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      Jianna Makinde had never seen the lake at the top of Mount Buratti.

      But she’d seen the pictures. Jagged peaks cradling a wide basin of shallow water that looked black under the violet sky. All gone now. Some colonist driven insane by a prion plague had vaporized part of the lake bed five hundred years ago, unwittingly triggering the Reunion. The council chambers sat at the largest mountain’s base, set outside the boundary of Vitruvian City because Councilors needed an outside perspective to make the best decisions for the citizens they governed.

      So said her father, and Soren had served as Councilor for longer than Jianna had been alive.

      But even though she’d never climbed up to the lake, she’d spent plenty of time exploring the caves beneath the mountains, hunting for extremophiles to study. If her father knew how deep she’d gone, far past the mining complex and the reinforced tunnels they’d dug to prospect for rarer minerals, he would’ve cut her spelunking expeditions short.

      The council building looked like someone had crossbred a greenhouse with a courthouse: marble curves, green terraces, translucent roof panels letting plants flourish everywhere. Pretty, sure. Also ridiculously impractical, as it needed to be cleaned after every sporestorm.

      She made her way through the entrance and down the hallway, passing through bands of sunshine filtering through the branches overhead, until she reached the doors to the inner chamber.

      It was now or never.

      She pushed the doors open.

      The Council was already in session: twelve members seated at the oval table, most of whom she’d known since she was a child. Harold Thane picked at something under his fingernail. Xanthe Vohl had angled her tablet so no one could see what she was reading. Next to Xanthe, Willow Evans, the token Naturalist who’d inherited her mother’s seat on the Council at the same time she’d stepped up to be cult leader, made a show of dipping her fountain pen into the open inkpot before her and writing something in a handmade notebook.

      She looked up at Jianna and smirked.

      Jianna tightened her trembling grip on the tablet until it steadied, pressing the heel of her other palm to her thigh. No doubt Willow would do the same thing she always did: ask ignorant questions, jump to an unfounded conclusion, then make an impassioned speech about how Jianna’s next experiment would destroy them all, as prophesied by her holy ancestor, Mother Basu.

      Then the Council would vote five-to-one in favor of approving Jianna’s proposal. Because even though the rest of them didn’t understand the science either, they did understand that the only reason humans existed on this planet was because her ancestor, Samara Makinde, had proven Mother Basu wrong.

      “Welcome, Jianna,” her father said, using his Councilor Soren Makinde voice. The one she’d grown up fearing, because he pulled it out whenever she’d ditched school or broken something or refused to do her chores.

      “Thank you.” But it came out a squeak. She cleared her throat, ignoring the patronizing looks from the older Councilors and the smug smile on Willow’s face, which somehow steadied her. No matter what else changed, the Naturalist leader’s disdain remained constant.

      “I appreciate you hearing my proposal,” Jianna added.

      Her father gestured to the speaker’s chair and she claimed it, hoping they couldn’t see the trembling in her hands.

      No matter how many times she came to the Council for approval on her research, she couldn’t shake the feeling of being called to the headmaster’s office, unsure what she’d done to warrant the summons and stuttering through her defense once the accusation was finally uttered. She was an adult, for Chytrid’s sake. But having to justify her research to people who had no hope of grasping it took her back to those school days where no one had understood why she couldn’t sit still and focus on a tedious lecture that built slowly to a conclusion she’d

      already reached five minutes in.

      The only cure for that feeling was to jump right in, so she didn’t bother waiting for the go ahead. She just launched into her presentation, triggering the projection from her tablet.

      A second later, strands of blue light assembled into a 3D protein model above her desk: two helices twisting around each other, with protrusions marking the side chains. Green indicators blinked at each binding site, highlighting the points of interaction

      “This is the defensive enzyme I told you about,” she said. “The one produced by the lichen from the cave systems beyond the mines.”

      The display broke the structure down step by step. It unspooled the amino acid chain first, listing all three hundred forty-two residues by their single-letter codes, then folded the alpha helices counterclockwise and aligned the beta sheets using standard hydrogen bonding patterns. It drew disulfide bridges between distant cysteines, locking sections of the chain together.

      The display built the final structure piece by piece. Hydrophobic bits folded inward. Polar residues faced outward where they could make friends with H2O. The zinc-binding site positioned itself exactly three-point-seven angstroms from the catalytic center. Close enough to work, far enough not to interfere.

      “It survives in conditions that kill most lifeforms and has evolved a resistance to Necrotrophia pastoralis, the parasite that’s infected nearly fifteen percent of our livestock this quarter.”

      She rotated the model forty-three degrees along the vertical axis. The active sites illuminated in sequence: first the recognition domain, then the cleavage site, finally the molecular lock that trapped the fungal invasion machinery.

      “This enzyme prevents cellular breach by targeting the chitin synthase pathway. If we can transfer the gene responsible, we won’t need to keep dosing our livestock with synthetic antifungals every quarter. We’ll have higher survival rates, less chemical load and⁠—”

      Xanthe held up her hand. “A word, Jianna?”

      “If you could hold off on questions until the end⁠—”

      “You misunderstand,” Xanthe said. “We haven’t asked you here to review your proposal.”

      Thank Phoebe, she wasn’t going to have to answer a million questions this time. “You’ve already approved it?”

      “No, I’m sorry. It’s the opposite. We’re shutting this project down.”

      Jianna stared at her.

      She opened her mouth. Then closed it again.

      They weren’t even giving her a chance?

      She looked up at the hologram still turning above her. Pointless now. Just light and spin, light and spin.

      Her hands were shaking again. She didn’t care. She looked over at her father, who refused to meet her eyes.

      Coward.

      “We don’t know what this gene will do once it’s inside a modified animal,” Xanthe said. “Today everything seems fine, but seven generations from now, we’ve got glow in the dark cows. If we’re lucky, and they survive.”

      “There’s no way this gene could mutate to cause bioluminescence⁠—”

      “The Fourth Law exists for a reason. As Samara so wisely said, off-target effects ripple outward. And, as we know from the past, that ripple can become a tsunami that drowns everyone.”

      Jianna’s jaw clenched, the pressure radiating upward until her temples throbbed. “You’re quoting the Fourth Law to justify inaction. The very inaction that is killing our herds.”

      Her father shot her a warning glance. But he should’ve warned her before she’d come that they were going to pull this on her.

      Since he’d let her walk into an ambush, he had no right to complain if she fought back.

      “We talk about seven-generation trials like we have seventy years, but we don’t. These microbes these genes come from have survived for thousands of years in conditions harsher than anything our livestock will ever endure. We can use it to protect them. Samara wrote the Fourth Law when she had the luxury of time. But she didn’t always follow it. When the Bloom attacked Generation One, she acted.”

      Leyna’s mouth turned down. “The council believes fifteen percent is a manageable loss. We’ve held stable herd numbers for decades with current treatments. What you’re proposing risks total collapse.”

      “With respect⁠—”

      Xanthe held up her hand again. “You say Samara acted fast. She did. She also made mistakes. And those off-target effects still run our bloodlines. She proposed the Law because she learned what happens when you don’t wait long enough to know better. A parasite that we can treat with inoculations is not a death sentence for our cattle. A gene you can’t take back could be.”

      Great. Another day, another committee of people who thought PhD stood for Please Don’t.

      At least they’d told her right away, instead of making her push through her presentation while they pretended to consider her proposal. “You’re choosing death over progress.”

      Xanthe didn’t blink. “That’s your theory.”

      Silence settled over the chamber.

      Jianna’s gaze swept the council table. Councilor Thane was back to picking at his fingernail. Xanthe had already returned to her tablet. The others studied their hands, the ceiling, anything but her face. Her father sat rigid in his chair, jaw muscles working like he was chewing words he couldn’t swallow.

      “So, you’re not going to fund me.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      Xanthe shook her head. “No.”

      “And you all agree?”

      “It’s unanimous,” Leyna said.

      What else was there to say?

      Thank you for choosing ignorance over science.

      Jianna switched off her tablet, picked it up, then turned and walked out of the chamber. She should have seen this coming. Getting funding for phase one had been like pulling teeth from a particularly stubborn corpse. But she’d stupidly thought that solid data might change their minds.

      She heard footsteps behind her. “Jianna.”

      She blew out a breath, turning to see her father. Why couldn’t he just let her be miserable in peace?

      “What, Councilor Makinde?”

      He grimaced. “I’m sorry.”

      Jianna’s voice pitched higher. “You couldn’t have given me a heads-up?”

      “The council voted on it minutes before your arrival. I had no idea they were going to reject it.”

      “You voted against it.”

      Jianna’s father rubbed the back of his neck. “They had valid points.”

      “I spent three months preparing my data and I didn’t even get to share it.”

      “I know how hard you worked on this.”

      A bitter laugh burst from her lips. “But it didn’t make a difference.”

      Silence fell between them. Soren glanced over his shoulder, then sighed. “I need to get back to the chambers. I’ll see you this afternoon.”

      “For what?”

      “The ceremony.”

      Was he serious? “I’m not going.”

      Soren’s eyes hardened. “You’re a direct descendant of Samara and Renata. If Phoebe had lived, she would’ve been half-sister to your ever-so-great grandmother. What will people think if you’re not there?”

      Jianna tightened her hold on the tablet. “I don’t care.”

      “I know you’re disappointed about your research. But this isn’t about you. It’s about coming together to celebrate our heritage of survival. You’re a symbol of that heritage.”

      She snorted. “Well, I’m tired of living my life for everyone else.”

      “It matters that you are there, Jianna. That tree⁠—”

      “Is not Samara. It’s not Phoebe. And just because I’m related to her doesn’t make me the keeper of her legacy.”

      “You’ve never appreciated the honor it is to be a daughter of her germline.”

      “I’m honoring Samara more by crawling through caves looking for extremophiles than I ever could by standing next to you while you pretend to mourn her in front of the whole planet.”

      “I do not pretend to mourn her,” he said.

      “Dad. She died over five hundred years ago. For all we know, she was a terrible human being. So many of the greats back on Earth were.”

      He said nothing.

      “The parasite is adapting faster than we can find new treatments. At some point we won’t be able to catch up, and then what?”

      “You’re not the only person researching⁠—”

      “I just showed you a solution that’s been tested by evolution for thousands of years in conditions harsher than anything our livestock face. But you’d rather watch our herds die than take a calculated risk.” She held out her tablet, jabbing at the screen. “Every quarter we lose more animals. Every quarter the treatments get less effective. How long before fifteen percent becomes thirty? Fifty?”

      Soren sighed, rubbing the back of his neck again. “Your curiosity has always been stronger than your sense of caution. It is both your greatest asset and your most dangerous flaw.”

      “It’s only a flaw when I don’t agree with you.”

      He studied her face for a moment, then he brought out the official voice again. “The ceremony starts at four.”

      “Have fun watering the tree of your ancestors. I’m going to work.” Her hand betrayed her with a violent tremor. She clenched it into a fist and stormed off, boots striking the stone floor like hammer blows.

      The moment she was out of sight, she yanked the pill case from her coat. Her fingers fumbled with the lid, nearly dropping the whole thing. One pill rattled into her palm. She threw it back and swallowed hard, tasting the bitterness of alkaloids and defeat.

      Which pretty much summed up her whole morning.

      One of the downsides of being a direct descendant of Samara. The ancient geneticist had tested the first version of the gene therapy on herself, before refining it and treating the rest of Generation One. Everyone in their germline shared a unique set of off-target effects similar to the ones that Phoebe had, because Samara’s first version had been based on the modifications Samara had made to Phoebe.

      And that made her father’s reverence for their ancient ancestor even more galling. Because if he’d defended her research with half the passion he reserved for a woman who’d doomed her to a life of dependence on anti-seizure meds, painkillers, and other drugs as she got older…

      Her ancestry wasn’t an honor, it was a curse.
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      Willow Evans yawned and her jaw cracked like old wood. Three hours of sleep wasn’t enough for anyone, especially when those three hours came after her Brother Theo pounded on her door at midnight, babbling about mysterious lights in the sky.

      But it was her job to comfort the members of her flock, even when they took Mother Basu’s teachings much too seriously, like Theo did.

      “I was praying for a new home, a place where we can live in accordance with the Divine without the contamination of Vitruvian science.” Theo leaned forward, white-knuckling the mug of herbal tea she’d brewed for him. The herbs were supposed to be calming, but they seemed to have no effect on his enthusiasm. “Then I saw it, flaming through the sky⁠—”

      “A meteorite?”

      “A sign from the Divine, headed toward Mother Basu’s final resting place”.

      Willow reined in her impatience, thinking of her warm bed upstairs and the fluffy down pillow that had been cradling her head a few minutes ago.

      “My parents believed we should reclaim the settlement she chose centuries ago, and so did their parents before them,” Theo continued, gesturing emphatically with his mug and slopping tea on Willow’s table. “It’s time for us to separate completely from wickedness and found a pure society. Mother Basu knew best, and Cira said at prayers yesterday that it was only Atlas’ weakness that forced our people to accept their heresy. She said we’ve compromised too much in the name of spreading the truth to the Contaminated.”

      No surprise to find that Willow’s younger sister was the instigator of Theo’s new outburst of pious zeal. She’d never quite settled with the fact that the firstborn inherited the position of Guide, along with the Naturalist seat on the Council.

      “I applaud your piety, Theo.” Although she genuinely wished he’d direct it somewhere else. “But we know from Mother Basu’s only records that the site she chose wasn’t sufficient to support a hundred colonists, even after nearly two decades of cultivation. I’ve seen the reports on the soil myself, we could never grow enough food to support a few hundred thousand of us.”

      “Are you going to believe a sign in the heavens, or the lies of Vitruvian scientists?”

      Sometimes Willow wished that her people didn’t take the scriptures so literally. Mother Basu hadn’t been against science altogether, she’d been against the misuse of science. That distinction was clear in her journals but often ignored by the firmest of believers.

      “The Divine blessed us with the ability to understand our world, Theo.”

      “But the sign!” He nearly jumped out of his chair. “How do you explain that it appeared just as I was praying for a new colony?”

      Mother Basu, grant me patience.

      “We’ve seen signs in the heavens before, and they usually turn out to be meteorites.” Willow laid a hand over Theo’s while allowing a touch of condescension to slip into her smile. “Or a piece of a decaying satellite, burning up through the atmosphere. At some point, the colony ship’s going to start breaking apart, too.”

      “How long must we suffer the contempt of the Impure?” Theo lamented.

      “Let’s pray on it,” Willow said. “If it really is a sign, it won’t be the only one.”

      Theo left twenty minutes later, unconvinced that his sign could be explained through mortal logic but finally taking the hint that the Guide had other Brothers and Sisters to pray for.

      With a sigh, Willow washed his mug before returning upstairs to lie in bed, staring at the ceiling. Sleep wasn’t happening.

      So she got up, walked downstairs and went outside, following the stone path between the raised beds to the center of her yard where the wooden trellises wouldn’t block her view.

      She craned her neck back, scanning the northern sky. Same constellations that had been there for five hundred years. Atlas, Mama and Baby Pipkin, the Great Lanternfruit, the Three Spoons, exactly where they should be. The sibling moons hung low in the west, the smaller one nearly brushing the mountaintops. Somewhere up there, the Borlaug orbited unseen, as did Vitruvian City’s one and only communications satellite, launched from the Borlaug by Generation One.

      As far as she could tell, everything was normal. No signs in the heavens. Not even the glint of a communications satellite in synchronous low orbit.

      Willow wrapped her arms around herself; her nightgown was useless against the chill seeping up through the stone path and into her bare feet. She stood there until her toes went numb and her neck ached from craning backward, scanning the void for any flicker of movement.

      It was the same sky it always was.

      She’d have to get up soon for the ceremony, where she’d have a chance to lobby for her measure to make Mother Basu’s birthday a legal holiday for anyone of the Naturalist faith. If she could get Soren to support it, the rest would likely fall in line. And Soren loved it when Willow owed him a favor.

      She forced herself to go back in, but only as dawn was breaking did she finally manage to drift off. And two hours later, Cira had woken her to solve the first of the day’s little dramas: a ham missing from the Collective’s larder, discovered by the breakfast crew.

      Willow slogged through her morning’s duties, barely making it to the memorial grove by the time the ceremony started. She hated this political theater, but as her people’s Guide, it was her duty to protest the Vitruvians’ ritual of devotion, reminding them that the legends they idolized had been flawed people, just like everyone alive today. No one knew that better than her. She was the keeper of Mother Basu’s journals. She knew the truth of who Samara and Phoebe had been.

      And that truth had been ugly.

      As she stood at the edge of the grove, the afternoon sun warmed her face, making her sleepy. She curled her lip at the Remembrance Tree, genetically engineered by the temptress Phoebe, daughter of Samara, who’d stolen the Divine Blueprint from them all.

      The massive tree loomed over the celebrants like a six-foot-wide middle finger to nature itself. The trunk spiraled upward in mathematical precision: golden ratio spirals, Fibonacci sequences sculpted to create a genetically engineered temple shading the resting place of its creator and her wicked mother. Phoebe and Samara.

      The Vitruvians called it beautiful. A symbol of how science could enhance nature.

      Willow called it what it was: a symbol of hubris, a desecration of natural wisdom.

      She didn’t know what the Hyperionites thought of it. Samara had urged the Generation One colonists to tolerate those abominations, and Phoebe had even befriended one. Several dozen of the filthy beasts clustered at the far edge of the crowd, waiting their turn to leave offerings among the roots of the Remembrance Trees. Sunlight gleamed off their scaly skin, flashing bright colors glimmering iridescent, while their huge black eyes showed no emotion at all. They carried grass dolls, bunches of flowers, strings of wooden beads: gifts for the dead heroes who’d championed coexistence between human and abomination.

      Their offerings weren’t so different from the ones left by humans, except that the humans paired theirs with whispered prayers and requests for blessings, as if an arrogant scientist and her headstrong daughter might somehow be able to influence the Divine.

      The Vitruvians accused Naturalists of clinging to superstition. But here they were, conducting their own ceremonies, their own rituals, their own acts of faith. Only theirs were dressed up in scientific language.

      Hypocrites.

      They loved Phoebe, of course. She was twice a martyr, first to undergo the genetic modification that had allowed them all to survive, carrier of the off-target effects that everyone after her had inherited, including the Naturalists who’d been coerced into accepting that first vaccine. Phoebe was the reason that Willow and her people lived shorter lives, forcing down herbal concoctions designed to soften the side effects of the immunosuppressants and antifungals that allowed them to survive the Bloom.

      But the Vitruvians villainized Mother Basu instead, believing that she’d deserved to be murdered when she’d done everything she could to protect her people from Vitruvian lies and the Buratti dynasty’s tyranny.

      No one built monuments to Mother Basu’s martyrdom. No one poured ceremonial water over her grave or spoke her name with reverence.

      That was the hardest part of this ceremony, watching them all worship the lie.

      Willow felt tears prick her eyes, blinking them away as a familiar purple scarf caught her attention. Cira. What was her sister doing here?

      The last thing Willow needed was Cira spotting her talking to Soren. Always on the lookout for gossip, Willow’s sister could turn a conversation about weather into evidence of political conspiracy. “Collaborator” was Cira’s favorite accusation against worshippers who failed to live up to her standards of faith, and that accusation always hit its target.

      Cira would expect Willow to treat Soren like the enemy; if she spoke to him at all, it could only be a confrontation. Willow understood that relentlessly defending their way of life in Council sessions sometimes meant compromise, but Cira only understood black and white.

      Thankfully, Soren would play along, pandering to his own constituency while offering a worthy opponent to spar with so she could show her own people how hard she fought for them. As long as neither of them truly lost, they could each go home and declare victory.

      Despite the fact that their ancestors had been nemeses, she secretly liked the old man.

      She fiddled with the locket at her throat as he approached the tree, carrying a crystal vessel filled with water. Stopping among the twisted roots at the base of its trunk, he looked out at the crowd as he poured out a libation.

      “From root to shoot, we rise.”

      Three hundred voices answered as one:

      “Let the past nourish us. Let the future sustain us.”

      Willow stayed silent.

      Around her, maybe two dozen others joined her in silence: the woman in the faded blue dress, the old man with the walking stick, the teenager whose parents kept shooting him disapproving looks, and others farther away. Last year she’d counted maybe fifteen holdouts. This year felt closer to thirty.

      They were here to hear her speak out against the lie. In the past year, the Naturalist movement had grown, fed by a hunger for something real in a world that seemed increasingly artificial. Willow’s outreach program had started to gain steam.

      The ceremony concluded with the usual platitudes about unity and progress. After the formal portion ended, people dispersed into smaller groups. Willow headed straight for Soren.

      “Guide Willow.” The journalist’s voice made her spine stiffen. She turned to find Omira, her tablet already recording, smiling sharp enough to cut glass. “Would you like to give your usual statement?”

      Willow straightened her shoulders. This was part of her duty as Guide. It didn’t matter all she wanted was to quietly ask Soren for his support, then head home for a nap.

      “It’s important that someone tells the truth at these celebrations.”

      “And what truth are you referring to?”

      Willow’s gaze fixed on the tree. “The glorification of Samara and Phoebe as secular saints. It’s a lie we’ve been telling ourselves for generations.”

      “Strong words,” Omira said. “Care to elaborate?”

      Willow clenched her teeth. “If you’d read Mother Basu’s journals, you’d know that Samara wasn’t some noble scientist saving humanity. She was drunk on her own power, convinced she could improve on divine design.”

      Omira leaned forward. “And Phoebe?”

      “What about her?” Willow asked.

      “Atlas chose to be with her.”

      “Love makes people stupid.” Willow’s voice cracked. “After Phoebe died, Atlas could’ve had children and shared his gift the way nature intended. Instead, he wandered off into the wilderness to die, taking the Divine Blueprint.”

      She gestured toward the crowd around her. “Every single one of you could be healthy right now, instead of addicted to drugs that only compensate for the genetic impurities that Samara Makinde forced on us all.”

      “So you’re saying the off-target effects are Atlas’ fault. He could have saved us, but he chose to abandon us instead.” Omira held the tablet closer, clearly thinking that she’d caught Willow in her trap and was about to force her to admit that her doctrine was faulty. “It’s convenient that all samples of his DNA were destroyed, so we can never verify that the Divine Blueprint existed.”

      “Phoebe destroyed them because she wanted the Divine Blueprint for herself. Mother Basu’s daughter, Hyacinth, forced Samara to admit that.”

      “Then why don’t we have any rec⁠—”

      “Willow.” Soren’s voice cut through her speech like a blade. She spun around to find him three feet away, jaw tight. Swooping in to ensure there were good soundbites for both sides. “That’s enough twisting history to serve your ideology.”

      She let her features drop into a scowl. “Mother Basu was there, Soren. She watched Samara inject children with experimental genes, watched her splice DNA from one species into another, watched her turn human reproduction into a manufacturing process.”

      “Your cult’s founder was a religious extremist who would prefer her people die rather than accept scientific help. She kept meticulous notes on everything she did in the lab to save a dying colony, despite Ayesha Basu’s efforts to destroy us all. And Phoebe—” his voice caught perfectly, “—Phoebe was a young woman who died because of the kind of intolerance you’re peddling right now.”

      Omira’s head swiveled between them like she was watching a tennis match. Willow focused on Soren’s face, refusing to give the reporter the satisfaction of acknowledging her presence.

      “I’m trying to preserve what makes us human. Humanity is not some rough draft to be edited. You’ve convinced people that survival requires abandoning their divine design.” She gestured toward the Hypers who were chatting in the corner. “Look around you. Look at what genetic manipulation has created. Monsters.”

      Soren stiffened. “Councilor Evans, show some respect for the Descendants. Don’t spread hatred for them because you’ve chosen to remain ignorant.”

      Had she gone too far? Or had she fed him a straight line that would rocket him up the polls for weeks? The Vitruvians did love to make a show of tolerance for the Hyperionites, even though they themselves barely tolerated the creatures who ventured into their city.

      Maybe she should shift to one of their safer standing arguments.

      “You’re so quick to accuse Mother Basu of ignorance, when you know her objections to Samara’s legacy were rooted in the very off-target effects that we all suffer. She understood the science all too well, and she wasn’t afraid to face the facts that Vitruvians choose to ignore.” She scanned the crowd around them. “Who among you isn’t dependent on at least two drugs to soften your symptoms?”

      Some reddened, others refused to meet her gaze or looked down in shame. But Soren looked pleased. She’d shown him the opening for his next volley.

      As Soren ramped up his own speech about the importance of genomic diversity and the value of advancing humanity’s wisdom, Willow realized she’d lost track of Cira, but while searching  for her sister, she  saw Camilla Lombardi’s son across the grove. Nearly two meters tall, perfect proportions, gorgeous features. His perfection was clearly unnatural, and some whispered that he wasn’t merely modified, that he was a synthetic, designed completely from scratch according to some template his mother had created in her black-market laboratory.

      Yet the Council looked the other way at his mother’s offenses because the wealthiest Vitruvians wanted their own children to have advantages that no one else could afford, and Camilla was a genius at minimizing off-target effects. Camilla and her son were living symbols of Vitruvian corruption. Willow couldn’t count the number of times she’d proposed an investigation into the rumors, only to have the rest of the Council shut it down, threatening to vote her out if she took matters into her own hands.

      But that didn’t mean she couldn’t inspire others to speak up. As soon as Soren finished his own soundbite with a call to keep progress on course by installing the guardrails of wisdom, Willow replied:

      “Despite those guardrails, we have black market geneticists who skirt the rules because their rich clients protect them. Every week, more people come to our Sanctum. They’re angry that we live in a society built around genetic privilege. They sense what we’ve lost and they want to reclaim their humanity.” Willow looked straight into the camera. “We Naturalists have devoted our lives to contemplating what it means to be human. We might not be able to save your genome, but we can save your soul.”

      Willow made her way through the dispersing crowd, head high despite the weight pressing down on her shoulders. Several faces turned toward her, their expressions curious, some even admiring. The movement was growing. That should have filled her with satisfaction, but all she felt was bone-deep exhaustion.

      Three hours of sleep. A missing ham. Theo’s midnight ravings about objects in the sky. Cira’s suspicions. Soren’s practiced indignation. Omira’s sharp questions. Each one, a stone added to her burden.

      The thought of her bed, of blessed unconsciousness, pulled at her like gravity. But gravity was just another force to resist. She straightened her spine and quickened her pace. The Divine had chosen her path.

      Sleep could wait.
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      Michelangelo Lombardi’s fingers found the pill bottle in his jacket pocket, sugar pills that he rattled comfortingly against glass as he watched Councilwoman Evans stride out of the grove. He’d bowed his head with the rest of the crowd when she’d asked them to deny they were taking medications, but his face flushed with shame for a completely different reason: he didn’t need them.

      Before she’d been fired from her university position, Michel’s mother had figured out how to eliminate off-target effects completely, but because her techniques opened the door to the creation of synthetic humans, she’d been fired, her research confiscated, her techniques banned.

      Rather than surrender, she’d made him a living protest against the government that had rejected the truth she’d uncovered. But the hypocrites still let her work as a basic gene tech, looking the other way when she applied her forbidden skills to their children under the guise of fixing basic defects.

      Because the rules were different when you were rich.

      Councilwoman Evans was wrong to oppose all genetic modifications on principle, but the rest of them weren’t any better. They opposed anything that threatened their ancient laws, no matter how outdated those laws might be.

      Michel glanced at Apprentice Glint, the only Descendant in his entire department, but one of their best engineers. Better than him, when it came to coaxing a balky harvesting combine back into action or tracing shorts in a mining robot’s convoluted circuitry.

      “She hates us, but her people still use our medical treatments when they’re sick.” The words emerged from the sleek band around Glint’s throat, a collar that read micro-vibrations from Glint’s larynx—muscle contractions, airflow patterns, vocal cord tension—and translated them into language.

      “Who are you talking about?” Michel asked.

      A woman in a purple scarf nearby glanced at Glint with disdain, then said to her companion: “If the Divine intended for that abomination to talk, it would have been born with proper vocal cords.”

      Glint stepped forward, voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “Call me ‘it’ again and see what happens.”

      The woman stepped back, putting distance between herself and Glint, then turned on Michel. “You’ve endangered everyone here by bringing that dangerous animal into the city.”

      “Glint is legally a person. They have just as much right to be here as you do.”

      “Only because the Hypers bribed our corrupt Council to let them in. We chose to give those creatures a pass on even more dangerous technology just so they could play at being people. We banned AI for a reason.”

      Michel wasn’t sure what grated on him more, that he agreed with her about the Council being corrupt or that her reasons for believing it bordered on conspiracy theory. Because if the people around them knew what he was, they’d have considered his very existence to be conspiracy theory fodder.

      But at least he could correct her misconceptions. Even if it didn’t change her mind, he might get through to the growing crowd of people watching their exchange.

      “Glint’s collar isn’t artificial intelligence. It’s actually fairly basic tech, Generation One had most of it. There are sensors that pick up subvocal muscle contractions and translate them into words. A lot like the throat mics we issue to security officers.”

      Except that Michel had helped Glint trick theirs out with minicams and a cloud backup, so that if anything ever happened to them off-shift, it couldn’t be covered up.

      Legal rights didn’t always translate to physical safety.

      The woman scoffed. “All that fancy tech so an animal can pretend to be human.”

      Glint trilled, which their collar echoed as a laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” the woman asked.

      “That you think any Descendant would want to downgrade to baseline human.”

      The woman’s mouth opened and closed before she turned and walked away, her purple scarf trailing behind her.

      Michel watched her go, then turned back to Glint. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m used to it.” They shrugged, then trilled again. “Her face, when I called her a baseline human.”

      “That was a good one.” But he remained uneasy.

      If Jianna had been here, she’d have treated the woman to a lecture that would’ve started with the unethical foundations of genetic discrimination and slowly morphed into a dissection of the woman’s ignorance about her own genome. She was fearless about speaking up when she saw an injustice, no matter who was being mistreated.

      She’d even argue for a Naturalist’s right to refuse medical treatment, while simultaneously explaining to said Naturalist that they were an idiot for doing so.

      Jianna was her father’s daughter, through and through.

      He checked his comm again. No message from her since she’d told him she was skipping the ceremony to go hunting in the caves, then promised to see him tonight.

      “Did Jianna get her grant?” Glint asked.

      “No idea.” But he was pretty sure she hadn’t, and that her absence was designed to protest the Council’s decision. For a Makinde to skip the Remembrance Tree ceremony was almost unheard of.

      A selfish part of him was looking forward to comforting her.

      After she was done ranting about the foolishness of letting people without a scientific education make scientific decisions.

      As Michel returned the device to his pocket, his fingers brushed the pill bottle yet again. If the woman with the purple scarf knew what he really was, she’d have called him an abomination too. That slight tremor in his hand? He’d learned how to fake it. Along with the periodic headaches that he complained about but never actually felt.

      All while trying to remember not to overdo it, because then he’d be told to see the doctor, who might uncover his secret.

      It was exhausting. Not even Jianna knew.

      But Michel’s mother had warned him: the performance was everything. One slip and questions would follow. Questions that could land both mother and son in prison, if they were allowed to live at all.

      Glint had way more courage than he did. And they were more human than the woman with the purple scarf, in his opinion. Baseline humans, as Glint had put it, could be monsters in their own right; having twenty-three chromosome pairs in the right order didn’t prevent that.

      Every hair on his body lifted as a faint electrical hum tickled the insides of his ears. It reminded him of the time he’d been working in the guts of the magnetic particle imager at the hospital and someone had mistakenly powered the machine on. He shivered as the hum grew louder.

      Glint nudged him, pointing upward.

      Michel followed their trembling finger. His muscles locked and his mouth went dry.

      Ripples of green, gold, and magenta light overhead, an impossible aurora that was somehow visible against the lavender-blue sky, casting luminous hues through the cirrus clouds that hadn’t been there a minute ago. Even a class Z solar flare wouldn’t be strong enough to cause visible aurora in the middle of the day. Lightning cracked from cloud to cloud in a dozen directions.

      “What is that?” someone asked.

      Now everyone was staring upward.

      Michel felt a sudden heat against his thigh. His comm unit. He pulled it out and dropped it immediately as the plastic casing burned his fingers. The air was heavy with the acrid tang of burning plastic and ozone as others discarded their own devices. Sparks popped out of the center speaker in Glint’s collar. She ripped it off and held it away from her as wisps of smoke bled through the cracks in the casing.

      “Inside,” Glint signed.

      “Everybody take shelter.” Michelangelo grabbed the arm of the man beside him and started herding him toward the gathering hall at the other end of the grove. “Get inside, before it gets bad.”

      Once he’d managed to get a few of them moving, the exodus began in earnest, the uneasy crowd shuffling toward the hall, then moving faster as the crackling and popping of energized plasma overhead was followed by a deafening roar, as if the sky was protesting against the intrusion of this strange aurora.

      Michel hung back with Glint, urging stragglers to hurry as arcs of energized plasma spread sideways through the sky. The ionosphere lit up in patterns that made no sense, visible waves rushing outward from a point almost directly overhead. Each wave came faster than the last.

      “Electromagnetic pulse, but not solar.” At least, not any solar phenomenon that he’d been trained for. “But what could set off a pulse this big?”

      Even the city’s biggest power plant exploding wouldn’t release an electromagnetic pulse strong enough to cause something like this. A bomb might, but who would be attacking them? The Naturalists avoided technology whenever possible, and they lived near enough to the city that they’d be hit too.

      Glint signed, “The wave patterns aren’t following normal magnetic field lines.”

      They stood transfixed near the entrance of the gathering hall beneath the storm’s eruption of impossible color. Bright bolts of lightning darted between the clouds, illuminating the terrified faces of those scrambling for safety.

      Then something snapped, a soundless, invisible break, like the pop of a bubble the size of the sky.

      The transformer across the park exploded in a cascade of blue-white sparks, ceramic insulators shattering like gunshots. Then another blew fifty meters down the block. Then a third. The ground trembled beneath Michelangelo’s feet, followed by the boom of a distant explosion. More shaking, more explosions.

      He wasn’t sure what would be worse, if it was an attack, or if those were the sounds of the city’s infrastructure being overloaded by some natural phenomenon they’d never seen before.

      The city’s lights dimmed, flickered, and died. Systems failed, one by one. The distant thrum of Vitruvia City faded away to nothing.

      The silence felt unnatural.

      Then the sirens began.

      “We should get to the water plant,” Glint suggested.

      Michel nodded. Then he remembered: “Jianna. She’s in the caves right now.”

      And she wouldn’t be in the upper levels, where miners might notice a collapsed tunnel or hear the cries of a trapped spelunker. Jianna went deep into the mountains, mapping new tunnels as she hunted for exotic microorganisms to study.

      If the earthquake had trapped her down there…

      “Come on,” Glint signed. “Let’s go find her.”
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      The tunnel wanted to crush her.

      Jianna wriggled forward on her belly, ignoring the scrape of stone through her jacket. A jagged edge bit into her elbow and she cursed, twisting right. Her headlamp beam jerked across wet walls, illuminating water droplets that hung like tiny stalactites inches from her nose.

      Damp air clogged her sinuses. She swiped her nose on her sleeve and squeezed deeper into the passage.

      Water had spent centuries carving this route to the chambers she’d been mapping for months. Down here in the perpetual dark, extremophiles thrived in conditions that would kill a surface dweller. The Council could keep their funding. She’d prove them wrong with or without their blessing.

      She wiggled around a cluster of flowstone formations, dragging her sample kit behind her. Then she stopped and marked her map. The formations were beautiful, twisting spirals of calcium carbonate built layer by layer over millennia. She paused to scrape a sample from one of the moisture-darkened crevices where bacterial colonies might thrive. Then she pulled a numbered tag from her sample kit and adhered it to the rock face.

      The silence was profound here. Just the occasional drip of water and her own controlled breathing. No wind. No insects. No committee meetings. Preferrable to the noise of crowded Vitruvia City.

      Down here in the dark, life evolved without committees.

      Or seven-generation impact studies.

      A rumble rolled through the rock.

      Jianna froze. The vibration traveled up through her ribs, rattling her teeth. What the hell was that?

      Silence.

      Equipment failure? Michel had told her that the mining crews in the upper levels had been having problems all week: an excavator gone haywire that had to be shut down for emergency repairs.

      She waited, counting her heartbeats. Ten. Twenty. Thirty. Nothing but the steady drip of water.

      Then the cave shuddered. A tremor rolled through the stone like a freight train having a seizure. She crouched next to a stalagmite, covering her head as pebbles rained down. Then rocks. Then chunks that could definitely ruin her day if they connected with her skull. If one of the tunnels above her caved in.

      Massive stone slabs began dragging against each other somewhere deep in the mountain’s belly, a grinding that built and built until⁠—

      Crack.

      Sharp as breaking bone. The cave floor beneath her dropped an inch.

      She scrambled forward, elbows scraping, knees banging, headlamp beam jerking, scrambling out into the tunnel, back the way she’d come. A larger cavern opened ahead just as another slab gave way with a sound like the world splitting open. The air pressure changed, her ears popping as tons of rock shifted behind her.

      Dust exploded from somewhere up ahead. It filled her lungs, her eyes, turning her headlamp beam into a useless halo of choking gray. She couldn’t see. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t tell which way led out and which way led deeper into the collapse.

      Jianna threw herself flat against the cavern wall, arms protecting her head. Pebbles rattled across her back like hail. Something larger, maybe the size of her fist, bounced off her shoulder, sending a jolt of pain all the way down her arm. A second crack rang out, closer this time, sharper, followed by the creak of settling stone.

      Then silence, broken only by her ragged breathing and the soft patter of dust still sifting from above.

      She stayed frozen, every muscle locked.

      But the cave was still again.

      She turned, her headlamp beam dancing in the dark.

      There hadn’t been seismic activity in these mountains like this for as long as she’d been alive.

      She remained crouched next to the wall. She had no idea if her path back to the surface was now blocked. And even if she had a clear path now, aftershocks could collapse more of the tunnels, trapping her so deep in the earth, she’d die of dehydration before anyone found her.

      At least she knew they’d look, as soon as she failed to come home that night. Her father knew where she’d gone, and so did Michel.

      Dust settled like snow in her headlamp beam. She pushed herself upright and grabbed her sample kit, boots crunching on debris as she picked her way across the cavern.

      The collapse had punched a hole clean through what used to be a solid wall. Rock that had been one piece for millennia had split apart, revealing a passage just wide enough for her to squeeze through.

      The earthquake hadn’t sealed her in. It had opened a door.

      A door to what?

      The smart move would be to head back. Mark the location, get to the surface as quickly as possible, then return with backup.

      But her feet were already moving toward the gap.

      Your curiosity has always been stronger than your sense of caution.

      She marked the location on her map, then set her sample kit beside the opening. She’d go in, no more than a few steps. Just to see if it went anywhere.

      Jianna squeezed forward, her shoulders brushing rough stone as she stopped, examining the tunnel beyond the new fissure.

      This wasn’t natural.

      There were chisel marks on the stone. Deep parallel grooves cut into the stone. Someone had carved this tunnel. She shivered. Who else would’ve gotten this far down? Not the miners. Not anyone she knew of. At least, not anyone who’d come back to talk about it.

      Another tremor rolled through the passage. She stilled, dust drifting down from overhead.

      And somewhere in the darkness…

      The sound of something humming.

      The passage ended in a wall of rubble. Massive boulders had tumbled down from above, blocking the way forward. She should turn back. The smart thing would be to turn back.

      Instead, she started climbing.

      The humming grew louder. It was definitely mechanical, and coming from somewhere beyond the rockfall.

      She reached the top of the pile and found a crack in the stone wall, narrow but deep. She pressed her ear to the opening.

      The pulsing hum vibrated through the rock and into her skull, a mechanical heartbeat that had no business existing this far underground.

      She peered inside.

      And spotted a small white-blue light.

      She adjusted her headlamp, angling the beam to cut through the darkness beyond the crack.

      And blinked.

      Holy shit. It was a lab. Genetic synthesizer, thermal cycler, centrifuge, stuff she recognized mixed with equipment that looked like it belonged in a museum. Or a really expensive garage sale. The designs were centuries out of date, boxy and utilitarian compared to the sleek interfaces she worked with today. Everything wore a fine coating of dust, like the chamber had been sealed for some time.

      And in the center of the room sat a man.

      Jianna jerked back hard. Her helmet cracked against stone, the sound like breaking bone. Pain exploded through her skull and her headlamp beam careened across the walls before cutting to black. The headlamp beam swung wildly, then flickered and died.

      Darkness swallowed her whole.

      Except for the light from the lab that bled out through the opening. Her heart hammered against her ribs so hard she could hear it echoing off the cave walls.

      Breathe. Just breathe.

      Panic made you careless. Careless got you killed.

      She fumbled for the headlamp, picked it up and switched it back on.

      The man sat perfectly still against the wall, head tilted forward as if asleep. What looked like a clunky-looking cryobox rested in his hands, which rested palm up on his lap. The device hummed steadily; that was the sound she’d been hearing.

      The man looked familiar, and so did the cryobox.

      Jianna angled her headlamp to get a better look at the man who couldn’t possibly have survived down here for more than a few days. His clothes were dirty and worn, with dark stains spattered up his sleeves. But the crazy thing was, he was dressed in a style that she’d only seen in the Museum: a Generation One work uniform.

      Which meant that either he was a nut case who’d dressed up in historical wear to come spelunking and got trapped down here so recently that he hadn’t died of thirst yet, or…

      That seemed even more impossible.

      But it was the only explanation.

      She sniffed. Not even a hint of decay, despite the fact that he remained so unnaturally still, he had to be dead.

      She ran the beam from her headlamp over the man, freezing as the weak light illuminated a thin cord emerging from the collar of his shirt and trailing down to connect to the cryobox.

      It had to be him.

      The android who’d disappeared after murdering the first Naturalist leader. Jianna had watched the video in ancient history class, sickened like all of her classmates by his violence as their instructor droned on about the dangers of artificial intelligence gone rogue.

      He was the bogeyman that her father, like all Vitruvian parents, had threatened Jianna with when she’d come home late or snuck out at night for another adventure.

      He was the reason for the A.I. ban that Michel regularly lamented as he built and rebuilt the robots that tended their fields and repaired their roads.

      He was the betrayer who Samara had never forgiven for failing to protect Phoebe.

      Lucas.

      Who else could have built a secret lab so deep in the bowels of the mountains that it had gone undiscovered for more than five centuries?

      And the cryobox on his lap looked exactly like the one in the video that had caught him extracting what legend said was the fertilized embryo of Phoebe’s child with Atlas, who had disappeared shortly after the Reunion.

      She didn’t know how long she stared as her mind kept reaching for another explanation and finding none.

      The impossible made more sense.

      Lucas had run off with the embryo after murdering the first Naturalist leader, which he wasn’t supposed to be able to do.

      Then he’d returned to this impossible secret laboratory with a mythical embryo in a cryobox, where he’d been trapped, possibly by the same explosion that had flooded the fanatics’ settlement and forced the Reunion.

      Which would mean that cryobox in his lap contained the mythical Divine Blueprint, the sacred combination of genes that had supposedly given Atlas his legendary ability to tolerate the Bloom without drugs or gene therapy, and which had been lost when he’d wandered off into the wilderness to die of grief.

      She’d hit her head more than once during the earthquake as bits of the cave ceiling had collapsed.

      Maybe she was back in that cavern, unconscious and dreaming. Or in a coma, never to wake up again. This might all be a hallucination.

      But of all the things she could hallucinate, why this?

      She pulled back from the crack, fingers already reaching for her comm unit before logic kicked in.

      No signal this deep. Obviously.

      But even if she could call someone, what then?

      Hey Dad, remember that bedtime story about the killer robot that used to give me nightmares? Well, a funny thing happened during that spelunking expedition you told me not to take…

      Yeah. That conversation would go great.

      But if this was real, the implications were staggering. Generation One had tolerated Lucas’ presence even after they’d discovered what he was, because they’d had no way to contain him and he’d been their only link to the ship. Only something drastic, like being buried under more than a mile of mountain by an explosion that had altered the landscape above, could’ve restrained him.

      Thank goodness he wasn’t still alive.

      No, alive wasn’t right. Powered on.

      Robot, remember?

      It was creepy how human he looked.

      If she reported him, the Council would order him destroyed. Or maybe they’d just close the gap in his natural prison that the quake had created, for fear that they’d accidentally reactivate him. He was more dangerous than any other threat on the planet.

      She peered through the gap again. The android still sat motionless, bathed in the blue-white glow of the cryobox in his lap. His hands were curved around it almost tenderly. But machines weren’t capable of tenderness.

      Her instructor had explained that too, how Lucas had been programmed to mimic human behavior so closely that he seemed to be having emotions, but it was all a manipulation. He’d manipulated Phoebe and the other colonists into trusting him. Even Samara had been fooled, and she’d worked more closely with him than anyone.

      Jianna was assuming that the android’s power source was dead, but what if it wasn’t?

      What if she woke him up by accident?

      Because if she was right about the device he held, it was the most important historical artifact in existence.

      Possibly also the most important religious artifact too, although Jianna didn’t believe in any of that superstitious nonsense.

      But it might also be proof that everything the Naturalists preached was founded on a lie, including their phobia of genetic engineering, which had been slowing down every generation’s scientific progress since the first.

      And how could she leave that alone?

      She sat back on her heels. If she went in there, she could wake up the biggest threat to civilization that had ever existed on this planet, aside from the Bloom.

      But if she walked away, she could be abandoning the most important scientific discovery that anyone had ever made, except for Samara’s cure for the Bloom.

      She had to know what was in that box.
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