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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, and 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 and 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 that 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, revealing a man whose 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.

      Mercer smiled at her, inclining his head slightly before turning to face the seated group. Too late, Samara realized that she should’ve smiled back; they were supposed to be partnered. Had the others noticed? 

      She glanced around the table, but everyone else was looking at Mercer.

      “Welcome aboard,” he said. “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 decades 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. Mortified.

      “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 sideways 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. It was all 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 its 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 of 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 sounded too much like the machines that had monitored Eddie’s final days. The cool slide of an IV line brought back the press of grief as she watched her brother waste away. The tang of chemicals coated 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 was 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 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 soil. 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 the 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 reflecting 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 were 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 long shot.

      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. 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 created 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. There was 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 ridge line. “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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      Samara startled awake on her thin mat in the Common Hall, seized by uncontrollable coughing. Each breath tore at her raw throat, pain lancing through her chest. A violent spasm bent her double, and she stared at the rust-colored specks mixed with spit on her blistered palm.

      The sight sent a ripple of anxiety through her. What damage might the alien particles be causing to the tissues in her lungs? The metallic taste lingered on her tongue, mixing with the copper tang of blood from where she’d bitten the inside of her cheek during a particularly harsh coughing fit. She wiped her hand on her pants, leaving a faint reddish smear. Had that brutal dust storm been a one-off, or were those a regular feature of DaVinci’s weather patterns?

      The room echoed with the raspy hacking of other colonists, the sound bouncing off metal walls to create a dissonant chorus of respiratory distress. Samara forced herself upright, feeling like her bones had been replaced with lead. Yesterday’s clothes clung uncomfortably to her skin, damp with sweat despite the hall’s cool temperature. She scanned the room for Lucas, surprised not to see him. But then she remembered he’d taken watch duty overnight in case that figure on the ridge returned.

      Something walking on two legs. But wrong.

      What had Marcus actually seen?

      They’d been pushing themselves hard yesterday, full-out exertion after only a few days to recover from forty-two years in cryosleep. They’d all been exhausted by the time the dust storm had hit, including Marcus, and miserable by the time it passed, thanks to all the dust they’d been breathing. Even a healthy, well-rested person might let their imagination run wild their first night on an alien planet. Marcus had volunteered despite his exhaustion.

      Moving like… like it had too many joints.

      The Borlaug’s drones had done an extensive survey of this region during the four days between entering orbit and landing, and Lucas hadn’t reported anything larger than a small dog. Definitely nothing humanoid.

      So either Marcus imagined the creature, or it was very good at hiding.

      Which suggested intelligence.

      Parallel evolution did happen, but what were the chances that they’d choose a planet already populated with intelligent humanoid aliens?

      Extremely small.

      Samara shook her head. Logic should have quelled her niggling unease, but it didn’t. The human brain was infamous for populating the darkness with monsters. Even when actual reality was plenty scary, it was easier to give your fears a face than to wrestle with nebulous uncertainties like whether the dust in their lungs might make them sick or whether their water filtration system would miss a lethal microorganism.

      Alien watchers were something you could imagine fighting. The real dangers of DaVinci might be much more insidious.

      She spotted Renata sitting cross-legged by the entrance, sharing breakfast with her partner, Marcus, as they spoke in hushed tones. Samara’s stomach roiled at the idea of food, but skipping meals would only sap her already depleted energy reserves. But part of her would’ve loved someone to lean toward over a meal, to complain about the chewy, overcooked eggs in her ration pouch and ground herself in that mundanity.

      It was the little differences that were the most disorienting. The blue-shifted tinge of the shadows. The ruddiness of the dirt that her mind kept expecting to be brown. The cries of creatures that probably weren’t birds but reminded her of them.

      On the far side of the vast hall, Leila had joined Ayesha Basu’s spontaneous morning prayer circles. The young woman bowed her head, hands clasped, looking almost luminous despite the omnipresent dust coating everyone and everything. It wasn’t just that pregnancy glow—the fine particles caught the morning light filtering through the gap in the roof, creating a halo effect around the assembled worshippers.

      Beside Leila, Justin seemed even more glum than yesterday, his shoulders hunched forward, eyes fixed on the floor. Samara couldn’t blame him entirely. Leila had made the choice to have a child for both of them, way ahead of schedule. As someone who had never wanted children, Samara was sure she’d be unhappy if she were in his shoes.

      But Justin’s lack of enthusiasm didn’t seem to be dimming Leila’s.

      “...we are grateful for this new beginning,” Ayesha intoned softly, her hands gently folded in front of her. “May we approach this world with humility and care, learning from our past mistakes. Comfort those who suffer, strengthen those who labor, and help us to build a community worthy of the sacrifice that brought us here...”

      Samara watched the gathered colonists as their faces softened in the dim light, tension momentarily easing from furrowed brows and tight jaws. She couldn’t help but feel a twinge of envy at the peace that seemed to settle over them. Faith had always felt to Samara like trying to solve an equation with missing variables. Science made more sense. You could test your hypotheses instead of simply hoping with all your heart that they were true.

      Of course, that rational approach hadn’t exactly endeared her to religious fundamentalists, even before the Chytrid Collapse. They’d protested genetic engineering without bothering to understand the actual techniques involved, seeing only a violation of divine will where people like Samara saw potential salvation.

      She couldn’t help thinking of Dory, torn apart by a mob that didn’t care that their victim wasn’t even a scientist. Who hadn’t bothered to learn that the lab manager had nothing to do with creating the fungal plague. Dory had been just as much a victim of chytrid as the people who killed her. The memory tightened something in Samara’s chest, a knot of grief and guilt that might never fully loosen.

      Strange how much easier it was to mourn Dory than to think about the deaths of her own family. But when she thought of her parents, her sister, her nephew… she just felt numb. She knew intellectually that they’d probably starved to death. Or worse.

      It was the worse that she didn’t want to imagine.

      “Here.” Katherine interrupted Samara’s brooding by pressing a ration pack into her hands. The metallic packaging was cool against her skin, the weight of it oddly reassuring. Or maybe it was Katherine’s matter-of-fact manner as she issued her next order. “Help me and Leo distribute breakfast before these colonists start considering cannibalism.”

      Samara managed a weak smile and grabbed an armful of packets. Eggs with sausage and hash browns. Eggs with bacon and toast. Oatmeal with walnuts and blueberries. The silver packaging crinkled as she handed them out, her own stomach grudgingly acknowledging hunger beneath the nausea. 

      Tension hummed through the crowded space like a low-voltage current. Colonists clustered in small groups, conversations hushed but intense. Sharp glances were exchanged between Demeters and normals. The division was physical as well as social—subtle but unmistakable gaps separated the groups, invisible boundaries no one crossed without purpose. 

      Dr. Callas, no, she should start calling him Hector, was already making his rounds, examining colonists and dispensing medication in carefully measured doses. His medical bag hung at his side, its contents organized with military precision. The Borlaug was well-stocked with every kind of medicine Hofstadter’s team could imagine the colonists needing, but they’d only brought a couple of medkits down with them. 

      Hector turned as she passed, his clinical gaze sweeping over her. Not friendly at all, just the colony doctor doing his duty. “Stop by for a checkup when you’re done. That cough sounds nasty.” 

      Samara nodded, noting the dark circles under his eyes and the way he favored his left side. The doctor looked as rough as his patients, though he maintained his professional demeanor.

      She continued through the crowd, passing Briar as the young woman complained to her companions.

      “Look at my nails! Absolutely ruined.” She held out her hands, examining fingers that still looked surprisingly manicured despite her complaints. “And I’ve already got a massive blister on my left hand. This is ridiculous.”

      For a fleeting moment, Samara felt a pang of sympathy; her own raw palms throbbed in commiseration. But this was what they had signed up for.

      Blisters and sore backs and hacking up what felt like a lungful of dust.

      The sooner they could fabricate some decent masks, the better.

      Ayesha approached as Samara finished distributing the last of the ration packs. 

      “You know, you’d be welcome to join us in the morning,” she said, gesturing to where her prayer group had been. Her voice carried no judgment, just a simple invitation. “All belief systems are welcome.”

      “Are you inviting me as the colony’s chaplain or as the colony’s psychologist?” 

      “Whichever one you need.”

      Samara hesitated. “I don’t believe in... well, any religion, really.” 

      “That’s fine,” Ayesha said with a gentle smile. “Some come for the community, others for a moment of quiet reflection.”

      But Samara thought that her best moments of quiet reflection happened when she was alone. 

      “If you ever want to talk privately, my door is always open,” Ayesha added. “Sometimes it helps just to have someone listen.”

      “Thank you, I will,” Samara said, knowing that she probably wouldn’t. But she appreciated the offer. She was starting to see why Hofstadter had given the woman a spot—when things got difficult, the colony would need a peacemaker. 

      Now, if she could just win Hector over…

      Samara followed Ayesha to the corner that Katherine had commandeered for the leadership team’s morning briefing, allowing them to observe the room while maintaining some privacy. Grabbing a ration pouch, she settled cross-legged on the floor next to Renata. The chill of the hard vinyl floor seeped through her pants, adding to her discomfort. She tore open the silver package, releasing the scent of eggs and fennel-spiced sausage.

      “Status update?” Katherine asked as Hector joined them. She sat with perfect posture despite the lack of proper seating, her weathered hands clasped in front of her.

      “Mostly irritated respiratory tracts,” he reported between bites of scrambled eggs. “Treatable with standard cough medication and expectorants. Some are showing what appear to be moderate allergic reactions. I had to break out the antihistamines.” He frowned. “Strange, considering none of them showed dust allergies in their medical screenings.”

      “I’m experiencing significant light-headedness and shortness of breath myself,” Ayesha announced. “And as far as I know, I’ve never had a dust allergy, either.”

      “I’d like to analyze the dust composition,” Hector continued. “Check for toxic compounds. But most of my lab equipment is still up on the ship. Didn’t think I’d need it this soon.”

      “My geological survey gear is up there too,” added Mahmoud, absently touching the burn scar visible above his collar. The tissue looked angry and red, still not fully healed. “We’ll need it before breaking ground on permanent structures. We can’t risk building on unstable terrain.”

      “I can analyze samples of the dust and transmit the data,” Lucas offered with his signature composure, even though he had to be exhausted from standing watch half the night. “Give me a list of the equipment needed, and I’ll bring it back with me.”

      “We have materials aboard to fabricate real respirators,” Maeve said, her voice even rougher than the geologist’s. “But I’m needed here to oversee plumbing installation and power grid setup. Can’t afford another glitch.”

      Lucas nodded. “I’ll start fabricating components while I’m waiting for the results of the dust analysis.”

      “I’ll help with the respirators,” Samara volunteered, relieved for an excuse to spend more time on the ship, where the air didn’t taste like metal. “After I do the check on Leila’s baby.”

      “I can handle Leila’s examination,” Hector said, his tone professional but dismissive. He didn’t quite meet Samara’s eyes. “No need to waste both our time.”

      Samara frowned. “With respect, I should be there to assess fetal viability and genetic stability.” She leaned forward slightly, lowering her voice even though Leila wasn’t anywhere nearby. “The dust exposure could also cause developmental issues we might need to address early. Better to identify potential problems now than face worse complications later.”

      Callas considered this for a moment, then nodded reluctantly. “Fair point.”

      Katherine stood, then hopped up onto a chair, clapping her hands three times. The sharp sound cut through the morning chatter, and the room quieted as colonists turned toward their leader. The sudden silence had a weight to it, expectant and heavy.

      “Before we break for assignments,” Katherine started, her voice carrying easily through the hall, “I want to acknowledge what you’ve all accomplished in just five days here. An alien environment, unpredictable storms, and conditions we could never have fully prepared for. Yet here you stand, building humanity’s first foothold among the stars. Each of you has already proven that you’re exactly where you need to be.”

      Nice speech. Too bad it wasn’t working on everyone. Briar remained sulkily focused on her ruined fingernails, while others shifted restlessly, eager to get on with their day.

      Katherine continued, her tone shifting from inspiration to practical authority. “Dechante, Livson, Banerji—drainage ditches. Torrez, Anand, Malik—water filtration.”

      As Katherine listed out assignments, Samara listened with growing unease, the leaden weight in her stomach hardening to ice as her own name remained conspicuously unspoken, along with several others. She felt eyes turning toward her, questioning, evaluating. The scrutiny prickled along her skin like static electricity.

      “I notice not everyone’s name was called,” someone called from the crowd, the observation more accusation than question.

      “Those individuals have already been assigned their duties for today.” Katherine’s tone was neutral but carried an undercurrent of steel.

      “Bet those people weren’t assigned to dig ditches,” Briar muttered, just loud enough to be heard. Her words dropped into the tense silence like pebbles into still water. Ripples of agreement spread through her circle of supporters.

      Katherine turned toward Briar with the deliberate calm of someone who had handled far worse challenges than petty insubordination.

      “I wasn’t aware you held a medical degree, Specialist Briar.” 

      Briar’s face flushed dark red, but she remained silent under Katherine’s steady gaze. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides, knuckles whitening with suppressed anger.

      “No?” Katherine continued. “Then you’ll perform the duties assigned to you, as others will perform theirs.”

      The colony leader let the moment settle before addressing the wider group. “Let me make one thing perfectly clear. Everyone here contributes. Everyone here pulls their weight. But that weight doesn’t always look the same. Some of our team will be assisting with medical and engineering tasks vital to our survival. We don’t know when another storm will hit. But rest assured that no one will be exempt from doing whatever job needs to be done, when it needs to be done.”

      She paused, her eyes finding Briar, who sullenly refused to meet her gaze. “There is no room in this colony for petty jealousy or selfishness. Not when our survival could hinge on the smallest thing.”

      Katherine drew herself up to her full, imposing height. “If you can’t put the needs of the community first? If you can’t see past your own desires to do what must be done for the greater good,” Her eyes flashed. “Then you’d best get used to the taste of alien dirt. Because you’ll be choking on it until you learn.”

      She pivoted away from Briar’s seething figure with the finality of someone closing a book. “Get to work,” she called over her shoulder as she strode away. “All of you.”

      The look Briar shot Samara had graduated from resentment to hatred, her eyes narrowed to slits, jaw clenched tight enough to strain the muscles in her neck. 

      Great, just what she needed. Another enemy.

      Samara wondered if Katherine was deliberately keeping Leila’s pregnancy secret to avoid exactly this kind of drama. Briar wouldn’t forget that Hector had given Leila a mask without making her earn it, and as Leila’s pregnancy progressed, she’d need other exemptions. Which would guarantee that Briar would see her as an enemy, too.

      A scream yanked Samara from her thoughts.

      She whipped around, saw Leila crumpled to the floor, crimson spreading across her lap in a widening stain. Justin hovered helplessly at her side as she curled around her belly, suddenly sobbing. The sound cut through the morning chaos like a knife, silencing conversations as colonists turned to stare.

      “Help!” Justin shouted, his voice cracking. “Someone help!”

      Samara and Hector reached the girl simultaneously, knees hitting the hard floor with twin thuds. Blood was beginning to pool on the floor around the young woman, its metallic scent mixing with the alien dust. The crimson liquid spread with alarming speed, soaking into the knees of Samara’s pants.

      Oh no.

      Samara had the guilty thought that at least Hector would be the one to deliver the news if Leila lost the baby.

      “We need to get her to the ship,” the doctor said, already checking her vitals. “The fetus could still be viable, but we need proper equipment to assess the damage. The dust exposure⁠—”

      “Please,” Leila sobbed, clutching Samara’s hand with desperate strength. Her skin felt cool and clammy, early signs of shock. “Please save my baby. I can’t—” Another sob racked her body. “I can’t lose this one, too.”

      Too. The word hit Samara like a physical blow as pieces clicked into place. Leila hadn’t just been desperate enough to risk cryosleep while pregnant. She’d been desperate enough to try again after a previous loss.

      Samara squeezed her hand, knowing that some equations had no solution, no matter how desperately you searched for one.

      “We’ll do everything we can,” she promised, hoping it would be enough.
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      The blood clung tenaciously, defying Leila’s attempts to scrape it away. She scoured her thighs raw in the ship’s medical bay shower as the water temperature fluctuated between scalding and tepid, as the recycling system struggled to maintain equilibrium. Rusty flakes still clung to her skin like scabs, refusing to yield to her desperate scrubbing. Her hands trembled uncontrollably as she slipped into the flimsy hospital gown, fingers fumbling with the ties. The insubstantial fabric provided scant defense against the room’s pervasive, antiseptic chill.

      The medical bay’s air carried the sharp tang of disinfectant mixed with other smells she didn’t recognize. Overhead lights cast harsh shadows across pristine surfaces, making everything seem flat and unforgiving. Each breath she took tasted sterile, devoid of the earthy notes she’d already grown accustomed to on DaVinci’s surface.

      At least the bleeding had stopped. That had to mean something good, right?

      Fifteen minutes later, she perched on the edge of the exam table, the paper covering crinkling beneath her. She tried not to look at the growing collection of vials Dr. Callas was filling with her blood. The crimson liquid caught the light as he rotated each tube, ensuring proper mixing with the anticoagulants. Each vial held another potential indictment, a mute testament to the consequences of her reckless desperation.

      “Any new symptoms?” Dr. Callas asked, labeling the latest sample with practiced efficiency. The marker squeaked against the plastic label, a small sound that seemed unnaturally loud in the quiet room.

      Her throat felt like she’d swallowed a box of steel wool. “Sore throat. Coughing. Can’t catch my breath.” She managed a weak smile. “Also craving pickle relish on chili mac, which is definitely new.”

      “Cravings are a good sign.” The doctor didn’t look up from his labeling. “Means your hormone levels are still elevated.”

      The ultrasound machine hummed to life behind him, its screen flickering with static, casting a blue-white glow that painted his features in ghostly relief. The same model they had used yesterday, when he’d shown Leila that magical first glimpse of her baby’s heartbeat. Before everything went wrong.

      “Should…” The words caught in her throat. She swallowed hard against the soreness that the dust storm had left behind and tried once more. “If I had told you about the baby, is there something you could’ve given me to protect it? Did I⁠—”

      —kill my baby? She could barely finish the thought, let alone voice it.

      “There was nothing I could’ve done.” His voice remained carefully neutral as he arranged instruments on a metal tray. The tools clinked softly against the surface, each sound like a tiny accusation. “Cryosleep is barely tested technology. We had no time for proper trials. We’re lucky we all woke up. Some of the livestock didn’t.”

      A leaden weight settled in her chest. “So, it could have hurt the baby?”

      “Speculating about what might have happened doesn’t help us now.” He gestured for her to lie back. “We need to focus on what comes next.”

      The paper cover crinkled again as she reclined on the examination table, tensing involuntarily when he squirted freezing gel on her belly. She forced herself to focus on the ultrasound screen, willing it to show her baby still alive.

      The image resolved slowly. Black and white shadows shifted and swirled like smoke patterns until⁠—

      “There.” Dr. Callas adjusted something on the machine, his fingers moving deftly across the controls. “Heartbeat’s strong.”

      The sound filled the room, fast and steady as a galloping horse. Her own heart sped up as if trying to match each tiny beat, and her fingertips tingled with relief, warmth spreading up her arms and into her chest.

      She’s alive. Although she didn’t know how, she knew her baby was a she.

      Dark specks dotted the fuzzy image of the ultrasound, in stark contrast to the lighter areas that formed the outline of her tiny child.

      “Wait.” Leila squinted at the screen. A cold knot formed in her stomach. “What are those spots?”

      “Could be imaging artifacts.” Callas frowned, adjusting the settings. The machine hummed softly as it recalibrated. “These machines weren’t exactly designed for use in space, let alone on another planet. The ship’s radiation shielding might be interfering with the signal processing.”

      “But the baby’s okay?”

      “As far as I can tell.” The doctor’s hesitation lasted a microsecond too long. 

      “The antihistamines!” she blurted. “Should I stop taking them? What if they’re making things worse?” 

      Her hand moved instinctively to her throat, which burned with each swallow. She’d been coughing all morning, but it felt like her lungs were still coated with dust. And she’d been one of those lucky enough to get a mask. She couldn’t imagine how awful the others must be feeling. 

      “Keep taking the meds. You need to breathe, and they won’t harm the fetus.” Dr. Callas wiped the gel off her belly with a rough towel. Now she felt cold and sticky. “Though your symptoms should be improving by now, not getting worse.”

      “But they are getting worse,” Leila said. “It’s harder to breathe today than it was yesterday.” 

      The tightness in her chest got tighter, as if acknowledging the problem had made her lungs constrict further.

      The doctor didn’t respond immediately, focused on entering data into his tablet. Lines of text reflected in his glasses, numbers and symbols that might hold her baby’s fate.

      “I’ll run these blood tests. And I’ll speak with Katherine about taking you off the duty roster for a few days, until we’re certain that everything’s stable. I want you to rest, do you understand?”

      The subtext hit Leila like a punch to her gut. They were worried she was going to lose the baby. 

      What if it was already too late to save her?

      The door hissed open like an angry snake, the pneumatic seal releasing with a burst of pressure that sent a cool draft across Leila’s exposed skin. Dr. Makinde swept inside, her arms laden with equipment that glittered under the harsh lights: crystalline scanners and chrome-plated analyzers. Ready to unravel her child’s genetic secrets, layer by microscopic layer. To catalog every flaw and imperfection.

      Dr. Makinde nodded politely to Dr. Callas, who returned the gesture, then left without another word.

      Leila wondered if that was because he had nothing good to say, and he didn’t want to deliver bad news where she could hear it.

      “How are you feeling, Leila?” Dr. Makinde asked. 

      “What happens if you find something you can’t fix?” Leila blurted. Her tongue felt suddenly dry, sticking to the roof of her mouth.

      “Our repair techniques are incredibly sophisticated.” Dr. Makinde sat on the chair next to the examining table. “The viral vectors target genetic issues with microscopic precision.”

      “But what if…” Leila’s fingers splayed across her belly, a futile shield. Her skin felt warm beneath her palm, a small comfort against the chill of uncertainty. The word abort burned in her throat. “What if you find something…”

      “Both you and your partner passed the genetic screening.” Dr. Makinde calibrated one of her devices, its display casting amber light across her features. “Mutations can occur, but you’re in good health.”

      Well, she had been in good health until the dust storm hit. Leila wasn’t sure what would be worse: if her baby died because Leila had knowingly exposed her to the experimental cryopod or if she died because Leila had brought her to an alien world with poisonous dust storms.

      Either way, it would be her fault. But somehow the first one seemed worse. Maybe because there was no way she could’ve known about the dust until it hit them, but she could’ve told Dr. Callas she was pregnant before she’d let them pump her full of chemicals and freeze her.

      “Please don’t lie to me if it’s bad.” Leila’s heart thumped painfully against her ribs, each beat a reminder of her child’s far more fragile heartbeat. “I’d rather know the truth.”

      Dr. Makinde’s eyes softened, just slightly. “I promise, I’ll do everything in my power to ensure your baby survives.”

      Looking at Dr. Makinde’s carefully composed features, Leila saw the same expression she’d witnessed in countless doctors’ faces before they suggested yet another experimental treatment for Eddie. That particular blend of determination and detachment meant they saw your loved one as a problem to solve rather than a person to save.

      The ultrasound screen still showed those mysterious dark spots, pixelated shadows that seemed to pulse with each beat of her baby’s heart. And for the first time, Leila wondered if bringing new life to this alien world had been an act of hope or just another futile sacrifice.
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      Three interminable hours oozed by with the viscosity of decades. Leila’s nails, already chewed ragged, wouldn’t survive much longer. The drone of the infirmary’s atmospheric regulators set Leila’s teeth on edge, a constant mechanical hum that seemed to vibrate through her skull. The antiseptic reek reminded her too much of Eddie’s final days, triggering flashes of memory, his skeletal hand in hers, the beeping monitors, the whispered consultations in hallways. She had done enough waiting in medical facilities to last several lifetimes.

      At least if her baby died, it would be quick. No suffering.

      The door slid open with another angry hiss that tautened her overwrought nerves.

      Dr. Makinde entered like a harbinger of judgment, holding a device that looked like an ancient executioner’s tool reimagined in chrome and glass. Leila could see her own distorted reflection in its polished surface. Disheveled. Terrified. And most painful of all, hopeful.

      “Good news,” the geneticist said, pulling up a chair. The legs scraped against the floor, the sound making Leila wince. “Your baby’s genome shows no serious defects.”

      “No serious ones?” Leila hated when people hedged instead of coming right out with the bad news. Her fingers twisted the thin fabric of her gown.

      “Just color blindness. It’s a relatively simple fix—we can splice in the genes for proper cone cell development.” Dr. Makinde held up the injection device. “The viral vector delivers the corrective DNA directly to the developing optical neurons. Completely safe, it’s been used successfully for decades.”

      But the technology looked like something out of a science fiction movie, all gleaming chrome and blue diagnostic light. Nothing like the crude needles they’d used on Eddie, but somehow more frightening for its sleek efficiency. The blue light pulsed gently, like something alive and waiting.

      “Will it hurt?” Leila felt stupid for asking. What difference did that matter, if it meant her daughter would be okay?

      “You might experience a slight pinch.” Samara prepped her arm, the touch of the antiseptic wipe cold against Leila’s skin. “You won’t feel anything after the initial injection other than a slight sore spot for a day or two.”

      The apparatus emitted a soft hiss as it discharged its payload into Leila’s flesh, the sensation scarcely registering through her haze of anxiety. A slight pressure, then warmth spreading outward from the injection site. The device’s light shifted from blue to green, confirming successful delivery.

      “You probably think I’m a terrible person,” Leila said, watching Samara dispose of the injector in a biohazard container that sealed with a definitive click. “Risking my baby like this. Coming here pregnant without telling anyone.”

      Dr. Makinde’s smile held surprising warmth. “Actually, I might have made the same choice. The world was ending. What other choice did you have?”

      “Really?” Relief flickered in Leila’s chest. Dr. Callas had been angry when he’d found out she’d kept the baby secret. She expected everyone else to be, too. 

      “It was a risk, and it required some courage.” The geneticist smiled. “There are women who would’ve made the other choice.”

      “What other choice?”

      “To abort the fetus to save their own spot in the colony.” 

      Leila recoiled. That had never occurred to her as an option. But as she thought about Justin’s reaction to the news of her pregnancy, she couldn’t help wondering if he would’ve suggested it, had he known. 

      She’d been right to keep it a secret. 

      “You remind me of my little sister,” Dr. Makinde said, suddenly looking sad. “She couldn’t wait to have children. When her son—my nephew—was born, he became the center of her universe.” 

      What happened to him? Leila bit back the question before it left her mouth. Because there was only one possible answer, and she didn’t want to make the geneticist even sadder. 

      So she asked the only other question she could think of. “Are you and Captain Mercer planning to have children once things are more settled?”

      A blush crept up Dr. Makinde’s neck, and she suddenly became very interested in checking her vital signs. The monitor beeped softly as she adjusted settings with slightly more force than necessary. “You should eat something. Relax. We’ll monitor you here until we’re certain the gene therapy has taken, then we’ll transport you back down to the colony.”

      Dr. Makinde headed for the door but paused on the threshold. “Try not to worry so much. Your baby is stronger than you think.”

      Leila placed both hands on her still-flat belly once she was alone again. The skin felt tacky with dried gel but warm beneath her palms, alive with possibility. “You hear that, little one? You’re strong. Like your mama.” Leila smiled. “And hopefully a lot smarter about taking care of yourself.”

      The infirmary lights dimmed to simulate evening, casting the room in soft shadows that made the medical equipment look less threatening. The temperature dropped slightly, a programmed response to the ship’s day-night cycle. But Leila lay awake for a long time, the thin blanket pulled up to her chin, her thoughts circling like vultures.

      Her comm unit remained stubbornly silent—no messages from Justin. The small screen stayed dark, reflecting her own tired face when she checked it for the dozenth time. She couldn’t help thinking that Justin seemed almost relieved to let her come up here alone. As if he was afraid to find out if their baby was still alive—the baby he hadn’t seemed excited about at all when she’d finally told him. She found herself certain that if Dr. Makinde were pregnant, Captain Mercer wouldn’t abandon her to face a possible miscarriage alone in this sterile room. He wouldn’t leave her wondering if he even cared whether their child survived.

      She placed her palm against her belly again, feeling an unexpected surge of fierce protectiveness. The galaxy’s cruelest joke: she’d risked everything to save this child, while its father couldn’t muster the courage to face what they’d created together.

      The metallic taste of DaVinci’s dust still lingered at the back of her throat, a constant reminder that this alien world held dangers they couldn’t begin to understand. What other invisible threats might be working their way through her body, reaching for her child?

      And what would she have to sacrifice to keep those threats at bay?
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      “Where’s Lucas?” Samara asked the ship’s AI, rolling her shoulders in a futile attempt to dissipate the lingering tension. Her muscles protested the movement, still sore from the previous day’s labor and the uncomfortable night on the common hall floor.

      “Captain Mercer is in Lab 4C,” it replied in Lucas’ own voice. She could not get over how weird that was. “He has temporarily repurposed it as a fabrication workspace.”

      The redirected lab hummed with the whir of machinery when Samara entered. An acrid mélange of molten polymer and ozone permeated the space, underscored by a subtler, unidentifiable note, a scent that reminded her of new electronics and sterilized medical equipment. The smell clung to the back of her throat, not unpleasant but distinctly artificial compared to the air down on the planet.

      Fluorescent lights cast the room in stark illumination, eliminating shadows and giving every surface a clinical sheen. The temperature was noticeably cooler here than the rest of the ship, the climate control compensating for the heat generated by the active equipment. Samara’s skin prickled slightly as it adjusted to the change.

      A military-grade 3D printer dominated one corner, its head moving in precise increments across the build plate with a soft mechanical whine. Each layer of polymer fused with a barely audible hiss, the temperature readout displaying a steady 215 degrees Celsius. The machine’s cooling fans created a constant background drone, punctuated by occasional clicks as the print head changed positions.

      Lucas stood at a workbench, his utility knife moving quickly under the harsh lights as he cut shapes from sheets of filter material. His movements were remarkably fluid and efficient, like someone who had practiced the same motion thousands of times. Not a single wasted gesture, each cut executed with perfect precision. The blade sliced through the material with a soft whisper that barely registered above the printer’s hum.

      “How is our newest colonist?” Lucas asked without looking up.

      “The baby is doing fine.” She watched another carefully cut shape fall from his blade, the edges clean and perfectly matched to the last one he’d cut. “Just needed a minor genetic tune-up. Though keeping it that way on this planet...” Samara let the sentence hang, the unspoken concern heavier than her words.

      “The analysis showed no toxic compounds in the dust samples,” Lucas said, anticipating her next question. The filter material crinkled slightly as he rotated it for the next cut, the sound crisp in the controlled atmosphere of the lab.

      “I’d like to check for harmful microorganisms. Even inert particles could be carrying bacterial or fungal hitchhikers.” She suppressed a shudder at the thought that the dust itself might be carrying something infectious that human immune systems might not even recognize as dangerous.

      “There’s not enough sample material left for more testing.” His knife continued its path across the filter paper, the blade moving with remarkable steadiness. “I’ll collect more during the next atmospheric event.”

      She hoped that by the time the next storm happened, they’d be ready.

      Lucas paused his work, his hands hovering briefly above the table before he set down his utility knife with a faint clink against the metal counter. He turned to face Samara but fixed his gaze somewhere near her shoulder rather than meeting her eyes.

      “I’ve been thinking about us,” he said, his voice softer than usual. “Our situation, I mean.”

      A slight chill ran across Samara’s skin that had nothing to do with the room’s temperature. 

      Are you and Captain Mercer planning to have children once things are more settled?

      “What about it?” she asked, hoping he didn’t notice the heat that was creeping up her neck once again.

      “I noticed during the dust storm how the other couples were with each other.” His fingers tapped a subtle rhythm against his thigh, a gentle percussion underscoring his words. “They comforted each other, staying close. I didn’t do any of that for you.” He glanced up briefly, his eyes meeting hers for a fraction of a second before sliding away. “I’m worried people might have noticed.”

      Samara hadn’t expected this conversation. The printer chirped in the background, marking the completion of another layer. “Lucas, that’s⁠—”

      “I need to know what your preferences are,” he continued. “I don’t want to make things uncomfortable for you, but I also don’t want you to be singled out for resentment.”

      The ventilation system cycled on, sending a cool draft across the lab that stirred loose papers on the adjacent desk. Samara smoothed her hair back from her face, buying time to formulate a response.

      “I don’t feel comfortable faking affection, or asking you to do so, either,” Samara admitted. “How would you normally be in a relationship?”

      A small furrow appeared between his brows. “Social skills don’t come naturally to me.”

      Then it occurred to Samara that he might never have been in a relationship before. The realization relaxed something in her chest. “Just be yourself, with perhaps a bit more awareness that we’re supposed to be partners. Nothing dramatic. Neither of us are the kind of people to engage in public displays of affection.”

      The constant tapping of his fingers slowed. “You will tell me if I do anything that makes you uncomfortable?”

      “I will,” she promised, feeling a new warmth toward him. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she added, “This must feel just as strange to you as it does to me.”

      “It’s not a situation that I ever expected to find myself in,” he agreed. His voice carried no emotional inflection. Was he as embarrassed as she was by the whole conversation?

      “Do you mind if I ask why you chose not to have children?” he continued. For once, his gaze settled directly on her face, his attention complete and unwavering.

      Samara leaned against the workbench, letting the cool metal pressed against her palms ground her as she considered her answer. “Some people are meant to be parents. I’m meant to be in a laboratory, solving puzzles most people don’t even know exist.”

      “Do you dislike children?” he asked.

      “No, I loved—” my nephew. My cousins. My neighbor’s kids.

      She’d even enjoyed it when her co-workers brought their children to the lab, the chance to show them how much fun science could be. She’d been thrilled when one of them had caught the bug after she’d let them set test tubes in the centrifuge or push the start button on the sequencer.

      But she had also abandoned them at the end. All of them.

      “There’s a difference between liking children and being entirely responsible for a child’s well-being.”

      She had always wondered what was wrong with her that she’d never wanted that responsibility. Even Leila, barely out of childhood herself, had the drive to nurture that Samara lacked. She had been willing to risk the heartbreak of another miscarriage for the chance of motherhood.

      Lucas handed Samara a stack of components, polymer frames fresh from the printer, radiating a gentle heat that transferred to her fingertips. “I’ll keep cutting filters if you want to put them together.”

      Had she made him uncomfortable with her admission? She’d been curious about his reasons for not wanting children, but the moment of connection had passed.

      She claimed the neighboring workstation, her fingers nimbly coalescing the disparate components into functional respirator masks. The design was elegant in its simplicity: minimal parts, maximum protection. The filtration efficiency would hit 99.97% at 0.3 microns—better than the N95s they’d used during the dust storm. Each component nested inwith a satisfying click.

      They fell into an easy rhythm, Lucas cutting filter pieces with remarkable precision while Samara assembled them into the frames. The silence between them felt comfortable now, collaborative rather than awkward. The ambient sounds of the lab—the printer’s hum, the whisper of the knife through the textured filter material, the soft clicks of assembly—became a soothing acoustic backdrop. Under the magnifying lamp, each cut edge was remarkably clean, straight lines cut with impressive steadiness, curves so smooth they looked machine-made. She couldn’t spot a single jagged edge or slip of the knife.

      She glanced at Lucas’ workstation, looking for a template or guide, but saw only the knife and raw materials. The surface was immaculate, not even scraps or dust from the cutting process marring its surface.

      “How do you cut these so accurately?” she asked, adjusting the lamp to illuminate her own work better. The bright, focused beam created sharp shadows around the components.

      “I find repetitive tasks calming. I’ve always been good with my hands.” Lucas paused, looking momentarily self-conscious. “There’s a rhythm to it.”

      Samara nodded. Another way that he reminded her of her cousin Amadi: the hyperfocus, the attention to detail, the ability to do the same thing repeatedly without getting bored. Still, his skill was remarkable.

      They resumed their work, and Samara lost herself in the rhythm of assembly. There was something satisfying about watching the pile of completed masks grow, each one a small victory against the next dust storm waiting to ambush them planetside. The steady click of components locking together, the methodical application of adhesive, the careful alignment of filter layers; the process became almost meditative. She worked through dozens of masks, her mind finally quiet after days of chaos. No dust storms, no dying colonists, no planet trying to suffocate them all, just the clean, ordered environment of the lab and the clear purpose of her task. Time seemed to stretch and compress simultaneously, measured only by the growing stack of completed respirators.

      When she finally looked up, her back ached from hunching over the workbench, aching as if she’d spent another day digging up shrubs instead of sitting still.

      Lucas’ workstation stood empty. His knife lay precisely aligned with the edge of the table, the remaining filter material stacked in a perfect rectangle beside it.

      The 3D printer chirped, signaling another completed batch of components. The sound seemed suddenly loud in the empty lab.

      She blinked, momentarily disoriented. When had he left?

      The ship’s clock showed almost midnight. She’d been working for six hours straight without noticing. Lucas hadn’t abandoned her; he’d probably just gone to sleep like any reasonable person would. 

      Samara massaged her stiff neck, wondering why she felt disappointed rather than relieved by this perfectly logical explanation for his absence.

      He’d been nothing but considerate, asking how she wanted to be treated, and that’s all it had taken for her to let her guard down. But she couldn’t afford to forget that their partnership was merely an arrangement that exempted them both from the obligation to have children.

      An arrangement that would be made even more awkward if she developed an inappropriate attachment.

      She’d assumed that he was asking because he cared about her feelings, but what if he simply wanted clear parameters to follow?

      She’d given him the vague instruction to “be himself,” thinking that she was making things easier for him, but what if she’d left him feeling adrift in yet another social situation that he wasn’t sure how to navigate?

      Maybe he’d left without interrupting her because he’d been uncomfortable.

      As she gathered up the completed masks and put them in a small crate, her thoughts drifted to Leila in the medical bay, hands instinctively cradling her barely visible pregnancy. Samara had promised they would do everything to save her baby, but the words now felt hollow against the reality of their situation. The genetic intervention had been straightforward—a simple correction to ensure color vision. But what about the daily assault of DaVinci’s environment? The masks might filter the dust, but what about the water they drank, the alien crops they would eventually grow and consume? Every element of this world would seep into their bodies over time, changing them in ways they couldn’t predict or control.

      All her scientific knowledge, all their advanced technology, might not be enough to shield one small life from the subtle, persistent influence of a world that had not evolved to nurture human biology.

      The masks would buy them time, but how much?
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      Leila’s fingers traced the branching network of angry red welts on her arms. The rash was spreading, despite the increased antihistamine dose. It itched constantly, a low-grade irritation that spiked into burning pain when she scratched. She forced herself to focus on the segments of irrigation pipe spread around her, their polymer surfaces reflecting DaVinci’s odd sunlight. The light fractured across the curved surfaces, creating interference patterns that sometimes blurred her vision, forcing her to blink repeatedly to clear the afterimages. Dr. Callas had told her that her eyes would eventually adapt, but how long was that going to take?

      She should have been connecting the pipes into the system that would keep their saplings alive, but each movement sent needles of pain through her joints, as if she had aged fifty years overnight. The mere act of gripping the wrench sent throbbing reverberations through her fingers, each pulse matching her heartbeat.

      The alien soil clung to her knees where she knelt, its rusty particles working their way through the fabric of her pants to irritate the skin beneath. The air carried that now-familiar metallic tang, mixed with the chemical smell of the irrigation polymer heating in the sun. DaVinci’s gravity seemed to press on her shoulders like invisible hands, throwing her annoyingly off-balance. Or maybe that was just part of the pregnancy that seemed to be throwing every part of her body out of whack.

      Not that anyone else noticed her discomfort. They were all too busy watching Lucas at the comm tower. Moving with his usual liquid grace atop the scaffolding, fifty feet above the ground. No hesitation or wasted motion, not a single sign to indicate that the height bothered him at all. While the rest of the colonists dripped sweat and stumbled through their tasks like drunken sailors adjusting to DaVinci’s slightly stronger gravity, their pilot might as well have been performing a choreographed dance.

      Leila absently rubbed her belly, the stretched skin not quite itchy, but somehow wrong, like her body was slowly morphing into something unfamiliar. Her life over the past three days had reminded her of those virtual reality simulations that had been popular before the Collapse, where everything looked almost right but felt slightly off, triggering that instinctive unease when something human wasn’t quite human enough. The unsettling notion darted back into the recesses of her mind as her gaze settled on Lucas, absorbed in his tablet, his posture still parade-ground perfect even as he scrolled through data while perched near the top of the tower.

      The comm tower rose like a silver needle against the periwinkle sky, its purpose ominous yet reassuring. Soon it would connect them to the ship above, their watchful guardian for the next five years, monitoring the colony with its tireless electronic eyes. 

      Justin slouched past Leila, interrupting her musings, his shoulders hunched against the sunlight. Dark circles under his eyes made him look like he had aged a decade since landing on DaVinci. He barely glanced her way, still acting as though her pregnancy was a personal betrayal rather than the whole point of their being here.

      His indifference stung worse than the rash spreading across her arms. When she’d returned from the ship, pale and shaken, he’d greeted her with nothing more than a distracted How’d it go? No embrace, no relief at seeing her, no questions about the baby. It was as if the life growing inside her was a mere inconvenience, much less important than his complaining about his work shift.

      “Our baby is fine, thanks for asking,” she’d snapped, the words escaping before she could stop them.

      He’d looked up then, surprise flickering across his features before hardening into something defensive. “What do you want from me, Leila? I’m working my ass off here.”

      “I want you to care!” The words had echoed across their small living space, hanging in the air between them. “I almost lost our baby. I was terrified. And you weren’t even there.”

      “What good would it have done?” His voice had been flat, practical. “There was nothing I could do up there.”

      That was the problem. He hadn’t even wanted to try. 

      Leila shoved the end of a pipe into a T-junction with such vehemence that her wrists shrieked in objection. The polymer connectors scraped against each other before reluctantly locking into place. 

      Had Justin’s enthusiastic proposal been more about securing a spot on humanity’s lifeboat than any real feelings for her? That thought burned worse than the rash. Every time she remembered his face lighting up when she suggested they apply to the colony program together, doubt crept in. At the time, she believed it was love. Now…

      “How are you and the baby doing?”

      Leila jumped, nearly dropping the wrench. She’d been so immersed in the churning depths of her own depressing thoughts that Dr. Makinde’s approach failed to register. The geneticist stood in the dappled shade of the tree, its blue-green leaves casting a lattice of patterns across her concerned face. Even those shadows seemed wrong: sharply geometric, like the light itself followed different rules on DaVinci.

      Dr. Makinde looked fresh and composed despite the heat, her uniform crisp, her movements precise and efficient. No wonder Lucas had been paired with her. They were a perfect match. Both seemed somehow above the discomforts that plagued ordinary humans. Leila couldn’t help wondering if they discussed colony matters in their private quarters at night, sharing insights and observations while the rest of them struggled just to breathe, thanks to the dust that had lodged in her lungs.

      “Fine,” Leila said automatically. Then, because she desperately needed someone to share it with, “My baby’s going to be the first human born on DaVinci. The very first.”

      She tried to make it sound like a boast instead of a terror.

      “You’re scratching again,” Samara observed. Her eyes tracked the movement of Leila’s fingers against her arm, clinical but not unkind.

      “Just hives,” Leila demurred. “At least I’m not bleeding anymore.” She hesitated. “Could it be from the gene therapy? Dr. Basu mentioned this morning that we don’t really know the long-term effects…”

      “The therapy only affects specific genes related to color vision.” Dr. Makinde’s tone stayed neutral, but something flickered behind her eyes. Something that looked suspiciously like concern. “These symptoms are more likely a continued allergic reaction to the dust. What other effects are you experiencing?”

      “I don’t know exactly. Everything feels…” Leila struggled to find words for the alienness creeping through her body. Like she was being slowly replaced, cell by cell, with something that approximated human but wasn’t quite right. Could pregnancy do that to you? Her first one hadn’t.

      But her first one had only lasted two weeks. On Earth. Before she’d put her body through forty-two years of cryosleep.

      “Wrong,” she said. “Like my skin doesn’t fit anymore. My joints feel like they’re full of ground glass. Is that normal?”

      Swelling had begun to distort her knuckles, the skin stretched tight and shiny over the joints. The wrench’s handle left slow-to-recede indentations in her flesh, creating patterns that reminded Leila of circuit board traces. White pressure marks that lingered far longer than they should have, as if her body had forgotten how to return to its normal state.

      “Have you seen Dr. Callas about this?”

      “Yesterday. He just upped my antihistamine dose.” Leila managed a weak smile. “It helped. A little.”

      Something dark crossed the geneticist’s face before her professional calm returned. Leila wondered if Captain Mercer would look at Dr. Makinde with concern if their positions were reversed. Would he hover protectively to shield her from whatever dangers this planet held? 

      Justin couldn’t even be bothered to ask how her examination had gone. The contrast made her chest ache with a loneliness deeper than the joint pain.

      “Let me know if you develop any new symptoms. Even small changes could be important.” Dr. Makinde’s voice had that measured cadence of someone choosing their words carefully.

      An icy chill spread from her core outward, despite the sweat beading on her forehead from DaVinci’s unrelenting heat. How worried should she be?

      And what wasn’t Dr. Makinde telling her?

      A comm unit chirped, a shrill demand for the doctor’s attention, the sound unnaturally sharp in the thick alien air. Makinde glanced at the screen, then back at Leila, an apology already forming on her lips. “I have to go. But please, don’t hesitate to come find me if anything changes, okay?”

      With a final, searching look, she strode away to meet Captain Mercer at the base of the comm tower, where he was now installing some sort of control panel. Even from this distance, Leila could see how Captain Mercer straightened slightly at Dr. Makinde’s approach, his attention shifting subtly but completely to focus on her. They moved in synchrony, like binary stars orbiting a common center of gravity.

      Why couldn’t Justin look at her that way anymore? When had the excitement of their shared future dissolved into this cold distance?

      Leila pressed both hands against her belly, feeling the slight swell that meant life continuing despite everything. Despite the dust in her lungs and the strange patterns blooming across her skin. Despite Justin’s growing distance, Lucas’ untouchable perfection, and all the ways this world seemed determined to reject their presence.

      The baby represented something Justin couldn’t or wouldn’t understand—not just their future, but humanity’s. She’d made her choice on Earth, risking everything for this chance. She couldn’t bear his resentment now, not when every fiber of her being strained toward survival.

      Leila watched as Captain Mercer and Dr. Makinde discussed something with the focused intensity of two people who understood each other completely. The kind of partnership she’d imagined having with Justin, before everything changed.

      Her skin itched. Her joints ached. And somewhere deep inside, where her baby grew in total darkness, something felt different in ways she couldn’t explain. The changes frightened her, but she had no words to describe them to Justin, who seemed determined to avoid any discussion of her pregnancy. She couldn’t help envying Dr. Makinde, who had a partner capable of meeting challenges with calm competence rather than resentful withdrawal.

      But she and her baby would survive. They had to be strong. Because out here, at the edge of human existence, they had only each other.
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      Their field lab was a tarp strung tight between two supply sheds, with a folding table jammed under it and an LED lantern dangling from the structural webbing. Even in the shade, the air was thick with humidity and the chemical bite of alcohol wipes. Samara’s skin prickled like a badly tuned radio receiving phantom signals, sweat sliding down her arms in rebellious defiance of the antihistamines that had turned her mouth and sinuses into a desert.

      Still, she would rather be here with Renata than working kitchen duty, or pulling weeds, or even resting in the cabin she was technically sharing with Lucas.

      Practically speaking, Lucas was almost never around. When he wasn’t studying DaVinci’s weather patterns, he was shuttling people and supplies to and from the ship in orbit or helping Maeve’s team fix something. And he volunteered so frequently to stand watch at night, Samara had to remind herself not to take it personally. He was giving her space. Or he needed space. Maybe both.

      It wasn’t as if she wanted their partnership to be real. But she also didn’t want him to feel like he had to avoid her whenever possible. Lucas seemed polite but neutral on the rare occasions when they did cross paths, focused on whatever job he’d been tasked with. She’d catch herself cataloguing these moments—the way he’d pause mid-sentence when their eyes met, or how his fingers would drum against his leg.

      Renata, on the other hand, always seemed happy to see her, often waving Samara over to sit with her and Marcus during meals in the common hall. Now, the xenobiologist hunched over their seventh specimen of the day, eyes narrowed behind safety goggles as she wielded her scalpel with the easy precision of someone who had spent a thousand hours dissecting the dead. Her hands, gloved in blue polymer, never trembled as she sliced each creature open and pried the incision apart to examine muscles, fascia, and organs.

      Samara grabbed a sample vial and twisted it open, resisting the urge to rub her nose with the back of her hand. Once the dissections were done, it would be Samara’s job to map each creature’s genome, trying to match sequences to traits so that they could build a library of future adaptations that could make the crop plants and livestock they’d brought with them more suited to life on DaVinci. Especially sequences that might confer resistance to native parasites and diseases.

      If she got really lucky, she might even learn how the native life survived the dust storms.

      “Do you want the next tray?” Her voice was so rough, it sounded like the antihistamines had sandpapered her vocal cords on the way down.

      Renata didn’t look up. “Just a sec.” The scalpel traced a line through the feathery integument, following the muscle seam. “Almost to the thoracic nerves.”

      The creature, reminiscent of a shrew, if shrews had hollow bones and feathers, was pinned out on the dissecting pad. It looked heartbreakingly vulnerable, with its paws curled up toward its chin. The shimmer of its feathers caught the light in subtle iridescence. Samara focused on the physical details: the size of the thoracic cavity, the shape of the beak, the lack of visible mammary tissue. It helped to let simple observations replace the background hum of her own discomfort.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Renata asked, not unkindly. “You’re zoning.”

      “Fine,” Samara lied. “Just waiting on you.”

      Renata set the scalpel down, flexed her fingers, and looked at Samara for the first time in twenty minutes. There were tiny beads of sweat along her hairline, and the rash had spread in a ring above her collar. “Sorry. I’m moving slowly today. Dr. Callas gave me a double dose of antihistamine and now my brain feels like it’s made of steel wool.”

      “Mine’s more like pudding that’s been accelerated to ninety-nine-point-nine percent the speed of light.”

      Renata snorted, then coughed, turning her face into the crook of her elbow. “Best time dilation joke I’ve heard all week.” She popped her goggles up, ran a wrist across her forehead, then looked at Samara again, a sheepish smile on her lips. “You want to take the tissue sample?”

      Samara clipped off a sliver of the organ Renata had exposed. It was dark, almost purple, and dense as a rubber eraser. She dropped it into the waiting vial that she’d pre-filled with a stabilizing agent. She pressed the cap on, careful not to let her gloves slip, and labeled it in neat block print.

      A scraping sound made her look up: metal biting dirt with the rhythm of barely contained fury. Just outside the tent, Briar was digging a trench with a spade, each thrust driven deeper than strictly necessary. Her shirt clung to her shoulders like a second skin, dark with sweat at the collar, while her arms told the story of honest labor in mud streaks and bruises that bloomed dark purple against tanned skin. She paused to drag her forearm across her face, and her gaze found Samara through the tent’s opening; a split-second collision of eyes that transmitted resentment with the efficiency of a targeted data burst.

      Samara looked away as if she hadn’t noticed, doing her best to keep her expression neutral. Briar’s enmity didn’t bother her, but she remembered how the young woman had looked at Leila when Hector had slipped her a mask during the first dust storm. Briar hadn’t known that Leila was pregnant, but would that flip Briar’s resentment to compassion if she found out?

      Or would she resent Leila even more?

      Samara turned back to Renata, who had already refocused on the specimen. Renata’s hands moved with less fluidity now, as if the tightness in her shoulders was seeping into her fingers.

      “I could finish up for you, if you want to take a break,” Samara offered.

      “No, if I stop now, I’ll lose the thread. Besides, you’re not certified for the next bit.” Renata grinned. “You’d probably faint.”

      Samara rolled her eyes. “I did one semester of comparative anatomy at university. I can handle a simple dissection.”

      “On a frog,” Renata pointed with the forceps. “See that? The dorsal spine is fused.”

      Samara leaned in. The vertebral column did look odd: the neural canal was open for the first three segments, then abruptly fused shut with a kind of bony scaffolding. “Did it ossify post-hatch?”

      “I think it’s congenital, but I’ll check the samples.” Renata probed at the tissue along the spine, exposing a web of fibers. There was something brown and waxy woven through the nerve root.

      “Is that… normal?”

      “No.” Renata frowned, pinching the growth between the tips of her forceps. “It’s not even neural tissue. Look⁠—”

      The brown thread contracted, curling around the forceps like a dying vine. Both women flinched backward, bumping elbows. After a moment, the thread slowly unwound, slackening, then falling limp.

      “Shit,” Renata said, but her voice was more curious than afraid. After a beat, she continued. “Reflex arc. The equivalent of a chicken running around after decapitation.”

      Samara tried to ignore the way her own skin itched with fear. “And just as creepy.”

      Renata reached for a small bone saw. “Let’s see what’s happening up top.” The saw made a gritty, wet sound as it cut through the cranium. 

      Samara felt her stomach lurch, and she took a quick sip from her hydration pouch.

      The xenobiologist levered the calvarium off, exposing a wrinkled brain studded with more of the brown filaments. She used the tip of a scalpel to tease a clump free. “See that? Not part of the CNS. Not even the same tissue type. I’ve never seen a structure like that.”

      “Related to the spinal fusion?” Samara guessed. “The body’s attempt to compensate by going around the section that it couldn’t go through?”

      Renata shrugged, then coughed again, harder this time. She put the scalpel down and reached for her own hydration pouch, draining it in three quick swallows. Her hand trembled as she set it aside.

      “Renata—”

      “I’m fine.” Her voice was thick, and she blinked twice before meeting Samara’s eyes. “We need a sample.” 

      She picked up the tweezers and tugged on a length of the thready brown tissue. It stretched, then ripped free at one end, then the other. 

      Samara uncapped a fresh vial, held it steady as Renata deposited the filament inside before being racked by another cough. This one lasted long enough to make Samara’s own lungs hurt in sympathy.

      “Maybe you should see Hector. You sound⁠—”

      “He already gave me the good stuff.” Renata cut in. “Besides, he’s got enough patients already.”

      Samara wanted to insist, but when she’d walked by Hector’s clinic this morning, it had been mobbed with colonists complaining that the medicine wasn’t working, and work crews were smaller than usual, as Katherine had excused the most severely affected from duty. Samara’s own rash itched with a fiery intensity, and every spot she’d made the mistake of scratching stung as sweat soaked her clothes.

      For the next half hour, they worked in a rhythm: Renata extracting organs and preserving cross-sections on slides, Samara preserving tissue samples in vials for sequencing later, and documenting everything. 

      When every part of the shrew-like creature had been cut apart and examined, Renata peeled off her gloves and stretched. “Want to do the bug?”

      Samara raised an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t trust me with the dissections.”

      “We only caught one of the feathered rodents.” Renata flashed her a teasing grin. “But the bugs are everywhere. If you screw up, I can get more.”

      Samara couldn’t help grinning back. “I’ll make you proud.”

      The insect looked like evolution had rolled dice between a cockroach and a millipede and decided to hedge its bets—roughly thumb-sized and armored in segments that gleamed like wet obsidian. Its carapace yielded to Samara’s scalpel with a soft pop, the sound of a sealed system finally admitting defeat. 

      Inside, the familiar cockroach architecture spread before her: miniature organs packed with biological efficiency. Except for the passengers. Brown filaments threaded through the body cavity like alien circuitry, weaving between organs with deliberate precision. 

      At least they weren’t moving this time.

      “Some kind parasite?” she asked.

      Renata gave her a sidelong glance. “Who knows?”

      Samara slid the scalpel to one end of the filament that twisted around what she guessed was the insect’s ventral nerve cord—the closest thing an invertebrate had to a spinal column. Another coincidence, that the filaments had infiltrated both creatures’ nervous systems?

      She cut the other end and lifted the filament out with tweezers. 

      It still didn’t move.

      “Was the bug alive when it was caught?”

      “I euthanized both creatures before you came in. As far as I could tell, neither were showing signs of illness, but…”

      She shrugged.

      Samara dropped the filament in a vial and watched it float through the stabilizing fluid to rest at the bottom. When she got back to her lab, she’d sequence both filaments to see if they were made of tissues native to the creature or if they were foreign.

      If only she had her equipment down here… the next shuttle run to the Borlaug wasn’t scheduled for several more days.

      It took Samara another thirty minutes to painstakingly remove each tiny organ from the insect’s abdomen for Renata to identify and catalogue. Then she split open the thin shell of its head to reveal the tiny clump of nervous tissue inside, which was practically encased in brown filaments. Thankfully, none of them moved, no matter how many times she poked them.

      When they had finally examined every part of the insect, including the gooey, fibrous lining that clung to the inside of its shell, she straightened and rubbed her aching lower back.

      “You want a break?” Mischief danced in Renata’s eyes. “I know you geneticists aren’t used to getting your hands dirty.”

      “You think you’re going to scare me off that easily?” Samara reached for the tray containing the next specimen, which might’ve been a lizard or amphibian of some kind.

      Did their Earth-based taxonomy even make sense on this world? Or would they have to invent a new one?

      She set the creature down in front of Renata, then offered her a fresh scalpel. “Your turn.”

      But even Renata’s gentle teasing couldn’t banish the uneasiness that grew as they continued their dissections. The same brown filaments threaded between the organs of each new creature, sometimes thick and ropy like tendons, other times delicate and thin as a strand of hair, but always seeming to reach for some part of the creature’s nervous system.

      In the worms, the filaments encased nerve clusters like a finely woven cage. In vertebrates, it wrapped the spinal column with the methodical precision of technicians running cable through conduit, as if whatever this was had read the manual on nervous system architecture and decided to install itself as essential hardware.

      “It’s not possible that every single specimen we’ve gathered was sick,” Samara said.

      “Maybe this is a functional structure we haven’t encountered yet, unique to the biology of this planet.” Renata winked at Samara as she pulled off her gloves. “Notify the Nobel Prize committee.”

      “I’ve already submitted your nomination,” Samara said. “And I’ve let them know you’re not going to be able to accept it in person.”

      Renata started to laugh, but the sound quickly became a racking cough that left her red-faced, hands on her knees, and eyes watering as she gasped for breath.

      “Come on,” Samara said. “We’re going to see Hector.”
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        * * *

      

      The common hall reeked of sweat, dust, and misery. Coughs and sneezes ricocheted through the air, amplified by the metal walls and mixing with the buzz of hoarse voices. Hector held court at the end of a folding table, doling out pills from a battered tackle box and scribbling notes on a stained legal pad. His shirt was untucked, sleeves rolled to the elbows, and the dark half-moons under his eyes had deepened into bruises.

      Samara and Renata threaded through the crowd, dodging shuffling bodies and the occasional outstretched arm. People looked worse than they had that morning. Faces shone with sweat, eyes glazed and puffy, exposed skin blotchy and red. Some slumped in chairs, heads drooping, while others lay on the floor.

      Nearly a quarter of the colony was too sick to work. How long before it would be half? Or all of them?

      Hector glanced up as they approached, his eyes flicking to Renata’s face and narrowing.

      “You were supposed to come back if you got worse,” he said, voice edged with irritation. “Sit. Now.”

      He pointed to a cot wedged between the table and a rack of supply crates. Renata dropped onto it with the bonelessness of total exhaustion, her breath hitching as she tried to stifle another cough.

      Hector pulled a small inhaler from the tackle box, shook it, then pressed it into Renata’s hand. “Two puffs. Slow, steady inhalation. Now, please.”

      As Renata obeyed, Samara pulled Hector aside, lowering her voice so the nearest patients couldn’t hear.

      “Why is everyone getting worse? I thought the antihistamines and steroids were supposed to keep this under control.”

      Hector’s jaw worked as if he were chewing over the words before spitting them out. “They’re supposed to, yes. But it’s not like we’ve ever tested these drugs against an unknown antigen from another world. Dust gets everywhere, in the air, the food, and the water. Or maybe it’s not only the dust. Maybe it’s just an irritant that made it easier for an opportunistic microorganism to get a toehold.”

      “You’ve looked at blood samples?”

      “I’ve looked at every kind of sample you can get out of a human body, but my screening process is designed for viruses and bacteria we already know about.” He scowled at Samara like that was her fault. “If you were an immunologist⁠—”

      “There are other ways I can help.” Was he still holding it against her that Hofstadter had chosen her? “I could assay the blood samples you’ve collected and look for foreign DNA. Identify any that might be native.”

      He made a rude noise that went a little bit farther than a scoff. “We’ve been breathing the air, drinking the water, touching the dirt. We’ve been exposed to hundreds, maybe thousands, of native microorganisms. It’ll take you months to catalogue them all, and you still won’t know which one’s causing the problem.”

      More like weeks, Samara thought, but he wasn’t wrong. If she took the needle-in-a haystack approach.

      “That’s why I’d separate the white blood cells out and sequence them for the DNA of any microorganisms they’ve consumed. Then we look for a match in our environment.”

      “Consumed is the key word. White blood cells don’t just engulf invading pathogens; they also digest them. As in, break them down into their constituent parts.”

      “I might be able to find enough fragments to string together⁠—”

      “Pitch your experiment to Katherine, I’ve got patients to treat.” Hector pulled a bottle of pills from his tackle box and returned to Renata. “The inhaler opens up the airways, but I think we’d better start you on immunosuppressants, too.”

      The little relief Samara had been feeling evaporated. Immunosuppressants meant that antihistamines were no longer working to keep the dust allergy in check; Renata’s body had become so frantic to fight the perceived invasion that it was willing to strafe its own cells in friendly fire. And immunosuppressants had side effects, especially when used chronically. Like kidney and liver damage. Cardiovascular problems. Increased cancer risk. And vulnerability to even minor infections that a healthy immune system would have no problem handling.

      Once the whole colony was on immunosuppressants, one wave of flu could wipe them out.

      Hector patted Renata on the shoulder. “Feeling better?”

      “Tired,” Renata whispered.

      “You’re excused from the rest of your shift, and tomorrow’s too. Go home, get some sleep, take two more puffs every four to six hours.”

      But Renata almost toppled when she stood. Samara caught her, one arm around her waist. “I’ll walk you home.”

      Renata didn’t protest, only leaned her head on Samara’s shoulder. “Thanks.”

      Renata’s weight was nothing, but Samara walked slowly, not wanting to tax her friend and trigger more coughing. The path from the common hall to the village was a trampled rut through purple grass, bisecting the open ground where the shuttles usually perched. Samara frowned at the empty launch pads. The colony’s protocol was to keep at least one shuttle planetside in case of a medical emergency. Did Katherine know? Or had someone broken protocol?

      The shuttles’ absence made her feel queasy. She was trapped on the surface of DaVinci, no escape possible until at least one of them returned.

      Like everyone on Earth had been trapped after the colony ships departed. But they’d had no hope of escape.

      The thought of her family arose, forced to face the reality of being stuck on a dying planet. Her sister’s fury. Her father’s dignified resignation. Her mother’s hysterics. Her nephew’s confusion as he begged Auntie Sam not to leave.

      Her queasiness was nothing compared to the horror that they’d been forced to endure.

      Samara chose to honor their memory by feeling the smaller fear of being trapped for a few hours on a planet that hadn’t succeeded in killing her yet.
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        * * *

      

      “I understand your concerns, but I’m not going to authorize it.”

      It was probably a mistake to approach Katherine in the middle of their shift, but Samara didn’t want to wait for the leadership team meeting, where stubborn Hector would argue against her proposal no matter what, the others would weigh in on scientific details outside their expertise, and Ayesha would try to broker peace.

      Hector’s prediction had proven right: the white blood cells had digested too much of the DNA of whatever they’d enveloped by the time Samara had sequenced the collected blood samples. All that remained was a soup of nucleotides and gene fragments; it had been impossible to extrapolate how they’d originally been strung together.

      Her idea for narrowing the field had failed.

      If Samara had been able to analyze a blood sample immediately after the storm, she might have already discovered what had been in the dust that was making everyone sick.

      “What I’m proposing isn’t instead of what Hector’s doing, it’s complementary,” she protested. “While he’s looking for better treatments, I can help identify the trigger for the reaction.”

      Katherine hoisted a bag of fertilizer powder onto the worktable with a grunt, ripped it open, and deposited three scoops of the fine beige powder into the bucket of water at her feet. 

      Then she handed Samara a piece of dowel and motioned for Samara to stir.

      Samara stirred while Katherine added fertilizer to a second bucket.

      “But you agree with his assessment that it could take months just to catalogue every microorganism that it could be.”Katherine grabbed another dowel and began mixing her own bucket. “And it’s possible that it’s not a virus or bacteria, it could be something else. Chemical compounds we haven’t got the equipment to detect yet. The soil itself.”

      The colony leader shook her head. “There’s already too much resentment around who’s pulling what shift. I can’t put you in the lab full-time for a long shot right now.”

      “I don’t care what the others think⁠—”

      “We all need to care, because as members of the leadership team, we’re not just responsible for the physical survival of this colony, we’re also responsible for bringing people together.”

      “There won’t be anyone to bring together if we don’t find a cure for this.”

      Katherine set aside her dowel and grabbed a long-handled cup, then started down the row of seedling trays with her bucket of fertilizer, pouring a measured amount into the water reservoir for each tray of sprouts: peppers, tomatoes, okra, eggplant, and other vegetables. It was too late in the season to plant them in the fields, so they’d voted for a test run in the protection of the greenhouse to identify parasites, blight, and other native threats before they took the risk of planting a full field and possibly wasting a lot of their seed stock.

      It was a smart strategy, doing a small experiment that risked fewer resources while moving things forward. The right thing to do with limited, irreplaceable seeds from Earth. But, in Samara’s opinion, not the right approach for managing her lab access in a crisis. 

      “Hector’s homing in on a combination of drugs that he thinks will be more effective,” Katherine continued. “If they aren’t, I’ll reconsider, despite how short-handed we are right now.”

      “We’ll lose weeks while we wait and see,” Samara objected as she took the next row, blessing each seedling with a splash of nutrient-rich water. “Lucas could help⁠—”

      “I want Lucas building that climatological model for predicting dust storms. That’s top priority.”

      “But figuring out what’s making everyone sick isn’t?”

      Samara shouldn’t have snapped, but the idea that Briar’s pettiness would factor into Katherine’s decision infuriated her. What were one person’s feelings against the fate of the whole colony?

      Or was it possible that Katherine was using perceived fairness as an excuse, and that the real sticking point was that Samara was proposing a genetic approach to addressing the problem?

      Katherine stopped watering and gave her an assessing look. “I know it’s been a big adjustment, going from wearing a lab coat to pulling weeds and wrangling goats⁠—”

      “I used to spend summers on my uncle’s farm. I’m not a stranger to hard work.” But given how most of the others complained… Samara thought of Briar’s whining that pulling weeds had ruined her manicure. It was hard not to be offended that Katherine might be putting her in the same category as that spoiled young woman.

      “You’ve lost so much,” Katherine continued. “We all have. And it’s normal to cling to the familiar when you’re surrounded by uncertainty.”

      Samara’s fingers clenched around the handle of her bucket. “I’m not asking for special treatment, I’m asking you to let me help you solve the biggest threat to our survival.”

      Katherine sighed. “Look, I’ll authorize one extra shift per week working with Renata. Use it however you like, as long as you don’t slow her project down.”

      It wasn’t nearly enough, but what other choice did she have?
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      The heat wave had finally broken, and rumor said Katherine had signed off on cookies for the summer’s end celebration, sacrificing several precious kilograms of ship-ration sugar and flour to the cause. Samara’s crewmates had spent most of their shift speculating what type they’d be.

      Peanut butter (Ingrid’s childhood favorite, with a high nostalgia coefficient), chocolate chip (proclaimed an extravagance by Kamal, since they still hadn’t determined if chocolate trees could grow on DaVinci and ship’s stores were limited), or shortbread (the least resource-intensive, no eggs needed, but not a real cookie, according to Nik). 

      Samara didn’t care; she was just relieved to be approaching the end of the muggy swelter and the biting bugs, dubbed star mosquitoes by Renata, for the swirling blue and white patterns on their chitin-covered abdomens that had reminded the xenobiologist of Van Gogh’s Starry Night.

      Samara lagged behind the others as they trudged back from the north pasture, letting the happy chatter fade to background static. She rubbed at the inside of her forearm where a baby goat had bitten her, leaving behind a small double-crescent of darkening bruises.

      Corralled inside the prefab barn, the colony’s cows and goats ate only feed brought from Earth. The plan was to introduce local forage in slow increments, monitoring for any sign that the native biochemistry might sicken them. So far, the only side effect Samara had noticed was a collective mania to get outside. The animals had already cracked the plastic windows twice in their attempts to reach the purple grass on the other side of the fence.

      After the animals had been fed and cared for, Samara spent the rest of her shift pulling toxic weeds in the pasture where they’d soon roam. The skin on her wrists itched like hell from the iridescent sap that oozed out of the shiverleaf stems, but she didn’t dare take her gloves off, not even to wipe her face. In two more days, she’d be back in Renata’s field tent, where she wouldn’t notice the heat because she’d be doing work she was meant to do.

      Katherine had kept true to her word, allowing Samara three lab shifts per week, but despite cataloguing and sequencing more than a hundred microorganisms in the past two months, she still had no idea which of them might be the culprit. It was possible she hadn’t found it yet. Once again, she cursed herself for not thinking to take a sample of the dust immediately after the storm. And for letting Lucas handle the analysis instead of doing it herself.

      She skirted the perimeter of the waste processing plant, holding her breath to avoid the worst of the smell. The filtration pumps hummed their steady bass line over the whir of wind turbines, and above that, the distant shouts of the night shift prepping the next batch of pipes for the irrigation grid. The colony had doubled the size of its arable land in the last month alone, and for the first time since landing, the thought of real self-sufficiency seemed attainable.

      She walked east toward the Village, eighty identical prefab units in neat rows, each just large enough to make you wish for a few extra square meters. The lights were off in her cabin, which meant Lucas was still up on the Borlaug. The last time she’d seen him, more than a week ago, he’d apologized for his absence, claiming he’d been analyzing a complex anomaly in the planet’s mid-latitude circulation cells. But he’d stared past her shoulder as he said it, and the anxious pattern his fingers had tapped against his leg made her hesitate to ask if he’d been avoiding her. Cowardly, she knew, but what was the point of pressuring him to talk about the relationship they didn’t have just to soothe her feelings?

      Be honest, chided a voice in her head. You just like having the cabin all to yourself.

      To be fair, it was a luxury that no one else on DaVinci could claim. 

      Samara trudged to the cabin at the end of the last row, next to the colony’s fenced-off herb garden, where she keyed in her access code, stepped into the cool, dark living area, and slammed the door shut behind her.

      Silence, at last. And with it, a wave of fatigue that nearly buckled her knees.

      She peeled off her work shirt, careful not to get any of the lingering plant resin on the inner lining. The rash on her arms had faded a little in the last week, thanks to Hector’s latest cocktail of antihistamines, steroids, anti-inflammatories, and other drugs that he’d been giving them. Some still needed immunosuppressants to function, but most colonists seemed to be responding positively to the new mix, their symptoms easing to a tolerable level.

      It wasn’t a long-term solution, but it was buying them time to find one.

      She caught her reflection in the mirrored panel above the sink. Her hair was matted, skin streaked with reddish dirt, eyes bleary with exhaustion. But at least her mind wasn’t fuzzy, thanks to the lower dose of antihistamines. She ran the tap, splashed her face, and took a long moment to let the cold water numb her nerves. Then she stripped, tossing the rest of her clothes into the laundry bin and heading for the shower. She stepped in, dialed the temperature up, and shivered as cold water came on in a sputtering jet.

      The on-demand heater was broken again, and Maeve’s repair crew was so far behind schedule that it might be a month or two before someone could be spared for such inconveniences. But Samara didn’t mind. She’d spent the first month on DaVinci sleeping in the common hall with everyone else, lying awake at night as the air filled with a symphony of coughs, snores, and the low hum of whispered prayers. A cold shower in her own micro-habitat was a comparative luxury. She scrubbed at her hives with a soft sponge, exhaling as the ever-present itch briefly surrendered to numbness.

      Then she got out of the shower and dressed in a simple t-shirt and pajama bottoms, turned on the fan, and flopped down on the bed.

      Lucas always took the couch on the rare nights he’d slept here, claiming that the mattress aggravated his back. Samara was sure this was a lie. She’d caught him more than once sitting at the edge of the bed, staring at the wall with a look of such blank intensity that she’d started to wonder if he ever slept at all. When she’d asked him about it, he’d just shrugged and said, “I’m used to being on call. I can’t turn it off.”

      She couldn’t help worrying that his work ethic might be partially motivated by a desire to avoid being alone with her.

      Tomorrow, she told herself. Next time he came down from the ship, she’d bring it up. Suggest they trade off nights on the bed and couch. Ask if he was okay. Admit that she liked talking to him, even if it was mostly about work, and remind him that she didn’t need him to put up a front for her.

      The comm unit on the desk chirped, a single note indicating a priority message. She padded over, tapped the screen, and saw Katherine’s name at the top of the queue.

      Leadership meeting. Twenty minutes.

      For what? Last-minute party planning?

      Outside, the sun had slipped behind the ridge, and the prefab village glowed with the soft blue light of the path markers. Colonists drifted between their units in loose clusters, some already dressed for the party, others still in their work gear, faces smeared with dust and streaked with the day’s sweat. Samara took a circuitous route to avoid awkward small talk, cutting between the chicken coop at the edge of the Village and the shadow of the comm tower, where the new relay dish gleamed like a silver coin against the sky.

      For a moment, she let herself imagine a different kind of night. A night where she could sit on the porch, sip something strong, and listen to the wind without thinking about the next crisis. A night where her skin didn’t itch and her lungs didn’t ache. A night where she didn’t have to worry that someone would ask her about Lucas. 

      Inside the common hall, Samara made her way through the clamor of the party. Strings of LEDs twinkled like Christmas lights, triggering a surprising wave of emotion that she forcibly suppressed. Someone had rigged up speakers, and a driving beat vibrated in the soles of her boots. Plates piled with the promised cookies sat on the counter separating the kitchen from the main room. Samara veered left to get a closer look: chocolate chip. Katherine had opted for the extravagant choice.

      She grabbed one, still slightly warm, and took a bite. Found herself blinking back tears at the delicate sweetness of caramelized sugar that melted on her tongue, giving way to the flavors of butter and vanilla and gooey chocolate. And the nutty crunch of chopped coral nuts from the trees that grew at the edge of the pasture she’d been weeding today, so named because the shells had a delicate veiny pattern reminiscent of lace coral, as if DaVinci had decided to replicate Earth’s beauty using entirely different source code.

      The cookies offered both a shared taste of the home they couldn’t go back to and a promise that they could build something good here.

      Samara had tended to avoid parties on Earth, or if she’d felt obligated to go, she’d hung back on the periphery, feeling like an outsider who could only observe the interactions of people she didn’t quite understand. But tonight, she wanted more than anything to belong to this fragile camaraderie that Katherine had somehow manufactured with repurposed LEDs, music, and homemade cookies.

      She quickly devoured the rest of the cookie, then ducked into the corridor that led to the small conference room in the back, where most of the leadership team already sat in plastic chairs around the folding table.

      Everyone but Lucas.

      Maeve sprawled at the end of the table, grease stains streaked up both arms, cradling a mug of coffee that probably contained a mortal dose of caffeine. Leo was next to her, scribbling notes on a stained legal pad, slumped forward like his spine had given up trying to support the weight of everything he was trying to track. Katherine stood at the whiteboard, arms crossed, eyes unfocused as if she were reading a display only she could see.

      Renata sat nearest the door, and when Samara entered, she looked up and smiled with a warmth that evoked the same feelings that the cookie had.

      “Hey,” Renata said, her voice pitched low so as not to interrupt the others. “Are you ready for the party?”

      “I ate a cookie,” Samara replied, then didn’t know what else to say. Because none of the things she was feeling right now were things she wanted to say in front of the rest of the team. “Best thing I’ve ever tasted. You have to try one.”

      Renata beamed. “I helped make the dough. You’re lucky I have excellent self-restraint, or I could’ve eaten the whole batch.”

      Katherine rapped the table for attention. “Let’s make this quick. Maeve, infrastructure update?”

      Maeve set her mug down with a thunk. “South field sewer backup’s cleared. Temporary fix for now—we’ll need a permanent solution before the rainy season, or we’ll be swimming in it.” She shot a glance at Leo, who nodded but didn’t look up. “Power grid’s stable, but we’re running at eighty percent of projected efficiency. Turbine four keeps tripping the inverter. I’ve got a crew working on it tomorrow.” She ticked the points off on her fingers. “Still trying to troubleshoot the comm tower. We rebuilt the transmitter from the spare parts you had brought down from the Borlaug, but connectivity is going to be spotty until we figure out where the interference is coming from.”

      Katherine nodded. “Renata?”

      Renata straightened, hands clasped on the table. “So far, we’ve identified twenty-seven plant types with potential toxicity to humans or livestock, but also several species that look promising as future crops. There’s a fruit that tastes almost exactly like mango, if you ignore the aftertaste.” She flashed a grin. “On the animal side, none worth domesticating, but some of the insects might be edible if we process them right.” She glanced at Samara. “The field crew did a great job today. Some of the samples they flagged may have medicinal applications. At least two with possible anti-inflammatory or analgesic properties.”

      Katherine made a note on the whiteboard. “Excellent. Hector, you’re up.”

      Hector looked tired, his hair sticking up at odd angles and a shadow of stubble darkening his jaw. “We’re burning through the antihistamines and steroids faster than projected, even with the reduced dosages made possible by the new additions. Nearly half the colony is taking the maximum safe dose. A dozen have developed what I’d call early-stage autoimmune symptoms: joint pain, low-grade fevers, swelling. Cytokines are spiking, especially after hard labor or dust exposure. Soon we’re going to have to start rationing meds.”

      “Can we make more?” Katherine asked.

      Hector looked to Renata, who said, “We’re looking for plants that make the compounds we need. And I’m researching bacterial manufacture.”

      “How soon will we have to start rationing?” Katherine asked.

      “Hard to say,” Hector replied. “Applicants with allergies were eliminated during the screening process, so the ship was stocked on the assumption that we’d be treating occasional instances, not the whole colony.”

      “Hector.” Katherine gave the doctor her don’t bullshit me look. “How soon?”

      “A couple of weeks, unless I can find a way to make what we’ve got go further. Or lower everyone’s dose… but then we’ll have more people who can’t take a work shift.”

      Samara bit her tongue, resisting the urge to jump in. She should have been helping with this all along, not pulling weeds and doing basic sequencing runs that an undergraduate intern could’ve handled.

      The thought must’ve shown on her face, because Katherine asked, “Yes, Samara?”

      How could she say it diplomatically?

      “I don’t want to second-guess Hector, but there might be options we haven’t tried. Back on Earth, there was a promising study on epigenetic therapy for autoimmune disorders. Targeted methylation to shut down overactive gene expression.”

      Hector bristled. “You’re not a medical doctor. You aren’t qualified to⁠—”

      “I have a doctorate in genetics,” Samara shot back. “And I’ve read the literature. This isn’t some fringe idea. It’s been through animal trials and early-stage human testing.”

      “The entire point of this colony is to reestablish civilization without the hubris that destroyed the last one.”

      Samara felt her face flush with anger. “You’d rather let people suffer than try something that could help?”

      “I’d rather not try to kill a fly with a nuclear bomb!” Hector snapped. “We’ve only been treating this condition for two months, and you’re already proposing human trials for experimental gene therapy.”

      His hypocrisy was unbelievable. “What do you think you’re doing, testing out a new mix of medications on us almost every week?” 

      “Medications that have been in use for decades, backed by an extensive body of data, whose potential interactions are well-documented.”

      Samara shook her head. “Not on an alien allergen. Not on this world where there are a million unknowns.”

      “The medications are working,” Hector said. “We should focus our efforts on figuring out how to make more, not waste time tinkering with technologies that we know from experience are dangerous.”

      If Samara had learned anything from her last days on Earth, it was that you couldn’t argue with a person’s fear. And Hector’s fear was carved hard on his face.

      So she turned to Katherine. “I wouldn’t propose exploring this if I didn’t think it could be done safely and ethically.”

      The room went silent as everyone looked to Katherine, who continued to stare at Samara, unblinking. Was she considering a yes, or was she trying to find a way to say no that wouldn’t ruin the celebration in the next room?

      “This is a big decision that deserves serious contemplation,” Ayesha declared. “We should all vote on it, once we have enough information to make a good decision.”

      After a long moment, Katherine nodded slowly. “Create a proposal, including risks and how you plan to mitigate them. The decision needs to be unanimous.”

      Hector leaned back in his seat and steepled his hands on the table, looking pleased.

      He would never agree.

      His prejudice against her—or against her discipline?—had been clear from the beginning. Before she could explain the science that he clearly didn’t understand, she would have to convince him to listen with an open mind. Which could take weeks or months they didn’t have. She had to find another way.

      What if she could convince Katherine to give her permission to do the preliminary work?

      No, better to do the preliminary work and present it to the colony leader as a fait accompli, so she’d have data to support her proposal. Renata had enough grounding in genetics to verify that Samara’s approach was sound, and Katherine had proven herself a pragmatic leader. If Samara could present her with a viable solution, she’d be reluctant to dismiss it.

      Samara just needed proof.

      Katherine cleared her throat. “Hector, keep monitoring and create a list of the compounds needed to manufacture each of the medications we’re running out of. Samara, work with Renata to prioritize sample analysis. See if you can find native plants that already make these compounds, or something close enough that we can work with. And not a word of this to the others. We don’t want people to start hoarding medicine, or worse.”

      There was a general murmur of assent. Samara glanced at Renata, who offered a sympathetic smile from the other end of the table.

      As the meeting broke up, Samara lingered, hoping to talk with Renata in private. But Ayesha approached her before she was completely out of her seat.

      “I was hoping you’d stop by for a chat sometime.” If anyone else had said it, Samara would’ve heard it as a guilt trip, but somehow the psychologist managed to make it sound like a genuine invitation. “How are you doing, really?”

      Samara did her best to summon a smile. “Tired and itchy, just like everyone else.”

      “Tired and itchy and bored, right?” Ayesha said. “It’s tough when you’re used to using your brain all day, but your shift is nothing but chores.”

      “The baby goats are cute, when they’re not biting.” Samara pulled up her sleeve to reveal the bruises. “Watch out for the one with the white spot on her nose.”

      Ayesha laughed. “I’ve been hoeing this week. It’s kind of meditative, once you get into the rhythm of it.”

      Struggling to keep her smile going, Samara couldn’t help glancing at the door, which someone had closed on their way out, muffling the energetic thumping of music from the main room. She was dying to find a dark corner where she could eat another one of Renata’s cookies and watch the play of twinkling lights over the dancers. Maybe she’d even join them for a change, see if she could get into the spirit of celebration, just for one evening.

      “Some of the others have told me they dream about their old lives,” Ayesha said. “Do you?”

      Oh no. This wasn’t a casual chat; this was a mental health check-in. “Did Katherine ask you to talk to me?”

      Ayesha didn’t waste time denying it.

      “It must feel frustrating that the colony doesn’t need your core skill set yet.” Amazing how the psychologist could switch gears so smoothly. “Autonomy, mastery, and purpose are essential for our psychological well-being, and no one’s lost more of those three things than you have. Most of the rest of the leadership team is still doing the same job they did before, just in a different context. But you’re⁠—”

      “Useless, apparently.” Samara’s bitterness surprised her, and she tried to tone it down as she continued. “Katherine could be leveraging me in a dozen different ways, but she doesn’t understand what I do well enough to see it.”

      “And you’re concerned that the others will miss something you’d catch?”

      Samara saw the trap—say yes, and Ayesha might conclude that her criticism was coming from a need for control, or maybe perfectionism. Say no, and she was admitting that maybe she wasn’t needed after all.

      If Katherine was going to use the colony psychologist to tag team her, fine. Samara could play that game too. 

      “My biggest concern is that Katherine isn’t taking our situation seriously enough,” she said in a confidential tone. “You heard Hector. Two weeks until we have to start rationing medications that aren’t even treating the root cause; they’re just alleviating symptoms. And we’re starting from scratch when it comes to synthesizing new ones, assuming we can get the right compounds to start with. How long do you think we can keep the colony running without meds?”

      Ayesha’s pleasantly neutral I’m listening face didn’t slip, but the double blink told Samara that she’d gotten the psychologist’s attention.

      “In times of uncertainty, leaders need to project confidence,” she said. “Katherine’s doing her best to keep people calm.”

      “There’s a difference between projecting confidence and ignoring a problem that doesn’t have an easy solution.” Samara rolled her shoulders like she was trying to redistribute the weight of everything they weren’t discussing. “We can’t afford to underreact to the problem these dust storms pose. We don’t know how often they happen⁠—”

      “Isn’t Lucas working on a model for predicting them?”

      “—and even if they’re rare, we still haven’t recovered from the only one we’ve been exposed to. We should be throwing everything we have at finding a cure.”

      “But, genetic engineering.” Ayesha let out a huff of breath. “Isn’t that an overreaction?”

      “Not with the right safeguards.”

      “The scientists who caused the chytrid plague thought they were using the right safeguards, too.”

      “What they were doing is different from what I’m suggesting,” Samara said.

      “Different how?”

      And that was the frustrating part. “It’s hard for me to explain without getting technical.”

      “You can see how hard it might be for other people to hear, you’re just going to have to take my word for it, can’t you?”

      “Everything we try is going to involve some risk.” Samara struggled to keep her impatience out of her expression. “Hector will tell you that the medications we’re taking are safe, but taking any drug for an extended period has side effects, even at low dosage. Immunosuppressants can cause kidney and liver damage. Long-term antihistamine use can increase your risk of dementia and Alzheimer’s. Even everyday anti-inflammatories are hard on your digestive tract.”

      “But it’s possible our bodies will adapt to this planet over time. We won’t need to take meds forever.”

      Wishful thinking, but Samara could see that she’d pushed too hard. Ayesha’s expression had shifted from professional curiosity to the defensive mode people activated when presented with data they weren’t ready to process. Rather than face a difficult truth, Ayesha had opted to retreat into the comfortable fiction that hoping hard enough could change reality.

      Samara decided to call her on it.

      “Maybe,” she said, “but how often do you advise your patients to cross their fingers and hope their problems fix themselves?”

      Ayesha flashed a brittle smile, but there was anger underneath. “I haven’t seen Lucas much lately. Will he be joining you at the celebration?”

      “I don’t know.” Whether the question was just a desperate change of topic or an attempt to throw her off balance, Samara didn’t care. She glanced at the door again, pointedly this time. “He’s been busy building Katherine’s climate model.”

      She tried to step past, but Ayesha touched her arm. “It must be difficult. Everyone else is partnered up, but you’re alone most nights.”

      That did feel like an attack. Samara didn’t trust herself to answer civilly, so she just nodded.

      “You’re always welcome at morning circle,” the psychologist continued. “Community can be so important⁠—”

      “Thanks,” Samara said, pushing past Ayesha. “Have fun at the party.”

      Back in the main room, the music had shifted to something slower and more melodic, but the center of the space was packed people dancing, laughing, and drinking Leo’s appleberry wine, vodka that Maeve’s crew had made from a tuber that had proven non-toxic but too bitter to eat, and juice that could’ve been fresh-squeezed from mangoes, if you ignored the aftertaste. Almost everyone seemed to have a cookie in their hand.

      Samara considered joining them to see what it felt like to be part of the crowd, even anonymously. But her skin itched, and her nerves jangled, and she couldn’t shake her annoyance with Ayesha. And Katherine. And Hector.

      She ducked outside, into the relative quiet of the night.

      The breeze was cool, carrying the scent of river water and distant flowers. She leaned against the wall, letting the chill seep into her skin as she closed her eyes. She pictured Lucas up on the Borlaug, staring at data sets, trying to compile chaos into something with predictable outputs. She wondered if he ever thought about her, or if the point of staying up there was that he didn’t have to.

      Then she thought of Renata and Marcus, who were constantly inviting her over to play cards, to watch movies, to try the herbal teas Renata made from native plants and flowers. They’d treated her like an old friend even though they barely knew her. Samara had refused at first, reluctant to intrude on their free time together and worried that they were welcoming her out of pity.

      She’d come to rely on their friendship as one of the stabilizing forces of her existence. That worried her too. Because life had already proven that it could take anyone away from her. And would, given half a chance.

      Samara sighed and started down the path to the Village. No party was going to dispel this feeling. A good night’s sleep and⁠—

      Motion in the darkness ahead, a shadowy figure approaching from the west. Running. As the figure got closer, Samara realized it was Lucas.

      He stopped in front of her, not even breathing hard, even though he’d been sprinting full-out. “There’s a storm coming. Big one. I’ve been trying to call Katherine on the comms for more than twenty minutes.”

      “Maeve’s team is working on the comms,” Samara said, her pulse spiking. “How long do we have?”

      “Five minutes at most. Securing the livestock is top priority.”

      As he bolted for the entrance to the common hall, Samara sprinted for the barn. The large animals were already inside, but the open windows had to be shuttered, the external vents closed, and the air scrubbers turned on.

      That was going to be the easy part.
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      Samara could barely see through the grit that swirled around her as she lunged for the squawking hen that flapped just out of reach. Too stupid to live, she thought as she stumbled and went down on one knee. Most of the chickens had already been captured and shut in the coop, but this last one seemed determined to find its own hiding place as the edge of the dust storm enveloped the colony.

      Samara squinted, lungs burning as the hen made a fatal tactical error, darting between her legs like it had forgotten which species had opposable thumbs. This time, she caught it by the tail feathers and yanked. The bird let out a noise like a smoke alarm and turned on her with the fury of the betrayed, pecking at the backs of her hands as she wrestled it into a bear hug. 

      She turned around, realizing that the recalcitrant bird had led her deeper into the storm. She had no idea where she was or how to get back to the coop. She choked on the metallic tang of dust filling her nose and mouth, feeling a tightness in her throat despite the meds she’d taken only a few hours before.

      If her windpipe swelled shut before she got back inside, she could die out here.

      Because of a dumb chicken.

      As if it had heard her thought, the hen twisted in her arms, digging talons into her forearm. Drawing blood, Samara was pretty sure.

      Which way to the coop?

      The wind blew harder, and even squinting became impossible if she wanted to keep her eyeballs intact. Screwing her eyes shut, she picked a direction, shifting the hen under one arm and putting the other one in front of her as she shuffled through dust that abraded her exposed skin like industrial sandpaper. Five steps, and her outstretched fingers hit the wire fencing. Not the pen around the chicken coop. It was the kind of fence they’d put around the herb garden at the edge of the Village.

      Which meant she was a few yards from her cabin.

      She dared to open her eyes to slits and was rewarded with the faint blue glow of the path markers bleeding through the chaos. Closing her eyes again, she turned to face the spot where her cabin should be and began to pace, counting her steps. It should be no more than a dozen before she ran into the side of it.

      The wind tried to drag her sideways, but she kept moving, powered by adrenaline and the primal terror of drowning in her own respiratory fluids while clutching a hysterical chicken.

      Bam! Her fingers jammed against something hard. The hen fought harder to free itself, somehow managing to twist around and rake her hip, tearing through the thin fabric of the off-duty clothes she’d worn to the meeting. She groped her way along the wall until she found the raised edge of the door frame.

      A moment later, the handle.

      She turned and yanked, then stumbled inside, trailing dust and chicken feathers.

      A flurry of dust followed her in, coating everything around her. The air tasted of rust and fear; she coughed, and the metallic taste intensified. Dust or blood? She shut the door behind her, then dropped the chicken and slumped to the floor.

      The hen landed with a squawk and an undignified thump, wings flapping as it tracked dust onto every surface it touched. Samara’s coughing turned violent, something between gagging and retching. Suffocating. She crawled toward the kitchenette, palms slapping the grit-caked floor. The world tilted, then snapped into razor clarity: her own guttural choking, the high whine of wind trying to tear the windows out of their frames, the frantic pulse in her ears. A mask would be useless now. There was too much dust in her lungs already. Her chest constricted further as she spat out the blood-tinged mucus on the polymer flooring inches from her nose.

      Her vision tunneled, edges eaten away by a dark haze.

      There was a high-dose antihistamine injector she had stashed in the kitchenette drawer for emergencies per Hector’s instructions. Her fingers were numb, clumsy, but she managed to crawl the last meter on elbows and knees. She reached up and yanked the drawer handle so hard she ripped it off its tracks. It clattered to the floor beside her.

      Dropping back down to her knees, she pawed through it. Found her emergency med pack. Tore the foil pouch open with her teeth, pulled aside the collar of her shirt, and slammed the business end of the injector against the side of her neck. A punch as the device drove the meds into her skin, then the burn as the drugs infused into the tissues.

      The chicken settled on the table above her, glowering at her. Samara stared back as she let herself collapse against the cabinets, not caring that she was bleeding from a half-dozen scratches and coughing up what looked like rusty paint.

      The wind screamed. Or she hoped it was the wind, because if that was a person outside, she was sure they were beyond help.

      Samara shivered as she wiped blood and mucus from her chin. Her raspy breathing slowed as the antihistamine kicked in. She should have grabbed a respirator instead of racing straight for the barn. She’d assumed that Lucas’ estimate for the storm’s arrival would be accurate, that the animals would cooperate, that the chickens would have basic survival instincts. Wrong on two counts, and now she’d spend the next month coughing up dust.

      Right after the first storm, she’d been good about carrying a respirator with her whenever she left the cabin. But things had been going well, and she’d gotten complacent. They all had.

      She promised herself she wouldn’t let that happen again.

      Grabbing the edge of the counter, she pulled herself to her feet and retched rust-colored mucus into the sink until her eyes teared and her nose ran. Then she turned on the faucet, washing the dust from her hands before she slurped water from them. But no matter how many times she rinsed out her mouth, she couldn’t get rid of the taste. Bright splotches swarmed at the edges of her vision as the heaviness of physical exhaustion and antihistamine-induced lethargy began to weigh her down.

      Gasping for breath, she turned the water off and leaned against the edge of the sink. But when she glanced up again, something caught her attention out in the storm: a blurry shape cutting through the chaos with purpose. For a beat, it looked like a person, but it hunched forward and moved in a strange, loping gait that belonged to no human she knew.

      Then the dust thickened, and it was gone.

      Someone else caught out in the storm?

      She hoped not. Even with a respirator, staying out there long enough was courting death by anaphylactic shock.

      More likely, her brain was playing tricks on her, personifying the amorphous threat of the storm in a less frightening form. It was easier to imagine fighting a living creature than a force of nature. Wasn’t that why humans populated the darkness with monsters?

      Samara let herself sink back down to the floor, succumbing to the pull of gravity and drugs and exhaustion as the cabin dissolved into a haze. She didn’t even have the energy to crawl to the couch. But that was fine. She was filthy. If she stayed here on the floor, she could just mop it clean when she woke up.

      Assuming she woke up at all.
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        * * *

      

      Samara woke up on the couch with a blanket tucked around her. Dust still swirled outside the window. She couldn’t have been out long. But she didn’t remember stripping off her dust-caked clothes before passing out. Yet there they were, folded on the coffee table with that stupid chicken perched on top of them.

      A light clatter, then the sound of a drawer sliding back onto its runners, coming from the kitchen.

      “Renata?” she called.

      But it was Lucas who appeared in front of her.

      “What are you doing here?” she blurted, then realized what an asinine thing that was to say. Maybe hurtful, although his expression didn’t register offense. “Sorry, antihistamines make my brain slower than my lips.”

      Lucas had every right to be here. This was his cabin too, even though he’d only spent a half-dozen nights on the couch in the past two months.

      Although he didn’t have the right to undress her while she was unconscious, unless it had been a medical emergency.

      Which maybe he’d thought it was, given how he’d probably found her: unconscious on the floor beside an empty injector.

      The fingers of his left hand started tapping the side of his leg. She had obviously offended him.

      “I was concerned when I found you on the floor,” Lucas said. “Less so, after I confirmed that the injector was empty, but I’ve been monitoring your condition to be sure the dose was effective.”

      “Thank you.”

      “If you would like me to shelter in the common hall⁠—”

      “That’s not what I meant.” She’d rehearsed this conversation so many times, but she still didn’t know how to start. “This place is yours too, if you want to be here. And you don’t have to always give me the bed. We can trade off.”

      “I’m more comfortable on the couch.” His tapping sped up a little bit.

      She’d been hoping he would make it easier for her, but maybe she needed to make it easier for him. Be vulnerable first, show him it was safe to say what he wanted.

      “This is weird for both of us.” Samara sat up, making room for him if he wanted to join her. “What would make it more comfortable for you?”

      “I thought I was making it more comfortable for you. What am I doing wrong?”

      “It’s not you, it’s just hard to pretend that things are different than they are.”

      “Are you experiencing negative social consequences because of my absence? My skills are needed on the Borlaug to⁠—”

      “I just want to make sure you’re not staying away because you think I don’t want you here.” She didn’t know if the next part was a good idea or a bad one. “I like you, Lucas. I don’t mind that you’re different.”

      He cocked his head, and his fingers went still.

      Samara tried to read his face. Was he disappointed? Relieved? The only sign of any interior life was the staccato drumming of his fingers on the upholstery.

      “What I’m trying to say is, I’m fine with you here. I like spending time with you.” She pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders, feeling the chill of post-adrenaline letdown and lingering antihistamine haze. “But I don’t want you to feel like you have to be here either.”

      “Noted,” he said.

      Noted?

      Did he not understand that she was trying to connect with him? Or did he just not want that? It was impossible to tell from the way he was looking at her. If it had been anyone else, she would’ve guessed he was mad.

      “I understand that you have been spending most of your free time with Renata and Marcus.”

      Lucas didn’t sound accusing at all, even though he still seemed to be staring over her left shoulder instead of making eye contact. 

      “That’s true,” Samara said. “Does it bother you?”

      Lucas shook his head. “No. I understand that companionship is an element of mental well-being. Particularly in a context where many forms of routine comfort are absent.”

      Samara snorted. “Let me guess. You read a study about that.”

      “There are one thousand, two hundred and thirty-seven studies on the negative effects of loneliness in the Borlaug archives. I could provide a curated list if you’d like.”

      The laugh escaped her, bright and sharp, and for a moment she felt almost dizzy with the absurdity of it. “Of course you could.”

      He made brief eye contact with her as he smiled, and she thought he looked pleased. Did he just make a joke?

      His fingers dangled beside his thigh. Not even a twitch.

      Samara almost said, Your companionship enhances my well-being, but then she worried he would take that as pressure to spend more time with her.

      “Are you any closer to finding a pattern that would allow you to predict the dust storms?” she asked instead.

      “I have a preliminary model, but the atmospheric system here is highly nonlinear. There are feedback loops I don’t understand yet.” His fingers started moving again. “I was in the shuttle, several hundred kilometers south of the colony, when I saw the barometric data spiking. I tried to warn the colony, but I couldn’t get through. My only option was to try to beat the storm here.”

      She tried to picture him alone in the cockpit, watching the beginnings of the storm unfold on the sensor readout and not knowing if he would be able to warn them in time. “Thirty minutes would be a big improvement. If we’d had even ten, we could have gotten everyone inside before it hit. Or at least gotten the chickens in the coop.”

      Lucas glanced at the chicken, still huddled on the coffee table, cleaning her feathers with her beak.

      “Agreed. I will share the model with Katherine when the storm has cleared.” He smiled stiffly, still not making eye contact. “What have you been working on in my absence?”

      Such an awkward attempt at small talk. Samara found it endearing. 

      “Well, the bright side of this new storm is that I’ll have plenty of dust to analyze.”

      Samara explained her theory that if she could sequence an infected person’s white blood cells and cross-reference exogenous DNA against the genomes of all the microorganisms they’d discovered so far, she might find the cause of the illness. “But Hector was right about the DNA being degraded. I need a blood sample taken within an hour or two of infection. By the time he’s back in the clinic tomorrow morning, it’ll be too late.”

      “Your approach seems sound.”

      “Hector didn’t think so.”

      Lucas stepped toward her, and for a moment, Samara thought he might be about to join her on the couch. But instead, he walked past her and opened the cabin door, letting in a flurry of more dust.

      “Wait, what are you⁠—”

      He exited, slamming the door behind him.

      Samara sat frozen, struggling to understand what had just happened. Had she said something wrong? Was it the joke about the studies? Or had she, in her attempt at vulnerability, trampled over some unspoken rule in his head? It was hard not to be offended that he’d left without explaining. Or that he’d been willing to risk the storm to get away from her.

      Without a respirator.

      Samara shot to her feet, nearly tripping over the blanket as she staggered for the door. She pressed her face to the window but could see only a dark vortex obscuring everything beyond the glass.

      The common hall was more than fifty meters away. The path was marked by solar posts, but in this visibility, even a few meters was an eternity. The dust would already be in his sinuses, his throat, his eyes.

      Samara’s throat ached in sympathy. Her hands shook as she fumbled her way into her dust-caked clothes, shoving bare feet into boots still crusted with soil. She yanked open the bedroom closet and snatched both respirators from the shelf, her own, and the spare she’d stashed for him.

      She shoved her face into the first one, yanking the straps until they pinched her skin, then shoved the second one into her jacket pocket before bolting back out into the living room.

      The wind almost sucked the door out of her hands as she wrenched it open. She took a step outside and immediately collided with something solid and unyielding.

      Lucas.

      He caught her by the shoulders, his grip steadying her as the wind clawed at their clothes and hair. For a fraction of a second, his face was close enough for her to see the outline of his features through the dust: eyebrows drawn together, mouth compressed to a bloodless line, eyes narrowed to defensive slits. Then he spun her around and guided her back toward the door, using his whole body as a windbreak.

      They stumbled back inside. Lucas shoved the door shut with a force that rattled the hinges.

      “What were you doing?” His calm voice held an edge of incredulity.

      Samara stared at him, trembling with adrenaline for the second time that night.

      “I was coming after you,” she managed. “You forgot your respirator.”

      Lucas looked at the mask in her hand, then at her face, then back at the mask. “You went back out into the storm to bring me this.”

      “Of course I did.” Then, feeling absurdly exposed, she thrust the mask at him. “What were you thinking?”

      He accepted the respirator, turning it over in his hands with a curious, almost reverent attention before setting it on the counter. 

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Samara let her gaze drop to the floor, then noticed for the first time that Lucas was holding a small, black nylon case.

      “What’s that?”

      He walked to the kitchen and set the case on the table next to the chicken, who eyed it with deep suspicion. 

      “Sit,” Lucas instructed, entering the kitchen and pulling out one of the kitchen chairs with his foot. Samara hesitated, then followed and obeyed. The chicken waddled after her and settled at her feet, as if ready to bear witness.

      Lucas unzipped the black case. Inside, everything was arranged with military precision: sterile needles in individual wrappers, a tourniquet, and alcohol swabs. Then he produced two capped vials from his pocket, each containing a small amount of viscous yellowish fluid.

      A blood draw kit. He’d gone out in the storm without a respirator so that she could get the blood sample she needed.

      But he’d only been gone for a minute or two. The clinic was on the other side of the Village. And the dust was still so thick she could barely see the path lights marking the way through the window. 

      “How did you make it all the way there and back so fast?” Not to mention the time he must have spent finding the kit and the vials.

      “I ran.” Lucas didn’t look up as he snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves, then checked the barcodes on the vials with his tablet. “Roll up your sleeve.”

      She stared at him. It was impossible, but he’d done it. For her. She was both simultaneously grateful and angry: grateful that he’d wanted to help her find the thing that was triggering their immune systems, but angry that he’d risk himself to play hero. 

      Was that what drove him to volunteer for dangerous jobs, to spend days on the Borlaug sifting through data, to stand watch while the rest of them slept? He wanted to be a hero?

      She found herself suddenly furious, a heat rising up her throat that had nothing to do with the antihistamines or the storm or even the fact that she was still bleeding from chicken scratches.

      “I wasn’t asking you to go out there,” Samara said, voice low and sharp. “You could have gotten lost in the storm. You could have died.”

      His hands went motionless on the case. He turned his head, gaze settling somewhere just past her left ear, but she felt the full force of his focus like a targeting system locking on.

      “Neither of those things happened,” he said, as if that were the end of it. “Please roll up your sleeve.”

      Then it occurred to her that he might have dosed himself with Hector’s latest cocktail while she’d been sleeping. That would explain why he was so blasé about going out into that hellish maelstrom. And why he didn’t seem to be going into anaphylactic shock, despite the intensity of his exposure to the dust. 

      She nearly laughed, anger and relief colliding in her chest, making her lightheaded.

      “You’re impossible,” Samara muttered, but she did as he asked, peeling the sleeve away from her forearm. More dust had gotten under the fabric and caked in the shallow wounds; her skin looked like a topographic map of DaVinci, ridged and mottled. “You probably have half a liter of dust in your lungs.”

      “I held my breath,” Lucas said as he wrapped the tourniquet around her arm, right above the elbow.

      Was that another joke? “It was a terrible risk to take.”

      Lucas glanced up, blinking, as if surprised by her tone. “It was necessary. You said so yourself: any delay and we risk losing the DNA fragments.”

      “If you had collapsed out there, we would’ve lost them anyway.”

      “But I did not.” He shrugged, a small, economical lift of the shoulders. “Your analysis of this blood sample may determine the viability of the colony, so it was a worthwhile risk to take. Please clench your fist.”

      Samara obeyed, balling her hand until the veins stood out against her skin, trying to ignore the cold sting as Lucas cleaned the inside of her elbow with a swab.

      He unwrapped a needle from its sterile packaging with a dexterity that reminded Samara of his knife work in the fabrication lab, then fitted it to a collection tube and lined the tip up with one of her veins.

      “You’ll feel a small pinching sensation,” he warned, his eyes fixed on the inside of her elbow.

      “How does a ship’s captain know how to do a blood draw?” she asked, more to distract herself from the impending stick than because she needed to hear his qualifications.

      Lucas didn’t look up. “The captain is required to complete extended emergency medical training. In the event the medical officer is indisposed, it’s my responsibility to revive colonists from cryosleep, perform triage, and administer aid.”

      She watched his hands as he found her vein on the first try, sliding the needle in with a sharp but fleeting sting.

      “That’s a lot of responsibility on top of piloting the ship,” she said, trying not to watch the dark red line spurting into the tube.

      “I am the Captain,” he said, still not looking at her.

      When the first tube was three-quarters full, Lucas twisted the cap to release it from the needle still in her arm, then attached the second tube with practiced efficiency.

      She watched him work, the way his hands moved with total economy, not a single wasted motion. He was careful about the angle of the needle, the tension of the tourniquet, the way he pressed the square of cotton gauze, and withdrew the needle at the same time, so she barely felt it. Then he taped the gauze down with a strip of medical adhesive, neat and perfectly parallel to the length of her arm. He’d probably practiced hundreds of times on oranges or synthetic skin, or maybe on himself. Another example of how he approached every task: learn it, master it, execute it. As if he had a finite number of actions in his life and refused to waste any of them.

      She wondered how hard it had been for Hofstadter to find him. Had the eccentric billionaire found twelve more people as competent as Lucas to pilot the other ships?

      Or had the Borlaug gotten exceptionally lucky?

      “You may experience mild bruising,” he said, his voice now clinical as he handed her both vials. “These should be refrigerated until I can fly you up to the ship.”

      She felt the urge to say something else, to puncture the strange intimacy that had crept in during the procedure, but her brain was still mired in the slow-thick mud of exhaustion. “Thank you for doing this.”

      He nodded, then stood and stowed the case in the kitchen cabinet, wiping down the table and his gloves with a disinfectant wipe. The chicken, apparently satisfied that the crisis had passed, fluttered up to the table and resumed its preening. 

      Samara cleared her throat. “You should take the bed tonight. It’s your turn.”

      Lucas looked at her, then at the couch, as if calculating the most efficient arrangement of bodies and furniture. 

      “I will be fine out here,” he said in a perfectly neutral voice.

      “I’m going to feel like a jerk if you sleep out here again. Take the bed.” She gestured at the streaks on his jaw, the crust at his hairline, the rust-colored powder caking his uniform in the places it overlapped with her own. “Just promise me you’ll shower first.”

      He hesitated, and for a moment she thought Lucas might argue, but instead he just nodded. “If that makes you more comfortable.”

      He closed the bedroom door behind him with a soft click. A few moments later, the sound of running water cut through the hush of the cabin.

      Samara winced. She hadn’t warned him that the heater was still broken. But Lucas didn’t shout or curse. Maybe he’d expected it, or maybe he didn’t care.

      She picked up the crimson-filled vials and stared at them for a moment. This was what she’d needed: a chance to find the answer.

      For the first time in months, she felt the faintest twinge of hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Samara woke again, her head ached like she’d been kicked by one of the goats, her tongue was gritty and swollen, and her lungs felt like they’d been scoured with steel wool. She couldn’t remember why she’d fallen asleep on the couch in her work clothes, which were filthier than usual. And she might be dying of thirst. She must’ve overdosed on antihistamines last night to be this foggy.

      Then she saw the chicken on the coffee table, and it all came back.

      The party. The storm. Lucas and his impossible heroics.

      She jerked upright, startling the chicken, which squawked and launched itself off the small table in a flurry of wings and indignation. The bird landed with a heavy thump, shook itself, and fixed Samara with a look of such pure animosity that she almost apologized aloud. She watched it stalk across the polymer tiles, then disappear into the kitchenette with a series of clucks that sounded like cursing.

      It was tempting to think that last night had been a hallucination induced by anaphylactic shock barely averted in time.

      But the chicken proved otherwise. So did the gauze taped to her arm.

      She lurched to her feet and stumbled to the kitchenette, where she yanked open the fridge door and there they were: two neatly labeled vials, standing upright in a mug on the top shelf. Blood samples, taken a couple of hours after exposure. Her heart started beating faster, making her head pound worse, but the pain also cleared some of the fog. She had to get up to her lab on the Borlaug as quickly as possible. Refrigerating the samples would slow down the white blood cells’ digestion of whatever they’d enveloped, but it wouldn’t stop the process completely.

      She had to get to the ship. The sooner, the better.

      Samara hurried to the bedroom, hoping to find Lucas still asleep, but the door stood open, the bed made with military precision. He was gone.

      The disappointment registered as a physical ache, sharp as the headache that still throbbed behind her eyes. Silly, she told herself, to expect that he’d linger. He was probably already at the shuttle, prepping it for takeoff or loading cargo. Or maybe he’d still be debriefing with Katherine about his model for predicting the storms.

      Samara ran her hands over her temples, then winced as her palm came away gritty and streaked with dried blood. Her arms looked worse in daylight: scratches scabbed over, skin inflamed around them. The gauze taped to her elbow was peeling loose, dust caked in the adhesive.

      She stripped and shoved them into the laundry basket before stepping into the shower. The water hit her like a sheet of ice. She hissed at the shock, but it felt good on her inflamed skin, almost as good as a topical anesthetic. In less than two minutes, she rinsed off the worst of the blood and dust, then braced herself and ducked her head under the freezing spray to scrub out her hair. She watched reddish-brown rivulets swirl around the drain and disappear, leaving behind pale streaks on the white tile and raw, red patches on her skin.

      As soon as she was dressed again, she packed the blood vials with ice in her insulated thermos before securing the lid. Then she grabbed two empty sampling vials from her collection kit on her way to the front door, where she found the chicken glaring at her as if to say, I’ve been waiting.

      The moment Samara cracked the door, the chicken shot between her boots like a guided missile, launching itself outside and leaving behind a clear line of tracks in the thick layer of dust that blanketed everything.

      And she’d been worried about not being able to get another sample.

      She knelt on her porch, uncapped the first vial, and scooped up dust from the topmost layer, careful not to disturb the underlying strata. Grains clung to the glass, staticky and fine as flour. She repeated the process at the base of the porch’s support post, then at the lip of the rain gutter, filling both vials with the powdery brown sediment.

      Now she had everything she needed.

      Samara capped the vials and tucked them into her kit, then jogged toward the common hall, moving at a pace just short of a run. The dust underfoot had already started to dry into a thin, fragile crust that crunched with every step. The air was still sharp and metallic in the aftermath of the storm, and each breath sent yet another raw flash through her lungs.

      Near the edge of the village, she heard a high, keening cry, followed by a muffled sob. Samara slowed, scanning for the source. The sound repeated, raw and desperate, coming from the gap between two of the prefab cabins. She veered off the path and found Leila in her pajamas, doubled over and kneeling in the dirt, both hands clutching her belly. Covered in blood.

      Leila was losing another baby. And it was Samara’s fault. 

      She could’ve pushed back harder. Ignored Katherine’s orders. Done the right thing, even if she had to lie to get lab access. She’d known Hector’s solution wouldn’t be enough. But Samara had told herself it was Katherine’s decision.

      She knelt beside the young woman, setting her insulated thermos on the ground. Her skin was cold, clammy with sweat, and her eyes rolled toward Samara with a wild, glassy panic. She tried to speak but only managed a strangled, wheezing sound.

      Samara scanned her quickly: no signs of injury, just blood and more blood.

      “Easy,” Samara said, pitching her voice to the same calm she used on the goats when they were being difficult. “Breathe with me, okay?”

      “Please,” Leila wheezed, “please save her. It’s not her fault I lied. I did everything the doctor said. He said if I took them on schedule, the baby would be okay⁠—”

      Leila’s entire body went rigid, her spine arching as if she were being electrocuted. Then she crumpled sideways, curling up on her side with her knees drawn tight against her chest. She made a high, animal sound—half cry, half retch—then shuddered and went silent, her breathing shallow and rapid.

      Samara pressed a palm to Leila’s forehead, feeling the feverish heat there. “We have to get you to the clinic.” Not just for the baby, but because she’d lost a lot of blood. “Leila, do you understand?”

      A nod, fast and jerky.

      Samara hooked one arm under Leila’s back and the other under her knees. She lifted and staggered a step before getting her balance. Leila clung to her neck, whispering, “Don’t let her die, please, please, don’t let my daughter die⁠—”

      My daughter.

      Samara didn’t respond because there was nothing to say.

      By the time she stepped into the colony’s clinic, her knees ached and her back was on fire. The doors were propped open, and inside was chaos: colonists slumped against walls, some hacking, others dazed. The floor was tracked with mud and dust, and the air was rank with sweat and sickness. There was no other place to put Leila, so she set the young woman gently on the floor. 

      She scanned the room for Hector and spotted him on the far side, bent over a man on a cot. It was Kevin, one of Maeve’s engineers. His wife, Ingrid, stood at the foot of the cot, her face slack with shock, and beside her, Ayesha spoke in soft tones, but whatever she was saying, Ingrid clearly wasn’t listening.

      As Samara approached, Hector was checking the man’s carotid, even though there was obviously no point. The man was blue at the lips and far too still. Samara’s chest tightened with dread. The colony’s first death.

      And the baby Leila carried now might be the second, unless Hector had a miracle up his sleeve.

      “Can I help?” Samara asked quietly, not bothering with any preamble.

      Hector shook his head once, sharply. “If you were a medical professional, you could.”

      Ingrid began to sob. “He was fine. He just started coughing, and then he—he just—” She cut off, pressing both hands to her mouth.

      Hector shot Ayesha a look. The psychologist nodded and gently led Ingrid to the chair at the foot of Kevin’s cot.

      Samara turned to Hector. “Leila is miscarrying, lost a lot of blood. She’s struggling to breathe.”

      Hector muttered something under his breath that suggested he was taking Leila’s miscarriage personally before he made his way to where she knelt on the floor.

      As he crouched beside her, Leila let out a shriek, and blood gushed onto the floor, pooling beneath her with horrifying speed. For a heartbeat, no one moved; even Hector seemed paralyzed. Then he snapped into action, barking, “Help me!” as he positioned himself at Leila’s shoulders and gestured for Samara to grab her legs.

      They lifted her together, maneuvering her limp form onto the clinic’s only gurney. Leila’s head lolled, her eyes rolling back, but she clung to consciousness with stubborn rage. Blood soaked through the thin sheet in seconds.

      “Do you know how to prep an IV?” Hector’s voice was clipped, the question already an order.

      “Yes,” Samara said, hoping that muscle memory wouldn’t fail her.

      “Get it started. Fast as you can.”
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        * * *

      

      Hector had rigged up the portable ultrasound, and the screens glowed a cold blue that filled Samara with dread. Leila lay pale and still on the gurney. Her breath rattled in her chest like a loose bearing, despite several puffs from an inhaler and the cocktail of drugs that the doctor had injected into her IV.

      Justin sat beside Leila, hands clasped between his knees, his wedding ring smeared with blood. He didn’t look up as Hector moved the probe across Leila’s abdomen, but Samara saw the way his whole body leaned forward, bracing for the impact. He’d shown up a few minutes ago, claiming that he’d woken up to an empty bed and had followed the trail of bloody footsteps out the door, calling Leila’s name. 

      An image flickered into existence on the monitor: the fetus in its dark cocoon, perfectly still. Hector adjusted the probe, fingers steady, and for a moment, Samara thought she saw a twitch. But no heartbeat came through the machine’s speakers, no matter where Hector placed the transducer against Leila’s belly.

      “I’m sorry,” Hector said. “There’s nothing else I can do.”

      “Okay,” Justin breathed with no emotion. 

      The young man stared, not at the screen, but past it, like he might see some other version of his life projected in the air above Leila’s abdomen. Samara watched as he absorbed the loss, wondering if he had finally accepted the child only to lose it. Or was this relief disguised as shock, revealed in the barest loosening of the jaw and eyelids as the future he’d never wanted was erased for him?

      She’d seen enough grief to know it could take any shape, but what she saw on Justin’s face was neither sorrow nor relief. Just blankness.

      He blinked once. Twice. Then turned to Hector and asked, “Will she be okay?”

      He said the words like he was trying them out for the first time.

      “She’ll recover, but she’ll need rest. I’ll keep her here overnight. We’ll have to do a D&C if her body isn’t able to complete the process.”

      Justin didn’t ask what a D&C was, and Samara wasn’t sure if he understood that Hector had meant the dead fetus might have to be surgically removed to prevent a life-threatening infection as it began to decay in Leila’s womb.

      But she was sure he didn’t understand the grief that would hit his wife when she woke up and learned she’d lost another child.

      Leila hadn’t just been carrying a fetus; she’d been carrying her daughter.

      “Your wife is going to need a lot of support,” Samara said.

      Justin’s head turned toward her in slow motion after several seconds’ delay, as if he was so far away that there was a communications lag between them.

      He probably couldn’t absorb anything right now, but she felt like she needed to say it anyway.

      “Make sure Leila sees the counselor,” Samara added, nodding toward Ayesha, who cradled Ingrid like an inconsolable child on the other side of the room. “You’re both experiencing an emotional trauma, but she’s been through a physical trauma too.”

      A low moan came from the hallway before Justin could reply, followed by a pained grunt. Samara looked up to see a woman in a blood-streaked nightgown staggering in from the outside. Zoya, another one of the normals. Samara had shared kitchen duty with her last week. 

      Zoya’s face was blank, as if she’d forgotten how to be afraid. Hector moved to her with controlled urgency, taking her arm and leading her to the cot Kevin had occupied less than an hour ago.

      Samara felt like she’d failed Kevin, too. And Ingrid. And every single person in this clinic.

      But before that thought could drag her down into a bog of self-directed anger, another woman arrived, this one wearing a t-shirt and pajama shorts, frantically wiping her thighs with a blood-soaked towel.

      “Why won’t it stop?” she repeated. “Why won’t it stop?”

      Samara had pulled a shift in the fields alongside her two weeks ago, but now she was ashamed that she couldn’t remember the young woman’s name. Just another normal who’d complained about blisters and couldn’t tell weeds from seedlings.

      The young woman was just as bloody as Leila had been, and Samara wished she did have the medical training that Hector had criticized her for lacking. She felt so useless. The colony might never need her skills if they couldn’t figure out how to stop the dust storms from triggering miscarriages.

      If they got through this, she would ask Hector to teach her anything he thought would be useful in a crisis.

      Or maybe she’d ask Lucas. He’d said his emergency medical training had been extensive. And he didn’t resent her like Hector did. At least, she didn’t think he did.

      The front door banged open, and Leo strode in, streaked with blood and dust. He made straight for the med closet, flung it open, and started pulling bottles off the shelves.

      “Leo!” Samara called. “What’s wrong?”

      He looked up, anguish twisting his features. “They’re dying. All of them. Chickens, goats, even the bull—” He cut off, voice breaking.

      Hector appeared behind Leo, grabbed his wrist, managing to keep hold of it even as Leo tried to jerk away. “Stop.”

      “They’re choking to death. I have to⁠—”

      “We need the meds here. For people.”

      Leo looked like he might hit the doctor. “We lose the livestock, we starve.”

      “We lose the women, we die out. As a species.” Hector’s voice could have flash-frozen water. “Every resource we have goes to them until this is under control.”

      “They’re depending on us to take care of them!” Leo spat.

      Hector didn’t flinch. “If you don’t set those down and leave my clinic, I’ll have you removed.”

      Leo blanched, but he let the doctor pry the bottles from his hand. Hector released him, then turned to Samara. “There will be more. If we can’t figure out why the dust triggers this and stop it.”

      “It means extinction.” She felt the future collapse inside her. 

      She looked down at her hands, stained with the blood of another lost hope, and thought:

      This is how it ends. Not with a bang, but with a hemorrhage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Samara

      Day 60

      

      The infirmary reeked of blood and bleach, a sour chemical note layered over the bitter tang of loss. Samara leaned against the cool wall, her clothes damp with sweat and someone else’s fluids, and tried not to look at the four cots by the window. Four lives cut short before they started, four mothers grieving.

      She’d been in awe of Hector’s solid, calm presence through the procedures for the two women who’d needed them. He’d spent three more hours examining the rest of the sick colonists, distributing stronger meds for most. Now he napped on the floor of his office while all four of the women who’d miscarried rested under mild sedation. 

      Ayesha had been surprisingly at home in the chaos: she moved from cot to cot, sometimes sitting, sometimes just resting a hand on a shoulder or forehead. Every so often, Samara caught a fragment of prayer or whispered comfort, but the psychologist seemed adept at staying out of Hector’s way while always being there when one of the patients needed reassurance. She’d even led an impromptu worship circle to calm the miserable colonists who were forced to wait for hours because their symptoms had been triaged as semi-urgent. She envied Ayesha’s ease. Samara had never known what to do with other people’s pain, and here there was so much of it.

      Samara’s own hands were still stained, knuckles brown and sticky, the webbing between her fingers crusted where Leila’s blood had pooled and dried. She’d washed twice and hadn’t gotten it all off. The sight left her hollow, as if the night’s work had drained every useful part of her out and left only the shell. Her biggest contribution had been fetching whatever Hector needed from the supply cabinet and loading medicine cartridges into injectors—a job that could have been done by anyone who could read a label. Now she was doing her best to straighten up, so that when Hector woke, he’d be able to focus on treating patients. After she finished, she would fetch her insulated thermos from the path where she’d left it and track down Lucas. Assuming he’d waited for her. 

      She thought he would, unless Katherine gave him orders to the contrary. His heroics last night proved he understood that every second of delay degraded her chances of finding the answer they needed.

      Samara was almost done bagging up the trash cans filled with biodegradable cartridges, disposable wrappers, empty blisterpacks, and other medical detritus when a faint, raspy voice sounded from the row of cots where Ayesha stood vigil, her lips constantly moving even though she made no audible sound. More prayers, Samara assumed.

      “Can we have a memorial?” Zoya’s lips barely moved. Her eyes were open but unfocused, her skin waxy and gray, the painkillers keeping her just above the threshold of consciousness. But her hand reached for Ayesha, who took it in both of hers and squeezed gently.

      “Of course,” Ayesha said, her tone unshakeable. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      A tremor passed through Zoya’s fingers, a shudder that might have been relief or sorrow. Maybe both. “Don’t want to forget.”

      Samara wondered if a memorial for the long-dead family she’d left behind would make her feel better. Probably not. She couldn’t remember them without her mind speculating wildly about the horrors they must’ve endured after she left. 

      But maybe it would be different for these mothers. If their babies had suffered, it hadn’t been for long, and there might be peace in that thought.

      The door slammed open, and Katherine entered, trailed by a gust of cool air and the squeak of her work boots on polymer tiles. She’d changed into fresh coveralls, but her hair was still damp, and she looked like she hadn’t slept. She scanned the room once, took in the aftermath, then beelined for Hector’s office and woke him up.

      “We need an update,” Katherine said, voice pitched for privacy but hard-edged enough to cut through the fog of exhaustion. “Outside.”

      He nodded groggily and followed her into the corridor. Samara hesitated, then trailed after them, not sure if she’d been invited, but hoping to talk to Katherine about her new plan.

      The sunlight was harsh, so bright it made Samara blink, and the cloudless periwinkle sky overhead felt too big and open after the darkness of the storm and the confines of the overcrowded clinic. 

      Katherine kept her voice low as the three of them clustered near the steps of the clinic. “We lost four cows overnight. The rest are critical. Leo’s been with them since dawn, but he’s had to… improvise.” She hesitated, as if the words themselves offended her. “He’s using old field-vet methods, forcing tubes into their windpipes to keep their airways open and sucking mucus out of their lungs with an aspirator. I don’t think he’s slept, either.”

      “Have you necropsied the dead ones?” Hector asked, his tone already clinical, matter-of-fact.

      “Not yet,” Katherine said. “I was hoping you could do it. Figure out what we’re up against before we lose the whole herd.”

      Hector’s jaw twitched. “I’m not a vet. That would be closer to Renata’s specialty.”

      Katherine’s breath escaped like air from a punctured seal. “Why did every pregnant woman in the colony have a miscarriage last night? I thought the medications were working.”

      Hector braced himself against the clinic’s wall, arms crossed, as if bracing himself for cross-examination. “I ran blood panels on all of them, after the fact. Every single one showed an immune response significantly outside the normal range. I put all four on immunosuppressants and antihistamines; their vitals stabilized almost immediately.”

      Samara knew it was risky to challenge Hector, but this might be the opening she needed to get Katherine on board. “There are autoimmune disorders where a mother’s body attacks the fetus as foreign. Maybe the dust amped up the immune system so much that it started targeting not just the mother’s body, but also the baby’s.”

      “Usually only happens with Rh factor incompatibility, or when the immune system’s already primed for rejection,”Hector countered. “These women didn’t have any of the risk factors. And the antihistamines should’ve worked.”

      “Unless the rules are different here.” Samara turned to Katherine. “Were the dead cows pregnant?”

      “I don’t know,” Katherine said. “Leo was too busy keeping the rest alive to check. How much medication do we have left?”

      Hector’s laugh was dry and bitter. “Not enough. I had to give out higher doses to half the colony this morning. If we can’t find a way to synthesize more before the next storm…”

      “We will,” Samara said, surprised to hear herself sound so certain. “Renata’s been working nonstop. If there’s anything here with the right alkaloids or steroids, she’ll find it. Maeve can retrofit the lab gear to handle small-batch synthesis. Lucas can build some of the specialized equipment we don’t already have. And I’ve done enough bench chemistry to be useful.”

      Hector didn’t object, which showed how shaken he must be.

      Katherine straightened, the lines around her mouth deepening. “We need answers fast. If the animals keep dying, people are going to panic. And if the colony loses faith in us…” She didn’t finish, but the rest didn’t need saying.

      She turned to Samara. “Leo’s got one of the dead cows in the work shed at the edge of the fields. We don’t want people seeing or hearing it until we know what happened. Find Renata, get her prepped, and do the autopsy together. Leo will take care of the remains.”

      “Before I do that, I need to get up to the ship⁠—”

      “I know, Lucas practically mutinied when I told him to leave without you.” Samara opened her mouth to explain the urgency of analyzing the white blood cells, but Katherine added, “Autopsy first. Lucas assured me that there should still be enough DNA to analyze if you keep your blood samples refrigerated for the next twenty-six-point-two-nine hours.”

      Samara laughed as gratitude flooded through her. She imagined Lucas delivering that information to Katherine while tapping the side of his leg and staring slightly over her head. 

      She would love to see what his version of a mutiny would look like. 

      The thermos. She’d left it on the ground where she’d found Leila. 

      Samara raced back toward the village, relieved to discover the thermos exactly where she’d left it, between the two cabins. 

      Leila’s cabin and Briar’s, she realized, seeing the latter through the window of one and Leila’s husband, Justin, emerging from the other. Justin avoided making eye contact with Samara as he hurried away, as if he thought she had come here to lecture him more about what Leila needed. 

      Katherine had known about Briar’s resentment toward Leila before the cabins had been set up, and she’d chosen to put the two of them right next to each other, when there had been seventy-eight other spots to choose from. Did she think forcing them to be neighbors would make them friends? 

      It seemed naïve, but Samara thought again about what Katherine had said in the greenhouse. 

      We’re not just responsible for the physical survival of this colony. We’re also responsible for bringing people together.

      Maybe that was Katherine’s responsibility. But right now, Samara believed that she was the only person with a chance of ensuring their physical survival.

      And she wasn’t going to let anyone stop her, even if it meant mutiny.
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        * * *

      

      Leila surfaced from the blackness slowly. Her body felt remote, each limb weighted with sleepy numbness; they refused to respond to her commands. She tried to swallow and found her throat raw, as if she’d been screaming for hours. But she wasn’t at home. The bedsheets were too thin and scratchy against her upper arms.

      She was in the clinic.

      The memory came in shattered fragments: the hot wash of blood, the crushing agony in her lower belly every time another contraction hit, crawling down the dirt path knowing she’d never make it in time to save her daughter. Then Dr. Makinde, carrying her, and Dr. Callas, his voice calm and kind, but his expression warning her not to hope. 

      She must have passed out after that. Or they’d knocked her out on purpose. 

      She managed to roll her gaze to the left, where an IV rack stood, one transparent tube trailing down toward the bed where it was probably connected to her arm. Beyond that, everything blurred. She remembered Justin holding her hand and tried to call for him, but what came out was a croak. 

      It was enough. A dark shape detached itself from the corner and crossed to her bed.

      Dr. Basu’s eyes looked even larger and more luminous in her narrow face as she leaned over Leila, and her mouth was set in a line that tried and failed to be cheerful.

      “Hey,” Dr. Basu said, sitting on the edge of the cot. “You’re awake.”

      Not, don’t worry, you’re going to be okay. Or, you were bleeding, but we saved the baby.

      “Where’s Justin?” Her lips were dry, and the words came out sticky.

      Dr. Basu smiled, but it was a gentle, practiced smile that therapists probably learned in school. “He was here for hours, but there wasn’t anything he could do for you, so I sent him home to rest.” Her hand found Leila’s and squeezed it lightly. “You need rest, too.”

      Leila let the words drift through her like smoke. 

      “He didn’t want the baby,” she said, staring at the ceiling. “I think he was glad I lost it.”

      Dr. Basu didn’t flinch away from the terrible thing Leila had just said. But her reply wasn’t all that helpful either:

      “No two people grieve in the same way. Sometimes people push others away, or act angry, or just… stop talking altogether. Doesn’t mean they’re not hurting.”

      Leila tried to laugh, but her diaphragm seized and all that came out was a cough. “He was angry before. Angry at me for risking our spots in the colony, even before…” The sentence broke off, snagged on the barbed wire that seemed to fill her throat, and her vision blurred as fresh tears stung her eyes.

      Dr. Basu squeezed her hand again. “We’re all grieving, Leila. Every single person in this colony has lost almost everyone they’ve ever known, along with their homes and the lives they expected to live. We lost our whole world, literally and metaphorically.”

      Leila felt a sour wave of shame rise through her chest. She’d been so locked in her own loss that she’d forgotten anyone else could feel as hollow as she did. 
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