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      JUNE 12, 2108

      OUTSKIRTS OF KANSAS CITY

      

      Wedged between a matching set of security guards in the back seat of an armored Reaper, Dr. Samara Makinde watched through bulletproof glass as Missouri farm country scrolled past like a documentary of the apocalypse. A century ago, these fields had stretched endlessly with golden wheat swaying in the breeze, punctuated by red-painted barns and white farmhouses with American flags snapping in the wind. Now it was just mile after mile of death. Brown chytrid fungus covered everything—rotting barns, abandoned farmhouses, the stunted remains of crops in the fields. 

      A pack of dogs and some entrepreneurial crows were making an all-you-can-eat buffet from the bloated remains of a cow coated in fungal growth.

      Guard number one, Vega, had the decency to look uncomfortable about the whole armed-escort situation. Guard number two, Jacobs, kept shooting her looks like she’d personally engineered the apocalypse. Fun times.

      “We’ll be there soon,” Vega said, probably trying to be reassuring.

      “Can’t be soon enough,” Jacobs muttered, giving Samara another death glare.

      “Don’t mind this Neanderthal,” Vega told her. “Some of us realize that not every scientist is to blame for what happened.”

      Maybe so. But Samara couldn’t help blaming the panicked mob that had broken into the research facility where she’d worked until two days ago. 

      She’d been eating breakfast when the first footage had popped up in her feed—streamed by one of the rioters to all the socials. The mob tore through the facility, smashing delicate equipment, shattering beakers and test tubes, scattering notebooks and files in senseless vengeance against the inanimate.

      Then they found Dory.

      The livestream stopped as the mob closed in on Samara’s coworker.

      Samara had searched with numb fingers, pulled up the local news station to find a drone-shot image of the research park where the lab was located—and the recording of Dory’s 911 call playing over it. The lab manager begged for help until her pleading turned to a series of ear-scraping screams that pierced the frenzied cries of the rioters. 

      Dory wasn’t even a scientist. She simply ordered supplies and kept the lab running.

      She’d been one of the first of many victims in the worldwide backlash against scientists, but far from the last. When the citizenry discovered that genetic engineers working on a vaccine had accidentally transformed the chytrid fungus into an unstoppable plague that started with frogs and spread until the Earth’s already-fragile ecosystem collapsed, rendering Earth uninhabitable … they lost their collective shit, erupting into violent mobs overnight. They didn’t care whether the scientists they were attacking had anything to do with it. See someone in a lab coat? Must be guilty. Biologists, climate scientists, environmental engineers—they all became targets.

      “Did you work on the fungus?” Vega asked, snapping Samara back to the present as they passed Kansas City’s defaced Welcome sign.  

      Samara didn’t dare tell them the full truth. “Before the plague, I studied frogs. Specifically, their ability to hibernate during winter.” 

      That was how she’d ended up studying chytrid—the genetically-modified fungus had hit the frogs first. But no one outside of the scientific community paid much attention until the lack of frogs to control crop-eating insects triggered a global famine. And by then, the fungus had spread everywhere.

      “Frogs? That’s just as bad!” Jacobs spat. “How many millions in taxpayer dollars went to your worthless research?”

      “That research is the basis for the cryosleep system in the colony ships,” she shot back.

      “See?” Vega punched Jacobs lightly on the arm. “She’s one of the good ones.”

      “A lot of good people are staying behind.” Jacobs leaned in, crowding her in an attempt to intimidate. “What’d you do to get a spot?”

      The thing was, she didn’t know. When eccentric billionaire Aurelius Hofstadter sent her the application, Samara had assumed it was a joke. And when he’d personally emailed her, she replied that she’d already committed to the global research project seeking a way to kill chytrid. She hadn’t been ready to give up on Earth yet.

      Until yesterday, when Hofstadter sent her a link to an encrypted file that changed everything. A file that erased itself after she’d viewed it. Samara accepted his offer immediately, and this Reaper had appeared in her driveway nine hours later.

      But the question still haunted her. Out of all the geneticists on the planet, why her?

      “I asked you a question,” Jacobs growled.

      Samara shrugged. “It was Hofstadter’s decision.”

      Which wasn’t really an answer, but it seemed to satisfy him.

      The city’s tech sector loomed ahead—all those sleek glass-and-steel towers that had once gleamed like beacons now looked like broken teeth in a corpse’s mouth, spotted with dull brown fungus. Corporate logos still crowned the buildings: MetaCortex, Nanotech Solutions, BioCore Industries. The biotech district had been Kansas City’s pride—the old oil economy had given way to America’s new heartland tech capital. But now those same R&D facilities were practically tombs. Smoke billowed from the iconic Liberty Memorial Tower. 

      How many more scientists had to die to satisfy the world’s rage?

      Then Samara heard it: gunfire, explosions, and something else. A roar that grew louder as they got closer. It was people. A lot of angry people. Breaking windows with hand-made signs and setting fire to anything within reach as they swarmed around the road leading to the launch site—Samara guessed they had started as a protest, but now they were something much more dangerous.

      Her stomach lurched. She might have abandoned her family for nothing, just to die here sandwiched between strangers. 

      Who was she kidding? She’d much rather die with strangers than watch everyone she loved starve to death—or worse.

      “Find a way around,” Vega told their driver.

      But it was too late. The mob had spotted them. A wave of bodies surged toward the Reaper as the driver slowed, looking over his shoulder, then shifting into reverse. The mob closed around them, faces contorted with rage as they pressed against the windows, fists pounding the metal hard enough to leave dents. She forced herself to look at them, because even though it wasn’t her fault they were going to die, she still had something that had been taken away from them.

      Hope. 

      “Go through,” Jacobs ordered. 

      “You’ll kill them!” she protested as the Reaper pushed forward. 

      A burly man in a hoodie disappeared under the front bumper. She felt the impact vibrate through the vehicle’s frame as he became a human speed bump. Her stomach heaved. These people had families too. Children. Parents. None of them deserved to die.

      Vega gave Samara a sad look. “They’re dead either way. At least this is faster.”

      She held her breath as the Reaper accelerated. More thuds. More bodies. A young woman rolled across the hood, her eyes meeting Samara’s for one terrible moment before she vanished. 

      “We have to stop.”

      “Feel free to get out,” Jacobs suggested. “I’m sure if you explain to them that you didn’t mean to destroy the planet, they’ll see reason.”

      “Shut up!” Vega snapped.

      “Most of those people deserve to be in this Reaper more than she does,” Jacobs said. “I saw her brief. She’s not just a scientist—she’s a fucking geneticist.”

      Another impact. And another. The Reaper’s thick tires crushed anything in their path, each thud ending yet another life so she could survive. The ethical calculus made her head spin. It was tempting to tell herself that the equation made sense, that her survival increased humanity’s odds of survival, and given that only a handful of people could be saved…

      A crash of shattering glass made Samara jump as someone hurled a Molotov cocktail. Burning alcohol splashed against the window, briefly illuminating the interior with tangerine flames. 

      The fire cast dancing shadows across faces that looked like something from a Renaissance painting of hell. Grief and rage twisted ordinary features into grotesque masks. These weren’t monsters—they were teachers, accountants, store clerks. Regular people whose world had ended. Now speed bumps on her road to survival.

      Something hit the bulletproof glass hard enough to crack it before Jacobs could reply. Samara flinched as Jacobs swore and stood to man the Reaper’s turret. 

      The sound of gunfire filled the air, and the crowd scattered as fury turned to fear.

      “That’ll show ‘em,” Jacobs said with a satisfied cackle as he dropped back into his seat.

      “You both have spots on the ships, don’t you?” Samara asked Vega, desperate to think about anything other than the shrieking coming from outside the vehicle.

      “We’re going on Hofstadter’s ship, the Elysia,” Vega replied. “What about you?”

      “The Borlaug.”

      “What the fuck is a Borlaug?” Jacobs sneered.

      Hating him fixed nothing, but it was a distraction from the horrors Samara could do nothing about. And once she made it to the colony ship, she’d never have to see him again. So, she indulged.

      “Norman Borlaug was a plant geneticist who saved millions from starvation by developing new strains of wheat,” Samara explained. “He won a Nobel Prize.”

      Jacobs barked a laugh, harsh and cynical. “Doesn’t mean much now, does it?”

      The Reaper pulled up to the security gate of the Ad Astra launch facility. Armed soldiers manned towers on either side, their weapons trained on the approaching vehicle. Bodies littered the ground in front of the gate—protestors who’d made the mistake of trying to force their way in. More corpses were piled on either side of the road. The eerie silence here felt worse than all that chaotic racket they’d left behind.

      “IDs,” said the guard at the gate.

      Samara managed to keep her hands steady while pulling credentials from inside her jacket. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t worried. What if the guard said she wasn’t authorized? What if the impulsive Hofstadter had changed his mind? 

      After a quick scan, the guard waved them through.

      Ad Astra logos were plastered everywhere—on the brick buildings, the equipment sheds, even the rocket itself. The stylized phoenix rising from a blazing star had once seemed hopeful—now it looked like one more bird fleeing a dying world. Hofstadter’s foundation had worked with NASA early in the billionaire space race, and soon emerged as the leader, becoming the face of America’s efforts to colonize the galaxy. The entire complex felt like a military base, all order and efficiency in contrast with the dying world outside.

      Samara would never tell Hofstadter, but every time she saw the words ad astra, her brain automatically added per alia porci. To the stars on the wings of a pig. The first time she’d met with her graduate advisor, he’d recounted the story of how John Steinbeck—writer of The Grapes of Wrath and several other books she’d had to read in school—had once been told by a professor that he would be an author “when pigs fly.” Rather than give up, Steinbeck had given himself this motto, insisting that every book he published be marked with the image of a winged pig. Samara’s advisor had told the story just before showing her around the antiquated lab where she’d be doing her research, reminding her that humble beginnings need not limit how high she could fly.

      The driver took them straight to the runway where the shuttle waited, strapped to a modified 747. Hofstadter had revived and updated the old Challenger-style design. Samara shoved aside a thought about how that program had ended.

      She followed Jacobs up several flights of portable stairs to a platform level with the shuttle’s main cabin door. One of the waiting launch team members cast her an irritated look.

      “You’re the last ones in. We’ve been holding the launch on Hofstadter’s orders.” His unspoken question hung in the air: What made Samara so special that everyone else had to risk missing their launch window?

      A tech team rushed to suit them up. She watched as they helped Jacobs and Vega first, efficiently securing seals and tightening straps. Then one of the techs turned to her.

      “Good chance you’ll black out during ascent.” He held up a hypodermic. “This’ll reduce your chances of having an aneurysm.”

      She didn’t ask what was in it, just nodded and let the tech stick the side of her neck. Then he hustled Samara onboard and strapped her into a seat. Jacobs made a show of sitting on the opposite side of the shuttle, kicking her ankle as he passed. 

      Vega shot her an apologetic look as he sat beside her. “Don’t take it personally. His wife didn’t qualify to come with. She’d just started chemo.”

      “But he came anyway?” 

      “When she found his acceptance letter in the trash, she made him.” Vega grinned. “Loves that ugly mug to death, for some reason.”

      To death, literally.

      Samara shot a look at Jacobs, tried to imagine what he must be feeling. Not just the loss of his wife—qualifying also meant agreeing to be partnered with someone. With only one hundred sixty spots per ship, everyone had to be willing to pair up and have children to maximize genetic diversity, reducing the bottleneck that every colony would suffer. 

      Who had Jacobs found to bring with him? Or had he been assigned a partner, same as Samara?

      “What about you?” she asked Vega. “Who did you leave behind?”

      The 747 engines roared to life before he could answer, rattling her teeth and rolling through her bones as forty tons of thrust shuddered through the airframe. She tried to take slow, deep breaths as anxiety clawed at her chest. Images of the Challenger disaster flickered through her mind like a slideshow. 

      Hofstadter had rushed everything, desperate to get the colony ships ready before Earth became completely uninhabitable. How many corners had been cut? How many safety checks abbreviated or skipped entirely? She had watched the Challenger explode on old footage, that Y-shaped cloud of smoke marking the instant seven lives ended in a flash of orange fire. All because of a rubber ring that cost less than a pizza.

      That familiar sick lurch hit her stomach as they accelerated down the runway. 

      This was really happening. She was leaving Earth—leaving her family, her friends, and everyone she had ever known. By the time she came out of cryosleep, they would all be dead. Even billionaires in their underground bunkers stuffed with hoarded supplies would starve before the Borlaug entered orbit around the exoplanet that had been chosen as one of humanity’s new homes.

      The ground fell away below them. She was grateful for her helmet hiding the tears that slid down her cheeks. The weight of what was happening—of being one of humanity’s chosen few, selected to survive among the stars—pressed down on her chest until Samara could barely breathe.

      Forty-two years of cryosleep lay ahead, then a lifetime on an alien world. She’d studied the colonization plans, knew the challenges they would face.

      What she didn’t know was whether her research would save them or kill them all.
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      Eight massive colony ships hung in near-Earth orbit like metallic seeds waiting to be scattered on the cosmic wind, their titanium hulls gleaming in the harsh sunlight. Samara stared through the shuttle window at humanity’s last resort. The vessels stretched nearly two kilometers from bow to stern, their massive frames dwarfing the International Space Station that had once seemed so impressive. Each one could have housed a small city—which was exactly the point. 

      The closest ship dominated her view through the reinforced glass. Bold letters spelled out BORLAUG along its hull. Like its siblings, the ship was a monument to desperation disguised as an engineering triumph: eight million tons of metal and ceramics powered by a nuclear pulse drive. Each detonation would release 40 kilotons of focused energy—humanity’s funeral pyre transformed into their chariot of escape. The idea of hurtling through space on a series of nuclear blasts made her stomach clench.

      “Beautiful, aren’t they?” Vega asked.

      Samara nodded, throat too tight for words. In the distance, one ship was already moving out, its massive pusher plate beginning its nuclear ballet. The first detonation sent a flare of light across space—a cosmic strobe marking humanity’s retreat.

      As their shuttle maneuvered closer to the Borlaug, the colony ship’s true scale became apparent. What had looked like subtle texturing on the hull resolved into meter-wide plates, each one engineered to handle the stress of near-light-speed travel. The docking port seemed absurdly small against the vessel’s bulk.

      “Beginning final approach,” the pilot announced over the intercom. 

      Samara reached for the latches on her harness, but the tech who’d strapped her in glared and said, “Not until we’ve docked.”

      Soon after, the shuttle glided into the docking collar with barely a bump—an impressive feat given the relative velocities involved. Samara tried to focus on the technical aspects, the physics and engineering that made this possible. It was easier than dwelling on what this moment really meant: that she was about to step into humanity’s hundred-trillion-dollar lifeboat while Earth died beneath them. 

      She couldn’t help thinking of the faces pressed against the Reaper’s bulletproof windows, and each horrifically jolting thud as someone else fell under its massive tires.

      “Good luck,” Vega said as the tech released her harness. “Hope there’s something like frogs where you’re going.”

      “Thanks.” Samara shot a look at Jacobs, who had either blacked out or fallen asleep. She hoped he hadn’t had an aneurysm. “Is he⁠—” 

      Vega grinned. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of him.”

      Samara thought Jacobs was lucky to have Vega on his ship, and wondered if she could ever be strong enough to be someone else’s Vega.

      Thirty minutes and one thorough decontamination later, Samara dressed in ship-issued clothing—practical gray synthetics that somehow managed to be both perfectly fitted and completely unflattering. Her skin still tingled from the UV sterilization and chemical shower. Even her hair smelled like industrial sanitizer.

      Next step: check in and get prepped for cryosleep. 

      But as she emerged from the decontamination chamber, Samara found Aurelius Hofstadter himself waiting for her, wearing his usual grin and a pristine bespoke suit. Nearly eighty, he looked a well-preserved forty, thanks to the experimental longevity treatments he was notorious for subjecting himself to. But his telomeres would tell his true age, unless he’d found a way to lengthen them. Not that she’d ever presume to ask him for a DNA sample.

      “About time,” he chided, as if Samara had been stuck in traffic instead of traveling through a real-time apocalypse to get here. “The rest of the leadership team is waiting.”

      “The rest of the leadership team?”

      “Didn’t you read your contract?”

      She hadn’t. What would she have done if she’d disliked the terms? Go to Mars instead? “Why would I be on the leadership team, sir?”

      Hofstadter stopped so abruptly Samara had to turn back around to face him. 

      “When you accepted my offer, I assumed you understood the implications of the data I shared with you.”

      Even the newest graduate student would’ve understood. The scientific community had already documented chytrid’s destruction of the planet’s frog population. And shortly before Hofstadter had contacted her, there’d been multiple confirmations that it had already made the leap to mammals: they’d found infected raccoons, weasels, and foxes—all animals known to eat frogs. But Hofstadter’s file contained evidence that the fungus was evolving much faster than they had originally believed. Apparently, it could now survive in pigs. 

      Which meant they were too late. Even with every qualified scientist on the planet working toward a solution, the chance of finding a cure before the fungus made the leap from pigs to humans was slim-to-nil.

      But that didn’t answer her real question.

      “What I mean is, there are thousands of geneticists who are probably more qualified. Why did you choose me?”

      “I read your paper re-examining Mitra Kunda’s work on intelligence augmentation. You weren’t afraid to suggest that we reconsider some of our current restrictions, given the advances in accuracy⁠—”

      “As a thought experiment.” Concerns about Dr. Kunda’s work had triggered a slew of new restrictions on genetic modification of humans. “I wasn’t suggesting that we continue her research.”

      “You weren’t afraid to ask an important question, even though it might’ve impacted your professional reputation.” Hofstadter resumed walking. “Humanity is going to need that kind of intellectual courage if we’re going to survive out there.”

      “If you believed in intellectual courage, you wouldn’t have shared that file with just me—you would’ve released it to the world.” 

      “You’re brave, but you’re also naïve,” he replied, stopping to gesture toward a door labeled Conference Room A.

      The door hissed open at Samara’s approach, allowing her entry to a gleaming, minimalist room that could’ve been lifted from any corporate office on Earth, except for the subtle curve of the floor that betrayed their position in the ship’s rotating habitation ring. Ten people sat in quiet conversation around an oval table: the leadership team.

      No, the rest of the leadership team. Who were all staring at her like they were waiting for Samara to explain herself.

      “Everyone, this is Dr. Makinde, the genius whose research is going to let us all take the longest nap in human history without our cells turning into mush.” Hofstadter gestured expansively in Samara’s direction. “Mind you, I’m the genius who recognized her genius, so I think we all know who the real hero is here.”

      A few tired smiles met his attempt at humor. Samara fought the urge to roll her eyes. Apparently, even the apocalypse couldn’t dampen the man’s ego.

      Hofstadter began making introductions, but the man at the far end of the table cut him off before he could finish his first sentence. “If she hasn’t read her briefing materials, she can do it after we handle actual business.”

      “Play nice, Hector.” The woman beside him—colony psychologist and chaplain, Dr. Ayesha Basu—flashed Samara an apologetic look. She had the thousand-yard stare of someone who’d heard too many final confessions, but still she managed a faint smile at Samara. “It’s been a long journey for all of us.”

      “Dr. Callas, our chief medical officer,” added Hofstadter

      The doctor’s nod triggered a grimace, probably due to the massive bruise that darkened his jaw. Stubble didn’t hide the discoloration, but it did make him look like he’d barely closed his eyes in days. Considering what medical professionals had been dealing with since the announcement—botched suicide attempts, injuries inflicted by a populace driven mad by fear, patients poisoned by chytrid-infected food—he probably hadn’t.

      Samara nodded to acknowledge him, then turned to Dr. Renata Vargas, the colony’s xenobiologist, whose work Samara had looked up when she’d seen Renata’s bio in the briefing. “I found your paper on convergent evolution in extreme environments fascinating. Especially your hypothesis about parallel adaptation paths.”

      Dr. Vargas brightened, despite her apparent exhaustion, flashing Samara a quick smile. “You and about five other people. Everyone else fell asleep by page two.”

      “Moving on.” Hofstadter gestured to a weathered couple who could have stepped out of an old Western. “Katherine and Leo Buratti. She’s our agricultural expert and elected colony leader. He handles the livestock.”

      A curt nod from Katherine, founder of the Demeter Collective—the largest regenerative farming experiment in history, which had transformed thousands of acres of land exhausted by overfarming back into fertile cropland through a combination of scientific and indigenous land management techniques. Now Katherine was tasked with recreating that success on an alien world.

      Leo’s smile was warmer than his wife’s, despite the fresh scratches crisscrossing the backs of his hands and forearms. Samara wondered how he’d come by them, before deciding that she probably didn’t want to know.

      “Maeve Kennedy, head engineer,” announced a stocky woman with close-cropped gray hair, pointing to herself. “And this quiet fellow is Dr. Mahmoud al-Hilli, our geologist.”

      She indicated the man beside her, sporting a large bandage running from his neck down beneath his collar. The edge of a burn peeked out above the gauze.

      “Now we’re all friends,” Maeve said, like that settled it.

      But they weren’t friends. They were the remnants of their species, thrown together by an eccentric billionaire who’d managed to accomplish what the world’s governments had all failed to do.

      But then Renata rolled her eyes, and Samara thought that there was at least one person here that she might call friend.

      “I want it on record that I formally protest giving Dr. Makinde a spot on this mission,” Hector glared at Hofstadter. “We should have brought another medical professional—a doctor, a nurse, even an EMT. Someone who could help with the kinds of emergencies we’re undoubtedly going to face.” He grimaced. “I can handle implanting embryos; I’ve had IVF training.”

      Dr. al-Hilli didn’t look up from what appeared to be a rock sample he was turning over in his hands. “Are we really doing this again, Hector? The roster decisions were finalized weeks ago.”

      Weeks ago—even though Samara had refused the first several times Hofstadter had asked, she’d kept this seat open for her?

      Because it wasn’t like there was a shortage of geneticists who would do anything to escape Earth. Again she wondered why he’d chosen her.

      Dr. Basu turned to Samara. “Perhaps you could tell us how your expertise will benefit the colony beyond fixing basic birth defects?”

      Samara straightened, relieved by the psychologist’s attempted peace offering. “My role will be identifying and treating genetic diseases with standard, proven therapies—nothing experimental. And I’ll help Dr. Vargas catalog the genome of our new home.”

      “Samara’s help with the genetic survey will be invaluable—it’s a herculean task to catalogue a planet’s worth of organisms,” Renata added, her voice kind but firm. “Not to mention, we have no idea if the crop plants we’re bringing will thrive on our new planet. Being able to modify them to fit our new home could be the difference between thriving and starving to death.”

      “Samara’s contribution will be crucial. Even a minor birth defect could be the difference between success and failure for an individual—or potentially the entire colony.” Katherine fixed Hector with a steady gaze that radiated quiet authority. “That’s why I approved her inclusion.”

      Dr. Basu nodded. “I think we should all remember our shared purpose here. If our people see us fighting, they’ll take sides.”

      “At best, she’s taking a spot from someone more useful,” Hector pressed, returning to his earlier point with stubborn determination. “At worst⁠—”

      Maeve cut him off with a snort. “Seems pretty damn useful to me to have someone who can make sure our kids don’t have two heads.” She shrugged her stocky shoulders. “No offense, Hector, but my engine room doesn’t run on hurt feelings.”

      Samara decided she was going to like Maeve.

      The door hissed open again and a tall man entered. His crisp uniform and perfect posture made him look like he was about to pose for a recruitment poster—or like he’d come from a time before the world had withered to hell. Unlike everyone else in the room, he showed no signs of injury or exhaustion.

      “Here’s Captain Mercer,” Hofstadter said. “Your pilot and commander for the duration of the voyage.”

      Samara’s stomach tightened. This was the part she had been dreading most. She and Lucas Mercer were the only unpaired colonists in a mission that required couples. Hofstadter had assured her it wouldn’t be a problem—they simply had to maintain the fiction of being partners until the colony was established. But looking at Mercer’s perfect composure, Samara wondered how anyone would believe they were a couple. Would he be just as aloof when they were alone?

      She hoped so. Her goal was to keep their relationship as professional as possible until things were far enough along that no one would care that her contribution to the colony’s genetic diversity would happen in the lab she would set up.

      “Dr. Makinde,” Mercer said, inclining his head slightly before turning to face the seated group. “Welcome aboard, everyone. Shall we transition to a first name basis?”

      An odd way to start. But everyone else seemed to accept it.

      “Excellent suggestion, Lucas,” Ayesha said warmly. “No need for formality when we’re all going to be working in such close quarters.”

      Lucas nodded. He seemed to be focusing on a point just past everyone’s shoulders rather than making direct eye contact. His hands moved slightly, fingers tapping against his thigh in a subtle, repetitive pattern.

      Nerves? Or something else?

      Samara studied Lucas more closely—the way he seemed both perfectly poised and slightly uncomfortable in his own skin, the careful control with which he held himself, the intense focus behind his gaze when he did make eye contact. He reminded her a lot of her cousin, Amadi, who tapped as a subtle form of stimming.

      If Lucas was on the autism spectrum, that would explain why she’d been partnered with him. He might not have wanted to be in a relationship at all, despite the colony requirement that everyone contribute to humanity’s future genetic diversity—which suggested that he was an excellent pilot, if Hofstadter had given him a spot anyway.

      “Perhaps we should begin the briefing?” Lucas glanced toward Hofstadter.

      “Excellent idea,” Hofstadter said. “Lucas, take it away.”

      “The journey to DaVinci will take forty-two years at one-tenth light speed. You will remain in cryosleep unless there’s an emergency that the ship’s systems can’t handle or you experience medical complications requiring intervention.”

      You, not we.

      Samara wondered if the ship would wake Lucas up for other things. How much biological time would he lose compared to the rest of them?

      Maybe that was why she’d been paired up with him. Because as pilot, he might be required to spend more of their journey awake, where he’d be aging normally. It made sense to pair the person who didn’t want children with the person who might be too old to have them when they arrived. Assuming that his you hadn’t been a simple grammatical slip.

      Katherine turned to Samara. “What are the odds we’re trading one death for another—just slower and colder?”

      Samara hesitated. “The system is sound, but obviously, it’s never been tested for this duration.”

      “Each cryopod will monitor vital signs continuously,” Lucas said. “The system errs on the side of caution. But I have complete confidence in Samara’s research.”

      Something in his tone made Samara glance over at him. His expression was perfectly neutral, but the intensity in his gaze made her uncomfortable.

      Or maybe it was how completely unperturbed he seemed when everyone else around him was clearly marked by the horror of the past few weeks and the fear of the unknown that they were about to launch themselves into. There were no dark circles under his eyes, no deep lines carved hard into his face, no nervous twitches or impatient gestures, aside from the tapping. Amadi had been like that too, failing to react to things that upset everyone else. But when something did upset him…

      But she was assuming. He might just be very good at compartmentalizing. Piloting a ship that drove itself forward one nuclear explosion at a time probably required steadier than average nerves.

      Or maybe he’d been on the ship since before the Chytrid Collapse was public knowledge, and he’d been literally untouched by the chaos below. They’d all been lucky that Hofstadter’s colony ship program was well underway before anyone had known it was coming. The fungus had simply accelerated the billionaire’s timeline, forcing him to use his remaining fortune to finish them fast.

      But Samara didn’t want to think about the fact that the ship she was about to trust her life to had been built in a hurry.

      “Let’s focus on what matters,” Katherine said. “We’ve all read the briefing. What haven’t we been told?”

      “Everything relevant is in your files,” Hofstadter said smoothly.

      “It’s fair to point out that this mission has been rushed,” Leo pointed out. “And given how humanity’s last attempt to colonize an exoplanet ended, you’ll have to forgive us for being a tad anxious about the details.”

      “The Borlaug isn’t the Hyperion,” Hofstadter said.

      That ship had vanished without a trace fifteen years ago, taking three hundred colonists and humanity’s first dreams of interstellar settlement with it.

      “I’ve personally overseen every stage of this ship’s construction,” Hofstadter continued. “Every system is optimized for success.”

      “Yet you’re leaving on a different ship,” Hector said, his skepticism evident.

      “All of the colony ships are built to identical specifications,” Lucas interjected. “The complete technical documentation is available in the ship’s archives. You have forty-eight hours before cryosleep, if you wish to review them. While you’re waiting to be prepped, meals and entertainment are available in the Gathering rooms. The ship’s AI can show you the way.”

      Hofstadter clapped his hands. “I think that covers everything essential. Samara, Lucas—a word?”

      Samara joined Hofstadter and Lucas as the others filed out.

      “Everything still good with our arrangement?” Hofstadter asked quietly. “The other colonists need to believe you’re partners, to avoid resentment that you’ve been given special treatment. I know it’s not ideal, but your skills were too valuable to pass up, Samara. And Lucas … well, he has his own constraints.”

      “I’ll adapt to Samara’s preferences,” Lucas said. “Including any future decisions about children.”

      He could have been discussing the weather for all the emotion he showed, but Samara felt herself flushing. Mortifying.

      “I’ve never wanted children,” she said stiffly. “That isn’t going to change.”

      “As you wish,” Lucas said as if he genuinely didn’t care whether he’d be required to play the role of father if Samara changed her mind. “May I walk you to the cryosleep bay?”

      As they passed through curved corridors, Samara found herself studying his stride—measured, controlled, like everything else about him. She wondered what it would take to crack that perfect composure. Would the heat death of the universe do it?

      He didn’t seem to notice her sideway glances. Was he lost in thought, or deliberately ignoring her to avoid more awkward social interaction?

      To be fair, she had no idea how to bring up the idea that they’d have to bunk together once they made it down to DaVinci’s surface. She hoped Katherine wouldn’t make them keep up the farce for long.

      They passed through curved corridors, finally arriving at a viewport. Samara stopped, transfixed by the sight of Earth hanging in the void. The planet looked wrong—where vibrant greens should have dominated the continents, there was mostly brown, and the oceans looked muddy in patches, missing their usual blue. Soon, there would be no place on Earth left untouched by the chytrid fungus.

      She’d known, of course. But seeing it from up here somehow made it more real. Her parents. Her sister. Her nephew. Cousin Amadi. All those people they’d crushed beneath the Reaper to get her here. Their bodies would feed the fungus that would eventually cover every surface of the planet she’d once called home.

      “Are you ready, Samara?” Lucas asked.

      Was she ready to abandon everyone she loved to a slow death while she slept dreamlessly through the decades?

      Ready to wake up in a world where she was one of the last surviving members of her species?

      Ready to discover if she could build a future from the genetic debris of a dying world, depending on strangers who might become humanity’s final ensemble cast?
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      ARRIVAL DAY

      BORLAUG COLONY SHIP

      

      Pain. Pure, electric agony.

      Samara’s neurons sparked to life, each one screaming as her consciousness clawed its way out of forty-two years of synthetic hibernation. Her muscles seized in waves as their cellular machinery crawled back from the dead: resurrection measured in millivolts. The cryosleep system was based on her research on frogs’ hibernation cycles; she’d seen the simulations predicting these exact symptoms. But theory was one thing. Experience was another thing entirely.

      Through the haze of agony, fragments of awareness filtered in—the steady beep of medical equipment monitoring her return to life, the bite of an IV line delivering electrolytes and stabilizers, the metallic taste coating her tongue as her sensory neurons began to work once again.

      “Neural reactivation sequence complete,” announced the ship’s AI in Lucas’ calm voice. “Vital signs nominal. Beginning chemical stabilization.”

      Did Lucas like hearing the ship talk back to him in his own voice, or did he find it as unsettling as she would?

      “Can you open your eyes?”

      Barely. Through slitted lids, she saw Dr. Callas haloed by the ceiling lights, already suited up in medical scrubs despite probably having undergone revival himself just hours before. Dark circles shadowed his eyes and that old bruise still ghosted along his jaw—evidence that their bodies had achieved near-complete stasis throughout the journey—but his hands remained steady as he checked her vital signs. Lucky for them all that their chief medical officer handled revival better than most.

      Samara tried to respond, but her throat felt lined with steel wool and her jaw wouldn’t unlock.

      “This will help with the transition.” He held up a syringe filled with pale blue liquid that seemed to glow under the harsh lights. “Standard reanimation booster. Takes the edge off the neural feedback.”

      The injection burned like liquid nitrogen, then blessed relief flooded her screaming nerves. Her muscles began to unclench, though moving still felt like swimming through wet cement. The doctor pressed a silver pouch into her trembling hand.

      “Electrolyte solution with cellular stabilizers. Sip slowly. Your digestive system is not much better than a newborn’s right now.”

      The liquid tasted like battery acid masked with artificial sweetener, but Samara wasn’t complaining. They’d made it. Frozen for more than four decades, and now they were on the interstellar frontier, alive and mostly functional. Their new home waited below.

      The rational part of her brain understood the science. She had spent years studying the complex biochemistry that made it possible: the synthetic proteins that prevented ice crystal formation in cells, the carefully engineered viral vectors that delivered temporary genetic modifications to help their bodies survive deep freeze. But some primal part of her mind rebelled at the idea of losing nearly half a century in what felt like a blink.

      Half a century. The thought hit her like a physical blow. Her nephew would have died within the first year of her journey. Her parents would have watched Earth’s ecosystem collapse completely, would have faced the end knowing their daughter had abandoned them. Her sister would have died hating her.

      “Your personal effects are in the next room,” Callas said as he removed her IV, either not noticing or simply ignoring the tears that had begun sliding down her cheeks. “Try standing but take it slow. Motor control takes time to stabilize, even with the boosters.”

      A gross understatement. Her legs felt like overcooked pasta as she slid off the exam table. The room spun through a complex series of rotations before settling into its proper orientation. She waited for the vertigo to pass, clutching the table’s edge. A glance at one of the medical monitors showed her reflection: ashen skin, sunken, eyes, gaunt cheeks. But the aging during cryosleep had been nonexistent—exactly as her theory had predicted.

      At least something had gone according to plan.

      Samara shuffled to the locker room, one hand trailing along the wall for balance. A storage unit recognized her biosignature and popped open with a soft hiss.

      Inside was a set of hiking clothes that looked like they had been picked out by someone whose entire understanding of outdoor gear came from binge-watching survival shows. The pants had enough pockets to supply a small army and the boots could probably withstand a direct hit from a tank. Classic Aurelius Hofstadter overkill—the billionaire who bankrolled their escape apparently couldn’t resist playing adventure outfitter, even at the end of the world.

      As she changed out of the flimsy cryosuit, her fingers brushed the locket she’d refused to remove even for stasis. Inside was a photo from her Ph.D. graduation—before the fungus, when the world still contained hope. Mom beaming, Dad’s arm around her shoulders, her sister rolling her eyes but smiling. The same sister who had called her a coward when Samara told them about Hofstadter’s offer. Who had demanded to know how Samara could abandon her own nephew to death while she escaped to the stars.

      The truth was, she couldn’t have saved them even if she’d stayed. Hofstadter’s file made that clear. By the time the fungus made the leap from pigs to humans, it would be too late for anyone left on Earth. She’d known that when she’d accepted his offer.

      But knowing hadn’t made it easier to leave them behind.

      “Dr. Makinde,” Lucas’ voice interrupted her grief spiral through the ship’s speakers. “Your presence is requested on the bridge.”

      The bridge was exactly what she expected from a tech billionaire with Jobs-envy—sleek surfaces and a single minimalist control panel displaying characters that weren’t from any language Samara recognized. Presumably Lucas could read them, although she wondered if the ship’s AI would switch modes if their pilot was incapacitated and someone else had to take command. Or maybe the display was just ambiance, and the AI would talk them through an emergency. Aurelius had never been above a touch of spectacle, especially when it came to impressing investors.

      The blast shields were open, windows displaying their dazzling new home. The sight stopped Samara mid-step.

      DaVinci dominated the view, a blue-green marble wreathed in wispy clouds. But the colors were subtly wrong—the oceans had a purplish tinge, the landmasses covered in vegetation that shifted between bluish-green tones and indigo depending on the viewing angle. As if someone had adjusted Earth’s color balance settings, shifting everything a few degrees closer to blue.

      Two moons orbited in view. The smaller barely visible, the larger a golden disc twice the size of Earth’s satellite. Probe mission photos hadn’t captured the true wonder of their new home. Beautiful, but unsettling in its alienness.

      This was really happening. They were about to become the first humans to set foot on an exoplanet.

      The rest of the leadership team looked as rough as Samara felt—except for Lucas, standing perfectly composed at the control panel without a single sign of post-cryosleep trauma. No sallow undertone to his skin, no gauntness to his face.

      The ship must have woken him early for approach, giving him extra recovery time. He was its pilot, after all. She wondered if he’d merely been a witness to the ship’s maneuvering as they’d approached the planet, ready to abort if it seemed the AI had made a mistake, or if he’d played a more active role as they eased into orbit.

      “You’re just in time,” he said, turning from the controls. “We’re deciding on a location for the colony.”

      He swept his hand across the command panel, and a holographic display materialized in the center of the bridge: two potential landing sites glowing in complex topographical detail, surrounded by streams of environmental data. So that was the real display—maybe she’d been right about the other one being decorative.

      “We’ve narrowed it down to these locations in this region of the third continent,” Lucas explained as the display zoomed in on a pair of small circles near a large river. The legend in the lower right suggested they were looking at an area of thirty square miles. “Terrain at both locations is stable enough for construction, with enough arable land to provide for the colony once we clear native vegetation.”

      Dr. al-Hilli leaned forward, wincing as the movement pulled at the bandage visible above his collar. “The northern site is our best option. Being closer to those mountains means timber for construction, and surveys suggest significant mineral deposits. We’ll need those resources sooner rather than later.”

      “The southern site has nearly triple the biomass density,” countered Renata, squinting at the display through obvious post-cryosleep fatigue. “Soil samples show higher organic content and better nutrient profiles. Yes, we’ll have more clearing to do, but that vegetation suggests conditions more suitable for Earth crops.”

      “The southern site also gives us room to expand.” Katherine’s sun-weathered face showed the strain of revival, but her air authority remained undiminished. “We need to think beyond the first few years—a growing population, new buildings, expanding farms. That will all take significant space.”

      Leo shifted his weight, looking queasy. “The northern terrain would be better for the animals, especially the goats. They’re adapted to mountain grazing. After losing a dozen cows to cryosleep, we need every advantage for the surviving livestock.”

      Katherine’s expression softened slightly. “What’s our final count?”

      “Twelve chickens, twenty-two cows, four bulls, and seventeen goats survived.” Leo put his palms flat on the table, bracing himself. “Smaller animals handled the process better, just like the simulations predicted.”

      “But we have backups, hundreds of frozen embryos,” Mahmoud said.

      “Embryos that have to be incubated and raised to adulthood before they’ll be anything other than a burden on our limited resources.” Leo sighed. “We don’t dare thaw them until we’re sure the adults who made it through cryosleep can survive down there.”

      Samara hung back, feeling useless. What exactly was she supposed to contribute to a conversation about grazing pasture on an alien planet? Her primary expertise wouldn’t be needed until they had a colony established. She would spend the early months helping Renata to collect and catalogue the local flora and fauna, sequencing the creatures’ genomes to better understand humanity’s new home.

      “Probe data incoming,” Lucas announced. The hologram shifted, overlaying new information in glowing layers. “The northern site shows elevated arsenic and lead levels in the soil. Concentrations exceed safe thresholds for food cultivation. The southern location appears more suitable for immediate agricultural development.”

      “We can look at bioremediation once we’re established,” Katherine said. “Use plants to clean the northern site. It’s a proven technique—we used it extensively in the Demeter Collective.”

      “Only if the contamination isn’t ongoing,” Mahmoud warned. “If those levels come from natural geological processes, we might find ourselves fighting a losing battle.”

      “We could engineer local flora to extract the compounds more efficiently,” Samara suggested.

      Ayesha shook her head, her brow furrowing. “Should we be genetically engineering alien plants when we barely understand them?”

      “I’d only use thoroughly tested adaptations,” Samara explained. “Precise gene edits targeting specific metabolic pathways, with multiple containment protocols. Nothing that could propagate beyond our controlled areas.”

      Ayesha’s expression remained skeptical. “But even with safeguards, we would still be experimenting with the same technology that destroyed Earth.”

      “The techniques that led to the chytrid plague were highly experimental. I wouldn’t do anything that hasn’t already been proven safe.”

      Samara refrained from commenting on the irony that the psychologist was worried about a minor tweak or two when they were about to introduce hundreds, if not thousands, of new species into DaVinci’s ecosystem—the food crops and animals that would sustain their new colony, not to mention the colonists themselves and the myriad microorganisms that would come along for the ride. They couldn’t even begin to guess what might happen when human bacteria began interbreeding with local species… but Ayesha was worried that adding a gene for arsenic uptake in a native plant was going to destroy the planet.

      Be patient. She doesn’t have the education to know the difference.

      But before Samara could gather a more detailed explanation, Renata chimed in. “Traditional breeding could accomplish the same thing. It would just take longer.”

      Katherine stood. “We’ll table that discussion for later. Lucas, start waking the first wave and prep the shuttles. Thirty colonists. Essential supplies and equipment only.”

      Renata fell into step beside Samara as they filed out. “Don’t let Ayesha or Hector get to you, they’ll warm up eventually.”

      “I understand their objections. Especially after what we’ve all just been through.” Though she couldn’t help thinking of Dory again, and how ignorant humans had killed her because she worked at a lab.

      She blinked hard to dissipate the threatening tears.

      “Hey.” Renata gave Samara a gentle nudge. “We just spent forty-two years as human popsicles and woke up ready to save our species, thanks to your research. If we still had Nobel prizes, you’d be a shoo-in. Seriously, impressive work.”

      “Thank you.” Samara said, not sure how to respond to Renata’s immediate championing, but her steps felt lighter as she walked the ship’s corridors with the others. She caught another glimpse of their new home through a viewport on the way to the storage bay where much of their first phase equipment was stored. DaVinci hung below them, stunningly gorgeous and alien, utterly indifferent to their plans. Here, humans were the invasive species, about to reshape another world in their image.

      Just like the chytrid fungus had reshaped Earth.

      Samara touched her locket, thinking of the smiling faces frozen inside. Whatever challenges awaited on the surface, she had to prove she deserved her spot on this mission. She owed that much to everyone they had abandoned back on Earth.

      It was on her to make sure they didn’t repeat the mistakes that had doomed their home world in the first place.
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      Waking after four decades of artificial sleep felt like someone had replaced Leila’s blood with molten glass. Her entire nervous system screamed awake one agonized cell at a time. Even her bones ached, as if they’d been bruised in transit.

      But none of that mattered compared to the burning sensation deep in her belly where the baby should be.

      She was surrounded by sounds that terrified her. The steady whir of medical equipment that sounded too much like the machines that had monitored Eddie’s final days. The cool slide of an IV line that brought back the press of grief as she watched her brother waste away. The tang of chemicals coating her tongue with that cloying artificial cleanliness that had masked decay in his hospital room.

      The ship’s recycled air carried undertones of antiseptic and metal, stinging her nostrils with each shallow breath. Bright lights pierced her eyelids, transforming darkness into painful crimson. Each heartbeat pulsed through her temples like a hammer striking an anvil.

      Had something gone wrong during cryosleep? She’d wanted to ask more questions before they put her under but she couldn’t risk losing her spot.

      “Neural reactivation sequence complete,” announced the ship’s AI in Captain Mercer’s calm voice. “Vital signs nominal.”

      But what about the baby’s vital signs?

      Panic clawed up her throat, like some feral thing desperate to escape her chest.

      Through blurry vision, she made out Dr. Callas hovering above her, somber yet professional in medical scrubs, a yellowing bruise on his jaw. Had he gotten it during the hospital riots, when desperate people stormed hospitals seeking medication that wouldn’t cure them? Or during the evacuation, fighting through mobs to reach the launch facility?

      His hands felt unexpectedly warm against her ice-cold skin as he helped her sit up, careful of the IV. The world spun like an out-of-control carousel, leaving her disoriented. Colors blurred and merged, the med bay’s sterile white walls pulsing with the rhythm of her racing heart. Her stomach lurched violently.

      “I need to—” She couldn’t finish the sentence.

      The doctor produced a basin from beside her bed just in time to catch what felt like gallons of bile burning up her throat. Her retching echoed off the sterile walls of the too-bright med bay. When her stomach was empty, the acid taste lingered, bitter and sharp.

      The space felt like it had been designed by someone who’d never been sick. The bed resembled an operating table, cold metal edges pressing into her back through thin padding. The glare of the overhead lights probably would’ve given her a headache even if she wasn’t feeling sick. Everything shaped for function rather than comfort, as if the ship were one massive, sterile laboratory.

      Just like the hospital where Eddie had died.

      “Lie back down,” Dr. Callas ordered. “I need to run more tests. You won’t be going down with the first wave.”

      “I’m fine now,” Leila protested, wiping her mouth with a trembling hand. She forced the same smile she’d given Justin when telling him about their acceptance into the colony program. The smile she’d maintained while skipping one particular box on the application form, knowing they’d never let a pregnant woman attempt cryosleep. The smile she’d worn while listening to her new husband speculate about life on another planet, keeping secret the miracle already blooming in her belly.

      Would Justin have reported her if he’d known?

      In cryosleep, she’d dreamed he had found out, over and over. In her dream, Justin not only reported her every time, but he’d divorced her and married a stranger to keep his place in the colony. Abandoned his own baby to save himself.

      But that was just a dream. The real Justin was waking up somewhere else on this ship, and she was sure he would be ecstatic to learn that he was already a father.

      “Really, I’m sure it’s just morning sickness.” The words slipped out before she could stop them, her mind still fuzzy from cryosleep. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      Dr. Callas went perfectly still, like someone had hit his pause button. Leila had seen that same frozen expression on her mother’s face when getting the call about Eddie’s hospitalization. In Leila’s experience, devastating news had a way of stopping time for one painful breath before everything crashed down.

      “Morning sickness,” he repeated. The medical monitors behind him beeped steadily through the ensuing seconds of silence. A drop of sweat traced a path down his temple, catching in his sideburn. “How far along were you?”

      For a second, she thought he was trying to deliver bad news. But then she realized he probably meant: how far along were you when you went into the cryopod?

      “Eight weeks.” Leila kept her voice steady, resisting the urge to cross her fingers like a kid lying to her parents. “As of departure day.”

      “You didn’t think to mention this during your pre-flight screening?” The dangerous quiet in his voice made her stomach clench again. His fingers tightened on his tablet, knuckles whitening beneath the skin. “We have no data on how cryosleep affects fetal development. The cellular stresses alone could have⁠—”

      “But they didn’t, right?” Leila curled protectively around her still-flat belly, where her child had been frozen in time with her. Her hands pressed against the warm skin beneath the thin, scratchy gown, as if she could somehow feel the microscopic life within. “If something was wrong with the baby, it would be wrong with me too.”

      “That’s not how it works.” The doctor’s professional mask slipped and raw anger leaked through. Those dark circles under his eyes made the bruise on his jaw look even harsher. “Do you understand how incredibly foolish it was not to inform us immediately?”

      “What was I supposed to do? If I’d admitted the truth, you would have forced me to stay on Earth.” Her voice cracked, words tumbling out with all the justifications she’d repeated to herself, now sounding more like desperate prayers. “My baby would have died anyway. The entire planet was dying—the fungus was in everything!”

      The doctor sighed, some of the anger draining from his expression. “Lie back down. I need to do an ultrasound to make sure the fetus is viable.” He paused, and when he spoke again his voice was gentler, the way her mama used to speak to Eddie when he was scared. “If it didn’t survive cryosleep, we’ll need to remove it immediately to prevent complications.”

      Fear gripped Leila’s chest as she lay back, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes despite her best efforts to hold them back. The med bay lights blurred above her as she tried to focus on anything beyond the possibility that her gamble had failed.

      “Listen carefully,” he said as he prepped the ultrasound equipment. The machine hummed to life, screen flickering with static, casting an eerie blue glow across his features. “You can’t keep secrets like this anymore. The tiniest detail could affect the entire colony’s survival—including your baby’s. Do you understand?”

      She nodded, not trusting her voice. The cold gel made her shiver as he spread it on her abdomen. Or maybe that was fear. Leila had risked everything on this desperate chance—her place in the colony, her unborn child’s life, humanity’s future.

      If she was wrong...

      The image on the monitor was grainy at first, meaningless shadows in black and white. Leila held her breath, searching for any sign of movement. Just like she’d once stared at that pregnancy test back on Earth, willing those two lines to appear.

      Then she heard it: a rapid, rhythmic pulsing filling the room, life’s morse code tapping out survival against impossible odds. A sound that promised life had found a way, even through forty-two years of subzero darkness.

      “Your baby’s heartbeat,” Dr. Callas announced with a slight smile while adjusting the controls. “Strong and steady.”

      Joy exploded in her chest as the image resolved into clearer shapes. She could make out the delicate curve of a tiny spine and the rapid flutter of a minuscule heart. The grayscale image pulsed with movement, the tiny form shifting slightly as if settling into a more comfortable position.

      Her baby was alive.

      Tears of relief spilled freely now, warm tracks down her cheeks that tasted of salt and triumph when they reached her lips.

      “Everything looks normal for this stage of development,” Dr. Callas said while tapping commands into the system. The screen filled with numbers and measurements that meant nothing to Leila, but the doctor’s shoulders had relaxed. His fingers moved across the interface with practiced precision, each tap creating a soft electronic chirp. “I’m prescribing prenatal vitamins, and I want to hear about every ache and twinge, no matter how insignificant it seems. This will be the first human conceived on Earth and born on another world. We need to document everything.”

      He paused, tension creeping back into his posture. “You’ll need to see Dr. Makinde for genetic screening. Make sure there are no issues we need to address.”

      “What happens if there are issues?” Leila’s hands moved instinctively to her belly, as if she could shield her child from whatever uncomfortable truths the tests might reveal. The gel left a gooey residue on her palms. She’d seen Dr. Makinde earlier in the med bay doorway—a study in cool efficiency and calculated observation. When she found out what Leila had done, would the geneticist blame her? Or would she understand?

      Callas’ gaze shifted away, focusing on the monitor readouts instead of meeting her eyes. “That depends on what we find.”

      He sounded exactly like her mother trying to explain why Eddie wouldn’t be coming home from the hospital.

      It hadn’t occurred to her until now, but... what if Dr. Makinde found a problem that couldn’t be fixed?

      What if they wanted to get rid of her baby?

      The heartbeat continued to pulse through the speakers, each beat strengthening her resolve. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides, nails carving crescents of determination into her palms.

      She would die before she let that happen.
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      DAVINCI YEAR 1

      SUMMER

      

      Samara gave the alien shrub a vicious yank while stabbing at its roots with her hand shovel. The wooden handle turned slick with sweat in her blistered palm. Alien soil caked her arms to the elbows, leaving reddish stains that resisted scrubbing. As if DaVinci’s very dirt was determined to mark the invaders that disturbed it.

      The plant surrendered with a sound like ripping velcro, sending her stumbling backward. She tossed it onto the growing pile of cleared vegetation, then straightened with a groan originating deep in her belly.

      She paused, the reality of her situation suddenly striking her. Here she was, a geneticist from Earth, uprooting plants on a world that until recently had been just a speck of light in Earth’s telescopes. The mundane action of weeding felt absurdly incongruous against the backdrop of an entirely different planet, beneath a sun that cast hazy lavender shadows across unfamiliar soil. For a moment, the scene took on a dreamlike quality—her hands, caked in rust-colored soil that had never known human touch before this week, pulling plants whose DNA had evolved along an entirely separate evolutionary path.

      Sweat had turned the reddish dirt into grimy paste on her skin. One finger throbbed where she’d torn off part of a fingernail—the wound red and swollen despite liberal applications of antibiotic cream. She was eager to get soil samples back to the ship to sequence whatever microorganisms inhabited this alien earth. But Katherine had decided their first priority was erecting the Common Hall for temporary shelter while laying down basic infrastructure.

      They’d been clearing since dawn, preparing ground for their new home. After four days in the relatively cushy confines of the colony ship, recovering from cryosleep, reality had hit hard. This was not the kind of work Samara was used to—her expertise lay in sterile labs with precision equipment, not wrestling with stubborn vegetation under an alien sun. But her genetic knowledge wouldn’t be needed yet, and at least she was contributing something useful until then. Lucas had been assigned to help the engineers; she didn’t know how his piloting skills were valuable here, but apparently he had something to contribute.

      The colony’s social dynamics were already crystallizing in fascinating yet concerning ways. Katherine’s people, former members of the Demeter Collective, handled the bulk of work easily while directing the others with the breezy authority of people expecting to be in charge.

      Battle lines were being drawn by natural selection: survival of the most useful.

      On one side, the Demeters—seasoned men and women whose hands mapped lifetimes of practical experience, who read soil composition and weather patterns like words on a page.

      On the other side, the outsiders—untested youth still clinging to the privileges and comforts of an abandoned world. They shared a species, but were aliens to each other in every way that mattered.

      Demeters averaged a decade older than the others, with work-hardened hands mapped with scars, muscles built through actual labor rather than gyms, utilitarian braids and ponytails secured with worn elastic. Their skin was permanently weathered from decades of outdoor work. They moved with the fluid efficiency of people who knew exactly how much energy each task required.

      Meanwhile, the “normals” had soft hands more familiar with touchscreens than tools, fashionable haircuts better suited to office meetings than frontier survival. All were in their twenties or early thirties, chosen primarily for their reproductive potential rather than practical skills. Their attempts at manual labor had a frantic, uncertain quality, like actors miming tasks they’d only seen in videos.

      That selection made biological sense—humanity needed young, healthy bodies to rebuild the population. But the gap between the two groups was already causing friction. Case in point: Briar, a normal with curly auburn hair pinned atop her head in an elegant bun, sat cross-legged on a rock chatting with another young woman while everyone else worked. Her manicured nails and elaborately styled hair looked absurdly out of place against DaVinci’s feral landscape.

      A weathered Demeter veteran marched over, her voice cracking like a whip. “You two, back to work. Now.”

      The women exchanged an eye roll before grudgingly pushing to their feet with exaggerated slowness, making a show of brushing dirt from their pants. The gesture carried echoes of high school rebellion, not at all the attitude the colony needed. But Samara would bet their fertility scores were through the roof.

      Samara paused in her battle with the next shrub to survey their chosen homestead. A river glittered in the near distance, its eggplant-colored water catching the strange sunlight in ways that hurt her eyes if she looked too long. Analysis had shown high concentrations of dissolved minerals giving the water its strange hue, along with complex organic compounds they hadn’t yet identified. They’d need to run it through a specialized filtration system before it would be safe to drink. Whether it would be safe for bathing in the meantime remained unknown.

      A small forest stretched spiky blue-green leaves toward the periwinkle sky, branches swaying in patterns that seemed wrong, as if following air currents she couldn’t perceive. The surrounding meadow bloomed with clusters of fuzzy-leaved vegetation in dark green and deep indigo, interspersed with translucent purplish grass that danced in the breeze. Spectroscopic analysis suggested the colors came from novel photosynthetic pigments absorbing light in the violet and ultraviolet spectrum—an adaptation to DaVinci’s solar radiation profile.

      So far, Samara had spotted analogs of Earth’s insects, though these skittered on too many legs and appeared to communicate through rapid color changes in their carapaces. DaVinci’s worms boasted what looked like rudimentary eyes, for no reason she or Renata had been able to guess, and the small scurrying creatures she had initially mistaken for some kind of rodent resembled feathered reptiles upon closer look. She’d even seen something like the unholy offspring of a spider and a hairless bat swooping through the air, its translucent wings refracting sunlight into scattered rainbows.

      Sometimes the wonder of it all hit her sideways—she was witnessing an entirely separate evolutionary path, life that had developed without any connection to Earth’s history. Everything here had emerged from different primordial chemicals, shaped by different selective pressures, yet arrived at solutions that echoed Earth’s biodiversity while remaining distinctly alien. It was enough to make her scientific mind reel with questions and possibilities.

      Each new organism they encountered raised more questions than answers. How had life evolved here? What selection pressures had shaped these creatures? And most importantly, what defenses might they have developed against invasive species like humans?

      Movement caught her eye: Leila and a handsome young man standing apart from the work groups, having an intense discussion. Leila looked fragile, better suited to a climate-controlled environment than frontier survival, although she hadn’t been shirking her responsibilities like Briar had. The young man appeared shocked by whatever she was telling him, his hands frozen mid-gesture. Her face crumpled with hurt, and though he tried to smooth things over, reaching for her arm, she huffed and stomped away. He watched her go, confusion and fear warring across his features before he returned to work alone.

      Their first day on-planet was guaranteed to be hard. But it wouldn’t be the hardest they would face, not by a longshot.

      She hoped they would find a way to rise to the challenge.

      The grating scrape of metal on rock yanked Samara’s attention to the construction site, where Maeve was directing her team like a conductor guiding an orchestra of organized chaos. Mounted on colossal wheels, the first prefab building awaited expansion from its transport configuration.

      Reflective panels hurled the alien sunlight back in fragmented patterns that made Samara’s eyes water. She wondered how long it would take for them to adapt.

      The engineers used laser guides to ensure perfect alignment while positioning the prefab pack in the cleared space. Foundation points glowed faintly blue against the red soil, creating a geometric pattern that made Samara think of ancient builders laying out stone circles by starlight.

      After removing the wheels and lowering the pack to the ground with a hydraulic system, the engineering team attached thick synthetic ropes to a ring on the top layer, spreading out until the lines formed precise 45-degree angles with the building—crucial for the balanced tension required to activate the self-assembly mechanism. At Maeve’s command, they pulled in unison.

      With a pneumatic hiss and the groaning of metal, the first wall began to rise like a creature waking from hibernation. Samara watched, transfixed as the structure unfolded itself, panels sliding and locking into place with mechanical precision. Support struts emerged from hidden compartments, telescoping outward to brace the growing framework. It was like watching a giant piece of avant-garde origami unfurl itself into a masterpiece of angles and lines, all choreographed by some unseen hand. The building seemed almost alive as it assembled itself, a golem of steel and composite materials animated by cleverly applied physics.

      The common hall took its final rectangular shape. But as the roof panels slid down their tracks, one caught with a metallic shriek, refusing to snap into place.

      “Damn it,” Maeve growled. “This is what happens when you prioritize cutting-edge tech over proven designs.”

      She dispatched a pair of engineers back to the shuttle for ladders. Once assembled, they climbed up to inspect the tracks where the roof had jammed.

      “Track’s bent!” one called down. “We’ll need to straighten it manually!”

      While they worked, Samara grabbed her water canteen and headed toward the ridge on the north side of the colony site. Her muscles protested as she began to climb, but the promise of solitude pulled her upward. The ridge wasn’t particularly steep, but the alien soil shifted unpredictably under her boots—sometimes compacting firmly, other times crumbling away in flaky sheets that slid downward in miniature avalanches.

      Halfway up, she paused to catch her breath. The ridge was composed of layered sedimentary rock in shades of rust and copper, with veins of something crystalline that caught the light in flashes of deep purple. She ran her fingers over the exposed rock, feeling the gritty texture beneath her skin. No doubt Mahmoud would submit a detailed analysis of its composition to their team by the end of the week, but for now, she let herself appreciate its beauty.

      When she finally reached the top of the ridge, Samara turned in a slow circle, taking in the panoramic view that stole her breath more effectively than the climb. The meandering purplish river cut through the landscape like a vein of exotic metal, widening into a delta of braided channels to the east before disappearing into a forest of towering blue-black vegetation. The canopy of that distant forest undulated in waves.

      To the west, rolling hills gave way to jagged mountains whose lower slopes were carpeted in vegetation that shifted from indigo to turquoise as elevation increased. The northern horizon featured a vast expanse of what appeared to be grassland, though the “grass” resembled nothing from Earth—tall, translucent pink stalks ending in bulbous structures that swayed in hypnotic unison, creating ripples of movement across the plain.

      The colony site below looked out of place against this sweeping landscape—a small square of cleared earth with the almost-assembled common hall at its center, surrounded by the busy movement of humans. Everything on this world had evolved to find its own niche, while they would have to brute force their way into an existing niche, possibly a niche that was already occupied by something else.

      Samara uncapped her water bottle and took a long drink of filtered water, savoring the coolness sliding down her throat. The breeze up here was stronger, carrying scents she couldn’t identify—something almost spicy, mixed with metallic notes and an underlying sweetness like overripe fruit. The air felt different against her skin, too. It had a strange static quality that made the fine hairs on her arms stand on end.

      As she recapped her water, something on the southern horizon caught her eye—a smudge of darkness against the otherwise clear sky. She squinted, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. A cloud formation? But there had been no other clouds all day. Perhaps smoke from a natural fire? If so, it would have to be a big one.

      She shielded her eyes with one hand, studying the phenomenon more carefully. The dark mass appeared to be expanding, spreading across the horizon like ink in water. Within minutes, what had been a small blemish on the skyline had doubled in size, its edges roiling and churning.

      With a jolt of alarm, Samara realized the mass wasn’t just growing—it was moving. Toward them. The distance was hard to judge, but the rate at which the formation was approaching suggested terrifying speed. What had appeared as a distant curiosity was now visibly advancing across the landscape, swallowing everything in its path.

      The way it moved—rolling forward like the planet’s immune system mobilizing against infection—reminded her of dust storms she’d seen in documentaries about the American Dust Bowl.

      Samara watched, transfixed, as landmark after landmark disappeared behind the advancing curtain of swirling particles. A solitary hill vanished in seconds. The leading edge of the grassland was consumed next. The storm was covering ground at an impossible rate; it would reach the colony within minutes.

      “Dust storm,” Samara called out, already scrambling down the ridge, loose rocks skittering away beneath her boots as she half-ran, half-slid toward the colony.

      By the time she made it to the bottom, the storm had grown from a horizon smudge to a towering wall of darkness that devoured the landscape as it approached. But no one seemed to have noticed: all attention was on the roof of the building, where two engineers were struggling to fix the roof.

      “Dust storm!” Samara yelled. “Katherine!”

      The colony leader took one look in the direction Samara was pointing and snapped into action.

      “Maeve! Get that roof fixed now!” Katherine’s voice boomed across the site. “Everyone else inside! Move!”

      Samara hurried in with the others, who huddled in groups and talked in murmurs, waiting for the storm to hit. Above them, banging and thudding as engineers struggled to reshape the track so the roof could slide the last few feet and lock into place. As the wind picked up, flurries of dust blew in through the gap above and floated down to coat everyone and everything. Coughing and sneezing echoed off the walls as colonists covered their faces with shirts and scarves. The dust carried a sharp, metallic odor that burned Samara’s throat.

      With a shriek of metal and a horrendous bang, the roof slid further but stopped short, leaving a gap of a few inches between itself and the south wall. A few moments later, the engineers hurried through the front door. Maeve was last inside, her face grim beneath layers of sweat and grime. “Had to abandon the repair. Visibility dropped too quick—I couldn’t risk my crew getting trapped up there.”

      One of the engineers bent double in a coughing spasm. Another couldn’t stop sneezing.

      “We’ve got some N95s in the work kit,” Maeve announced, producing a small box of masks. “Not nearly enough for everyone.”

      “The leadership team should have priority,” Ayesha suggested. “We can’t risk losing key personnel.”

      “Rock-paper-scissors.” Katherine raised her fist, showing the steel that had made her a successful commune leader on Earth. “Beat me, you get a mask. Lose, you make do with whatever you’re wearing.”

      Through the chaos of the impromptu tournament, Samara noticed Hector palming one of the precious N95s and slipping it to Leila. The gesture wasn’t lost on Briar, whose face twisted into something bitter and ugly. When Leila put the mask on, Samara could practically hear teeth grinding from across the room as Briar’s jaw muscles corded with barely restrained envy.

      Then Lucas entered, covered in dust. Samara hadn’t realized he was still out in the storm. His muddy boots suggested he’d been out in the fields, probably making sure the livestock was safe.

      She didn’t know him well at all, but he seemed to work harder than any of the other colonists. Everyone else seemed to like him. And he treated her with nothing but respect.

      She could have done much worse for a partner.

      But she was still glad that they would all be sleeping in the main hall for a while, until individual residences could be built.

      She turned toward him as he approached. “This came out of nowhere. Why didn’t we have any warning?”

      “The ship’s drones are still collecting atmospheric data,” Lucas replied. “Now that we know these storms are possible, we can establish proper monitoring protocols. We’ll be better prepared next time.”

      Hours later, after the storm finally passed, they emerged into sunlight that seemed obscenely cheerful given their situation. Everything—people, equipment, the partially-assembled building—was coated in staticky dust that clung to surfaces with annoying tenacity. And everyone was suffering to some degree: runny eyes and noses, constant sneezing and coughing, raspy voices in danger of giving out completely.

      “We’ll need filters for every building,” Maeve said, clearly already planning modifications. “And proper respirators for everyone. We’ll seal up all the buildings tight.”

      Katherine nodded. “Let’s get some food into everyone first. Unpack the rations before Maeve’s team resumes work on the building.” She raised her voice to address the group. “The rest of you, start hauling water from the river—we’ll need to boil it and run it through the filter. No bathing in it until we’ve tested it properly.”

      Samara watched Briar tracking Leila’s movements as she slipped the mask back into her pocket. Leila kept her stride carefully casual, but her hand remained pressed against the pocket where the N95 was hidden.

      The dividing lines were already forming—those with masks versus those without, Demeters versus normals, leadership versus everyone else. Earth had followed them here after all, not just in their technology or their skills, but in their instinct to create hierarchies, even at the edge of survival.

      One dust storm had exposed how fragile their unity truly was. And this was only day five.
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        * * *

      

      Four colonists were chosen for night watch, each taking two-hour shifts to guard their vulnerable shelter. Samara lay in her sleeping bag on the common hall’s hard floor, trying to ignore the whispered conversations and rustling movements of a hundred and sixty people seeking comfort in a space designed to serve as a mess hall and gathering space rather than a place to sleep. The unfinished building amplified each cough and whisper into a symphony of human discomfort.

      She would’ve given anything for a pair of earplugs.

      Through the gap in the unfinished roof, DaVinci’s larger moon cast ribbons of golden light while the smaller moon added shades of silvery-blue, creating an unsettling chromatic effect that made ordinary objects look like props in some cosmic dream. Shadows seemed to crawl when viewed from the corner of her eye, as if the darkness itself was restless.

      The night air carried unfamiliar sounds through the cavernous hall—clicks that might have been insects, rustling vegetation that moved in patterns unlike Earth plants, and occasionally, something that might have been wings. She knew it was dangerous to forget this was not Earth, but found it comforting to pretend that distant high-pitched cry was an owl shrieking victory after seizing a mouse, and that the irregular rustle was a gecko scampering through garden weeds.

      Samara had just started to doze off when a shout shattered the uneasy quiet, followed by the crack of gunfire.

      She bolted upright, heart pounding against her ribs like it might break free.

      Through ringing ears, she heard running footsteps and voices raised in alarm. Lucas was already moving toward the door, his motions precise and purposeful despite the darkness. She scrambled to follow him, Katherine right beside her.

      The night air hit her with a shock of cold and that now-familiar metallic undertone that the dust storm had brought.

      “There!” Marcus’ rifle trembled in his grasp, its muzzle scribing erratic patterns against the starlit sky. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the chill. “Ridge line. Something—something walking on two legs. But wrong.”

      “Take us through exactly what you saw,” Katherine said, her voice steady but roughened by the dust—she hadn’t taken a mask for herself.

      “Humanoid. Moving like... like it had too many joints.” The guard swallowed hard, the sound audible in the tense silence. “Gone now. Shot at it and it just melted into the shadows.” He fell into a whisper. “But I swear it was watching us.”

      He pointed at the ridge, which loomed dark against the star-scattered sky. The shadows between the rocks seemed deeper than they should be, as if the darkness there had substance.

      “Until we get perimeter sensors established, standing watch and sleeping in the common hall will have to be standard procedure,” Lucas said while scanning the ridgeline. “I’ll take the next shift.”

      He held out his hand for the gun, which Marcus surrendered.

      “Those sensors would already be up if the roof hadn’t stuck and if that dust storm hadn’t interrupted our work,” Katherine said, frustration evident in her voice. “We’ll make it tomorrow’s priority.”

      After they went back inside, the leadership team, minus Lucas, gathered in a corner while the other colonists settled back into uneasy sleep, huddled together like survivors in a lifeboat. Their whispers created a subtle current of sound beneath the louder restlessness of the common hall. The scent of too many unwashed bodies in too small a space hung in the air, mingling with the alien dust that still coated everything.

      “What if there really was something up there?” Ayesha clutched her prayer beads, thumb working the smooth surfaces as she spoke. The click of bead against bead punctuated her words like a nervous heartbeat.

      “The drones haven’t detected any large fauna,” Renata countered, though her expression suggested she wasn’t entirely convinced by her own argument. “But there could be nocturnal predators we haven’t yet documented. The biological survey will take months, at least.”

      “Humanoid?” Maeve asked.

      Renata shrugged. “It’s not impossible. But even if Marcus really did see something human-shaped, that doesn’t mean it’s sentient, or even intelligent.”

      “People are tired and on edge.” Hector sounded much calmer than Samara felt. “We’re wired to imagine monsters in the dark.”

      “The ship’s inventory includes an array of motion sensors and thermal imaging units,” Maeve replied. “Originally intended for perimeter security once we established permanent structures.”

      “I can help set them up, if you need more people,” Leo volunteered. “We’ll also need some around the pasture.”

      “Count me in, too,” Samara said. “It’s not like I have any patients to treat yet.”

      “Actually,” Hector cleared his throat, shooting a meaningful look at Katherine. “Leila is eight weeks pregnant. I was hoping you could check the fetus today.”

      The unexpected news landed in the conversation like a stone in still water. Samara felt the ripples of implications spreading outward.

      Eight weeks pregnant meant…

      “She lied during her screening?” Katherine sounded more tired than shocked.

      “I’ve already given her a thorough dressing-down,” he assured her. “The fetus appears unaffected by the cryosleep, but there’s still the standard genetic screening for viability.”

      Samara rubbed her temples, where a headache pulsed in time with her heartbeat. “I gave up my equipment space in yesterday’s shuttle run so the engineers could bring down extra tools. I thought I wouldn’t need it yet.”

      “You’re excused from work detail tomorrow,” Katherine told Samara. “Lucas can fly you both up to the ship.”

      Dismissed, Samara returned to her sleeping bag, her throat still raw from the dust storm’s abrasive onslaught. Despite her exhaustion, her mind raced with the day’s events, replaying them in vivid detail.

      But at last, sheer exhaustion triumphed over discomfort and her eyes refused to stay open.

      Her last conscious thought was of that shadowy shape on the ridge. What if it hadn’t been fear and fatigue playing tricks?

      What if something really was watching them?

      How long would it watch before it decided to do more?
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