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      The lake’s surface looked like polished obsidian, reflecting the periwinkle sky streaked with violet clouds.

      Phoebe stopped for a moment, glancing at Lucas beside her. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “The iron oxide and manganese particles suspended in the water create an unusual light refraction pattern.”

      “Or you could just say it’s beautiful.”

      He smiled. “It’s beautiful.”

      They were approaching the lake from the southern hill, traversing the loose scree angling down toward the water. A large group of Hyperionites had already gathered on the shore, their scaled skin shimmering in shades of blue, green, silver, and violet. The adults sat in a loose cluster, braiding fibers into rope as younger kids waded in up to their waists and stood shivering, their arms wrapped tight around their chests. A few bolder teenagers threw caution to the wind, diving in and disappearing into the lake before surfacing farther out. Flutter and her friends prepared to launch a raft from a small dock extending from the jetty several dozen meters past the adults.

      Flutter waved for Phoebe to join them.

      “As we agreed, I’ll return for you in three hours,” Lucas announced.

      “You don’t have to come back. I know my way home.”

      “I told your mother I would accompany you.”

      Phoebe refrained from rolling her eyes. “She worries too much.”

      “Possibly, but my presence alleviates her concerns, which means you can visit with your friends.”

      “Fine.” Phoebe sighed. “Where are you going?”

      “To scan the higher elevations for new mineral deposits.”

      “That sounds super boring.”

      Lucas smiled. “You won’t have to share a tablet with your siblings if I’m able to discover extractable neodymium deposits. We’d be able to manufacture new ones.”

      “You’ve been saying that forever.”

      Lucas didn’t reply, only continued along the path and up the side of the opposite hill.

      When was Samara going to realize Phoebe was old enough not to need an escort? She knew the area better than the back of her hand. Besides, Flutter and the other Hypers were her friends. She couldn’t be safer here.

      But her mother worried about everything all the time, as far as Phoebe could tell. If she was ten minutes late for dinner without checking in on her comm, she got a lecture. If she put one foot outside the colony’s perimeter sensors by herself, lecture. If she forgot to take her morning dose the second she woke up, lecture.

      She wished her mother would trust her for once. She’d had the same safety training everyone else had, gone through the same survival classes and passed the same certification test. But Samara acted like she was a toddler who didn’t know the difference between an edible berry and a poisonous one.

      Phoebe ran towards the jetty, kicking up loose stones and sending them rattling down the slope ahead of her. Her foot twisted, her arms flared and she half-slid, half-sprinted the rest of the way. The last few strides turned into a controlled slide, until she hit stable ground with a thud that rattled her teeth.

      Once down the hillside, she slowed, pausing at a formation of rocks near the shoreline to examine a cluster of fleshy, tubular structures emerging from a central bulb growing out of a crack in the stone. The tubes pulsed slightly, contracting and expanding in a slow rhythm.

      She knelt, brushing her fingers over the tubes; they curled slightly in response. Had she seen this plant before? Maybe in passing? She couldn’t recall. But she might as well take a sample for Renata. Maybe her mother would find it interesting too, although Samara rarely had time for anything these days beyond her lab work.

      Phoebe shrugged off her backpack and retrieved the collection kit she always carried, unzipping the compact case to reveal the array of tools that Renata had taught her to use before she could read, including sterile forceps with molecule-thin tips, a laser scalpel barely thicker than a pencil, and collection vials filled with clear preservation medium that could stabilize organic samples for up to three weeks at ambient temperature.

      “Sorry,” she muttered as she used the scalpel to cut loose a small section of the tubule and placed it in the vial with the forceps, along with some of the amber fluid that welled up from the wound she’d inflicted. Then she sealed the tube, labeled it with the date and location, and packed everything back into her kit for later.

      She heard clapping and glanced up.

      Flutter was waving at her again. Less patiently, this time. They were waiting for her.

      Phoebe got to her feet, hoisted her bag over one shoulder, and sprinted the rest of the way to the dock, eighteen crooked planks salvaged from old crates, anchored to the shore by metal poles hammered into the lakebed. The whole thing listed a few degrees and creaked with every footstep, but it was stable. When it finally wore out, the Hypers would rebuild it with whatever they could find. They were like that, constantly trading for the colony’s scraps and turning them into something useful.

      Flutter waited for her on a small wooden raft that had been lashed together with rope and sealed with sticky resin from ironbark trees, using laser cutters to drill through to the softer phloem inside. The resin hardened into a flexible, waterproof coating that helped to keep the raft buoyant despite the high mineral concentrations in the water. Flutter had told Phoebe that before her people had arrived, the Hypers used to pack hot coals around the trunks to soften the tough bark so it could be penetrated with metal drills.

      Flutter was tall for her age, her scaled skin shimmering in tones of blue-green and silver, the ridges along her forearms and neck more defined than those of the younger children. Her dark, fathomless eyes brightened when Phoebe arrived.

      Poke stood ankle-deep in water beside the raft, reflecting light off the lake glinting on the bronze flecks that dotted his dark green scales, while Tally crouched near the center of the raft, fiddling with a device that Phoebe had never seen before. The iridescent sheen of magenta and violet waxed and waned across her indigo scales as she moved.

      Phoebe signed their names, and they both grinned in welcome. Like Flutter, they had the same delicate, angular features and deep-set, dark eyes that seemed to drink in the light.

      Flutter reached out, gripping Phoebe’s wrist, helping her onto the raft. The planks dipped under her weight, but that didn’t stop her from throwing her arms around her friend and hugging her.

      When Flutter pulled away, she was already signing in their language: “Did you bring it?” Phoebe grinned and sat next to Flutter, shrugging out of her backpack. Then she opened it up and pulled out a small bundle wrapped in waxed paper. Inside were pieces of dark, amber-colored candy. It was chewy and sweet, made from sugarcane syrup and native tubers dried and ground into a powder, then flavored with petals from a flower that only bloomed for a week in the spring, which gave it a faintly spiced, almost floral aftertaste. Renata had perfected the recipe over the years, and when Phoebe was younger, she’d begged to help harvest the flowers; she’d spent hours in the kitchen with both her mothers, making batch after batch.

      But for the last few years, Samara had been too busy in the lab to help, and lately, Phoebe found herself bored by the time they poured the first batch into the trays to harden.

      Now, she’d rather be outside—when she wasn’t hanging with Flutter and her other Hyper friends, she volunteered to go hiking with the biological collection teams, just to get out of the colony proper. When Samara was too busy to notice, she’d risk sneaking out by herself to explore the ruins of the Hyperion colony, where the Hypers had been created. It was mostly rusted-out prefab buildings and a defunct lander that the Hypers had stripped of every usable component long ago, but it was better than being home where Samara monitored her every breath.

      Flutter bounced up and down with impatience, signing: “Please, please.”

      Phoebe broke off a chunk of the candy and held it out.

      Flutter snatched it, popping it into her mouth with a pleased trill. Phoebe laughed as Flutter’s expression shifted to delight.

      “Sweet. More?”

      “Not yet,” Phoebe signed. “Let’s make it last.”

      “Ready?” Poke signed.

      Phoebe nodded and Flutter signed for him to take them out.

      Poke untied the raft and reached over to where he’d stored a long wooden pole wrapped in strips of treated fiber for better grip. He jammed the unwrapped end into the water, digging it into the bottom of the lake, and gave a powerful shove. The force sent a ripple through the raft as it lurched free of the dock.

      Shiny eggplant-colored water swirled around them. Each of Poke’s pushes sent them farther from shore.

      Tally hunched over a clunky device that looked like it had been cobbled together from at least a dozen different machines, connected by a wire to its cone-shaped receiver.

      Flutter pulled more salvaged tech from a hay-woven satchel at her side. The scratched screen had buttons running along the lower edge. The lettering on the sides of the case had completely worn off, giving Phoebe no clue as to what it had once held.

      The raft drifted, passing by a cluster of teens playing nearby. Poke flicked his pole, sending droplets of water spraying at them and breaking the rippling reflection of the sky in the mirror-like surface of the lake. They laughed and splashed back in return.

      Phoebe glanced at Flutter’s tech. “What’s that for?”

      Flutter signed a sinuous, waving motion.

      Phoebe frowned. She hadn’t seen that gesture before.

      “Fishing?” she guessed, though the sign didn’t quite match the one she knew.

      Flutter shook her head. “Sweet?”

      Phoebe smiled, digging into her bag and passing her another piece, then two more to the others, and one for herself.

      It wasn’t long before Poke brought them to a stop and secured the pole to the side of the raft. Tally lowered the cone end of her gizmo into the purplish water and started fiddling with the controls. Meanwhile, Flutter produced a wire, plugged one end into her screen and passed the other to Tally, who connected it to the larger device.

      Flutter’s screen flickered to life. Abstract images appeared — small blobs moving across the display in various directions. She twisted a dial, adjusting it. After a minute the smaller blobs disappeared. And a half-dozen larger, slower-moving shapes came into focus.

      Flutter trilled.

      Poke turned to look at her.

      She turned her screen so he could see it.

      Poke stiffened, then stood, balancing himself on the raft. He grabbed the pole, smacking it against the water’s surface. The teens turned to look at him.

      Phoebe’s stomach tightened. Something was wrong. She leaned over Flutter’s shoulder, watching the blobs move across the screen.

      Poke tucked the pole against his torso then signed something — too fast for Phoebe to follow.

      The teens in the water exploded into motion, heading to shore. Most of them made it. Except for three who’d been having the splash-fight earlier.

      One of the boys disappeared so fast it looked like he’d been hooked from below, his outstretched arms vanishing in an eruption of foam. The second twisted mid-stroke, his expression changing into one of pure shock before he too was yanked below.

      The third teen — a girl — stopped swimming and looked back. Then she took a deep breath and dove beneath the water.

      The only evidence that they’d existed were the ripples left behind by their disappearance.

      Hyper parents ran to the water’s edge, yanking out children that had been splashing in the shallows.

      Phoebe got to her knees, scanning the water, waiting for the three teens to surface, but nothing. Then the ripples smoothed out, leaving behind only the gentle rocking of the raft.

      The seconds stretched. Too long.

      She tightened her grip on the edge of the raft, pulse quickening, watching the water.

      Where were they?

      A flicker of movement caught her eye. A shadow shifting beneath the surface, quick and sinuous. Then another. But the teens still weren’t coming up.

      A cold spike of panic shot through her. “Where⁠—”

      One of the boys broke the surface of the water, wrestling with something that looked like a large eel. It thrashed, ten feet of sinuous body, sharp spines running behind its head and down both sides. Its wet skin gleamed like leather. Its mouth was lined with needle-like teeth that snapped at the air.

      Now Phoebe understood the sign that Flutter had made earlier.

      The boy clung to it, trying to keep the creature under control. But it buckled and thrashed, spines raking across the teen’s arms and chest, carving thin, crimson lines into his skin. He bellowed but refused to let go even as his blood mixed with the swirling water around him. Phoebe shot a panicked look at Flutter, but then another teen burst from below, gripping the eel-thing’s tail.

      Then the girl surfaced, a sharp stone in her hand. She closed the distance between her and the eel-thing in seconds. The first boy shifted his grip, forcing the creature’s head up, exposing the pale flesh beneath its ridged throat.

      And the girl struck.

      She drove the stone down into the creature’s exposed throat. It ripped through layers of sinew and cartilage with a wet, crunching sound.

      The creature convulsed, its ridged body flailing in a final, desperate attempt to escape. Spines flared along its sides. But the teens held on.

      The girl didn’t stop.

      She drove the stone into the creature’s flesh again and again. The eel-thing shuddered, its mouth gaping in a silent, drowning scream. Dark, inky blood burst from the wound, spraying across the girl’s face.

      Then the creature jerked. Once. Twice. And went still.

      For a moment, there was silence. Just the ragged breaths of the teens, their bodies slick with water and blood.

      Then, a rising trill filled the air.

      The three swam toward shore, taking the dead eel-thing with them. A woman ran over to greet them, inspecting their wounds.

      Phoebe mimicked the sinuous sign Flutter had made earlier, then signed, “Can you eat it?”

      Flutter grinned wide, eyes bright with amusement, and patted her stomach. “Smoke, eat later.”

      Poke glanced at Phoebe with a look she wasn’t sure how to interpret, then began pushing them back toward the shore with his pole while Tally disconnected Flutter’s screen from the larger device.

      She wasn’t sure what it was with Poke these days. Sometimes it seemed like he didn’t want her there. Other times he was as friendly and playful as the others. Maybe he resented her being there to watch the hunt, as an outsider. Samara was constantly reminding Phoebe that no matter how friendly the Hypers seemed, they had different rules, and they thought differently. Phoebe had to be extra-careful to avoid causing a cultural misunderstanding.

      Another totally unnecessary lecture. They’d studied the Hypers in school, starting with how they’d descended from the original colonists and how their culture had evolved into something unique over time. Most of her classmates thought the Hypers were disgusting, but Phoebe had been fascinated. So she’d begged Lucas to take her with him when he visited the village to study them, and he’d somehow persuaded Samara to give permission.

      She felt at home with them in a way that she never had with her own people.

      Phoebe turned to Flutter and signed: “Want another lesson?”

      Flutter nodded, handing her screen off to Tally.

      Phoebe reached into her own backpack and pulled out her tablet, tapping the screen to load the app she’d been using to teach Flutter to read. It was meant for toddlers — bright colors, oversized letters, a little too cheerful — but it worked.

      First she wrote a word on the screen with her finger: Crap.

      Then she signed it.

      Flutter let out a high-pitched, oscillating sound, a trilling noise that was unmistakably laughter. When she stopped, she copied Phoebe. Her handwriting was shakier, but her control was improving. The app let out a cheerful trumpet sound, the screen flashing a shower of digital confetti before the word disappeared, making space for the next attempt.

      Tally turned toward shore, signing. A minute later, everyone was back in the water. Poke, glanced over his shoulder at them—that look, again—then got up and stripped his shirt off before diving in.

      Flutter signed, “Asshole.”

      Phoebe wrote it on the screen: Asshole.

      Both girls laughed.

      “Alright,” Phoebe said, hitting another button and handing the screen to Flutter. “Let’s try something more difficult.”

      She wrote: Phoebe wants to swim. Then she pointed to each word and signed it to Flutter, who copied them on the touchscreen.

      “Excellent,” Phoebe signed as another confetti shower appeared. Then she wrote several more sentences, making the signs for each one once they were written: Are you hungry? Do you like candy? And finally: Poke likes Flutter.

      Flutter looked embarrassed, but happy. “Who do you like?”

      Now it was Phoebe’s turn to feel embarrassed. “No one.”

      Flutter signed, “Sad.”

      Phoebe flipped Flutter off. Then they both laughed.

      She glanced over at Poke as Flutter loaded the next level and began playing on her own.

      All the boys Phoebe’s age in the Vitruvian colony were just… boring. And she wasn’t attracted to any of the girls, either. Renata kept telling her she’d “blossom in her own season,” whatever that meant. But Phoebe had been feeling more and more isolated, drifting away from the people she once felt connected to: her schoolmates, her siblings, her parents. The more her former friends focused on relationships and starting families, the more she wondered what was wrong with her.

      Why didn’t she want the same things they did?

      Maybe it was just Lucas’ influence. He always made her feel there was more to life than simply accepting what was given. Together, they’d gaze at the stars, contemplating the vastness beyond. And Phoebe knew there was something more for her.

      She looked down, her reflection wavering. Samara had been on her case for weeks to pick a vocational track.

      “Genetics makes the most sense,” she’d said yesterday. “ You’ve already logged 324 hours in my lab, you understand the equipment, and we need more researchers for the next phase of adaptation studies.”

      But Phoebe’s first apprentice session fixing ventilation systems with Maeve had been more fun than all those lab hours combined. And the astronomy lessons with Lucas, using the telescope they’d cobbled together from salvaged Hyperion lenses and colony-manufactured mirror arrays — that was what she really looked forward to.

      But Phoebe would feel guilty if she didn’t follow in Samara’s footsteps.

      Samara Makinde was the woman who’d engineered human survival on DaVinci, and everyone expected Phoebe to follow those impossibly large footsteps.

      And the worst part was, she was good at it. Which meant that they were all probably right.

      The raft rocked beneath her and she leaned forward, dipping her fingers into the water. More than anything she wanted to see the Borlaug—the colony ship that Samara and Renata and all the other adults had traveled on to settle DaVinci, still orbiting above them. But they had to conserve shuttle fuel for emergencies, and the ship in orbit was powered down to preserve its energy stores. She’d been brokenhearted when Lucas explained that the colony wouldn’t have the capacity to refuel and refit the Borlaug for a trip to another world in her lifetime.

      That infrastructure would take a few hundred years, at least. Not to mention everything they’d have to mine, starting with the radioactive material, plus scaling food production far beyond the colony’s needs in order to preserve enough for a full crew to have years’ worth for traveling.

      It wasn’t fair.

      Poke surfaced right by her fingers.

      She jerked back, startled. He grinned up at her, treading water. Then held up what looked like a handful of deep green seaweed with ribbons like tendrils. Phoebe took a piece from him. It was slimy to the touch. She held it up to her nose and sniffed. It smelled like a combination of fish and something metallic, with an undertone of sweetness that seemed entirely wrong.

      She glanced at Flutter, who shrugged.

      Phoebe nibbled a tiny piece. Bitter. She gagged and spat it into the water. Flutter, Poke, and Tally all laughed.

      Phoebe signed: “Asshole.”

      Poke grinned and dove down again.

      Flutter nudged her, then signed: “Poke likes Phoebe.”

      She flushed, watching the ripples where Poke had disappeared in the water.

      Maybe. But Phoebe didn’t like Poke.

      Not like that.
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      The greenhouse always hit Atlas with a wall of competing smells: the sharp tang of tomato stems (limonene and alpha-pinene compounds), the earthy stink of compost (breaking down at 40°C in the decomposition beds), and the metallic undertone of the hydroponic nutrient solution (pH 6.2, optimized for leafy greens). Each climate zone maintained its own precise environment — Section 3 where he stood now kept a steady 26°C with 65% humidity for the nightshades.

      He pinched off another yellow aphid — Myzus persicae, one of six Earth pest species that had made the journey to DaVinci as stowaways in the settlement’s seed stock. The tiny insect’s exoskeleton gave way with a microscopic pop between his fingers. It was the twenty-seventh he’d found today, a troubling 18% increase from yesterday’s count.

      Atlas wiped the remains of the aphid on his pants and turned to the next plant. The ventilation system hummed overhead, cycling air through filters designed to keep native contaminants out of their food supply. A rhythmic heartbeat that sustained the greenhouse. He barely heard it these days.

      Beyond the plexiglass walls, he saw hints of DaVinci’s true landscape — jagged mountains set against a violet sky, scattered patches of the dark blue-green vegetation that had evolved on this world. So close, yet untouchable to most of the Naturalists.

      “Shift’s over, Atlas.” Jared stood at the end of the row, already pulling off his work gloves.

      Atlas straightened, rolling his shoulders. “Finished your section already?”

      “Not everyone’s as thorough as you. You coming?”

      Atlas shook his head. “I want to finish this row first.”

      “Suit yourself. Don’t miss evening prayer.”

      “I won’t.” But he would rather spend a whole night working in the greenhouse than an hour at worship.

      Atlas watched the other workers file out, voices fading as the airlock cycled and sealed closed behind them. Silence settled over the greenhouse in their absence, broken only by the soft hiss of the irrigation system activating in a distant section. He counted to three hundred in his head, giving his coworkers time to make their way through the connecting corridors back to the residential domes.

      When the number was up, he counted again.

      Five minutes of complete silence confirmed what his gut already knew — the greenhouse was empty.

      Only then did Atlas walk to the secluded alcove in the back corner, where a bunch of shelving units were loaded with soil bags, fertilizer, and work tools. His secret lay hidden behind an old tarp on the largest shelf.

      The panel looked like any other section of the greenhouse wall, but Atlas had modified it—now, it was a door. He laid his palm against a section that was slightly discolored and pushed.

      The panel swung inward with a barely audible click as the pressure seal broke.

      Fresh air rushed in.

      Atlas stepped outside and inhaled deeply. Compared to the settlement’s sterile air — all chemical scrubbers and recycled breath — the outside smelled raw and alive: iron-rich soil, the sharp tang of alien vegetation, and that unmistakable electric scent that preceded sporestorms. Nothing about it was safe, controlled, or doctrinally approved. That’s what made it perfect.

      The greenhouse stood at the base of a steep hill, leading up to a field where the settlement’s small flock of sheep grazed during the day. A series of weathered sheds housing feed and supplies lived at the summit. Beyond the ridge lay the Vitruvian colony. Not that he’d ever been there.

      You had to have special approval, and Dr. Basu was never going to give that to him.

      Atlas took another deep breath of air that most of his fellow Naturalists hadn’t tasted in years. Yet here he stood, immune to the spores for reasons nobody fully understood.

      The Divine Blueprint.

      It was supposed to make him feel special. He felt like a lab rat instead.

      The sun was beginning to set.

      Atlas had maybe ten minutes before he’d need to return, or risk being missed.

      But the idea of going back inside was almost unbearable. The same faces, the same conversations, the same prayers. Even the air seemed to recycle the same molecules, growing flatter and deader by the breath. Outside, the world was vast and alive and utterly indifferent to human notions of purity. More and more, he hated being indoors, confined by walls and dogma and expectation.

      Sometimes, in moments of very dangerous imagination, he imagined running away. Heading straight to the valley and abandoning everything he knew. The thought both thrilled and terrified him. There were Vitruvians and Hyperionites out there—dual sources of contamination that could destroy the Divine Blueprint he carried.

      But despite the danger, the thought of leaving occupied more and more of his waking hours, even infiltrating his dreams.

      The thought of leaving made him feel more alive than anything had in years. There were no voices out there telling him where to go. What to do. Who to be.

      It would just be him, the wind, and the shifting sky. Valley would give way to hills and mountains and forests and places no one had ever been. Maybe he’d find something out there waiting for him. Maybe he’d become something new. He might disappear, swallowed by the silence, his bones left for the wind to scatter.

      Even death on his own terms would be preferable to a life spent shut up in this place with nothing but prayers and sermons about his responsibilities to provide salvation for the entire settlement.

      He could hear Dr. Basu in his head, preaching that this was why it was so important to control one’s thoughts. Ideas were like the Bloom, the native fungus that contaminated everything on DaVinci. Once they took root, they spread through every corner of your mind until thinking anything else became impossible.

      Atlas watched a cloud darken, its edges tinted magenta from the setting sun. He’d give anything to live outside permanently. He’d seen old photographs of Earth — green trees and blue skies that looked as alien to him as DaVinci must have looked to the first colonists. Was this how they’d felt when they first arrived? A sense of simultaneous wonder and alienation?

      The light was almost gone.

      Atlas filled his lungs one last time with honest air, then slipped back through his makeshift door.

      He moved silently through rows of Earth vegetables, aliens themselves on this foreign soil, heading toward the airlock that would return him to his gilded cage.

      Everyone knew that he could go outside without an environmental suit, but he’d been forbidden to, for fear that he would carry the fungal infection back in with him.

      Besides, the carrier of the Divine Blueprint couldn’t be seen to break the rules. He had a responsibility to the future of humanity on DaVinci. Or at least the future of the Naturalists. As Dr. Basu reminded him daily.

      The airlock cycled, flooding his lungs with the familiar, heavy air of the colony and Atlas tried not to cough. He exited the greenhouse, walking home through the transparent corridors. He passed the entrance to the Sanctum, the only place in the settlement that even he wasn’t allowed to go. Only Dr. Basu and her highest acolyte, Elda, had the entry code to the place where the Divine bestowed its blessings and its punishments. As a child, Atlas had been terrified of the whispered stories about what happened to the impure or imperfect who tried to sneak into the Sanctum.

      By now, he was pretty sure it was where Dr. Basu herself prayed for hours at a time, and that was far more of a discouragement than tales of divine bogeymen.

      A few children ran through an intersecting corridor as he turned the corner, their laughter bouncing off the curved walls. They fell silent when they saw him, slipping past, as though not wanting to disturb him.

      Atlas flushed.

      Everyone in the settlement knew who he was.

      His ability to survive on DaVinci without the immunosuppressants that all the other Naturalists depended on was the foundation of his entire identity — supposedly proof of divine favor. His very existence was supposed to prove that rejecting genetic engineering and trusting in purity was the right choice. He wasn’t allowed to just be Atlas — he was the Divine Blueprint, a walking prophecy, the colony’s salvation wrapped in human skin.

      Atlas wasn’t a person to them.

      He was something else.

      Something sacred.

      Even the youngest ones understood that much.

      Scientists in the Vitruvian colony probably had a technical explanation for his immunity — gene mutations or adaptive responses. But here, uncertainty bred faith. His unexplained resistance made him special, chosen, responsible.

      A walking miracle that validated every restriction, every rule, every sacrifice the Naturalists demanded.

      And Atlas hated it.

      The only good thing about having the Divine Blueprint was the ability to go outside.

      The residential dome came into view — a bubble of reinforced polymer stretched over a metal framework. It was located in the second ring, closer to the center than most. Another privilege of being the Divine Blueprint.

      He felt a flicker of guilt about bypassing the full decontamination process after his brief time outside.

      But he’d been going outside for two years now without subjecting himself to the chemical spray down that would erase the scent of the outdoors from his nostrils. He’d been careful to avoid contact with anyone until he’d showered, and he washed his clothes immediately himself, so no one could accidentally touch them and pick up a random spore. And no one had gotten sick. Not because of him, anyway.

      Atlas arrived at home.

      He heard voices from within.

      There was only one person who’d dare call on them this late.

      He pressed his palm against the sensor and the door hissed open to reveal an ambush. His mother sat ramrod-straight on her meditation cushion, hands clasped in her lap. Dr. Basu occupied the spot beside her, radiating authority despite her small frame. And there was Dr. Basu’s daughter, Hyacinth, completing the triangle of judgment, her eyes fixed on him with unsettling intensity.

      Atlas stiffened.

      Why was she here?

      Lately, Hyacinth had developed the unnerving habit of materializing wherever Atlas went, like she’d installed a tracker under his skin.

      She’d appeared across from him in the dining hall three days running. Rearranged the prayer circle to claim the spot facing him. Started asking detailed questions about greenhouse shifts she’d never shown interest in before. The pattern was too deliberate for coincidence, and too persistent for Atlas to ignore.

      They had little in common beyond their mothers’ positions in the settlement’s hierarchy. Hyacinth was devout in a way that made even his mother seem lax, reciting doctrine with a fervor that bordered on fanaticism. Their conversations — if they could even be called that — consisted mainly of her agreeing with whatever he said, then steering the topic toward settlement traditions and worship circles.

      Now Hyacinth sat beside her mother, hands folded in her lap. Their eyes met and she looked… happy. Happier than he’d ever seen her.

      He found it unnerving.

      “Atlas.” His mother rose, gesturing for him to sit. “We’ve been waiting.”

      “I was finishing my shift in the greenhouse,” he said, remaining near the door. “What’s going on?”

      Dr. Basu stood, smiling. “We have wonderful news.”

      The cold knot in his stomach tightened. Whatever they considered wonderful news was unlikely to align with his definition of the word. “About what?”

      “After extensive analysis and prayer,” Dr. Basu said, “we’ve determined that you and Hyacinth are the best genetic match for procreation. Congratulations, Atlas, you’re engaged.”

      Atlas glanced at Hyacinth, who didn’t look even a little bit surprised.

      “But… I’m not ready to get married. Right, Mom?”

      Dr. Basu glanced at Briar, and Atlas saw the surrender in his mother’s eyes. “No one is ever ready, Atlas. But at some point you have to take a leap of faith.”

      What was he supposed to say to that? He doubted this “genetic match” had anything to do with actual compatibility — it was about power. Dr. Basu wanted her bloodline directly linked to the Divine Blueprint, ensuring her grandchildren would be first to inherit immunity.

      “There’s much to be done before the ceremony,” Dr. Basu continued. “The official announcement, of course. And once Hyacinth enters the Sanctum, she will not speak to outsiders, not even you. Her days will be spent in prayer and reflection, cleansing body and soul in preparation. When she’s ready, the ceremony will be held. You will become husband and wife.”

      Husband and wife.

      Atlas heard the words as if from a great distance.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      He wasn’t ready for marriage.

      Especially to Hyacinth.

      “I’m honored to be the first to receive the Divine Blueprint,” she said.

      “As you should be,” Dr. Basu said. “After your union is blessed, all women of childbearing age will be spiritually wed to Atlas.”

      Hyacinth blinked. “What?”

      Atlas felt like he’d been punched in the gut. He spun toward his mother, the betrayal burning in his throat. “Mom?”

      Briar dropped her eyes. “Dr. Basu knows what’s best for our people.”

      Atlas caught the slight tightening of her fingers, the flicker of something — discomfort? — as she shifted on the bench.

      “Justin would be so proud,” she added.

      Ever since his father had died, Atlas’ mother had developed the habit of invoking his theoretical approval whenever she sensed that Atlas would balk at doing what she wanted.

      It had worked when he was younger, but the older he got, the more he resented having to please someone who’d died when he was three.

      “The Divine Blueprint must be shared with as many worthy vessels as possible.” Dr. Basu said. “But do not fear, Hyacinth. You alone will be his wife in body. The others will only be joined to him in spiritual ceremony, to allow the Divine Blueprint to be transmitted to them.”

      Hyacinth swallowed. “Yes, mother.”

      The room shrank around him. His chest tightened as if the air itself was turning solid in his lungs. Panic clawed up his throat, hot and desperate.

      “No. I won’t do it.”

      Dr. Basu’s face hardened. “This isn’t about what you want, Atlas. It’s about the survival of true humanity on this world. You’ve been blessed with the Divine Blueprint. With that blessing comes a certain responsibility to all Naturalists.”

      “One I never asked for.” Atlas said.

      “None of us chooses our purpose.” She shifted into her sermon voice — a hypnotically silky cadence she used to make doctrine sound like gentle suggestion rather than absolute command. “The Divine chooses and we accept. Your immunity is not random chance, Atlas. It is a gift that you will share with all of the children of the next generation.”

      Atlas stared at her.

      Children?

      He wasn’t even married, and she was already ordering multiple kids? Atlas turned back to the door, grateful he hadn’t taken off his shoes. He hit the sensor and the door hissed open.

      “Atlas!” His mother’s voice cracked like a whip. “Where are you going? This discussion isn’t finished.”

      “It is for me.”

      Atlas bolted without looking back. His feet carried him toward the greenhouse automatically, instinct seeking the one place where he could breathe.

      He needed space. He needed clarity. He needed a way out.

      He eyed the security cameras that watched every corridor. Dr. Basu insisted the cameras were for protection, in case the Hyperionites attacked or the Vitruvians tried to sneak in and sabotage them. But no one had seen a Hyperionite this far south in years, and when members of the other colony visited, Dr. Basu insisted they have an armed escort. Atlas suspected the cameras were really there to make sure no one wandered off-message.

      The relentless red eye blinked down at him. He resisted the urge to stick out his tongue.

      “Atlas, wait!”

      He heard Hyacinth’s footsteps behind him in the corridor, but he didn’t slow down. She caught up to him at the junction, nonetheless.

      “Wait, please. She raised her hands, palms open. “Just talk to me.”

      He stepped back, afraid she’d touch his clothes and possibly pick up spores. There hadn’t been a sporestorm for weeks, but… just because he didn’t want to marry her didn’t mean he wanted her to die.

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” he said. “They’ve decided everything for us already. Don’t you resent that?”

      Hyacinth ignored his question. “I know it’s sudden, but… it doesn’t have to be terrible.”

      “Doesn’t it?” Atlas studied her face. “How long have you known about this?”

      “I found out an hour ago.”

      She seemed sincere, but Atlas wasn’t sure if he believed her.

      “I’ll be a good wife to you,” Hyacinth said. “I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll make you happy.”

      The edge in her voice made Atlas uncomfortable. He looked at her — really looked at her. She was pretty enough, with dark hair and eyes that matched her mother’s. But there was no spark.

      No connection.

      Atlas saw only a trap.

      “I don’t want a wife.”

      Her face fell. “What do you want, then?”

      Her question caught him off guard.

      What did he want?

      Freedom. Air that didn’t taste recycled. A life where he wasn’t defined by some genetic anomaly. But how was he supposed to explain that to Hyacinth? Or his mother? Their entire worldview was shaped by scripture.

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “But not this.”

      “We’re getting married, Atlas. My mother has decided.”

      “Then she can find someone else to play the groom.”

      “There is no one else.” Her expression hardened. “You’re the only one with the Divine Blueprint.”

      “I don’t care.” Atlas said, then walked away.

      He broke into a sprint once he rounded the corner, his footsteps echoing down the empty corridor. He listened for pursuit, heart pounding in his ears, but she didn’t follow. He might not know what freedom looked like yet, but he knew with absolute certainty it wasn’t wearing Hyacinth’s face.

      His entire body ached for escape — not just from this conversation, but from the smothering confines of settlement life. From the expectations crushing him from all sides. From a future that had just been handed to him like a death sentence dressed up as divine purpose.

      It was dark out.

      And still hot.

      Summers were always like that on DaVinci.

      Atlas slipped out through his greenhouse escape and made his way up the hill to one of the sheds, walking around to the side where an old wooden bucket stood. He stepped up on it, then hoisted himself onto the sloped roof.

      He lay down on his back, staring up at the sky.

      The first stars had started to appear: pinpricks of light in the gathering darkness. All his life, he’d been told that his immunity was a gift. A blessing. Divine intervention that proved the rightness of the Naturalist’s path. But lying here, watching the sky, Atlas could only think of it as a curse. A genetic prison that had shaped every aspect of his existence.

      He would give anything to be free of the blueprint. But there was no escape from what and who he was.

      Atlas watched the stars emerge in their full glory as darkness descended.

      He might not have long.

      But for tonight, he was free.
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      Dr. Ayesha Basu closed her office door, walked to her desk, and settled into her chair with a frown. What was she going to do about Atlas’ defiance? Youth always clung to the illusion of choice, as if wanting something badly enough could make it real. But choice was indeed an illusion, especially in matters as important as this. There was only what needed to be done. The sooner he accepted that, the less pain he would cause himself — and everyone else.

      She had spent years preparing him for his role in the colony, shaping his understanding of duty, laying the foundation for the Divine Blueprint so that he would step into that responsibility when the time came.

      She hadn’t expected Atlas to hesitate.

      But he had.

      Hesitation was a cancer that needed to be cut out quickly. Atlas still clung to the childish notion that he was an individual with choices, rather than accepting his role as a vessel for something greater. He couldn’t see that personal desire was meaningless compared to collective survival. But he would learn. Hyacinth would guide him, soften him, reshape his rebellion into acceptance. And if gentle persuasion failed, Ayesha had other methods waiting in reserve.

      Ayesha reached for the comm on her desk and keyed in Katherine’s code, pressing the transmission switch until it clicked into place. The tuning dial cycled through frequencies, searching for a signal. Static hummed through the tiny speaker, punctuated by the occasional blip of interference.

      No response.

      Ayesha adjusted the dial, fine-tuning the connection, then tried again. Tapping her fingers against the desk, she waited.

      The comm finally crackled to life.

      “It’s nearly midnight.”  Katherine sounded tired.

      Ayesha almost laughed. “Come, now. We both know you’re still up working.”

      A heavy sigh broken by static. “What do you want?”

      “The status of that tractor component I sent with last week’s shipment. The oats are ready to harvest but we’re falling behind doing it by hand. I need the tractor to work now.”

      “Maeve’s team is still trying to find the right kind of processor to swap in. None of the ones we have will work.”

      Ayesha’s fingers tightened around the comm. “This sounds like sabotage.”

      “Why on earth would I sabotage your settlement?” Katherine sounded irritated.

      “If we can’t bring in enough food for the winter, we’ll starve. Then we’ll have to come to you for help. We’ll be even more dependent on you.”

      “It wasn’t my idea to split the colony. And everyone who went with you chose that path. If you don’t have the people to fix your tech, then you have no choice but to rely on our abilities and timelines.”

      “‘I told you so?’ After all your talk about cooperation?” Ayesha pulled the smooth yellow prayer beads from her pocket and ran them through her fingers. They slid between her fingers like worry stones, their rhythmic movement the only thing that kept her from saying what she really thought about Katherine’s excuses.

      Katherine sighed again. “We’ve got plenty of food in storage if you need it. All you have to do is let me know how much you need to cover the shortfall.”

      Ayesha grimaced. She’d be grateful when her settlement had grown large enough that they no longer had to rely on the Vitruvians at all. “How does our next delivery stand?”

      “Food, medicine, and fertilizer. All as ordered. I’ll send an update on the tractor component when I have it. But if you’d like to renegotiate the trade deal⁠—”

      “I didn’t say that.” Her jaw tightened. Of course Katherine would bring that up. “And you know very well that you depend on what we give you as well. And you can’t afford for your people to find out either.”

      Katherine was silent.

      Ayesha smiled. Gotcha.

      “Everything will be delivered on schedule.” Katherine signed off.

      Ayesha set down the comm and paced her office, prayer beads clicking softly between her fingers. Self-sufficiency remained frustratingly out of reach. Katherine had been right about the soil quality — a fact that burned worse than admission of failure. They needed twice the acreage to produce the same yield as the Vitruvian fields. Her people were already working sixteen-hour days, harvesting grain by hand while swaddled in environmental suits that turned the simplest task into an ordeal. Without that tractor component, they’d face a critical food shortage by winter. And if dependence on Katherine’s “generosity” became the norm, it would be the beginning of the end.

      Ayesha would not allow it.

      She paused at the window, looking out at the residential domes glowing in the dark. Her people deserved the dignity of self-sufficiency. Because as much as she hated to admit it, fear had a way of eroding conviction. If things got bad enough, some of her people might start whispering about going back to the main colony where “things were easier.” Ayesha had seen it happen before — how quickly faith crumbled when stomachs growled. How easily devotion gave way to pragmatism when children went hungry. She had not led her people into the wilderness only to watch them crawl back to Katherine’s embrace. The Divine had tested her plenty. This was simply another trial to overcome, another chance to prove her worthiness. She would find a way to feed her people, with or without Katherine’s help.

      Failure was not an option when the alternative was extinction.
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      Samara felt the whine of the insect before she spotted it — a high-pitched drone right by her ear. Her hand lashed out reflexively, slapping her skin with a force that stung her own flesh.

      It darted away.

      Then landed on her arm.

      Culicidae stellaris

      Star mosquitoes.

      Renata had named them that for the swirling blue and white patterns on their chitin-covered abdomens that had reminded the xenobiologist of Van Gogh’s Starry Night.

      She slapped at the insect again. Then lifted her hand. Had she gotten it? Yep. There was a smear of dark purple blood across her forearm—the red of her own mixing with the indigo of whatever native creature it had fed on first.

      Samara flicked its crushed body away, watching it spiral to the floor. Its translucent wings, torn and useless, fluttered one last time while six needle-thin legs kicked frantically at nothing before curling inward like a dying spider’s.

      Summer on DaVinci brought a plague of the damned creatures. But thankfully, their bites didn’t itch much. And in a month or so, they’d be gone.

      The common hall’s cooling system wheezed like an asthmatic patient, running at maybe thirty percent capacity after three weeks of malfunction. The fans spun frantically beneath the curved metal ceiling, accomplishing nothing but circulating hot air from one miserable corner to another. Someone had propped the long windows open with metal rods, a pointless gesture in the dead, stagnant air.

      The hall had been the first permanent structure they’d built after landing on this planet, and the now-modified walls displayed a peculiar marriage of Earth’s technology and DaVinci’s materials: polished metal struts framing sections of gray-hued wood native to the planet that had replaced the original metal walls, which had been cut up into smaller pieces and repurposed.

      Vitruvia’s leadership council slumped around the scarred wooden table, sweat plastering their shirts to their backs and darkening their collars. Samara fought against heavy eyelids as Mahmoud droned through geological details, his tablet projecting wavering 3D maps that seemed to shimmer in the heat haze. Twenty minutes into his presentation, and the only thing keeping her awake was the persistent buzzing of another star mosquito somewhere nearby.

      “—and that’s when we discovered the vein running directly beneath the eastern section of the lake.” His voice finally penetrated Samara’s haze of exhaustion. “Initial scans indicate approximately sixty metric tons of copper ore. Assuming eighty percent extraction efficiency, we’re looking at potentially forty-eight tons of refined material.”

      Samara jolted to attention. Copper meant circuitry. Circuitry meant repairs. Repairs meant functioning equipment, maybe even new medical devices.

      “However,” Mahmoud said, rotating the projection with a flick of his fingers, “extracting it presents significant challenges. The vein runs deep, following this fault line here.” He pointed to a red line cutting beneath the blue representation of the mountain lake. “If we blast in the wrong spot, we could completely disrupt the topography of the lake floor.”

      “How disruptive are we talking?” Katherine asked from her seat at the head of the table, fingers steepled beneath her chin.

      “Worst case?” Mahmoud grit his teeth. “The plains would flood. Catastrophically.”

      “What are the odds of that happening?” Katherine asked.

      Mahmoud shrugged. “With our current equipment and limited geological data? I wouldn’t recommend we put explosive charges anywhere near that lakebed until we know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

      “What do you recommend?” Katherine asked.

      “We need to delay further extraction until Maeve’s team can construct LIDAR devices that will give us more accurate readings of the substrate layers.” Mahmoud gestured toward the projection again. “Meanwhile, we focus on the iron deposits in the western ridge. They’re more accessible, and we’ve already established safe extraction protocols.”

      “The LIDAR equipment could serve multiple functions, once constructed,” Marcus argued. “We could adapt it for broader prospecting, locate other potential extraction sites. Maybe even other minerals.”

      Katherine turned to Maeve. “Timeline?”

      “Couple of months, minimum.” Maeve fanned herself with braided tree fronds. “We’re scraping the bottom of the barrel on circuit boards that can be recycled. Unless we can cannibalize some components from the ship’s systems.”

      Katherine’s jaw tightened. “We’ve taken as much as we’re going to from the Borlaug unless it’s an emergency. Which this is not.”

      “At what point does it become an emergency?” Maeve leaned back in her chair. “We’re holding this colony together with duct tape and wishful thinking. Half our critical systems are running on borrowed time. The comms array drops signal if someone sneezes too hard. Power fluctuations trip the hydroponics pumps three times a week. Water filtration is running at sixty percent capacity. We don’t need another mining operation, we need basic infrastructure that doesn’t threaten to collapse every time there’s a sporestorm.”

      Katherine eyed her. “The Borlaug is our last lifeline. If we ever need to evacuate, or if the Bloom mutates again and we can’t find a cure, we need those systems operational.”

      “We don’t have enough shuttle fuel to evacuate the whole colony to the ship, let alone enough food and water stores to keep everyone alive until we solve the problem,” Maeve said. “And we’re even farther from finding what we’d need to make more fuel than we are from mining that copper.”

      “The answer is no. We’re tabling the Borlaug for now.” Katherine glanced around the table. “Mahmoud, proceed with your assessment of the iron deposits, and if you need a bigger team, you’ve got it. Maeve, do your best to move up the timeline for the LIDAR equipment. We’ll revisit the resource allocation later if necessary.”

      Mahmoud nodded, ending his projection with a tap.

      Samara shifted in her seat, trying to stifle her disappointment. Her gene sequencer glitched as often as it worked these days, and Lucas seemed less and less confident that he could repair it. They couldn’t afford to keep recycling components forever.

      Lucas was the only machine on the planet that didn’t seem to need constant repair. Was that because Hofstadter had built the android to last?

      Or was it possible that Lucas was secretly repairing himself?

      He was too damned good at keeping secrets.

      “Moving on.” Katherine wiped the sweat from her brow. “Harvest projections?”

      Leo straightened in his chair. “Better than expected. Renata’s new vegetable strains are thriving. The sorghum and millet we planted in the southeast fields are showing remarkable drought resistance. Overall yield should exceed our projections by about fifteen percent.”

      “And the sheep?” Katherine asked.

      “Milk production is up from last year. We’ve started experimenting with cheese cultures again, which should give us a way to preserve some of the surplus.”

      The meeting dragged on as each department head rose to deliver their reports. Irrigation yield statistics. Power consumption trends. Birth rates versus mortality figures. The lifeblood of their little civilization, reduced to columns of data that grew blurrier by the minute as Samara’s attention wandered.

      Her genetics lab had become a glorified screening facility. No emergencies or breakthroughs. Just routine embryo checks and minor tweaks to the genomic library they’d spent twenty years building. Most days, Samara found herself assisting Renata with tasks any second-year apprentice could handle.

      Was this how she would spend the rest of her life?

      Working as a technician rather than a scientist?

      She glanced at Renata, who was gesturing enthusiastically about crop resilience, one hand cradling her six-month pregnant belly. Dante, their son, carried both women’s genetic heritage, thanks to the somatic cell nuclear transfer Samara had performed in secret. The procedure existed in a gray area of colony law — not explicitly forbidden, but far beyond the conservative parameters Katherine had established for genetic work.

      As far as Katherine and the others knew, Marcus was Dante’s father. And he would be in every other way that mattered. Only the three of them knew the truth.

      A sharp kick to her shin jolted Samara back to reality, the pain radiating up her leg like an electric shock.

      She glanced over at Renata.

      She raised her eyebrows.

      Samara looked around and realized that everyone at the table was looking at her.

      “Sorry,” she said, straightening in her chair. “Could you please repeat that?”

      Katherine sighed. “Your report, Samara?”

      Heat surged up Samara’s neck and into her face. She’d been caught doing exactly what she’d criticized others for in the past — checking out when decisions were being made.

      She wanted to say she was starting to feel like dead weight. That the lab work that had once filled her with purpose now felt mechanical.

      There was nothing harder for a scientist than the absence of discovery.

      “And Phoebe?” Katherine asked. “How is she doing?”

      The question threw her off guard; she wished Katherine hadn’t asked it. Because now she had to lie. And she hated lying to Katherine. “Fine. The medication Leila prescribed is managing her migraines.”

      But it was true enough, in the way that half-truths often were. Phoebe’s headaches were manageable. For now. But they were getting worse. More frequent. More intense.

      And Samara had no way to stop them.

      Two decades of trying, and she still hadn’t found a way to reverse the off-target effects of the genetic manipulation that had allowed Phoebe to survive before they’d found the cure for the Bloom.

      She could almost hear Ayesha’s voice: I could have told you it was a bad idea.

      “Good,” Katherine nodded. “Is that everything?”

      A murmur of assent circled the table as chairs scraped back and people gathered their things. But Samara stayed seated, staring at her reflection in the polished tabletop.

      Twenty years as the colony’s savior, and what did she have to show for it?

      A daughter suffering from a condition she’d created and couldn’t cure.

      A career that had stagnated into routine.

      And worst of all, the growing suspicion that her greatest achievements were already behind her, fading into colony history like colors in a photograph left in the sun.
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      Phoebe squinted into the microscope, studying the cellular structure displayed on the slide. The lab lights were too bright, and a dull ache had settled behind her right eye. But she couldn’t dim them because she needed to see the details of her specimen. So she did her best to ignore them.

      At least the lab was cooler than the rest of the colony, maintained at a precise 19°C to preserve samples and create optimal growing conditions for some of the plant specimens. Rows of climate-controlled growth chambers housed various experiments along the walls. Phoebe’s occupied the smallest one in the corner.

      She straightened, rubbing her eyes.

      She really needed to stop. The headache was getting worse. She reached for her tablet and tapped through a series of gene sequences, comparing them to her notes.

      “Come on,” she said, sliding her finger across the screen to highlight a section. “Why won’t you take?”

      The culture before her contained modified cells from what colonists called the “Crown Willow.” In its natural state, the tree grew in a mesmerizing pattern, with branches that arced upward before curving back to touch the ground, where they sprouted new roots and trunks in perfect circles. If Phoebe could enhance that natural architecture, these trees could become living shelters, living domes requiring minimal materials to transform into permanent structures.

      But something was wrong.

      Again.

      She leaned back in her chair, the metal creaking in protest. This was her fourteenth attempt. The previous batches of modified seedlings had all died before they developed beyond the initial sprouting stage. And this latest sample looked to be heading in the same direction.

      The cells on the slide already showed the telltale signs of deterioration — fragmenting organelles, compromised membranes.

      Death at the cellular level.

      Phoebe pushed away from the workstation, rolling her chair over to the climate chamber. Rows of small pots contained what should have been vibrant green sprouts. Instead, most showed only withered, blackened stems poking through the soil. A few hadn’t broken the surface at all.

      She tapped her tongue against her teeth. “What am I missing?”

      Phoebe loathed the thought of failing again. She was the daughter of Samara Makinde, the geneticist who’d saved them all. But she couldn’t even do basic modification of a plant.

      She opened the climate chamber’s control panel, adjusting the humidity by a fraction of a percent. Not that it would make any difference now. The damage was already done at the genetic level. She’d tweaked one gene too far. Or not far enough. That was the risk when you started editing before you understood the whole system.

      Which was exactly what her mother had done to her.

      She hated that she was killing them.

      She had adjusted their genetic sequences to shape their growth, make them stronger, ensure they were more resilient. She had mapped the sequences, made careful edits, accounted for every variable she could think of. And yet every time, death was her result.

      Phoebe had been designed — edited — to survive on DaVinci. She was supposed to grow into something better, something useful. But the process had left flaws. Off-target effects that no one had predicted or solved. Not even her mother.

      Genetically altered with the best intentions.

      Doomed by something lurking in the code.

      Breaking down despite every effort to fix it.

      Phoebe wanted to believe she wasn’t like the plants. That she wasn’t just another experiment gone wrong. That she wasn’t doomed.

      But there was no such thing as guarantees. Not when it came to life and death.

      How long did she have?

      Days? Weeks? Years?

      Stop.

      That line of thinking led to nothing good.

      And right now she needed to focus on her school project.

      Something in the combination of adjustments she’d made was triggering cascade failures in the plants’ cell walls. She needed to adjust how the microtubules created trusses across each cell so that the vertical and horizontal growth trajectory was programmable, as well as the overall organization of the cells within larger structures. She just couldn’t figure out how to get the proteins to fold the way she wanted. The genes she’d targeted controlled branch growth patterning and root formation; they had nothing to do with basic metabolic functions, so this shouldn’t be happening. There had to be some unforeseen interaction, some off-target effect she couldn’t see.

      Her head was now pounding.

      She needed to take her medication, but she’d left it too late, thinking she wouldn’t need it today. The idea was to catch the migraine before it bloomed.

      “Stupid.”

      Was she talking about forgetting her pills or about herself? She wasn’t entirely sure. The distinction seemed unimportant. She was just another failed experiment, after all. Why was she trying so hard?

      Because she was trying to be like her mother.

      The brilliant, logical, analytical Samara. Phoebe had chosen this project because she thought it would make Samara proud, not because she cared in the slightest about genetics.

      She reached for the nutrient solution, her fingers fumbling as pain stabbed behind her eyes. The glass vessel tilted, teetered on the edge, then plummeted toward the floor.

      Phoebe lunged, catching it inches from shattering, solution sloshing dangerously close to the rim.

      A shadow fell across her workstation.

      “Still at it?”

      Phoebe started, looking up to see Renata.

      “Yeah.” Phoebe gestured at the dying plants in the climate chamber. “Not that it’s doing any good.”

      Renata walked over to her, examining the withered seedlings. “Hmm. Same problem as the last batch?”

      Phoebe nodded. “They make it to early germination, then just … die. I’ve checked everything. The gene splicing took. The growth hormone levels are balanced. The soil composition is perfect. But as soon as they start developing roots, they collapse.”

      Renata peered at the genetic model still rotating on Phoebe’s tablet. “That’s the thing about science right? What doesn’t work is just as valuable as what does. We’ll try something else.”

      “Why can’t I make them grow?” Phoebe stared at the plants. “What’s wrong with me?”

      “Stop it.” Renata hugged her. “There’s nothing wrong with you. You’re working with an alien genome. We shouldn’t take it personally when we discover that we still have more to learn.”

      “I guess so.”

      Renata studied her for a moment. “Are you feeling alright?”

      “I’m fine. Just tired.”

      Renata didn’t look convinced. “Wrap this up, it’s almost dinner time. Marcus made chili.”

      Phoebe nodded.

      Renata leaned down and kissed her head, then left the lab.

      Phoebe reached into her pocket and pulled out her anti-migraine pills. It was probably too late to take them, but she’d try it anyway.

      She shook one out of the container and swallowed it dry, grimacing at the bitter taste. She stared at the dying seedlings, feeling as though her brain was made of dying seedlings as well.

      In a surge of frustration, she swept one of the plants off the shelf. It crashed to the floor, dirt spilling across the tiles.

      Regret washed over her.

      She knelt on the floor, eyeing the plant. “I’m so sorry.”

      She stuck the fragile seedling back into its pot, then scooped up the spilled dirt and tucked it around the roots. It wasn’t the plants’ fault that they were dying. It was hers.

      Once she cleaned it up, she shut down her equipment, logged her failed results, and headed for the door, turning off the lights as she left.

      She would try again tomorrow.

      Maybe Renata was right and there was a solution she hadn’t considered yet.

      Or maybe some things just weren’t meant to be messed with.
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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