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CHAPTER ONE


          

          Asteroid Belt, August 14, 2291 (Terran Standard Date)

        

      

    

    
      Katsuro Tanaka could almost taste his disappointment. For sixteen hours he’d tracked the rogue asteroid across his modest claim. Now, as he approached the dumbbell-shaped type M body, his dreams of wealth were dashed, and he only hoped enough iron existed in it to cover the fuel expenditure of his impromptu expedition.

      Still, he rationalized, it had been worth the gamble. Platinum and gold were common enough in such asteroids that many a fellow miner became an overnight billionaire after similar chance encounters. He would not join his retired comrades by chasing iron and nickel rocks like this one.

      Redirecting it to an independent processing facility remained out of the question. Instead, he tagged it with his prospector ID, intending to nudge it toward the closest corporate concession. When picked up by them in a year or two, a small finder commission would find its way into his account.

      The hold of the small skimmer held six remaining trucking engines. Calculating that he could afford to sacrifice two of them to redirect the thing, he thought he might see a payment for it before the end of his next fiscal year. That, at least, would make his accountant happy and get his ex-wife off his back.

      With a practiced hand, he fired the manoeuvring thrusters and landed on the rock. After extending and confirming the attachment of the mooring clamps, he released the seat harness and floated to the airlock.

      Herding two metre-long rocket motors ahead of him, he bounced along in long, slow motion strides. He took care not to leap off the body with too strong a jump. Though he wore a thruster pack, he wanted to avoid any further fuel expenses for this misadventure.

      After mounting the engines at the appropriate locations, he turned to follow his footprints back. Just over the close horizon, something blocked his path.

      Between him and his ship, twenty metres away, stood a man. His features were shadowed, backlit by his vessel’s flood lamps. To Katsuro’s shock, the strange creature wore no spacesuit. In fact, as far as he could discern, the fellow was naked.

      As if running under Terran normal gravity, the figure sprinted toward the startled miner, closing the distance between them in seconds.

      The stranger grabbed him, and he had just enough time for the shock of it all to register before a heavy blow snapped his neck.

      Paralyzed, he tumbled off the surface. Unable to draw a breath, beneath the blanket of panic that overwhelmed him, he realized that he would be dead long before his oxygen ran out or he froze in the back depths of space. He watched, helpless, as his skimmer lifted off and disappeared into the blackness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          Mars, July 07, 2292 TSD

        

      

    

    
      “Ma’am, are you sure this is a good idea?”

      I winced at the word “ma’am.” When did I become a matron?

      “Do you know of another way to get to the stadium?”

      My burly bodyguard shook his head and gazed anxiously over the milling mass of people. “No, ma’am.”

      Young enough to be...an older nephew or something, he stood a head taller than me. Maybe to him, ‘ma’am’ sounded more appropriate than I wanted it to.

      “Please call me Melanie, or Doctor Destin.”

      “Yes, Doctor.”

      “You need to make yourself useful and find me a way through this crowd.” I fixed him with my best condescending gaze and nodded toward the press of people in our way.

      After considering the situation, he began to gently elbow his way between people, clearing a path for us to cross the plaza.

      Talus Varr had insisted on a bodyguard for me when I ventured from the orbital habitat. I thought the idea preposterous, or at least I did before our shuttle arrived on Mars. When I scheduled this little sojourn to the surface, I forgot that the by-election was in two days and that campaigning would be heavy in the waning hours until the polls closed. Now, in the midst of this unexpected political rally, my young friend’s presence was advantageous, especially given the mood of the crowd.

      Things had always been a bit testy in the parliament even before I assumed the honorary position of Mother of Mars. They had only gotten worse over the past three years. A martial fervour grew among the populace, most of it fired by the likes of Janus Becquil, the man responsible for this rally. As the long-time leader of the right-wing faction, he now held sway over half of the legislature. This gathering supported his young protégé’s election campaign.

      I heard Becquil’s voice carried on the air by the loudspeaker near the distant podium.

      “Our planet is ripe for the picking! We must stand ready to defend against the rising evil of the Terran Protectorate.”

      It sounded like the same fear-mongering he’d spouted for ages. ‘Mars is in danger from the Terrans.’ ‘They’ll invade and take your homes.’ ‘All we’ve built will be taken from us.’ Blah, blah, blah.

      I thought he was full of shit, but a large number of ordinary Martians appeared to agree with him, judging by the size of the crowd. At times like this, I was glad my obligation ended in a few months. Then I could focus on the more important, long neglected things.

      Like my family.

      At least, that was how I thought of them.

      I’d not seen Dani, Felix, or Adrianna since they left for Europa three years before. Despite my repeated promises that I would travel there for a visit, I never found the time to make the trip. Now, it seemed, they had enough waiting and had come to Mars. I planned to meet them at the stadium, but the unanticipated gathering threatened to make me late.

      “Ma’am, perhaps we should consider returning to the shuttle and setting down outside of the dome. I don’t think we’ll get through this mob.”

      “Let’s press on,” I shouted. “It’s just a noisy political rally.”

      At least I hoped it was. The mood of the crowd grew steadily more bellicose the deeper we pressed into the thick of them. I stood on my toes and looked about the perimeter of the plaza at the security forces assigned to keep an eye on things. Many of them held their riot batons at the ready, appearing eager to use them.

      I grabbed my escort’s sleeve to catch his attention. “Maybe you’re right. Let’s move away from this.”

      That wise choice was made too late.

      Things started off by accident. In his effort to clear our way through the press of bodies, my young guard inadvertently knocked an elderly man to the ground.

      The people around him pressed forward. More people fell. Somebody screamed, and then all hell broke loose.

      Like a wave, the crowd surged toward the podium. People turned to push back; fists flew, and in a blink, a full-blown riot exploded around me.

      Desperation on his face, my bodyguard hovered over me like a mother hen over her chicks. He used his ample size to muscle back anyone who approached me. I couldn’t see anything but feet milling about.

      Another person was knocked down next to us, trampled by the surging mob. I was helpless to assist the poor man.

      Blows fell on my defender as the crowd, seeing his government uniform, picked him as a target for their pent-up frustration and fears. He grunted at every impact he protected me from. Blood trailed down his cheek from a scalp wound. When he glanced at me, desperation showed in his eyes. Chances were good we’d both be seriously injured, or perhaps killed if this continued for much longer.

      Screams of pain and cries of outrage erupted to my left. I caught a glimpse of the black uniform of the security services. Helmeted and armoured officers waded into the thick of it, charged riot batons flailing, electrically shocking anyone they struck. Rocks and debris bounced off their transparent shields as they advanced steadily into the melee. Behind them, hundreds who had wisely realized the futility of antagonizing the military fled from the plaza.

      Our attackers cried out and collapsed to their knees as the soldiers stunned them into submission. One trooper spotted me cowering. He advanced on me with his charged baton raised, and I braced myself for the coming shock.

      My young bodyguard imposed himself between us and took the full charge.

      “Stop it!” I cried. “He’s one of ours!”

      As my defender fell back into my arms, I struggled to lower his heavy, unconscious body to the ground. The attacking officer stepped back, his weapon lowered. Face obscured by his helmet, his posture told me of his regret in stunning one of his own.

      “You idiot!” called a voice behind me.

      His commander approached us and berated the zealous soldier.

      “Don’t you recognize who you almost stunned?”

      He kneeled next to me and lifted his visor. He was a middle-aged man with the gaunt features of a native Martian. “My apologies, ma’am. We must take you to safety.”

      “See to this man first. I wouldn’t be alive if not for his bravery.”

      He glanced briefly at my unconscious hero then signalled two of his men to pick him up.

      They escorted us out of the plaza to a medical station. Dozens of injured civilians were being treated, along with a few of the soldiers the mob had fought back against.

      Seeing how taxed the medics were, my training as a one-time emergency physician kicked in. I ordered my bodyguard be put down on a gurney and assessed his injuries. By the time one of the doctors approached, I had a report for him and instructions for treatment. He stared at me like I spoke in a foreign language. Then he turned to the squad commander.

      “Yes, she’s who you think she is,” he told the doctor. “Better do as she says.”

      The shock left the medic’s face, and he became all business, calling for assistance and issuing treatment orders surprisingly similar to the ones I’d given him.

      Satisfied he was in good hands, I said to the officer, “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head. “It is my honour to be of service to the Mother of Mars.”

      I winced, and although I tried to hide my reaction, he noticed.

      “I served with your late husband many years ago, ma’am.”

      “Oh.” The mention of Dylan, out of the blue like that, left me speechless.

      “An inspiring patriot and a fine officer. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      I thanked him, and he departed.

      I don’t know why he felt it necessary to tell me about his service with Dylan. Perhaps he thought it something I enjoyed hearing; maybe he expected me to find comfort in such words.

      I didn’t.

      Suddenly, I became aware of the scent of dust in the air. Distinct, it was the smell of Mars, and it carried bitter memories for me.

      There was a reason I had not returned to the planet recently. I wanted to put the horror of Dylan’s death behind me; to move on.

      I thought I succeeded in getting over it. But mention of him while I was back on the surface simply resurrected a lot of junk. The only thing that prevented my flight was the reason I came down in the first place.

      Dani and the others were waiting for me on the other side of town. I hadn’t seen my friends in three years. They came a long way, and it would be incredibly hurtful of me to skip out on our meeting.

      I resolved that I would keep our date.

      After that, I would leave Mars and never again return.
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      The fallout from the riot dug up a lot of personal crap I’d done my best to ignore for three years. My busy schedule gave me the luxury of avoidance. But now, stuck on Mars as I was for the time being, I had time to reflect on how I was going through the motions of living.

      I wanted to die, but the truth was, I was too big a coward to take such direct action.

      Most mornings, I didn’t believe I had anything to get up for. After my coffee, I was usually resigned to mope about my situation during the rare opportunities when I thought nobody saw me.

      If I were serious about ending it all without being proactive, I could have stopped eating, but even that seemed like too great an effort. Far easier to poke down a meal than to go through the discomfort of starving. It was that cowardice thing again.

      With no willpower to either actively promote my own demise or enjoy life, I was in a shitty space. I wanted something to change to get my mind off my loss.

      Three years since Dylan’s death, a day never went by when I didn’t wish I could have him back, if only for a chance to say a proper goodbye.

      Outside the protective dome, I shivered as I admired the midday sun. The breeze whipped up a small dust devil beside me as I sat cross-legged on the ground and surveyed the landscape. The once barren, rock-strewn vista now teemed with life, green with an unimaginable variety of desert foliage.

      A nearby bush rustled with the movement of some awakening animal. Genetically manipulated rabbits, snakes, insects, and other species populated the planet, all adapted to the changing environment.

      The breathing mask in my hand found its way to my face, and I inhaled deeply.

      How Mars’s O2 saturation had increased over the past three years was an ongoing public mystery nobody was close to solving. Very few were privy to the true cause of the rapid terraforming.

      Adaptive alien nanites were introduced into the planet’s interior by yours truly thirteen years ago. The little buggers somehow multiplied and reactivated Mars’s dormant tectonics. They now drove the transformation, which made a world that could support life.

      For that magical trick I was called the Mother of Mars. The title was a joke, because it implied purpose behind the colossal fluke I happened to be responsible for.

      My hand dug into the red soil. Fascinated, I watched a cloud of fine dust drift away on the light breeze as the sand fell through my fingers. Like a three-year-old playing in a sandbox, I repeated the act until my hands and clothes were coated ochre.

      As stupid as it sounds, I sometimes thought I heard the planet speak to me when I took time to sit still and listen. I wondered about my sanity in such moments. Maybe, if I permitted myself to drift into madness, I might lose the emptiness gnawing at my insides.

      Dani’s familiar voice called, interrupting my maudlin reflections.

      “Melanie, we’re ready to go inside the dome. They’re about to begin.”

      I wiped my dirty hands on my pants and unfolded my legs.

      “Coming.”

      Regretful that my responsibilities would prevent me from enjoying such an indulgent moment again for a long time, I took a last, lingering look at the landscape.

      With a pathetic sigh only I heard, I gathered my things and followed my friend back into the domed settlement to participate in the reason for my return to Mars.
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      My knees and knuckles ached as I sat riveted to my seat, shivering with cold and anxiety. The small stadium was packed with cheering families, friends, and enthusiasts. The place reeked of dirty bodies overprinted with the smell of fear and excitement. The entire spectacle nauseated me.

      The fog of my breath mingled with that of the five thousand other spectators, all of them far more enthralled with the events in the arena than I. It could not end too soon.

      Tetradome is a blood sport. There is no other way to describe it.

      Keeping the masses placated with bread and circuses was a time-honoured tradition. Though it wore multiple faces over the centuries, it always served one purpose: to distract the populace from the shenanigans of those in power.

      I mentally kicked myself for that thought. None of these people deserved to be belittled for the circumstances they found themselves in. I grew up in the impoverished underbelly of one society or another. No matter where one lived, or under what government, there was always a dichotomy between the haves and the have-nots. Unlike the majority, however, I presently enjoyed the life of the elite and spent far too much time on Olympia for my own good. Both situations were equally distasteful.

      “What do you think of it all, Mel?”

      Dani’s freckled cherub cheeks were rosy in the cold air. She waited expectantly for my response until the action on the court demanded her attention.

      I don’t know why I hesitated to reply. The sport was stupid, but it had been so long since I’d seen her, I didn’t want to further strain our relationship by disparaging something she clearly enjoyed.

      Looking about, I realized I was the only person in the place with that opinion. Though tetradome had been an obsession throughout the system for twenty years, I didn’t know anything about the damned sport.

      People from every settlement for a hundred kilometres were represented in the raucous gathering of spectators. Though the game was popular on Mars, I had never developed an interest. Special circumstances compelled me to attend this event, and what I witnessed frightened the shit out of me.

      The subject of my anxiety was below, on the sand-covered court beneath the four-sided glass pyramid. Adrianna competed in what was referred to as the elite division. All that really meant was that the conditions were more brutal, and they were armed with knives.

      Her petite athletic teenaged form was mismatched to the lumbering Terran giant she faced during this round of the tournament. I still couldn’t bring myself to accept that it was indeed her that I watched gasping for air in the sealed glass structure below.

      In addition to my concern for her safety, another emotion rode just under the surface.

      Anger.

      I couldn’t wait for the contest to be over so I could give Felix a piece of my mind. He was already aware of my feelings about Adrianna competing at this elite level against opponents who could injure her permanently or even kill her if a mistake happened. Now, seeing the sport first-hand made me regret my initial agreement, despite the good reasons at the time.

      I recalled that fateful conversation like it was yesterday.

      “She possesses a natural talent for it, Melanie.”

      “Are you out of your fucking synthetic mind, Felix? She may look older, but chronologically she’s only four years old...”

      “And she is ten and a half years in all aspects I can measure.”

      I stared at the monitor, my jaw slack.

      For the past year, my duties as Mother of Mars denied me the chance to visit Felix, Dani, and Adrianna in the Galilean colonies where they lived. My interactions with the young girl over the quantum radio had been brief, partly because of her fleeting, childish attention span, but mostly due to my ridiculous schedule.

      Though Felix originally conjectured her cloned cell growth was accelerated, we assumed the process would slow down after an initial burst.

      “What aspects?”

      “Mentally, physically, and emotionally she is now ten years old, Mel.”

      “But a few months ago she still seemed to be eight.”

      “She will reach puberty in six weeks.”

      “My God, if this keeps up, in a decade she’ll be...”

      “Thirty-seven, if the rate remains linear.”

      I stared at Felix’s face on the screen. “Does she know?”

      He frowned. “She’s very intelligent.”

      I shook my head. “So little time...”

      “Perhaps now you can appreciate Dani’s and my wish to accommodate some of her desires.”

      It took me a moment to register what Felix alluded to. “Yes, of course. She should learn to compete in the game. It might give her an outlet for her unnatural aggression.”

      “Thank you for understanding, Mel.”

      “No, Felix, I’m grateful you included me on this decision. You and Dani are her legal guardians, and I am only...”

      “You are her closest living relative. The two of you are more alike than you realize.”

      I smiled. “Clones tend to be that way.”

      Since that day, Felix had updated me weekly on her condition. Her aging had not slowed, and now, almost three years later, I looked on helplessly as a sixteen-year-old version of myself combated in the arena below.

      Breathing raggedly, she gulped each breath as if she couldn’t get enough air. Her opponent was as oxygen-depleted as she. In a way, Adrianna enjoyed a slight advantage over the tall, long-limbed, and well-muscled young man. A Terran, he was used to a slightly higher O2 concentration. Even though he had probably logged four times as many competitive hours as she over his lifetime, Adrianna’s training on Europa levelled the playing field in her favour...I hoped.

      The two of them circled, eyes locked, each waiting for the other to make a move. She controlled her natural urge to lunge at him like a rabid wildcat. From what little I understood of the sport, if she could drag this thing on a little longer, she might be able to take the big lout without striking a blow.

      That was more of a hope than a foregone conclusion, despite how confident Dani and Felix were of her abilities. Though the two competitors appeared to be sixteen years old, Adrianna’s chronological age was significantly less. I knew from his competitor profile in the programme that Sandu had competed in the tetradome since his sixth birthday. No matter how hard her mentor and guardian, Felix Altius, pushed her, there was no way she could match the young man’s experience. She had to look to other resources.

      Her gaze drifted to the O-SAT readout outside of the transparent wall. It indicated the interior of arena was at 15% oxygen saturation. Nowhere near dangerous. The previous evening, she’d bragged that her personal best was 12% for five minutes before she passed out, but that was only in training.

      With the dropping levels, I noticed her attention waver. A quick testing motion by her opponent brought her back to the task at hand, and she raised her drooping knife.

      My eye focussed on the dark crimson patch on her thigh. That was her blood. The boy had scored a lucky thrust early in the match, and the wound still bled where his blade had cut through her armour.

      My nails dug into the palms of my hands. This was the senior A level, not the novice. There were no blunted weapons in this arena. She couldn’t afford another scoring strike against her, or this contest would be over. Part of me hoped that would happen, and soon.

      Her only advantage, if she had one, lay in outlasting him while the O2 levels dropped. If he lost consciousness first, victory was hers, no matter the fact that he led in the score up to that point.

      He stumbled, and Adrianna moved forward, only to abort her attack when he quickly recovered. He attempted to hide his mistake with a cocky smile, but his eyes wandered more than they should have, and his breathing was no longer as controlled as moments before.

      I risked a glance at the O-SAT readout to see it had dropped to 13%. At these levels, coordination and judgement were the first things to go, regardless of the level of training or experience.

      Sandu sprang at her, almost tripping over his own feet in the process. Adrianna’s evasive manoeuvre was not much more graceful, but she avoided his flailing blade and landed a solid kick to his midsection as she went down.

      She struggled to her hands and knees and tried to reorient herself, wildly searching about for where her opponent had gone. Struggling to stand, she stared stupidly at Sandu, expecting him to get up and finish the fight.

      Not until I heard the cheers of the crowd did I realize the competition was finished. She’d won.

      The buzzer sounded, signalling the end of the contest. Dani and I sprang from our seats and jostled our way past the other spectators toward the competitor’s pit at the base of the gigantic pyramid. Adrianna was being assisted out when we arrived.

      A respirator cup over her mouth, she leaned heavily on Felix, favouring her injured leg as he helped her to the coach’s bench. Her larger male opponent was hoisted onto a stretcher with medics attending him.

      When she spotted me, her eyes lit up and she pulled the mask aside.

      “Did you see me, Mel? I did it. I beat him.”

      I glared at her, and her smile faded. She turned to Felix for the supportive words with which I was not forthcoming.

      He replaced the breathing apparatus on her and said, “Your display of patience was commendable. It compensated for your early error.” He indicated her bloody leg wound.

      I grabbed the med kit from the medic, fussing over her, and shooed him aside.

      Gently, I peeled the slashed carbon-fibre fabric away and examined the damage. Upon washing it, I discovered a clean cut, already clotted. With her accelerated cell growth it would be completely healed within a few hours.

      “Isn’t this armour supposed to protect her?” My fingers held the bloody material for Felix to see.

      “At this level of competition, certain liberties are taken by some,” he said, matter-of-factly.

      “You mean he cheated and brought an illegal weapon with him into the arena?”

      “The onus is upon the competitors to approve each other’s equipment prior to the contest.”

      My heart pounded, and I raised my voice. “So you slipped up and let him take a dangerous knife in there? Why bother with the sham of the armour if you’re going to take such liberties?”

      “I approved his blade,” said Adrianna defiantly.

      “You did? Why the hell...?”

      She lifted her jaw. “I compete at this level a lot, with more serious weapons than that stupid butter knife he used. I got sloppy and screwed up. Normally he wouldn’t have touched me.”

      “You could have been killed. What the fu—what were you thinking?”

      She grabbed the gauze from my hand and applied it to her leg. “The tip was blunted; it only had an edge, and my armour took most of that off the blade when it cut through.” She pouted and refused to look me in the eye, choosing to keep her attention on the dressing she pressed against the no longer bleeding wound.

      Dani, who stood next to Felix, narrowed her eyes at me and bent over the surly girl. “I’m proud of you, Sugar.” She kissed Adrianna on top of her head and wrapped her arms about her shoulders.

      Discovering myself on the outside, I swallowed, and my frown relaxed. “You were pretty cagey, kid, outthinking a guy almost twice your size and getting him to use up his oxygen. That impressed me.”

      She searched my face. Judging my comment to be sincere, she smiled. “Thanks for coming to watch, Mel.”

      “I meant to do so for a long time, but my duties...”

      Her smile broadened as I tousled her short, auburn hair.

      “Why don’t you get cleaned up and I’ll buy you a victory lunch?”

      She jumped off the bench and hugged me before departing with Dani.

      “As strong-willed as ever,” I said to Felix.

      The edges of his mouth turned up. “I suspect she comes by that trait honestly.”

      “Is there any change in her condition?”

      “I’m afraid not. Her rate of growth is as predicted. My research is at its limits. Hopefully, the facilities on Mars can shed some light on a way to stop or at least slow her aging.”

      “A full team is lined up and reviewing the information you forwarded. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      He appraised me warily. “What is bothering you?”

      A sigh escaped me, and I sat on the bench. “We’ve only been able to partially recover the records from the lab she was grown in. Mundi’s people made sure to destroy much of the data before we arrived. Nobody is sure how they achieved her cellular growth acceleration or if the process can be halted. If we can’t come up with something to help, she’ll be dead of old age before me.”

      Felix sat and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “You are doing everything possible.”

      I examined his face for a trace of condescension. “Your bedside manner is improving, Felix.”

      He smiled. “Dani is a good teacher, as is Adrianna.”

      “How is she otherwise? I recall being like that at sixteen.”

      “An eidetic memory permits her to function at her apparent age. As far as emotional maturity, she is delayed, as might be expected. Dani assists her in that area. Emotionally, she functions as a ten-year-old.”

      “Dani or Adrianna?”

      Felix raised his eyebrow at me. “Very humorous.”

      “Seriously, how is Dani handling the situation? I worry.”

      “She admits it is stressful for her, but she copes well. Dani embraces her role as surrogate mother. She is at times indulgent, as you have seen.”

      I wrung my hands and looked at the floor. “I’m sorry for not being there for you all.”

      “Your responsibilities are demanding, especially now.”

      “The job is a pain in the ass, Felix. I was promised it would be a ceremonial position, but I act as a referee between the various factions fighting for control of Parliament. I honestly don’t know what will happen when my term ends in six months.”

      “Most likely they will press you to serve another.”

      I glared at him. “Well, that was blunt. Forget what I said about your bedside manner.”

      “It is the only logical course for the government. Without your mediation, the parliamentary assembly would have disintegrated, and Mars might well be in the grip of another civil war.”

      “Well, in half a year it will be somebody else’s headache, and I can devote my full attention to Adrianna.”

      “There are no strong candidates to succeed you?”

      “Have you been talking to Talus Varr?”

      “We have spoken. The truth is that you are the only person currently capable of ensuring the new republican government functions and prevents Mars from falling under Terran influence.”

      “Terra is all that is on anyone’s mind these days. Since they ended their own internal squabbling, everyone is afraid they’ll resume their outward expansion designs. Luna is already under threat of being reannexed.”

      “All the more reason for Mars to present a unified front. The rest of the system depends on a strong show of resistance by your government. If this world falls, the Galilean colonies will not remain independent long.”

      “Yeah, no pressure at all. And in the midst of all this unfolding chaos, I can’t do a fucking thing to help Adrianna.”

      “You are doing everything possible, Mel. Don’t take on a burden that can be shared. We are all working toward finding a solution to her plight.”

      Perhaps it was best to leave it in the hands of experts who had the time, training, and resources. I hadn’t practised medicine for three and a half years, let alone done anything resembling genetic research. I would probably be more of a liability than a help. The most helpful thing I could possibly do was to be there for my little sister, as I called her.

      I needed to get used to my relative helplessness. Felix was correct; a lot of others now depended on me. I had no idea what kind of good I could do in that situation either.

      In that moment I felt totally useless to everyone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          Mars, July 09, 2292 TSD

        

      

    

    
      As much as I hated to, I was compelled to resume what was now my normal life. The brief recess in Parliament was almost finished and my presence was required back on the orbital habitat, Olympia.

      Spending time with Dani, Felix, and Adrianna had been a welcome diversion. It permitted me a rare opportunity to separate myself from the role that consumed my soul a little more each day. Being with them let me return to being plain old Mel Destin, if only for a couple of days.

      But with the respite now over, I was on a private shuttle en route to a secret meeting at a destination that was not logged in the flight plan back to Olympia.

      Officially shut out of the political sphere because of his old affiliations, Talus Varr had retired to the estate awarded to him in gratitude for his services during the rebellion. If anyone believed he would quietly fade into history because they told him to, they greatly underestimated the man.

      Operating behind the scenes, the octogenarian wove his web of intrigue through his extensive network of spies, agents, and informants. Nothing happened on Mars of which he was not aware. Because of that, I suspected he would not be surprised by my unannounced visit.

      He greeted me on the landing platform in person. A fit man, he stood straight-backed, and his trim figure showed little of his eighty-some years. His eyes sparkled as he watched me step from the aircraft.

      “Melanie, what a pleasant surprise. If I knew you were coming I would have had something special prepared for dinner.”

      “How do you look more spry and youthful every time I see you?”

      “Regular mineral baths.” He winked and embraced me.

      “I’m not here for long, Talus. I’m on my way back to Olympia, but I have to talk with you about something important.”

      His smile never faded, even as he shook his head. “Always straight to the point.”

      He extended his arm in a silent invitation for me to take it. Once I was harnessed to him, he proudly led me down the stone path leading to his villa. As we walked, a subtle scent caught my attention, and I realized how infrequently I ventured from the station or the protection of a domed habitat.

      Returning to Mars for a few days renewed my connection with the planet. Standing on the red soil, feeling the breeze against my face, and smelling the flowering desert all contributed to restoring a long absent calm.

      I felt like I was home, though I never really had one I wanted to return to. In moments like this, I imagined the world communed with me. The idea that I might believe Mars spoke to me might sound eccentric, if not crazy, to a lot of people, but they had no experience like mine.

      I was once connected to the trillions of adaptive nanites that now reshaped Mars’s interior. Our link was severed the moment the ship carrying them crashed into Olympus Mons. Disconnected, they now toiled with a mind of their own beneath the ground, reshaping this world’s atmosphere.

      Though it was an entertaining fantasy I occasionally indulged in, Mars did not speak to me. I was perhaps, depressed, but certainly not deluded.

      We stopped so that I could admire the flowers lining the path. They filled the air with their perfume and displayed an array of colours that had likely never before been seen here.

      “They’re lovely.”

      I crouched down and extended my hand to touch a particularly brilliant blossom.

      “Be careful, Melanie. Like many beautiful things, that cactus’s barbs are painful.”

      I withdrew my hand and eyed him warily. He winked and offered me his arm to escort me inside.

      I was ushered into an elegantly appointed dining room. The large table was set for two, with antique china plates and polished silverware.

      Suppressing a smile, I assumed my place and waited patiently while Talus poured us each a glass of wine. After clinking our glasses in a silent toast, he directed his servant to begin serving the meal.

      As the sumptuous food was paraded before me, I looked up to see him smiling in satisfaction.

      “I can’t help but wonder what you’d serve if you knew about my visit in advance.”

      “Obviously something more suitable for the occasion.”

      Deciding to humour him, I said, “So what kind of situation is this meal appropriate for? Surely I didn’t interrupt your usual luncheon?”

      Smiling slyly, he lifted a forkful of food to his mouth. While he chewed, his eyes never left me. Self-consciously, I averted my gaze and concentrated on rearranging the morsels on my plate.

      Placing my cutlery down, I looked up at him again and took a large swallow of the wine.

      “Talus, my term ends in six months, and we have yet to discuss who will be nominated to succeed me.”

      “Oh? Is there a rush?”

      Seeing how he intended to play this, I emptied my glass and set it firmly on the table.

      “Three and a half years ago, when I agreed to my role, I was a different person.”

      He refreshed my drink. “You think so?”

      I frowned and continued. “Dylan had only recently died, and I should have realized I needed time to grieve properly and rethink what I would do with my life. Dani tried to persuade me to take some time for myself, but I didn’t listen to her counsel.”

      “I know how much you miss him, Mel. Dylan’s loss was...”

      “I haven’t had time to even visit his grave, damn it. I’m done, Talus. I can’t do this anymore.”

      The words leapt unbidden from my tongue. I didn’t intend the conversation to drift to the personal. My plan was to present my argument in a rational and unemotional manner. The room remained silent as I attempted to recover some degree of dignity following my outburst. I struggled to maintain eye contact with him but eventually broke away and studied my unfinished meal.

      When no reply came, I looked up again. His cutlery was on the table, and his hands rested in his lap. His eyes glistened as he examined me.

      Deciding my Rubicon was crossed, I continued.

      “With only a few months remaining in my term, it makes sense to begin training my successor. We could share duties which would allow time to transition.”

      His brow creased. “Melanie, what is this really about?”

      “It’s about promises made three and a half years ago. I’m trying to ensure I don’t end up trapped in a lifetime of servitude.”

      “Is your lot so terribly unbearable? You are invaluable. Parliament could not function without your unpartisan mediation. You are important, not only to the legislative assembly, but to the Martian people.”

      “We agreed that Mother of Mars was to be a symbolic role. I don’t want it identified with me permanently.”

      He shook his head. “We both know that will always be the case. You are the person responsible for the greening of this planet. Like it or not, in every sense of the word, you are the planet’s mother.

      My fingernails dug into palms as I glared at him. “You never had any intention of simply letting me walk away from this, did you?”

      He began to reply, then stopped himself and exhaled, as if to purge that thought and begin anew. “The position was always meant to be merely symbolic. You were originally intended to act in a ceremonial capacity, only. How it’s changed, I’m sorry to say, is largely by your doing.”

      My hand slammed the tabletop, clattering dishes. “My fault?”

      He nodded gravely. “Yes, I’m afraid so. The moment you first agreed to mediate the deadlocked parliament two years ago, everyone’s perception of you—of your role—changed. A vital oversight in the planning of our governing system was identified that you naturally and capably stepped in to fill.”

      “All I did was tell off a bunch of pretentious, self-important idiot politicians who couldn’t get along. You call that mediation? I see it as babysitting. My role thrusts me daily into the middle of that chaotic mayhem they refer to as Parliament. Was I expected to sit there and ceremoniously smile while they tore each other apart?”

      “You suffer the curse of the competent, Melanie.”

      “I seem to be cursed with something.” I slumped into my seat and pushed the plate away from me. “I jumped right in with only the minimal amount of forethought. That’s how I always operate, and it’s gotten me into more trouble than I can remember.”

      The room grew quiet once more, and I stared at a spot in the air, lost in thought. Varr gently cleared his throat to recover my attention.

      “I’m sorry to tell you, but the leaders of all three parties recently paid me a visit. They are presenting a new, multiparty bill in the next session.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach. “It would be rare for those three to agree on a place to eat lunch. What the fuck is going on?”

      “It will be called the Emergency Succession Act. It outlines the orderly transition of power in the event of the death or deaths of the prime minister or senior government officials.”

      “It’s been a concern raised on the floor a number of times. Why would they visit you to discuss it?”

      “They wanted my input on a particular clause.” He swallowed. “It concerns the Mother of Mars.”

      My eyes narrowed. “What does it say?”

      “In the unlikely event that all members of the governing council are killed or incapacitated, emergency powers will fall to...you.”

      It took a few seconds for the meaning of his words sink in. When they did, my jaw fell open, and I struggled to pull a response together. “What the fuck? No way! That is not going to happen.”

      “I tried to dissuade them, but they were in agreement. You have demonstrated yourself to be too capable.”

      “This is a fucking disaster.”

      “Mel, it’s not as bad as you imagine. The clause will only kick in if every member of the government were to suddenly die. Such an event is so unlikely as to be impossible. They only wish to honour the importance of your contributions as redefined by your actions.”

      “Shit!”

      “It will, however, alter the duration and manner of selection for your position.”

      I raised my eyebrow. “How?”

      “Your term will be linked to the parliamentary elections, which are scheduled every five years. It will become an elected office. We can’t appoint your successor, even if we wanted.”

      “You speak as if the legislation has been passed. If you name my replacement before Parliament can vote on this...”

      He shook his head. “They’re going to present and pass it at the beginning of the new session. I tried to talk them out of it, but...” His voice dropped off when he recognized the murderous look in my eye.

      “I don’t know how, but you’re behind this.” I stood and leaned across the table. “You may think you have me trapped, but screw you. I’ll resign as soon as I get back to Olympia.”

      He frowned and spoke quietly. “If you do, you jeopardize any chance of helping Adrianna.”

      I fought to control my rapid breathing and suppress the urge to lunge at him. “How do you know about that?”

      The expression on his face softened, and he gestured to my chair, inviting me to sit. “Is that a necessary question, Melanie?”

      As I resumed sitting, he continued. “Your current position affords you access to all of the medical and scientific resources aboard Olympia. If you resign, you will lose that privilege.”

      “Felix is working on the problem...”

      “Imagine what he can achieve with the best facilities and researchers in the solar system available. Do you really want to risk that young girl’s future over this, Mel?”

      I recalled how low Varr would stoop to get his way. Felix and I could certainly crib together equipment. We could pool our expertise, but without the full medical diagnostic and computer facilities aboard the station, our chances of success were minuscule.

      “You son of a bitch.”

      “All I ask is you support the bill and serve out the balance of the new term. You will have nothing compelling you to stand for reelection and will be free to go your own way. In return, I will see to it that every available resource in the system is focussed on finding a cure for the girl.”

      I reached across the table for the wine bottle and refilled my glass to the brim. After taking two long swallows, I lowered the cup and fixed him with an icy stare.

      “Fine, I’ll do it your way, Varr. But Adrianna is now on Olympia, so the research must begin immediately. Anything we need...anything I request for her treatment must be forthcoming, with no delay. And when my term is done, I’m gone for good.”

      “You have my word.”

      I snorted derisively and took another large gulp of wine to hide my satisfaction. He gave me everything I intended to wring from him on my arrival.
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