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      Bettani crept down the darkened corridor, a second pair of soft-soled boots tight in her grip. Silently, she counted her steps in the darkness. She had rehearsed for days the exact number required to arrive at the subject’s unmarked door.

      Her name is Adrianna, she thought.

      That was the name embedded in the tiny ID chip now in her pocket. She did not, in fact, believe subject 647 ever possessed an actual name.

      It was supposed to take place during the sleep cycle. Up until the lights failed, as Carlos promised they would, she had tossed on her bed, worried she was undergoing an elaborate loyalty test. It was possible that the whole thing was a trap. Her heart pounded as she imagined entering Adrianna’s room, to be greeted by the director, delighted to uncover another traitor.

      Upon taking her final counted footstep, Bettani groped for the door handle. The latch released, and she realized that Carlos had succeeded in overriding the backup lockdown protocol. With great caution, she eased the door open and peered uselessly into the blackness. After a moment her ears guided her to the bedside. She awoke Adrianna and covered the child’s mouth to silence her startled questions.

      “Shhh. It’s Bettani. I’m here to take you somewhere. Put on these boots.”

      She listened to the girl fumble with the unfamiliar footwear. A small voice whispered, “Where are we going?”

      “The power is out. I need to get you to safety.”

      Following her instructions, she pulled the hypo-spray containing the programmed chip from her pocket. In the darkness, she located the small wrist and traced the arm up to her neck.

      “This won’t hurt,” she said, comforting herself with the words more than the child. If Adrianna winced when the hypo was applied, Bettani couldn’t tell.

      Adrianna’s small hand found hers, and they slowly made their way toward the door, momentarily fumbling to locate it. With her confidence growing, she guided them back the way she’d come. On reaching the corridor access, the hallway was illuminated in dull red emergency lighting.

      Damn, that was faster than we wanted.

      No longer hindered by the darkness, she ran down the next passage, pulling Adrianna along. It would take another fifty seconds for the AI to reboot and ten seconds after that for it to determine the girl’s cell was empty. Though the new chip she’d injected would scramble the subdermal tracking device in the girl, its effect wouldn’t last. Her heart pounded as she rushed them through the disabled security doorways leading to the hangar deck.

      Upon opening the last door, the imposing figure of a well-muscled man with long dark hair and a grey-flecked beard blocked her way. Bettani released the child’s hand and threw her arms around Carlos’s neck.

      “You made it,” she said before kissing him.

      Their reunion was interrupted by the security klaxon sounding through the facility. Concern clouded his handsome features. “They recovered faster than expected.”

      “Are we too late?” she asked fearfully.

      He glanced down the corridor. “Perhaps not,” he said. He pulled from his satchel two disks, each the size of a large coin, and handed them to her. “Do you remember what I told you about these?”

      She nodded. “Yes, they’re explosives, but what are they for?”

      “They will disable the locking mechanism of the access doors. I would set them, but I need to get the aircraft prepped or we’ll never get away.”

      She pushed Adrianna toward him. “You go. I’ll set these and join you.”

      He hesitated for a brief moment, like he wanted to tell her something, but seemed to change his mind and kissed her. Carlos took the child by the hand. She struggled against him until Bettani told her, “Everything is okay. You can go with him. He’s here to help. I won’t be long.”

      Offering no further resistance, the girl followed him to the awaiting ship. Bettani advanced to the door down the corridor but only got halfway there when it swung open and three armed security guards burst through. She watched them in stunned silence as they levelled their weapons at her and without any hesitation opened fire.

      Pain ripped through her body as the projectiles tore through her torso and limbs. She collapsed to the floor, her breath bubbling with foaming blood. Helpless, she peered through the open doorway to the hangar at her lover standing in the hatchway of the flyer, watching. The last thing Bettani saw was a disappointed look cross his face as he reached into his pocket and produced a small device. Moments later, as the guards approached her dying body, the small disks still in her hand exploded.
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      The distant rumble caught my attention before I noticed the faint vibrations. It was just a minor tremor. Most of the activity of Olympus Mons amounted to small mars-quakes with little damage done and even less notice by the locals. The unpredictable eruptions from the reactivated volcano rarely produced more than another belch of water vapour, sulphur, and carbon dioxide into the planet’s maturing atmosphere. An occasional pyroclastic flow would cascade down the flanks of the massive mountain, but any of the communities that once lay in the path of such things had long since relocated. From where I stood, the uneasy volcano seemed to be little more than a smoking mound along the horizon, with only the irregular shaking of the ground a reminder of its distant, blessed fury.

      Only a decade before, it had lain extinct, a poignant memorial to what this planet had once been. That was until the mythical Mother of Mars miraculously sent a spaceship crashing into the mountain. Even this long after the event, the most brilliant minds had yet to unravel how the miracle had been accomplished. None were privy as I was to the details of the technology long declared a state secret.

      So Mons and a hundred other volcanoes now belched their pillowy plumes of gas, and the planet became more habitable with each passing day. The still toxic atmosphere was now thick enough that I no longer required a pressure suit to venture outside. I glanced down at the pebble-strewn ground under my boots to see the hardy, newly introduced plant life had not suffered beneath the treads of our vehicle.

      “They’re everywhere,” I muttered to myself.

      “What did you say?” Dylan’s voice in my headset roused me from my thoughts.

      “Lichens are all over the place. Nothing was here six months ago.”

      His footsteps crunched as he rounded our transport. He stopped and surveyed me. With his silly grin partly obstructed by his breathing mask, his handsome features were unmistakable. He had not aged a day over the last decade.

      “Now you’re a botanist?”

      “Don’t be an ass. I was just noting how fast things have changed since our last visit.”

      “What doesn’t change is the demand for your services, Mel. They are squawking over the comm, wondering where you are. People are lined up out the door.”

      “The clinic is overbooked again?”

      “What did you expect? You’re the only doctor they see on a regular basis.”

      “I’m the only doctor they ever see. Nobody else wants to leave their cozy life on Olympia. I’m fighting a losing battle down here, Dylan.”

      “You’re doing what is necessary.”

      “What’s necessary is for the fucking government to care. They need to supply the med-tech these people require. I’m restricted to twentieth century medicine down here. I’m one step beyond being a witch doctor.”

      He stood in silence, staring at me. The part of his face I could see behind his mask showed he was struggling to contain something he thought funny.

      “And don’t you dare say anything about me being a witch already, asshole.”

      “I would never dream of saying that.”

      His forced seriousness collapsed, and we both shared a laugh at my expense.

      Regaining his composure, he said, “In all seriousness, we need to get a move on or we’ll fall further behind schedule. We are two days late because of that damned broken tread. This machine is getting past its best-before date.” He rested a hand on the hull of the transport that served as our mobile home.

      “I’m entitled to grouse occasionally.”

      He grasped my shoulders and pointed me toward the airlock of the domed settlement we were camped before.

      “Complain while you walk. Your patients are waiting, and I need to get parts for the vehicle.”

      We trudged along in silence for ten metres or so.

      “It isn’t right,” I said. “Mars is basically terraforming itself. The government should free up money to entice more physicians to work in these settlements. Even to set up permanent practices.”

      “Our illustrious dictator has other ambitions. None of his puppet administration gives a shit about anyone poor or stupid enough to live on the surface. To them we’re all a bunch of dirty terraformers who are no longer necessary.”

      “His dislike for the planet hasn’t stopped him from building his brand new capital. The rumour is that it will have city-wide gravity generators. The pampered elite are not going to expose themselves to any of the health problems of living under Martian gravity.”

      “Melanie Destin, you sound like one of the rebels. You need to be careful.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I only spout my subversive thoughts to you. To everyone else I am ‘Doctor Corrine Ross: Have stethoscope, will travel.’” I emphasized my comment with air quotes.

      “That’s more like it. Mundi may think we’re dead, but I don’t want to risk doing anything that would lead him to believe otherwise.”

      We stopped at the massive airlock door and signalled our arrival.

      “Just once I want to stand in the central plaza of one of these settlements and shout at the top of my lungs, ‘I am the Mother of Mars, come to liberate you from your oppression.’”

      “What will that accomplish?”

      “Hell, I don’t know. Maybe push people to act.”

      “Talus Varr’s rebellion has nothing to show for the past seven years except the ruins of the communities that joined him. Nobody else wants to expose themselves to Mundi’s retaliation.” He grasped me by my shoulders. “Melanie Destin died when that ship crashed into the planet ten years ago. Let’s keep it that way, okay?”

      I disengaged from his grasp as the door began to open. “Don’t worry. I don’t intend to paint a fucking target on my back. Boring old Corrine Ross will go work in the clinic and perform medieval medicine like she always does.”
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      Sixteen hours on my feet was about six more than I wanted to spend, but I was finally finished and had just seen the last patient out the door.

      “It was good of you to stay, Doctor Ross. I realize you didn’t need to see more than those with an appointment.”

      I returned the smile of the clinic administrator.

      “It will be six weeks before my return, and some of these patients couldn’t wait. It was the least I could do.”

      “Still, I’m sorry we’ve caused you to fall further behind in your schedule.”

      “My husband is resourceful. We’ll make up the time. I’m sure he can find a shorter route to our next stop.”

      “Well, please relate my gratitude to him.”

      When I stepped out of the medical centre, I realized how late it was. Dylan had long ago become accustomed to my desire to accommodate everyone who needed treatment. Even though I had most of the clinic administrators along our route trained to take appointments, there were always last-minute patients who showed up without one. In another life I would have turned them away. I shook my head, still ashamed of who I was in those days. Despite the hardship of our fugitive lifestyle, I liked to think I was now a more compassionate person. Maybe I would live long enough to redeem what was left of my soul.

      My stomach rumbling, I set off. Dylan and I had a standing arrangement that we would meet for our meal at the local tavern when I was finished my work. Believing he had been waiting for me for some time, I took a shortcut down a darkened alley. Though perfectly safe to do so in most settlements on Mars, my early life on Terra had trained me to expect otherwise from such places. I traversed the dark corridor, alert to every sound and movement.

      From behind, a scuffing noise demanded my attention. A search told me I was alone, but my imagination tried to persuade me that something moved in the shadows of a doorway. Not waiting to learn the truth, I hurried to the end of the lane and out into the central square. There were still a few people about, and I released my held breath and reduced my pace. At the door to the tavern, I glanced back at the empty street. I decided that my imaginings were the result of hunger and fatigue and gave no further thought to strange sounds in the dark.

      The place was half full, and a quick survey revealed that Dylan was not present. I put my order in at the bar and took a seat in a quiet corner.

      When we began our life in exile together, Dylan and I had learned to be cautious, even a bit paranoid. It was a small price to pay to ensure that the eyes of Regis Mundi never fell on us. Though it was an unwelcome return to the ways of my youth, I adjusted and caution once more became second nature.

      Most of the people in the establishment were passingly familiar to me. Over years of visits, I’d treated most of the population at least once. The buzz of quiet conversations was comforting, and I relaxed further. I chuckled, embarrassed by my earlier moment of panic.

      The creak of the door heralded the entry of a man and the exit of my reacquired calm. There was something about him that demanded my attention, and I caught myself following his every movement as he placed his order and sat on the other side of the room. He did not look about but scrutinized something pulled from his pocket. Realizing I was staring, I averted my gaze and reviewed the other patrons, confirming that I had indeed met or seen each of them before. The man at the table across the room stood out because he was a stranger, and my senses went into overdrive at that realization.

      The fact that he appeared mesmerized by the contents of his cup told me everything necessary to conclude he meant no good. Anyone else would have glanced about the room, but this man had already spied the person he searched for and now tried to mask his interest with feigned preoccupation.

      The server brought my food, and I picked at it while keeping an eye on the stranger. Whether he was looking for me or it was merely my imagination, I decided I had to get out of there and back to our camp. When the same waiter approached the man’s table with his meal, I took advantage of the distraction and slipped away from my table. The path to the front door was too exposed, so I wove between the tables to the back of the establishment in the direction of the restrooms and the service entrance.

      The door to the alleyway had barely swung shut when I broke into a run, determined to put distance between me and the tavern. Ducking into alleys and hurrying along familiar streets, I circuitously made my way toward the airlock. After half an hour of evasion techniques, I found myself crouching in a doorway in an alcove a short walk from my objective. A brief moment of panic was relieved when, searching my satchel, I located my breathing mask, which would allow me to leave the dome. Clutching it, I rose to my feet and looked up to see a shadowed figure enter the lane ahead of me.

      Backlit by the lights of the main street and blocking the only exit from the alcove, he advanced with a measured gait. As he approached, my adjusting eyes confirmed him as the man in the tavern.

      “Who are you? What do you want with me?”

      He halted two paces from me, triumph etched on his face. “It really is you. You’re Melanie Destin.”

      “You’re confusing me with someone else.”

      A flicker of doubt crossed his face as he examined me some more. “No, you’re her. A little older and thinner than your picture, but you’re the Mother of Mars.”

      “Look, even if I were, what would you want with me?”

      “Want? Do you realize what finding you is worth to me? You’re still alive and here in front of me. I didn’t think the rumours were true.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re mistaken. This happens to me a lot. I guess I do look something like her, but trust me, buddy, you’re going to feel awfully foolish when you find out how wrong you are.”

      “Well, that’s a risk worth taking, given the reward on your head.”

      He advanced, and I assumed the defensive posture Dylan had taught me. He stopped and laughed. “Come on, none of that. I don’t want to hurt you, but you’re going to come with me.”

      I raised my arm in a fighting stance, and when he moved in, I kneed him in the groin. He doubled over in pain and collapsed to the ground.

      Without a second thought I leapt over him and fled out of the alcove and down the street, searching for a place to hide. Hearing his curses grow louder behind me, I ducked around a corner and ran into something solid. Knocked down and stunned, I looked up into the face of Dylan. He reached down and helped me to my feet, but before he could ask me anything, the man followed me into the alley.

      “Hey, hands off. She’s mine.”

      Dylan glanced at me, his left eyebrow raised. Shaking his head, he pushed me protectively behind him and confronted the stranger.

      “Walk away, friend. There’s no need for anyone to get hurt here.”

      The man sneered and pulled a menacing knife from his belt. “You slink away and I won’t cut you up.”

      Dylan made no reaction but stared the man down, every muscle in his toned body a tensed spring waiting to be released. Though we had lived on Mars for ten years, Dylan took the opportunity in every town to train in gyms with simulated Terran gravity. They were expensive to use and rare to find, but he was not willing to let his skills lapse, acquired through years of military training. At that moment I was grateful for his determination.

      The man lunged, and in a swift, blurred movement, Dylan pivoted to avoid the blade and delivered a disabling blow to the attacker’s throat. Falling to his knees, gasping for air, he clutched at his injured windpipe. I watched as Dylan dug through the dying man’s pockets. He pulled out the sheet the man had been studying in the tavern, examined it, then shoved it into his own pocket. Wordlessly, Dylan picked up the dropped weapon and with no hesitation buried it in his opponent’s chest.

      “What the fuck did you do that for?” I said, finally discovering my voice.

      “Come on.” He grabbed my hand and led me toward the airlock.
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      Perspiration glistened on the balding head of Justin LaFoire. He struggled to maintain his composure in the presence of the Supreme Dictator. As intended, his emotional discomfort was compounded by the stress of the Terran-normal gravity maintained in the audience chamber. The long, thin, shaking limbs of his emaciated body belied a lifetime spent on Mars. Because the man’s failure had displeased him, Mundi forced him to stand to deliver his report.

      “Et effugium in…subiectum animan eius…”

      “You’re butchering the language. Speak in standard, you incompetent fool!” As a rule, Regis Mundi forbade the vulgar common tongue to be uttered in his presence. Learning new information about the incident at his facility was not the purpose of the interrogation. The details had been reviewed with his security chief. Mundi wanted to make an example of his former research director, and he still debated about what form that would take. Until a decision was reached, letting the whimpering idiot squirm before him served as his morning sport.

      The nervous man offered an appreciative nod and continued.

      “The subject escaped after an explosive device was detonated...”

      “Yes, yes, I am aware of the sordid details of your failure. My question, which your miserable grasp of Latin failed you to comprehend, concerns the reason that particular asset was abducted.”

      Terror flashed across LaFoire’s face. He struggled to regain his composure. “Subject 647 is the only one that exhibited encouragement the process might work.”

      Mundi fixed the man with a piercing stare and clumsily adjusted his portly form to lean forward in his chair.

      “You managed to lose the only candidate that might allow me to control the discovery?”

      LaFoire swallowed. “There was nothing definitive. The subject only exhibited the slightest indications that we are on the right path, Dominus. More experiments are required before we can declare...”

      Mundi held up an imperious hand to halt the man’s babbling. He stared judgementally for several seconds at the broken person before him. Brief recollections surfaced of this same man arrogantly declaring confidence of success. Shaking his head, he turned to the man who quietly stood at his side and spoke in Latin.

      “Morgan, I want this fool crucified outside of the research facility—a reminder to his successor.” He punctuated his statement with a grim smile.

      The tall, muscled young man’s reply demonstrated flawless mastery of the dead tongue. “As you wish, Dominus.”

      He signalled with a slight nod to the two guards who stood behind LaFoire. They seized him by each arm and dragged the weeping man out of the audience chamber. When the great door to the room had closed behind them, Mundi fixed his lieutenant with a thoughtful look, waiting for his analysis.

      “This shows all the signs of rebel involvement, sire.”

      “Of course it does. But what does Talus Varr want with this subject? The experiments didn’t result in the kind of control we need.”

      He rose from his throne and winced in pain. Morgan leaned forward to assist him, but Mundi waved him away. “Readjust the room to Martian gravity.”

      The younger man nodded and a preoccupied expression crossed his face as he accessed the environmental controls with his cortical implant. Within moments Mundi relaxed as the pull on his ancient body lessened.

      “Ah, much better. I’ve hated this accursed planet for most of my adult life, and yet, ironically, if I ever manage to conquer Terra before I expire, I’ll never be able to live on its surface. The universe possesses a perverse sense of humour.”

      Morgan maintained silence.

      Mundi chuckled and appraised his lieutenant with a critical eye. “You’ve learned the wisdom of keeping your thoughts to yourself. You remind me of your predecessor.”

      Sadness overcame him, and he mumbled to himself, “Oh, Felix, how I wish you hadn’t betrayed me. I could use your council now.”

      “I apologize, sire, but I could not hear you.”

      Regis Mundi sighed. “Did you ever meet Felix Altius?”

      “I only met him once, just before the—” He stopped himself.

      Mundi frowned. “You were going to refer to the terraforming event, weren’t you?”

      The young man nodded. “Yes, Dominus.”

      “Yes, the great ‘miracle’ when the alien spaceship crashed into Mars and restarted the planetary tectonics. Now the dead woman responsible is celebrated around the globe as ‘the Mother of Mars,’ and my traitorous servant who aided her has fled into exile.”

      He glared at Morgan, studying his face for a sign of doubt. “You think me ungrateful and mad, don’t you?”

      “No, Dominus, I recognize what their interference cost the Martian people.”

      “If only others could be as astute as you. A terraformed planet was never destined to be. The only solution is for our people to assume their rightful place on a conquered and cleansed Terra. The so-called Mother of Mars used the nanites that were intended as my weapon of conquest to change everything. Now, because of her, people actually believe transforming this rock within a generation is possible.”

      “But sire, all is not lost. The discovery in the asteroid belt is rich with dormant alien nanotechnology.”

      “You are familiar with Felix Altius’s reports?”

      “Yes, Dominus. The capabilities of the nanomachines that compose that vessel are greater than the ones destroyed, and they offer far more potential than mere conquest. Melanie Destin demonstrated that they can be controlled when she directed the course of the terraforming ship. Her genetic material is still in your possession, and progress is being made⁠—“

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Morgan, but you heard that traitorous scum yourself. He only managed to achieve indications of ‘potential influence’ over the nanite sample we secured. It is a far cry from the power that woman exhibited.”

      “It is all the more reason to double our efforts to recover subject 647 from the rebels. My spy within their ranks informs me the stolen resource is not yet in their possession. There is still time.”

      “How deep is your agent placed inside the rebel hierarchy?”

      “He meets irregularly with Talus Varr. Shall I order him to assassinate your enemy at the next opportunity?”

      “No, you will do nothing until I tell you. Knowing Varr as I do, there will be contingencies in place to assure his death will not hamper his rebellion. We will not move until we can stamp out his movement forever.”

      “It will be as you command, Dominus. What are your orders about subject 647?”

      “Spare no resource. It must be tracked down and recovered before it can disappear into Talus Varr’s network.”

      Morgan nodded in acknowledgement with a pensive expression.

      Mundi studied the younger man. “You’re hesitating over something. What is it?”

      “Apologies, sire, it is trivial; a rumour that came to my attention. It is nothing worthy of your concern.”

      Mundi smiled slyly as he resumed sitting on his throne. Collapsing into it, he sighed. “I will be the judge of what is important. Tell me.”

      The young lieutenant bowed his head. “It is a trifling thing, but activities around an old, related rumour are increasing.”

      “What rumour?” Mundi probed, annoyance in his voice.

      “Certain interest groups across the planet are posting bounties for proof that the Mother of Mars still lives.”

      “What?”

      “They are insignificant in number, sire, all seeming to vie with each other to prove their competing claims. I believe the organizers wish to bring any information they gather to you in the hope you will reward them. They are desperate fanatics, nothing more.”

      “How long have such rumours been in circulation?”

      “About ten standard years. My research tells me they began with rumoured sightings in the communities around Olympus Mons and gradually spread to include the former terraforming settlements near the Valles Marineris. Most took the form of idle comments in chat groups on the planetary cortex. They remained an entertaining fancy until about two years ago. Multiple bounties have been issued in the past three months.”

      “What prompted this change?”

      “Individuals wish to exploit the delusions of a small cult of worship that has formed around the woman.”

      “You will investigate this. Use your discretion to discover what stokes the optimism of these people and shut them down. The last thing we need is for the rabble to make a saint of her that Talus Varr can exploit.”
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      After we reached our transport, I relived the previous few minutes during our vehicle’s airlock recycle sequence. When the amber light by the door indicated nominally breathable air, I ripped off my mask.

      “What the fuck just happened back there?”

      Dylan met my eyes through his faceplate. Without a word he turned his back and proceeded to the cockpit.

      Long experience taught me he wouldn’t answer until he was good and ready, so I followed him and sat in the passenger seat to sulk while I caught my breath. I regretted removing my ventilation pack prematurely, but I stoically suffered through the discomfort while the last of the air in the cabin recycled. He set the vehicle in motion and assured himself that the AI functioned properly. When satisfied everything was in order, he removed his mask and placed it on the console before turning to face me.

      I waited for him to say something, but he dug into his pocket and handed me the crumpled sheet retrieved from our attacker. It was cheap, recycled plaz-stock, common throughout the surface settlements, and showed signs of long usage. On it was printed a ten-year-old holo-image of my face. Above my younger self the headline read, The Mother of Mars Lives, and beneath were the terms of a bounty for anyone who could prove I was alive.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” said Dylan. “The particular group that printed this believes you never died in that crashed ship. They are offering a reward that is a fraction of what Mundi would pay them for the same information. There are maybe a dozen similarly competing groups around the planet.”

      “That guy was no local. He wasn’t even a Martian.”

      “No, he moved like an Earther. Ex-military by his fighting style.” He removed the blood-caked knife from his belt and examined it before placing it on the console between us. “This is Terran marine issue. I think he was a mercenary looking for an easy score.”

      “Not that I’m ungrateful for your rescue, but why the hell did you kill him?”

      “He was a bounty hunter, Mel. I couldn’t risk him following or even passing on that he’d seen you.”

      I sat back in the seat, letting the full impact of it all sink in.

      “I’ll bet he couldn’t believe his good fortune when he spotted me in that tavern.”

      “Guys like him do not rely on dumb luck. He’d been on your trail for some time. He probably saw or learned of you in that settlement during one of your visits and waited for your return.”

      A shiver ran down my spine as I recalled the feeling of being followed on my way from the clinic. “What are we going to do? There will be others like him in every town on our circuit.”

      “I’ve worried about something like this happening for a long time, and, frankly, I’m surprised it took this long.”

      “You never said anything.”

      He graced me with a tender look. “You’re happier since we came down here; much more than you were on Olympia. Your work is fulfilling, and I appreciate how much it means to you. If I bothered you with my every concern, it would diminish that for you.”

      “But you suspected this sort of thing going on?”

      “Rumours began stirring a couple of years ago, but when I checked into them they amounted to nothing more than wishful thinking. The people grow restless, and while they’re afraid to openly support Varr’s rebellion, it doesn’t stop them from looking for a beacon of hope.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re responsible for a miracle nobody imagined possible. The terraforming of Mars is now a reality because of you. Naturally, people don’t want to believe you perished.”

      The rumble of the engines filled the silence that fell for a moment.

      “What should we do?”

      He took my hand in his. “We could settle down somewhere. Some place we’ve never been where nobody will recognize us.”

      “And do what? Raise hydroponic vegetables and lots of children?”

      “Would that be such a bad life?”

      “Despite my posthumous title, I’m not motherhood material.”

      “Nonsense...”

      “No, Dylan,” I said, more forcefully than I intended. “I don’t know how to be a proper mother. Mine was an alcoholic whore who turned me out when I was ten. I fended for myself in the streets of a Terran slum, foraging for my survival. I haven’t the foggiest notion of what a normal domestic existence looks like. I’m not like you.”

      “Hey, maybe I grew up with parents and brothers, but I was taken away at an early age too.”

      “But you, at least, understand how a family functions.”

      He brushed my face with his fingers. “Families don’t just happen, Mel. They’re purposefully built, are never perfect, and they don’t turn out like anyone plans. We’re one now, just the two of us. Why not add to something good we’ve made?”

      I broke from his touch and turned away. “I can’t be a mother to another person. I’m a fucked-up genetic experiment. Who knows what freakish mutation I’d pass on?”

      “Then we can adopt. There are enough orphans who need a good home...”

      “No! I told you I’m not mother material. I never will be. Can we just drop the damned subject?”

      We sat in silence for a long time. Dylan was annoyed with me, but there was nothing I could do about it. Any children raised by me would only end up as screwed up as me, or worse. Besides, as long as we lived on Mars we would constantly be looking over our shoulders, waiting to be found out or betrayed. That was no way to raise a kid. I was sure Dylan would come to his senses and see that eventually.

      Rising from his seat, he kissed me softly on the top of my head.

      “My father always told me that nobody is ever prepared to be a parent. The human race would have ended long ago if everyone waited until they were ready. Family happens to us when it is meant to.”

      He went to the galley and rummaged for something to eat.

      “Your father sounded like a wise man,” I called back to him.

      “I suppose he was. He died while I was in military training. I really only knew him for a short time.”

      I hugged him from behind. “You’d be a marvellous father, Dylan. It’s me I’m not sure about...”

      He turned and embraced me. “Let’s table the conversation for another time, okay?”

      Relieved by the reprieve, I continued to hold him close and listen to his steady heartbeat. I was certain he believed I would change my mind. I was also determined that I wouldn’t.

      “Family or no, we still need to discuss what to do,” he said.

      “What if that guy was an aberration?”

      “You mean to suggest he was the only person on the planet to take the rumour seriously?”

      “Yeah. We don’t have his psych profile. Maybe he was disturbed from PTSD or something.”

      “Mel, I don’t think it wise to take this lightly.”

      “I’m not. But until it becomes apparent he was not an isolated case, I’m not prepared to give up my vocation. Too many people depend on me, Dylan. I can’t simply abandon them without good reason.”

      “But these flyers are out and your picture is on them. If they see one of these they may put things together. The amount of the reward is temptingly large.”

      “I’m older and thinner now, and my hair is a different colour and style. To my patients I am Corrine Ross and always will be. The Mother of Mars is dead, and people want to place their hope in the myth, not the person. To find out she’s me would be a grave disappointment. People don’t want their myths dashed, be they Big Foot or Elvis.”

      “Who?”

      “It’s a Terran thing. You wouldn’t get it.”

      Dylan’s forehead wrinkled as he considered my words. “All right, here is what I’ll agree to: we will proceed to our next scheduled destination. I’ll case the town and see what rumours surface. If you’re right and it was an isolated incident, there shouldn’t be anything to hear about Melanie Destin. You keep a low profile. That means you go straight to the clinic and come right back here. No seeing new patients this time.”

      I began to object, but he raised a finger and cut me off. “These are my conditions, otherwise I’ll program this vehicle to take us to one of the poles and lock you out of the controls. Are we agreed?”

      Dylan didn’t often play the overbearing protector with me, but when he did, I knew nothing I said would change his stubborn mind.

      “Fine,” I said, feigning a pout.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and gazed up at his handsome face.

      “But I have conditions of my own. I’ll only accept your terms if the hero who saved my life takes me back to the bedroom and has his way with me. It’s a fantasy thing of mine.”

      Without a word, he scooped me up and carried me to our bed.
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      The absence of pain confused her. Normally it happened when they stuck the hoses in her muscles, but not as much as when they turned on the machine. This time she didn’t feel the needles being pushed into her limbs. Even when the blue liquid flowed through the tubes she felt nothing. The fluid should have burned. It always did.

      Adrianna struggled to turn her head but could not. She tried to look at her arms and legs, but her eyes would not move. She could only stare, unblinking, at the blackness in front of her.

      Someone waited on the other side of it. She didn’t know who. She never did, but someone always sat behind the glass wall.

      Adrianna didn’t understand why it was dark this time. Often, the men who hurt her would make small changes in how they did things. She thought she remembered them using the word “variables.” Perhaps they didn’t want her to see the person this time. Maybe they believed things would be different if she couldn’t watch them die.

      Her feet tingled. The sensation crawled up her legs. She couldn’t move her eyes to check, but she knew without a doubt that they were gone. The numbness climbed up her body, emptiness in its wake.

      Her breath came in rapid gasps as it advanced to her chest. She wanted to pull herself out of the chair, but she no longer sat in it. Adrianna floated in the void, and she heard the scientists laugh at her.

      She tried to scream, but the nothingness flowed from her mouth, then her nose, followed by her ears and eyes...

      She found herself on the floor, drenched in sweat and wrapped up tightly in a blanket. The sheets on the small cot lay in disarray, and her pillow was nowhere to be seen.

      Though she had told Carlos she wasn’t sleepy, she couldn’t recall falling asleep.

      She glanced about the darkness.

      He often vanished like that when he believed her to be sleeping. Sometimes she would pretend to sleep so that he’d be free to leave and do his business. This time she must have been tired.

      She groped around in the dimly lit room to find her lost pillow. Hugging it, she sat on the edge of her bunk and listened to the noises outside. Daylight snuck through cracks around the door’s edges. Her growling stomach confirmed that morning had arrived some time before.

      Where is he?

      Though he frequently went out alone at night to meet with others who might help them, he never stayed away this long. Perhaps something happened to him.

      Will they find me? What should I do?

      She cried out when something heavy thumped into the door. Crawling back until she pressed against the wall, she pulled the pillow tighter and peeked above it.

      Something fumbled with the door latch, and she wished she could summon the monster. But it didn’t work like that. Instead, she shivered as she waited for the men in white coats to come for her.

      She screamed when the door fell open and a dark figure lurched into the room. It quickly closed the door and turned to her, a finger raised to where its mouth should be.

      “Adrianna, it’s me.”

      “Carlos!” Her fear flipped mercurially to joy, and she leapt from the cot to embrace him.

      He winced at her hug, and she immediately disengaged.

      “They hurt you.”

      “Gather your things. We have to go.”

      “Are they coming?”

      He tousled her unkempt mop of hair and smiled. “No, I stopped them.”

      “You said this place was safe for us.”

      “It isn’t anymore. But I found someone who can help us, and I need to take you to another place before I go find them.”

      “I can hide here.”

      “Too many people know we are here. I must take you to a safer place.”

      He moved past her and began to throw things into a backpack.

      “I’m hungry.”

      “I’ll cook something for us when we get there.”

      Adrianna smiled at that. She liked his cooking. It was so much better than the tasteless pasty stuff from the other place. The flavours of his food danced on her tongue and made her want to giggle with every mouthful.

      Presently, Carlos guided her to the door. They paused as he cracked it open to peek outside. With a grunt of satisfaction, he grasped her hand and they exited into the street.

      She squinted and held up her hand to block the bright light from the sunshine illuminated dome overhead.

      Nobody had walked the streets when they arrived late the day before. Now they teemed with people going about their business. No one paid them any attention as they moved through the marketplace. The savoury smells from the food vendors reminded her of her empty stomach, and while she could not stop, she memorized each distinctive scent as they passed by.

      Carlos behaved differently than before. They never travelled during the daytime, and certainly not with so many people about. He gripped her hand so tight that it hurt, and he pulled her along when she tried to pause and inspect the visual chaos of the market.

      They exited the town square and passed down a series of empty streets and alleys. As she’d learned to do, she memorized each turn of their route. Later he would ask her to trace out their path on a map.

      They stopped, and he pushed her into a doorway. He craned his neck to peer further ahead at something.

      “Stay here and be quiet.”

      Familiar with the routine, she squatted on her haunches and watched him slip across the street, careful to keep himself within the shadows. He never told her why she needed to hide at times like this, but she understood the people who looked for them wanted to hurt them.

      Hugging her knees to her chest, she steadied her breath as Bettani once taught her. Carlos would soon return, and they would continue on their journey.

      A small part of her, though, worried what would happen if he did not come back for her.

      She didn’t want to think about that. Instead, she continued to focus on her breathing.

      Everything would be all right, just like Carlos said it would.
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