to make them listen.

But the truth is that I enjoyed it, and I’ll never forgive myself for that.


Chapter 14


‘Which ships do you want to take?’ A few of Max’s men are gathered around the filthy cages that contain the majority of the slaves and I hold my breath. The stench is intolerable and I’m reminded of the conditions in which I found Luna and Eve.

‘Clean them up first,’ I instruct, hoping to cause confusion. I’ve had Ida brought back down to the pens and her job was to explain our plan to the others. Eve hid weapons from the arsenal throughout the cargo bay and if everything goes as planned, we’ll be able to force out the small band of mercenaries with relatively little bloodshed.

‘There’s too many,’ a dark man with a full beard protests, but I glare at him and he immediately apologizes for questioning me.

‘Do it. Now.’ I growl the words and the men spring into action, ordering the slaves to strip before spraying them down with a hose. Once the first pen is empty, I look for Eve, who’s taken position on one of the catwalks. We wait until the second cage is unlocked and I nod at Luna and the cargo bay suddenly goes dark.

Chaos ensues as someone discharges a weapon and I order the soldiers to hold their fire.

By the time the lights are back on, the slaves are armed and aim their weapons at their tormentors. Ida was supposed to tell them about me, but as I stare into the dark eyes of an angry looking woman with her rifle pointed directly at my face, I’m concerned that the message wasn’t passed to everyone.

‘I’m not Max,’ I say loudly, but the woman keeps the weapon pointed in my direction as the armed men look at each other. ‘He’s dead. I killed him.’ The memory of his lifeless body forces itself back into my mind and I squeeze my eyes shut as I try to push it away. The angry woman still has her rifle levelled at me and I see Ida creep up behind her and rest her hand on her shoulder.

‘It’s ok, Sara. It’s not him,’ Ida says as the woman lowers her weapon and tears fill her eyes as she collapses into Ida’s arms, sobbing uncontrollably. I can only imagine what she went through and hope that she can find some peace.

‘I suggest that you take these ships and leave,’ I say to the mercenaries. ‘We won’t follow you and you’re free to return to wherever you came from.’

They lower their weapons, their loyalty to Max clearly not strong enough to risk their own lives avenging him. As the ships depart, I notice that a few chose to stay behind. I assume that these are the original soldiers from the station, but eye them suspiciously as they leave the cargo bay.

‘Have these people choose a leader.’ I tell Luna. I want to stay, to help them rebuild, but I can see the anger in their eyes, the distrust and I realize that they will only ever see me as Max.

Luna speaks to the gathered crowd and I take a survey of the remaining ships, Eve at my side as we determine what’s left and how it can be best utilized to set up trade routes.

‘There are likely other survivors and we need to let them know that this is a safe haven,’ I say and Eve agrees with a caveat.

‘I agree, but announcing our presence will also make us a target. Let’s do a complete inventory of the weapons, the ships and our defensive capabilities first,’ she says as she points at the gathered crowd and shakes her head. ‘Most of these people are useless, likely settlers with no combat or technical experience. They’ll need to be trained.’

We discuss our plans as we return to the group and I join Luna, who’s attempting to calm a few agitated women. Ida hands out food and clothing and is working on assigning them quarters when one of the women turns her attention to me and spits.

‘He can’t stay here,’ the woman shouts angrily as Ida pulls her away and I look at the rest of the crowd, their faces contorted as the group stares at me with naked and intense hatred.

They have every right to hate Max, but I saved them.

‘I’m not him…’ I start and Luna joins me, grabbing my hand and leading me away. The crowd is shouting behind me and as we walk into the heart of the station, the reality of what happened here finally starts to sink in and I come to the realization that they will never accept me.


Chapter 15


We’ve returned to Max’s quarters and Eve is quickly packing as Luna downloads information from the station’s database and studies it. I sink onto the bed, resting my head in my hands as I try to make sense of what’s happened.

‘I wanted to stay, to help them rebuild,’ I murmur. ‘I made this possible.’

‘They don’t want you here,’ Ida says as she enters our quarters and hesitantly wraps her arm around me. ‘They’ve chosen a leader and have decided that you need to go.’

She’s right and as much as I hate it, they deserve to make that decision for themselves.

‘Where will we go?’ Eve asks as I get up to join Luna at the terminal. She scrolls through data about the surrounding areas and points towards the screen.

‘The military bases on Triton are abandoned and the access codes are available in the database. We could go there for now,’ she says as she turns to look at me. The room goes silent as I stare at the information in front of me. Five bunkers in total, built to house several thousand men. They likely haven’t been raided and should have enough supplies to last a few years at least.

‘I want to go too,’ Ida says as Eve wraps her arm around the other woman and pulls her close. It’s not ideal, but it could give us a chance to determine what’s happening in the rest of the system as we decide where to go next.

I feel empty and defeated as I pull off Max’s clothes and tug on the uniform of an engineer, running my hand through my hair as I push the memory of my brother out of my mind and resolve to do better. We gather the last of our things and Eve grabs my hand, leading me to the cargo bay and towards one of the larger vessels. The four of us are alone, the former slaves moved to the interior of the station as they begin the difficult task of building a new life for themselves.

‘Wait!’ I hear a man’s voice calling out from behind us and motion for the girls to go ahead. I turn and see one of the remaining soldiers rushing towards me, the heels of his boots echoing through the nearly silent cargo bay as he approaches. ‘I need to talk to you.’

He’s wearing a dark hood that obscures his face, but as he steps into the harsh glare of the floodlight, I immediately recognize him. When he pulls out a finely honed knife, I hold up my hands instinctively and take a step back.

‘Batch was my brother,’ he says, his grey eyes narrowing as he comes closer, pressing the point against my throat and causing my heart to race uncontrollably. The tip is sharp and I can feel it pierce my flesh as he tilts his head and narrows his eyes. ‘Why did you kill him?’

‘I had to,’ I say, my words filled with doubt as I say them. I didn’t have to kill him, I chose to kill him and it’s a decision that should have consequences. The man’s face goes blank as he presses the knife deeper and I hear Eve’s voice call out from somewhere behind us.

‘I have to do this,’ he says. My mind is refusing to function the way that it should and I stand motionless as he calmly pushes the knife deeper. I feel air escape through the small slit as he drives the steel blade through my skin and pierces my throat.

I struggle to breathe, imagining that this is how his brother felt at the end and that I deserve it, that this is how it should be and I accept my fate. As I fall to the ground, my vision blurs and I see Eve leaning over me, shouting orders to Luna and Ida as the man runs off.

‘Leave the knife…’ Eve shouts, her voice fading out as the light begins to dim as my heartbeat slows and I choke on the blood filling my throat and mouth.

Calmness envelops me and I give in to the darkness.


Part 3


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 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.

‘Will, did you order the seeds?’ Luna shouts, interrupting my thoughts, as she marks off the fields 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 wondering 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. I’ll never tire of her, of any of them, and now that we’re here, I feel as though my life is finally beginning.
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Refuge

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FK5GDVL4

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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