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          YEAR: 2179

        

      

    

    
      Terra Levitt touched the Heart of Mars hanging at her neck every few seconds.

      By the time Quinta Voss finished reviewing her vitals, she’d already worried her thumb across the ruby a dozen times. It was a nervous tic Quinta had noticed in a lot of wearers. She’d stopped finding it strange a long time ago – her family’s initial on so many pendants, their name in every prayer, right next to Valence’s. But the pendant on her patient’s neck still made her aware of the digital badge over her breast pocket with her name on it.

      Not that anyone in the colony needed telling that she was a Voss.

      “When did symptoms begin?” she asked as she read the wall of data Valence was producing about Terra’s vital signs. Three years of apprenticeship had taught her to read the wall before the patient.

      Nurse Cydra Tavara gently nudged Terra’s hand away from the necklace and unbuttoned the sleeve of her coverall to apply the blood pressure cuff.

      “Last night,” Terra said. “I was having dinner before my shift.”

      The display wall told Quinta that Terra was thirty-two, an atmospheric monitoring tech from sector one. She was running a fever of 38.8 degrees, and there was a fine sheen of sweat across her brow. Quinta had noticed it on her neck too, where the pendant stuck to her skin.

      Terra hadn’t taken her eyes off Quinta from the moment she’d walked into the room. People had looked at her that way since she was a child.

      “That’s when you began to feel feverish? Did it come on quickly or slowly?” Quinta prompted in her best professional tone. She had only six months left in her apprenticeship, but the baby face never helped. Sometimes Quinta wondered whether people trusted her expertise or were simply pleased to be treated by a Voss. Today was her first shift without either her father or the other sector one doctor, Liang, on duty, and Quinta had been speaking in a slightly lower octave than normal all morning.

      “Slowly,” Terra said. “I guess I woke up not feeling great, but I really started feeling sick at dinner. Normally I love cricket tacos but I couldn’t stomach them.”

      Fever, sweating, lack of appetite – sounded like a garden-variety case of the ration crud. Quinta asked a few more questions, mentally ruling out dehydration and food poisoning. She was about to prescribe fluids and rest – including a three-day work release voucher – when she heard Cydra draw in a sharp breath behind her.

      It instantly made Quinta’s hairs stand on end. Cydra was in her sixties, the most senior nurse in the sector one clinic, and nothing fazed her. Quinta had memories of shadowing her father when she was younger and watching Nurse Tavara debride infections, prep the entire OR for emergency surgery, and expertly stitch gaping wounds without ever once looking out of breath.

      “Dr. Voss.” She sounded terrified.

      Quinta turned around. Her eyes went immediately to Terra’s exposed forearm. Terra’s skin was pale and blue-green veins stood out prominently.

      Quinta’s heart scrabbled up into her throat and her eyes widened.

      “What?” Terra asked. When Quinta just swallowed, her free hand flew to her pendant and she demanded, “What?”

      “I need my dad,” Quinta squeaked out, instantly hating herself for saying it, and in such a child’s voice too. She was nineteen years old, not quite a doctor, despite what people called her, and she was about thirty seconds away from peeing her pants.

      Cydra shook her head. “No time.”

      “Dr. Liang?” Quinta cast about desperately.

      Sector one’s second-in-command had never kept it much of a secret that she was no fan of Quinta, but right now she wanted anyone in the entire hab who wasn’t herself to run this protocol.

      She’d done the drills a thousand times – as a citizen and again as a doctor’s apprentice. She knew what to do. But she’d never done it without her father by her side. All the awful photos of Glass victims she’d seen in her training flashed behind her eyes.

      She couldn’t afford to let this get out of control.

      She couldn't be the reason the colony had its third outbreak.

      “Valence,” she said, her voice surprisingly steady, “begin Glass quarantine protocols.”

      “Oh Voss,” Terra cried, “I knew it.”

      Then the Glass drill alarm started to blare – three short bursts followed by a long, eardrum-piercing wail through the clinic speaker system. Quinta’s vision was blotted out by a massive pop-up:

      ALL-COLONY ALERT: Contamination protocol initiated. Begin quarantine procedures. This is NOT a drill.

      The doors all over the hab would be locked down now, and they would stay that way until one of two things happened: one, Quinta verified that Terra did not have the most contagious, deadly infection humanity had ever encountered. Or two… everyone who’d come in contact with the patient was dead.

      Quinta locked eyes with Terra. If she had it, it was certainly too late for her and Cydra. But that didn’t mean they could ignore protocol.

      “Biosuits,” she said to Cydra, her training overtaking the adrenaline coursing through her veins. “And we need to seal off the treatment room.”

      “What about me?” Terra asked, eyes wide with panic.

      “We don’t know for sure you have it,” Quinta said. “We’re going to find out. Until then, try to take deep, slow breaths.”

      She'd never seen a Glass victim in the flesh. There was an old rumor about a survivor of the second outbreak living in sector four, still looking like a see-through anatomical model, but that was just hab lore. If you got Glass, you got a fever like Terra. You became delirious. The bacteria sucked all the oxygen out of your cells and left your skin a sickly, cyanotic blue and clouded your eyes. 

      And then it killed you, one hundred percent of the time.

      Cydra pushed a button on the wall to deploy an inflatable decontamination chamber between the treatment room and the rest of the clinic, then pulled a pair of tightly folded biosuits out of a cabinet nearby. She handed one to Quinta.

      “Have you ever done this before?” Quinta asked.

      Cydra nodded. “Once or twice, always false alarms. We’ve both trained for this day – we’ve drilled it.”

      Quinta didn’t feel prepared, but letting Cydra and Terra know she was moments away from a panic attack wasn’t going to help anyone. As she flipped the hood of the suit up over her jet-black ponytail, she opened the messages in her overlay and used eye gestures to send one to her father.

      Possible Glass case. Why today of all days?

      She didn’t expect an answer – he was teaching a specialized surgical technique to one of the doctors in sector three. But he’d be listening to the same alarms Quinta heard.

      “Check my seal?” Cydra asked.

      Quinta’s overlay pinged with a message.

      Take a minute to breathe first. Then do what we practiced. Trust yourself, sugar beet. You’re prepared for this.

      For half a second, she felt normal – relieved, even. But when she saw the nickname he’d used for her since she was a child, her throat tightened. He never used the name in the clinic, in front of colleagues. He’d even stopped calling her that at home since she became an adult. 

      She blinked the overlay closed and took a long, deep breath. Her hands weren’t shaking as much when she told Cydra to turn around.

      “Seal’s good,” Quinta told her as the alarms finally died down. “We’ve got this.”
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      Lira Salonga was portioning carrot greens for the rabbits when the module door slid open behind her. “Hey, Dana, you’re a few minutes early for your appoi–”

      “Ada’s sick.”

      It wasn’t Dana’s voice, and it short-circuited Lira’s brain. For a few seconds, her hands just kept untangling voluminous carrot greens and separating them into piles.

      It was Jamila, and if she sounded rattled, it was bad. Jamila was one of the colony’s best botanists – poached from one of the most prestigious research organizations on Earth after she managed to wring record yields out of desert greenhouses. She was unflappable, but right now, she sounded panicked.

      Lira spun on her heels. “What's wrong with her?”

      “I don’t know, exactly. There was some kind of malfunction at the excavation site, the whole dig crew is sick.” Jamila’s eyes were big and her ordinarily neat curls were wild around her face. “She’s in med clinic two.”

      Lira was already shoving her way past Jamila in the narrow doorway, her heart pounding. She and Ada had arrived at the colony together five months ago and a small, carefully guarded part of her had been expecting news like this every single one of those hundred and fifty days. There was a night four months ago when Lira sat bolt-upright in bed, listening to a hab-wide alarm blare through the speaker in her ceiling, and just knew in her gut that it was for Ada.

      She’d been right, but Ada had survived it.

      They’d jailed her, then after her sentence, Valence assigned her to the dig crew expanding the hab.

      Lira had actually started to convince herself in the ensuing months that things were going to be okay. Nothing had happened to Ada in all this time, she hadn’t had any “mysterious accidents,” or been stuck in the torture chamber people here called therapy. VossCorp knew who she was and why she was here and they let all this time pass… Lira thought they were going to subject Ada to hard labor and call it even.

      But now…

      “I’ll watch the rabbits,” Jamila called to Lira’s back.

      She’d had about ten of the growing warren out of their hutches, playing on the grass that grew across a good portion of the rabbit module’s floor. With the door open, they’d be free to hop all over sector one, and at this moment, Lira didn’t care if they binkied their way right out the nearest airlock.

      “Great, thanks,” she called over her shoulder, running breathless through the white prefab hallways that wound through the sector like their own sort of warren.

      The hab was made of modular sections, most of them shipped in parts to Mars and assembled by robots before the first human colonists arrived. Each sector was arranged in identical spoke patterns, with the most commonly used resources at the center and fanning out to residences further out. The rabbit module, which pretty much everyone referred to as the rabbitat, was in sector one, about a twenty-minute jog from the sector two med clinic.

      Ten minutes if Lira ran full-out, using the low gravity to push off the walls and propel herself forward.

      She slammed into two people on her way there, and knocked the wind out of herself once.

      “Hey, watch it!” a fabrication tech in sector one had complained, rubbing his shoulder after she rounded a corner and hit him full-force.

      “I’m sorry,” Lira had said, not slowing down. The second person she knocked into the wall didn’t even get an apology.

      Lira arrived at med clinic two out of breath, dizzy from the exertion, and sweating so hard one of the nurses looked up from the absolute chaos going on in the clinic to ask if she was okay.

      The med clinics were all normally pristine and quiet, their white walls and floors gleaming and their waiting areas wide-open and calm. Right now, it looked like a regolith bomb had gone off in here, the fine red dust of the planet’s surface coating everything, footsteps dragging through it in every direction.

      There were patients in every treatment room, med staff clustered around them, and somewhere, Lira could hear someone retching violently. Two more people sat in the waiting area, and one of them was cradling his head, rocking and moaning. When he moved his hand, his face was beet-red.

      Lira’s stomach sank. This wasn’t some bug, or food poisoning from the standard fare slop that was all Ada could afford.

      She thought of the solar flare alert Valence had sent out this morning, warning everyone that the solar shields would be closed until further notice.

      “Where’s Ada Bello?” she demanded of the nearest med staff.

      “Treatment room four,” the nurse said, a sad look in her eyes that shot a fresh jolt of fear into Lira’s heart. “But you can’t go in. They’re–”

      “Ada!” Lira shouted, wading through the carnage before the nurse could stop her.

      She reached the door just as Dr. Ethan Kalb was stepping out of it. Lira’s jaw set and her nerves shot little jolts of electricity through her body as she looked over the shiny-domed doctor. Of course, he had to be Ada’s treating physician.

      “How is she? What happened?” Lira demanded.

      “Radiation exposure,” Dr. Kalb said, not deviating from his course toward the next treatment room. “From these symptoms, the solar flare must have been much worse than predicted. They shouldn't have been working.”

      The hairs on the back of Lira’s neck stood on end. Radiation poisoning? This was bad.

      Radiation on the surface of Mars was fifty times what it was on Earth, a constant threat if not for the expensive shielding technology that covered every window and skylight, and the regolith that the hab was mostly buried in. Lira always worried when Ada was doing a surface mission. The dig crew was so much more exposed than the rest of them, working in pressure suits in unfinished parts of the hab. It wasn’t fair that Ada was forced to dig, while some of the others did it because it was their job.

      Lira had tried to convince Ada to make an excuse, play sick to get out of work this morning.

      "Valence says it's just a C-class flare," Ada had tried to reassure her, showing Lira the message. She was one of only two colonists without a retinal implant, so she had to lug a tablet around in her coverall pocket to get alerts. "If we stopped for every small flare, we'd never get sector five built.”

      Ada had been working on the dig crew for about three months, and the clock was ticking on the expansion. They had their first pregnant colonist and more would follow. They’d already expanded once, but the four existing sectors were at capacity.

      Lira kept arguing that it was too dangerous, that Ada had already served her prison sentence and it wasn’t fair to make her dig too. But Ada never complained. Lira thought she secretly believed the colony would finally forgive her if she did this.

      "The robots are the ones doing all the hard work anyway," she'd tried to reassure Lira on multiple occasions. "I'm just sweeping up behind them."

      Maybe it’s not that bad, Lira thought now, even as she carefully avoided looking at the two guys with the reddened skin in the waiting room. She stepped into the doorframe of treatment room four and froze there.

      Inside, her stubborn, brave, infuriating partner lay on a hospital bed, a nurse inserting an IV at her left side. Ada’s dark complexion was somehow both dull and clammy, her features tense, but when she saw Lira, she smiled. "Hey, babe."

      “Oh, thank God,” Lira breathed, rushing to her bedside. “Are you okay?”

      Hot tears streaked down Lira's face and she started to throw her arms around Ada when she lifted her hand to hold her back. “Don’t.”

      Lira stopped. She looked down at Ada’s arms, which she noticed were bandaged from the elbows down to her wrists. Her hands were raw and pink and blistered. “Oh honey… how bad is it?”

      “Bad,” Ada grimaced.

      “What happened?”

      “Radiation shield failed,” Ada said as the nurse stepped out of the room. “We were working in a pressurized module with a skylight, doing the final prep to connect it to the new sector. Everything was normal all morning, but then people started feeling sick. Complaining they were hot, nauseous. I had my sleeves rolled up and my arms started feeling tingly and numb. I was having trouble holding the broom I was using. Torres had his whole coverall unbuttoned and wrapped around his waist cuz he was sweating. He wasn’t even wearing a t-shirt underneath.”

      “Is he…” The one who hasn't stopped retching since I got here? Lira wondered, but she didn’t want to interrupt Ada because it seemed like a struggle for her to talk. Ada got the implication, though, and she nodded. “Everyone got exposed?” Lira asked.

      "Everyone working in the module," Ada said. “About ten of us, I think. Enough that they had to send us to two different clinics.”

      Lira had begged Ada to flat-out disregard her dig assignments and just come back to work in the rabbitat with her. It wasn’t fair. Ada was being punished day after day, month after month, for a crime she’d already paid for.

      But the colony AI only saw an able body without a permanent job assignment who was needed to build sector five.

      “I knew this would happen,” Lira sniffed.

      Ada gingerly took Lira’s hand. “No, you didn’t. No one did. This was just a freak accident.”

      "That solar flare was supposed to be small," Lira shook her head. “How much radiation did you take?”

      “Not sure yet. I wasn't wearing a dosimeter, but a couple of the others were. The number wouldn’t mean anything to me even if I knew it."

      Lira moved to layer her hand on top of Ada’s, her skin was blistered and raw. She hesitated, then put her hand on Ada's shoulder. "You'll be okay."

      “I’ll be okay,” Ada agreed. "Come here."

      Lira perched on the side of the bed. "Sorry, I’m sweaty. I ran here.”

      Ada laughed. “I don’t care.” And she kissed Lira’s salty lips, then nuzzled her forehead against Lira's cheek. Both of them were sticky with sweat for different reasons, but the touch was comforting nonetheless.

      "Rest," Lira said, standing and pulling a chair over from one corner of the room. "I'm not going anywhere."
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      Kellan Reilly’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the wrench, straining against a rusted bolt that refused to budge. His ears rang with the noise from the ventilation fans whirring just centimeters from his head. This deafeningly close, he could hear the unsteady rhythm of them, threatening to give up on their century-old task.

      “Come on,” he grunted, putting all his weight into one last push.

      The bolt sheared off with a metallic ping as its head ricocheted around the air shaft and Kellan tumbled forward, catching himself hard on his wrist.

      “Ouch!”

      “You okay?” Jace Windham called from further down the shaft, sounding only half concerned. They’d done enough of these jobs together that he knew the difference between ouch, that hurt and ouch, I need medical attention.

      Besides, they’d been friends since school and Jace was far more likely to be the cause of an ouch than compassionate about one.

      “Fine,” Kellan called back, lifting away an access panel. “I’m in.”

      He wiped his arm across his brow, only noticing after the fact that he had grease on his forearm, and now his forehead was sticky with it. He tucked the wrench into his toolbelt and turned on his headlamp, aiming it at the air compressor in front of him.

      “‘Bout tank-dredging time,” Jace called back, his voice echoing in the ductwork. “Pressure’s dropping, we have to get the compressor back online now.”

      The sector four ventilation system had been limping along for weeks, the air cycling unevenly, the compressors’ pressure regulators randomly misfiring. Today the whole system had finally given up all at once, three different compressors failing like dominoes and triggering automatic airlock activations in a couple of modules.

      There were people trapped in the laundry module one over from them, and if Kellan and his crew didn’t get the compressors fixed fast, they’d pass out as the pressure dropped and the CO2 levels rose.

      “Tell me what I’m looking at,” Kellan said. He’d read the schematics before he crawled into the air shaft, but there hadn’t been time for memorization. That was what Jace and their friend Echo were for at the other end of the ductwork.

      “You need to find the pressure regulator,” Jace said. “It’ll look like a long metal canister with a gauge on the front. It should be off to the side of the main body of the air compressor.”

      “Got it,” Kellan said.

      Locating it wasn’t difficult, but disconnecting it from the compressor without causing an explosion inside the ductwork was a different story. He checked the gauge – it should have been at point-seven atmospheres, and instead, it was flitting erratically at less than half that. He leaned in to direct his light on it and saw the problem: there were several hairline fractures running up to the threaded connector between the regulator and the compressor, and a bigger one running down the length of the canister that must have blown open when the whole damn thing went down.

      “It’s cracked,” he reported back. “Deimos, I hope it’s just the regulator and not the whole compressor. Hand me the new one.”

      They’d been lucky to have it. Everything in the hab was at least a hundred years old and there was only so much you could fabricate with the raw materials they had, which wasn’t much.

      The citizens in the other three sectors – the ones Kellan’s people called Blinkers for the way they zoned out and blinked a lot when they were hooked up to Valence – took great joy in hoarding all the important things. Truly, it was a miracle the Non-participating Colonists – AKA sector four, the un-implanted, the uncredited, the unworthy – had any spare pressure regulators at all. Kellan wouldn’t be surprised to learn someone had stolen or even bartered for the one Jace carefully handed up to him now.

      If he messed up this install, that was it.

      There was no back-up.

      Kellan worked carefully, sweat and grease dripping down his forehead and plastering his chin-length hair to his skin. He released the remaining pressure and brought the air compressor fully offline, got out his wrench again to remove the old part and spent a long time inspecting the connector to make sure it wasn’t damaged before he tried to install the new one.

      “Compressor looks solid still,” he called back. “We got damn lucky with that. Hand me a sealant gun, I want to make sure this connection stays tight.”

      “Laundry’s losing pressure fast now,” Echo warned.

      “I know, I turned off the compressor.” Kellan kept working steadily, his ears ringing from the noise. “Five minutes,” he promised, although that was a wild guess, and maybe a stupidly optimistic one.

      “CO2 levels are rising and we’ve got ten people in the laundry module,” Jace called.

      “Not helpful,” Kellan gritted out. He ran a bead of sealant all the way around the connector. It’d take at least thirty minutes to cure, but they couldn’t wait that long to turn the compressor back on. He flipped the switch and winced at the high-pitched squeal of the motor. “Moment of truth.”

      He left the access panel off, holding his breath the whole time he watched the needle creep back up.

      “Reading?” he called after about two minutes, which was as long as he could stand to wait.

      There was a long pause and Kellan started to wonder if they could even hear him over the combined roar of the fans and the now fully functioning air compressor. Then Echo said, “What’s the pressure gauge say?”

      Kellan shined his light on it. “Point-five atmospheres and rising steadily. Why?”

      “The pressure’s not increasing in the module like it should,” she said. “CO2 is not rising anymore, but it’s not dissipating either.”

      “Tank sludge,” Kellan muttered. That meant something was still wrong. “Have the other crews reported problems besides the pressure regulator?”

      There were two more teams working on the other broken compressors, and more people trapped in other modules. It was just a guess that the same thing had gone wrong on all of them, but an educated one.

      “Not that we’ve heard,” Jace said, then trailed off unhelpfully.

      Kellan swiped his greasy arm across his forehead again. “Well? I’m blind in here, tell me what I’m supposed to be looking for!”

      “Don’t pop a seal,” Jace said, testy. “We’re looking at the schematics.”

      Several painfully long, loud minutes went by and all Kellan could do was crouch there, his calves cramping and his knees aching in the small space, staring at an air compressor he knew very little about. And then at last, Echo said, “The other two modules serviced by this compressor are showing normal pressure readings. It’s got to be the junction box on the other side of it that feeds the air out.”

      “How am I supposed to reach that?” Kellan asked, beyond frustrated. “This vent ends at the compressor.”

      “You’re going to have to come out.”

      “I bet the laundry module vent is jammed shut,” Jace said. “Would explain why the fans have been cycling like hell. They can’t push enough air.”

      Kellan backed out of the shaft and Jace and Echo helped him reposition the ladder so he could get to the next access point. Kellan wasn’t confident Jace’s shoulders would even fit in the shaft if he sent him, and Echo was better on the schematics, being Kellan’s eyes. That left him as designated vent crawler.

      Kellan looked down at his crew just before entering. “You confident the vent is the problem?”

      Jace just shrugged and held up crossed fingers.

      Kellan grunted and climbed up to the air shaft. Echo called after him, “Looks like the laundry module is junction three, the one on your far right.”

      His knees complained as he popped off the panel to see the manifold that exchanged air into different modules right after the compressor. “I’m here,” he called, dismantling the top of the manifold to look inside. “Deimos, what’s going on here?”

      “What are you seeing?” Echo asked.

      “There's way more than just three modules being fed by this thing. It must service other sectors too."

      "Sludge," Jace cursed. "Well, don't touch anything that isn’t ours."

      "Which one again?"

      "Far right," Echo said.

      "The valves are stacked on top of each other," Kellan complained, craning his neck to try to get a good look. "There are three on the far right."

      "That explains why our schematic was wrong, all we've got is a drone's eye view," Jace said.

      "Well, is one of them stuck closed?" Echo asked.

      "Let's find out," Kellan grumbled under his breath. He popped each duct off the manifold in turn, looking inside. First fine, second fine, and then, "Oh here, this one's jammed."

      He jiggled the valve but it didn't give.

      “Pressure’s still dropping in the laundry,” Echo warned him.

      Kellan pulled the wrench out of his toolbelt and started hitting the valve with the handle end. After a few good whacks, it sprang open like it should have been. “There! I got it.”

      He reinstalled the duct and stayed in the air shaft while Echo and Jace monitored the laundry module. For what felt like an eternity, the pressure reading hovered at point-four, long enough to make him think it hadn’t worked.

      “Well?” he asked. What on Mars could have happened to–

      “There!” Jace called. “Point-four-two atmospheres. It’s rising, and the CO2 is dissipating. Airlock should open soon.”

      “Thank Phobos,” Kellan said. “I’m coming down.”

      Echo and Jace were glued to the tablet when he got back, not quite trusting the numbers to keep adjusting in the right direction. “We’ll tell the overnight crew to keep an eye on it, just in case. I don’t know why that valve was closed.”

      “Not just closed,” Kellan said. “Totally jammed. I had to hit it with my wrench to punch it back open.”

      “Weird,” Jace answered. “There wasn’t any documentation about why it would be closed, was there? Like laundry was supposed to get rerouted to some other compressor?”

      Echo shook her head. “Nothing I saw. I’ll ask around, though.”
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      Terra had started to shiver despite the fever. Quinta ran through everything she knew about the Glass bacteria while she retrieved a blanket. Terra was wearing standard-issue coveralls, and the hab was kept at a constant, comfortable temperature. Chills weren’t a Glass symptom.

      That was a good sign.

      But it mutates with every outbreak.

      The thought arrived uninvited.

      Quinta draped the blanket over Terra’s shoulders, moving clumsily in the biosuit, while Cydra prepared blood-draw instruments in a row on a wheeled tray. Terra was still worrying the sharp point at the bottom of her necklace – the V for Voss, or Valence, depending on who you asked.

      Quinta had wanted one when she was little – it had her initial on it, after all – until her mother explained who that symbol was for.

      “I have it, don’t I?” Terra asked, pulling the blanket tight around her. “How?”

      “It's unlikely,” Quinta said, to remind herself as much as Terra. “You work in atmospheric monitoring. Do you ever come in contact with regolith?”

      Terra shook her head.

      “Have you been in contact with anyone who does?”

      She shook her head again. "No. I don't know anyone in filtration. I almost never go to the maintenance garage. And of course, I have no business in sector four."

      "Of course not," Cydra reassured her as she brought the tray bedside.

      “We need to take some blood,” Quinta said, willing her voice to be steady and confident.

      “I’m just so cold,” Terra apologized as she reluctantly opened the blanket and presented her forearm. The veins at her wrist were more visible than the ones in her forearm. Just like in the case photos Quinta had seen. The areas where the skin was thinner got affected the most severely.

      She took a deep breath, the sound loud inside her hood. Cydra helped Terra pull her coverall down over her shoulder to expose her entire arm and tied a tourniquet around her bicep. Quinta picked up the needle.

      Terra flinched when it punctured her skin, and out of the corner of her eye, Quinta saw Cydra do the same.

      As the dark red blood began to fill the vial, Terra asked, her voice watery, “Am I going to die?”

      Quinta looked at her. Her eyes were filled with tears and her hand clutched the Heart of Mars as if it were her only lifeline.

      She wanted to say no. But the entire hab was locked down, awaiting the answer to that question, and Terra would know any reassurance was a lie.

      So instead, she forced a smile and said, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Your symptoms are concerning, but the blood test will tell us what we’re dealing with.”
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      Quinta was perched on a stool just on the med clinic side of the pass-through window into the microbiology lab, waiting impatiently, when her overlay flashed with a notification. She was surprised to see an incoming call from her dad.

      “Hey,” she answered, constrained to audio only because she was still in the hot, bulky biosuit. But her father’s end connected with video, and she was surprised to see a nurse bent over a patient behind him, bright surgical lights shining above her. “Are you calling me from the OR?”

      She could hear the tell-tale metallic clack of instruments being dropped on a tray and the beeping of monitors in the background.

      “Taking five to hydrate while Dr. Nilsen closes,” her father explained, then took a sip from a straw, the contents just out of view. Quinta’s mouth watered and a quick wave of exhaustion washed over her.

      ALERT: Hydration levels dropping, four percent of body weight lost.

      Quinta blinked away the warning. She could see exhaustion in her father’s features as well. His surgical cap kept his salt-and-pepper hair neatly tucked away, but his khaki scrubs were darkened with sweat around the collar. “How did it go?”

      “It was a success, and now we have one more doctor trained on lung decortication. The patient had bronchospasm during intubation so I’m going to stay for a while to help with post-op monitoring.” He glanced off-screen for a moment, checking what was going on on the table, then refocused on Quinta. “But I didn’t call to tell you about my surgery. What’s happening with your patient?”

      “We’re still waiting for labs,” Quinta said.

      “I’m working as fast as I can,” Dr. Ito announced from the microbio lab, his tone undeniably irritated.

      “Remember, the statistical probability it’s Glass is extremely low,” her father said. “There have only been two outbreaks in the last century.”

      Yeah, two outbreaks that killed off fifty percent of the population each time. And if Terra was patient zero for a new outbreak, every death that followed would be squarely on Quinta’s shoulders. “You haven’t seen her veins,” she said. “They’re so visible. And she’s feverish and a little disoriented.”

      “I know it’s scary,” he said. “My first time doing the Glass protocol, I was a nervous wreck and even though it was a false alarm, I didn’t want to go home to you and Mom afterward… you know, just in case the test was wrong.”

      “What did it end up being?”

      “Perchlorate exposure from the hydroponic system,” he said. “You know there are more conditions that present with fever and pallor than just Glass.”

      A voice behind him called, “Dr. Voss, we’re ready to bring him out of sedation.”

      “I’ve got to go,” he told Quinta. “You’re doing all the right things. I’ll buy you a cup of Candor dark when I get home and you can brief me on the case.”

      When the call ended, Quinta peeked back through the pass-through window and saw Dr. Ito and his assistant conferring in low voices. Quinta strained to hear. “Well?”

      Dr. Ito came to the window. "It's not Glass. No trace of V. martialis, or any other bacterium."

      "Could it have mutated again?" Quinta knew she sounded paranoid, but the consequences for being wrong were too dire.

      "Not so much that we wouldn’t recognize it.”

      Quinta nodded, suddenly feeling ten times hotter and thirstier in her biosuit. “Thank you.” She opened her overlay again and sent a quick message to Cydra.

      
        
        NOT GLASS. I think Dr. Ito was getting ready to kill me for camping in front of his window. Moving on to standard blood panels.

      

      

      As she slid off her stool, she sent a second message, this one to her dad.

      
        
        You were right. Not Glass. How could you be so confident?

      

      

      His reply was simple: Experience. You’ll get there too, don’t worry.
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      Ada nodded in and out of sleep all afternoon, and Lira listened to the sounds of the clinic. Dr. Kalb finally gave that poor man next door an anti-emetic, and after a couple hours, the stereophonic sounds of agony gave way to an uneasy rhythm of medical noises.

      The steady beep of monitors.

      The shuffle of feet as the nurses made their rounds.

      The occasional groan or whimper that made Lira imagine horrible things going on in the other rooms.

      Once while Ada’s nurse, Pema, was changing her fluid bag and Ada was sleeping fitfully, Lira whispered, "Are they going to be okay?"

      "I hope so," Pema said with a grim expression. "Some of them took a lot of radiation."

      But not Ada, Lira reassured herself. Ada only took a little on her arms. Ada wasn't as sick as the others.

      When the nurse left, Lira double-blinked to activate her retinal display and asked softly, "How strong was the solar flare today? Respond via overlay until otherwise instructed."

      She didn't want Valence to respond over the room speakers – Ada was tossing and turning, but she was mercifully asleep and Lira didn't want to risk waking her. Instead, she read:

      
        
        Solar flare classification: X1.2

        

        Peak emission: 1100 hours

        

        Interior exposure averaged over elevated radiation window: 0.03 grays

      

      

      Lira tried to remember what she'd learned during training all those months ago about units of radiation and the allowable exposure limits, but couldn't recall. She asked softly, "What are the safe limits for single-dose radiation exposure?"

      An entry from the colony manual appeared.

      
        
        Per colony medical standards, the following thresholds define maximum acceptable levels for single-dose ionizing radiation exposure in humans:

        <0.05 grays: No significant clinical effects expected

        0.05 to 0.25 grays: Low-dose exposure, no intervention required

      

      

      Lira paused. "Wait, 0.03 grays is the dose I got indoors. What dose did the dig crew get?"

      A section of the solar event report popped up.

      
        
        Ten members of the sector five dig crew were exposed to an unshielded skylight during the solar flare for approximately three hours. None wore pressure suits, and several had shed layers due to rising temperatures inside the module, which had not yet been connected to air conditioning units.

        

        Average exposure to unshielded extremities: 4.1 grays

        

        Estimated core body exposure, with protective clothing: 2.7 grays

      

      

      Lira was starting to feel sick herself. She switched back over to the Radiation Exposure Limits document and scanned further down the list.

      
        
        >2.0 grays: Acute radiation syndrome likely, requires medical treatment; onset 1-6 hours

        

        >4.0 grays: Severe radiation syndrome expected; morbidity probable without intervention

      

      

      Now Lira was practically hyperventilating, and she double-blinked to clear the screen. Ada was getting intervention. The dig crew had come in as soon as they started showing symptoms, and Nurse Pema was in here every half-hour checking Ada’s vitals and replacing her IV and keeping her medicated enough to sleep through the worst of it.

      She was being treated.

      This didn’t apply to her.

      Lira put her head down on the edge of the bed, careful not to bump Ada's arm. She'd watched Dr. Kalb change the bandages earlier. The skin underneath had been angry and peeling away, intolerably painful if it weren't for the meds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIRA

          

          YEAR: 2083

        

      

    

    
      It must have been dinnertime because a new nurse brought trays of food around for all the patients. She left one for Lira too, but both trays sat untouched on the table next to the bed. Ada's dark brown skin was becoming ashen in spite of the sheen of sweat that remained on her cheeks and brow no matter how often Lira gently mopped her face with a damp cloth.

      "You should eat," Lira said when Ada’s eyes fluttered open. "They brought soup. Don’t move your arms, I can feed it to you."

      "You first," Ada said. "Don't starve yourself on my account."

      "Together," Lira compromised. She scooted her chair closer to the bedside and picked up a spoon. She swallowed a spoonful, then dipped it into the bowl again and held it up to Ada. "It's good. Cream of broccoli."

      Ada dutifully took the spoon into her mouth, but Lira saw her lips curl and she grimaced as she swallowed. She turned her head away when Lira tried to offer her a second spoonful. "I can't right now, babe, I'm sorry."

      Fear rippled through Lira as she thought about Torres next door. He was way worse off than Ada. He'd gotten a much higher dose. The fear that Ada was just a few hours behind him on the radiation sickness train roared into the forefront of Lira’s mind and she shoved it down just as fast.

      "Are you feeling nauseous?" she asked.

      Ada shook her head. "I'll eat in a few minutes, I promise. Eat yours before it gets cold."

      But Lira pushed the tray table away. She reached for Ada's hand on instinct and stopped just in time. The blisters were getting worse, starting to peek out around the edges of the bandages. Lira put her hand on Ada's thigh instead and leaned close. She whispered, "Did they do this?"

      Ada let her head fall back on her pillow. "I don't know. I don't think so."

      "We hoped they were done with you, but it's only been three months since your trial. They let you out because they needed diggers, but they could have been–"

      "It wasn't just me," Ada said, lifting her head to look toward the door. "There were ten of us in that module, and none of them did anything to deserve this."

      "That we know of."

      The thought that the entire dig crew could have been targeted never would have crossed Lira’s mind before she met Ada. For the first few months, she’d thought Ada’s theories were insane, delusional.

      After all this time working for the company that ran this colony, Lira no longer thought Ada’s theories were crazy.

      Ada moved her arm, ever so carefully, and laid her blistered hand on top of Lira's. "There are easier ways to kill me than all this, we both know that.” She gave Lira a thin, tense smile, her dimples making a brief appearance. “Face it, babe, you were right – construction is dangerous."

      Lira smiled too, the first genuine one since she arrived in the med clinic, and put her other hand on top of Ada’s. She grimaced, her whole body curling in toward the pain, and Lira pulled her hand away.

      “I’m so sorry!”

      “It’s okay,” Ada said. “I’m okay.”

      Lira nodded. “That’s right, you are.” She let out a chuckle that was more like a nervous expulsion of air. “Hey, you’re not dying, so if this was a VossCorp assassination attempt, they failed.”

      Ada grinned again, a little easier this time. "Hey, what time is it?"

      "It's a little after 1800 hours," Lira provided from the clock in her overlay.

      "The rabbits will be wanting their dinner," Ada said. "You should go feed them."

      Lira shook her head. "I'm not leaving your side."

      "But they need to eat–"

      "Jamila's taking care of them," Lira fibbed. Jamila was with them hours ago, but that didn't mean she'd stayed. She had duties of her own. And Ada was right – a rabbit's digestive tract was a sensitive thing that didn't tolerate emptiness well.

      Just a little longer… until I get some food in her and she falls asleep again, Lira told herself. She reached for the damp cloth. She folded it until she found a new, cool area and dabbed it along Ada's hairline. Her short hair was damp with sweat and her lips were taking on a grayish-purple hue. Lira glanced toward the door, wondering if she'd just be scaring everybody if she called the nurse in here to check it out.

      "How are your arms feeling?" she asked.

      "Like I dipped them in twin hornets’ nests."

      "Any numbness or tingling?"

      "No… I don't think so. Why?"

      Lira was silently querying Valence for signs and symptoms of cyanosis in humans, and cross-referencing the progression of acute radiation syndrome. The lists didn't seem to match up, but then, Lira was a veterinarian, not a medical doctor.

      "Never mind. Think you can have another spoonful of soup?"

      "Maybe with some anti-nausea meds," Ada said. "I'm sorry."

      Lira used her overlay to call the nurse, then asked, "What are you sorry for?"

      "Being sick," Ada said. "Maybe worse than we thought.”
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      Lira got Ada to eat her soup after the meds kicked in, and Ada fell asleep pretty quickly after that. Lira didn’t go back to the rabbitat like she’d promised she would. Instead, she slept in the chair, waking up often to check on Ada and try to find a more comfortable position.

      Ada’s skin just kept getting grayer, and her temperature was rising. The overnight nurse was keeping as close an eye on her as she could, but several times, Lira heard patients in other rooms calling for help, or their monitors sounding alarms that startled her out of sleep. Ada wasn't the top priority, and Lira was grateful for it.

      It meant she wasn't as bad as them.

      Ada's limbs twitched and her eyelids fluttered in her sleep. Dreaming, or struggling against the pain? Lira didn't know. She slept fitfully and infrequently herself, wondering if the rabbits were hungry, feeling guilty for not having the bandwidth to even reach out to Jamila and ask for help.

      "Start chest compressions!"

      That was what jolted Lira awake at 0130, the sound of frantic lifesaving measures in the room next door. She sat bolt upright, listening to a half-dozen monitors going off and the staff shouting urgent orders at each other.

      She looked to the bed, where Ada was wide awake, propped on her elbows. "Torres?"

      "I think so."

      Lira reached for Ada, gripping her shoulder. She'd turned off the overhead lights around 1900 hours. Now, the treatment room was illuminated only by the crack at the bottom of the door and the glow of the wall display reporting all of Ada's vitals. The two of them sat in the dark and listened to the sounds of Torres coding and the medical team trying desperately to save him.

      There was the elevated beep-beep-beep of Ada's heart rate.

      And then the distinctive sound of a flatline next door.

      "We're losing him!"

      "Push atropine, one mil."

      They waited. Lira barely breathed.

      And then, almost too quiet to hear from one room over, the overnight doctor said, "Time of death, 0143 hours."

      Lira watched the shadows of feet along the floor, the awful parade of them leaving Torres' room. Then someone knocked and opened Ada's door. It was the nurse who'd given Ada an anti-nausea med so she could eat her soup. She asked softly, "How are you feeling?"

      "Torres died?" Ada asked, breathing a little too fast and rubbing her eyes.

      "He was exposed to the largest dose of radiation," the nurse said, trying to be comforting. She stepped into the room. "Since you're awake, would you mind if I turn the light on to check your vitals?"

      "Please," Lira answered for Ada. She didn’t like how fast Ada’s heart rate was, telling herself that was to be expected considering they’d just listened to Torres die.

      The nurse dialed the light up slowly to keep from blinding them. She was looking at Ada as the room lightened and she gasped, then quickly tried to school her face into blank professionalism.

      Lira looked from the nurse to Ada.

      She gasped too.

      Ada was blinking rapidly, still rubbing her eyes. "My vision's blurry. What's going on?"

      The nurse gently took Ada's wrists, lowering her hands from her eyes.

      "Your eyes," Lira stuttered.

      "What?" Ada asked, panic pinching her throat.

      Where they used to be a deep, chocolate brown, Ada's pupils and irises were milky white, like the worst, longest neglected cases of cataracts that Lira used to see back home in her practice.

      "Dr. Rollins?" the nurse called loudly. "Can you come in here, please?"

      Anxiety jumped in Lira's chest again, and she grabbed for Ada's thigh. "What is it?"

      "Am I blind?" Ada nearly shouted, her pallid face reflecting Lira's fear.

      "We've begun seeing this in the others, too,” the nurse told her, then called again, more urgently, "Dr. Rollins!"
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      Quinta moved down the dining hall line, peeking at what was on offer. The standard fare – a single portion of which was available to every citizen free of charge – was mushroom loaf in gravy. Quinta spied a lentil stew, which her overlay told her cost ten credits, and she could smell something sweet and rich for dessert.

      Her stomach was roaring. She’d hardly eaten breakfast because she was nervous and excited about her first day alone in the clinic, and then she’d been too busy and scared to eat the cricket protein bar Cydra tried to give her while they were in lockdown.

      "I'll have two portions of the mushroom loaf with a bowl of lentil stew, please," she said when it was her turn to order.

      "Of course, Dr. Voss. Would you like a serving of root mash for ten credits?” the server asked. “It was just harvested this morning."

      "Yes, please." Quinta watched him heap an extra-large portion onto her plate, then add a generous ladle of gravy over the mash and the mushroom loaf. In the top corner of her vision, she saw twenty credits being deducted from her Exchange account – even though the massive mound of root mash was more like one and a half servings. She glanced at the citizen waiting in line right behind her, and sure enough, his eyes were on her abundant portion sizes.

      He said nothing as she took the tray and scurried away to her usual table.

      It’s Valence’s job to make sure everything is fair, not yours, her mother would have reminded her if she was here. But the family dining table was empty and Quinta sat down alone.

      She’d worked extra hard today. The job of making sure the hab didn’t succumb to its third fatal Glass outbreak had fallen on her shoulders alone, and she’d handled it perfectly. That was why she got an extra-large helping of root mash – because she’d burned a lot of calories today in that biosuit.

      She took a big mouthful of mushroom loaf, sighing with relief as her stomach finally stopped screaming at her, and looked around the dining hall. Her dad was still helping with post-op in sector three, of course, and the hab map said that her mother was in the central commons, the hub in the middle of the wheel shape that made up the habitat. That usually meant she was in a meeting with the other colony leaders, and she’d probably miss dinner entirely.

      The dining hall was packed at the height of dinnertime. There were citizens standing around the perimeter, craning their necks to look for an empty spot, and others leaving with their trays, having given up on getting a seat. The din of conversation and cutlery filled the air, and the ceiling display was projecting a spectacular sunset full of reds and oranges and even purples. It was, apparently, what the sky used to be like on Earth, but Quinta always secretly suspected some artist had gotten creative when they were programming the display. How could a sky have so many brilliant colors? The earth had been destroyed close to a century ago – it wasn’t like anyone could call out the lie if it was one.

      "Quinta!"

      She straightened, a smile coming to her lips as she spotted her best friend weaving his way through the crowd toward her table, tray in hand. Castor Marcellus was only a few months younger than her and they’d been all but inseparable ever since the nursery. He’d shot up almost ten centimeters in the last few years, and he sat down somewhat clumsily across from her, still not used to his own height.

      “Heard you had quite a day,” he said.

      She nodded. “Did the lockdown mess up your day much?”

      “Well, I got trapped in the server room for a few hours and it gets pretty hot in there,” Castor said. “What happened?”

      "Just a false alarm," Quinta said. "Hypersensitivity pneumonitis."

      Castor shook his head. "Whatever that means."

      "Basically, an allergic reaction," Quinta explained. "Hopefully to a contaminant and not something that's normally present in her work module, or else she’ll have to apply for a reassignment."

      “Must have been terrifying, thinking it was Glass,” Castor said, shaking his head.

      "I don't want to think about it while I eat. Tell me about your day."

      Castor rolled his eyes. "Getting stuck in the server room was the highlight. You'd think I was still in my apprenticeship, the way my dad breathes down my neck."

      “Still micromanaging you, huh?” Quinta returned her attention to her food, taking too-big bites to quell her hunger.

      “When the lockdown finally ended, he made me reconfigure an entire data relay because I used a shortcut he didn’t approve of,” Castor grumbled.

      He’d started apprenticing under his father in the computer systems lab at the same time Quinta began her own apprenticeship, but training as a computer engineer didn’t take nearly as long as becoming a full-fledged doctor. He’d finished training last year, with the hope that would mean his dad would finally trust him with the colony's delicate programming. So far, Rio Marcellus hadn't shown any signs of noticing that his son had graduated.

      “I can’t talk about work anymore,” Quinta said with a sigh, taking a scoop from her root mash and plopping it onto his tray. As hungry as she was, she couldn’t eat it all and she wasn’t allowed to let it go to waste.

      “Thanks.”

      “Did you see who we’re scheduled to play next week?” she asked.

      The two of them were on the same team in the adult Parallax league, and so far this season, they'd been systematically kicking all the other teams' butts.

      "Dorm 2B," Castor said. "They have that new striker. I don't remember his name, but he's incredible at trick shots."
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      Kellan was still studying the schematic, trying to discern whether there was any good reason for the valve into the laundry module to be like it was and who decided on such a stupid way to draw the manifold, when he heard footsteps squeaking over the resin-coated floors behind him. A short, stocky woman with a tool belt and bandana-wrapped hair appeared, followed by two younger men.

      “Shift change,” she announced. "You three have been on duty since what, 0500?”

      "0430," Kellan corrected, not looking up from his tablet. "Jace, Echo, you go. I want to monitor the airflow for a little longer–”

      “What, we’re not up to the job?” The woman – Vallis, head of the night crew – crossed her arms. "Protocol says you clock out after eight hours. Bet you didn’t even take lunch.”

      “Nope,” Jace tattled.

      "We found something weird,” Kellan told her. “The airflow through the manifold was rerouted without documentation."

      “Kellan fixed it,” Echo added. “Everything should be functioning properly now.”

      “We’ll monitor it,” Vallis promised, and when she saw the hesitation still flickering in Kellan’s eyes, she held out her hand. “Hand over the tablet. You’re too much like your mom, Reilly – you think the system will fall apart if you don't personally oversee it."

      “It’s not that, it’s just–”

      “You don’t trust it,” Vallis filled in. “I get it. But burnout is more deadly than equipment failure. Go home."

      Echo’s hand brushed Kellan’s sleeve. "She's right. Fresh eyes on this will be good anyway."

      Reluctantly, Kellan handed over the tablet, pointing out the area in question on the schematics. "Watch this valve, in case it’s malfunctioning and seals itself again.”

      "Got it," Vallis said, already absorbed in what was on the display.

      Kellan, Jace and Echo made their way out of the maintenance tunnel toward a decontamination shower. They were strategically placed all around the sector, but here, there was only one so Echo took the first turn. Standing next to the regolith and resin wall, careful not to touch it, Kellan was acutely aware that his skin was sticky with sweat, and his normally curly hair was still plastered to his face and matted with grease.

      His wrists and knees ached from crawling in the air shaft, and Jace didn’t look much better. Before the compressor emergency, the three of them had been descaling the condenser coils in the water reclamation system, which was dirty, exhausting work. On top of that, they’d had to listen to the Blinkers’ alarms wail about a Glass lockdown the whole time.

      Long before Kellan was born, a team of NPCs – the Non-Participants, Valence liked to call them because they refused to play her games – had gone around and disconnected all the cameras and speakers they could find in sector four. That way they didn’t have to listen to all-colony announcements and the tones that told the Blinkers it was time to go to breakfast or start their shifts or whatever other intrusive orders the AI liked to bark out.

      But the safety alarms were tied into the life support systems. They couldn’t be turned off, unless you didn’t want oxygen anymore. So every few months, the NPCs had to listen to the Blinkers’ Glass drills for a few hours.

      This one was supposedly not a drill, which did make it harder to concentrate on the work at hand. But the NPCs had their own protocols for these things. Seal off the airlock into the central commons, let Valence handle the air exchange between the modules – she cut them all automatically for containment’s sake – and hope for the best.

      At least it was all over by the time the compressors failed. Having to do that critical task with a splitting headache and a paranoid heat creeping up his neck would not have been good.

      Echo emerged from the decon shower, dressed in an oversized set of coveralls. “Hit the showers, Reilly,” she said, hooking her thumb over her shoulder. “You smell like air shaft dust.”

      The decon shower was a cramped metal stall tucked into a nook in the regolith-brick hallway. Kellan pulled the door closed and undressed in the changing alcove, then stepped into the shower stall. The tile was already slick, and he took a wide stance, arms held out from his body as he punched a button on the wall. Luke-warm water rained down in a fine mist from the showerhead in the center of the ceiling, as well as out from two of the three walls.

      Kellan turned in a slow circle, making sure the water-peroxide mix touched every part of his body. He scrubbed his hands over his face and down his arms, sluicing away the grease and sweat, and when he was clean, he pushed a second button. The water cut off and a jet of ozone replaced it. Kellan squeezed his eyes shut and tried not to breathe as he turned in it. It stung his nostrils and his throat, always his least favorite part of the process.

      Once he was clean, Kellan headed for his apartment. As he walked, his eyes automatically scanned along the walls, checking for cracks in the resin. They usually formed in the seams between the wall and the floor, or around openings that had been cut into the regolith brick for things like access panels and everything added to the sector after it was first built a hundred years ago.

      Most of the time, cracks formed due to dust storms that battered the hab and shook the walls. Rarely, it was because someone was being careless and damaged the delicate protective layer. Either way, it was a major emergency when one was found.

      Kellan pushed open the door to the apartment – a two-bedroom unit that his family shared with another, the Matsudas. There were six of them in all and the apartment was relatively spacious, compared to some others which managed to house up to twelve.

      “Kellan, that you?” his grandmother, Solenne, asked. She had her back to him, meticulously scrubbing the tabletop in the middle of the room.

      “Yep, just me.”

      She lay down her cleaning rag, which was little more than a few strings held tentatively together. It had a few more washes in it, but then it’d need to be retired. “Runa just got home a minute ago, she’s changing into a fresh coverall. You ready for dinner?”

      Kellan’s grandmother looked unlike any other living colonist. Her skin had the blue-gray sheen of cyanosis, and her veins traced visible patterns across her neck and up her cheeks, everywhere the skin was thinnest. Kellan had seen photos of her as a girl, when she had jade-green eyes just like his, but now her pupils were milky, obscuring most of her vision, although she compensated well and a lot of people forgot she was almost blind.

      Solenne Reilly was the colony’s only Glass survivor. In a hundred years and two outbreaks, everyone who contracted the disease had died from it… except for Solenne.

      Most people shrank away from her when they saw her striking features.
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