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“I’m about to make you very rich.” Dr. Ellen Wu absently toyed with the scraggly stubble along his jawline, annoyed it wasn’t a more significant display of his masculinity. He was certain the unflappable Vespar Bayliss stared at his imperfection, judging him.

Clearing his throat, Ellen peered down into the lab. “Experiment number thirty-three. If this batch survives, we might finally have a viable new protein source for the Outer Sol with mealworms the size of sheep. Farmers out there can wrangle cheap livestock instead of building costly greenhouses and offer a tastier protein.”

“This experiment better not fail like thirty-two, Ellen.” Vespar glared her unmistakable disappointment.

Ellen shriveled inside himself. “The results of thirty-two were rather unfortunate. I know what to look for now. It won’t happen again.” The specimen had started to eat itself, then had withered into a dried-out husk. Some days, Ellen could relate.

This idea, a masterstroke of applied genetics, had more variables and chaotic factors than a lesser mind could hope to master, but it would succeed. Maybe not within Vespar’s timeline, but it would.

Loosening the tie that held his collar snug, disguising its feminine curve, he hoped more air would soothe the insistent feelings of dread and hoped this experiment would prove his genius. “This DNA mix has more promise than the others and has zero markers that doomed its predecessors.”

He held Vespar’s gaze, sticking up for himself. It wasn’t only the experiment she doubted; it was him, all of him. He couldn’t let her get away with calling him Ellen for both professional and personal reasons. He opened his holoscreen and sent a quick communique to the head of human resources at Ves Par Bay Innovations, then leveled his boss a smile he didn’t feel.

Vespar’s posh suit and tightly pulled-back hair matched her personality—stern, unyielding, and formidable. Three seconds later, her comm link chimed. Checking her holoscreen, her expression colored with irritation. “Change of name message received. HR states you’re considering Ripley or Slater. Which one should I use?

Dr. Wu nodded. “What do you think? Ripley Wu or Slater Wu? Which one fits me better?”

“Just pick one.”

“Ripley, I think… No, Slater. Umm, Ripter?”

“Dr. Wu, we have work to do.”

“You’re absolutely right.” Ellen returned his attention to the lab, frowning when his favorite lab assistant strolled in blinking up at him with such trust. The lab assistants were deliberately kept ignorant of the prior catastrophic trials. Awareness wouldn’t save them from being crushed or eaten, but spared them the stress and worry.

“Could we instead send in a bot? Jamine has yet to hit puberty and is a very valuable assistant. She’s so quick at knowing what to centrifuge and what to toss.”

“Detach. Your assistant is an asset, nothing more.” Vespar crossed her arms. “The livestock project, your science, is what matters. That’s why you’re here.”

“Yes, but—”

“Sentimentality doesn’t serve my enterprise or your science. Make this project work. Today. Then, I can fund one of your other pet projects.” She raised an eyebrow to punctuate her point.

Hating himself, Ellen nodded. He should place more value on Jamine than on his singular ambition, which was to perfect a universal algorithm for protein folding across species met and unmet, a breakthrough that would cement his name as the greatest biologist in the Sol. But funding was scarce for pursuits of pure genius.

He chewed his thumbnail. “I’m so sorry, Jamine,” he muttered under his breath, then tried another plea to clear his conscience. “She’s the last one, the last lab assistant.”

“Cease testing my patience, doctor. A new batch of assistants is on the way.”

“It takes time to train them.”

“What else do you have to do other than work for me?”

“Hmm.” Ellen hated to admit Vespar was right. From the control panel beside the observing window, he latched the door of the lab, sealing his assistant inside, then leaned over the mic which piped his voice into the room below. “Retrieve specimen 15711, please.” He hoped Jamine didn’t hear the strain in his voice, making it harder than usual to form words.

“Do not fail me,” Vespar said, tapping her couture heel on the spotless floor. The composite dampened most of the relentless drum of her impatient foot, but not all of it.

The observatory, from which they could safely witness the trial, lacked color like the lab. Dull white tiles covered the walls, while a composite in a matching color comprised the floor and ceiling. In the center of the lab, a stainless-steel table gleamed under glaring bright lights. Cages lined one wall, where the occupants slithered in the shadows. Against the other walls were machines, equipment, and refrigeration units with see-through doors. Vials and petri dishes filled the cold shelves.

“Reminder, for the trillionth time, Ves Par Bay Innovations has sunk everything into this project. Into you and your idea.”

Ellen knew very well that the company would not survive if his experiments failed. Ideally, this project should have been completed a month ago. “Your faith will soon be rewarded,” he promised.

Skipping across the twenty-foot square lab, Jamine reached into one of the cages and pulled out a pale mealworm the size of a piglet. It squirmed so much; she had trouble hanging onto it. The segmented sections on its body finally allowed her to get a firm grip. With great effort, she lugged the worm across the lab and heaved it onto the table. Wiping her hands on her lab coat, she stood still for a moment to catch her breath.

“Specimen 15711 on the table, Dr. Wu,” she reported, mimicking his detached tone.

“From refrigerator four, you’ll want the vial labeled CRISPR GWFAXSPCTG. Do you need me to repeat that, Jamine?”

“No, Dr. Wu. I have a better memory than you. Remember?” She laughed, her innocent face shining up at him. “Of course you don’t,” she joked. 

Ellen rewarded her with a forced smile, but he couldn’t laugh. Not when he was so nervous about the outcome of what they were about to do. He glanced at Vespar. “I really recommend we use a bot. They’re more sterile than humans and won’t introduce any potential chaotic elements.” Plus, he wanted to give Jamine this last chance.

“The bots botch the injections. I can’t afford a mistake and more delays.” Reaching past him, she stabbed a command on the control panel. A yellow mist flooded the lab. “Sterilized. Problem gone.” She didn’t blink while Jamine wheezed and hacked.

“You didn’t need to use so much sterilizing fog.”

“You don’t need to tell me what to do. Who owns your work and the rights to your future projects?”

He sighed. “I’m well aware you own me.” She also owned the rights to his protein folding research. He nibbled off another piece of thumbnail. When the cloying cloud of sterilizer cleared, he called down to Jamine. “Did you find the right vial?”

The waif of a girl held it up proudly and returned to the mealworm, which was already a good size, but to be truly innovative and useful for Outer Sol farmers, the mealworms needed to be bigger and grow quickly with little food.

“What’s in this CRISPR?” Vespar asked, her nose almost touching the glass.

“Sponge, Axolotl, and bits and bobs.”

She snorted. “Bits and bobs. Really?”

Ellen zipped over a file from his holoscreen to Vespar’s. “This is the full recipe if you want to review it.”

Bringing up her holoscreen, Vespar tapped a few icons and scanned over the documentation detailing the CRISPR. “Interesting combo. Mole crickets? What are those for?”

“Quick growth of the worms, and they taste good.”

Vespar nodded. “Kudos for considering flavor. You excel at this type of work.”

“Shush now. I don’t want Jamine distracted.”

“I’ll let you get away with speaking to me like that once, Dr. Wu. Once.” Vespar practically spat.

He didn’t acknowledge her temper. Answering her would certainly lead to a prolonged argument and possibly the termination of his employment. He was already tense enough.

“Jamine, pick up the microinjector. It should fit snugly into the end of the vial. Yes, like that. Great work.” Ellen licked his lips. “Once it’s filled, insert it into the worm.”

The injector glowed green when properly filled, tinting Jamine’s face in a ghastly hue. She separated the syringe from the vial with care. “Anywhere on the specimen?” she asked. Long and writhing, the pale-colored worm wiggled toward the edge of the table.

Pushing Ellen away from the mic, Vespar barked, “Don’t let it roll off.”

Her face paling, Jamine wrestled the worm back to the center. “It doesn’t like the cold metal.”

“It won’t be cold long,” Vespar replied with staccato syllables. She gave control of the mic back to Ellen. “And you guarantee these worms will never mature into beetles?”

“Of course,” Ellen answered. “The worm’s ability to grow past the larva stage has been taken away. That was my first success. How quickly you forget. Have you seen any beetles in the facility the past four months?”

“No, but maybe you burn them before I see them.”

“I have never deceived you.”

“Keep that up, Dr. Wu.” She motioned at the glass separating them from the lab. “Get on with it.”

“Jamine,” Ellen spoke in a soothing tone, “you’re doing great work. I’m so proud of you. Go ahead and inject the specimen. The fifth segment behind the head is best. Insert the injector slowly. Don’t jab.”

Jamine patted the worm, and it leaned into her hand. She giggled. “I think it likes me.”

The microinjector slid easily into the specimen. The mealworm twitched as usual, not reacting to the needle or the influx of new DNA.

Ellen frowned, running a hand down his face, disgusted by this situation and by the brazen bare spots on his cheeks. Once the mealworm experiments were off his docket, he would tinker with his hormone levels again and perfect his facial hair.

“Your CRISPR accelerant isn’t doing anything,” Vespar griped.

“Give it a chance.”

“Accelerant means fast, Dr. Wu. It’s in the name.”

Ellen squeezed his eyes shut. He hated looking so incompetent and feared Vespar was humoring him until she found someone else. He couldn’t lose the protein folding project, couldn’t lose his chance at being as famous as Einstein. Jamine’s squeaking gasp jerked open his eyes.

The worm swelled to the size of a sheep and kept growing, expanding to the size of a cow. His eyes widened and jaw dropped.

In a blink, the creature surpassed the height and bulk of an elephant. Jamine backed away. The worm slithered after her, calling plaintively.

“It’s working.” Ellen spoke in a hush, awed by what he had done. His genius had grown the typical mealworm to piglet size, stopped it from maturing into a beetle, and now it had become something much more impressive.

“I am going to be so rich,” Vespar grinned.

“I’m going to be so famous,” Ellen whispered. He turned to his boss. “Congratulations. You and your company are now the marvel of the Sol.” And his protein folding research could commence.

Vespar grabbed his hands and danced him around, a smile finally gracing her face, banishing her usual stern demeanor. “This is fabulous. You are fabulous.”

This was a side of Vespar Ellen had never seen. She was easier to like this way. He hummed a lively tune to draw out her playfulness and the celebration.

Jamine’s distressed scream halted the festivities—an alarmed, death-impending scream to curl the nerves of human decency. Ellen whirled. The worm’s segments quivered, each one twitching in a rhythm not of intention and science but of something out of control.

The worm grew and grew and grew, pressing against the glass of the observatory, bloated to obscene proportions, obscuring any view of the lab or Jamine. Her shrieks became more muffled, more desperate. “Help me.”

Ellen reached for the emergency release for the lab door to let her out. Vespar jumped in front of him, holding his arm away from the button. “We can’t jeopardize the entire facility,” she warned.

Jamine’s cries became frantic and screeching. Ellen lunged for the release, fighting to get past Vespar. Then came the splat—wet and loud and popping.

Ellen cringed, balling his fists. “We could have saved her,” he cried at Vespar. “She didn’t have to die.”

“Better her than you or me.”

The walls protecting them groaned. Vespar spun and ran out of the observatory. Ellen followed on her heels into the hallway. The security team outside the lab rushed inside to deal with the out-of-control worm.

“I’ll start over,” Ellen yelled after Vespar. “I promise to get it right.”

“This is close to right. You’ll have it perfect when we start shipping orders next week,” Vespar huffed, not slowing down. Another set of guards ushered her to the exit at the end of the hallway. Vespar waved at Ellen to follow.

The last thing Ellen heard before leaving the building was the explosion. The last thing he saw were the guards’ arms, legs, and boots flying in a cloud of blood and worm guts.

Smoke and char and goo filled his nose, choking him. Vespar yanked him outside and sealed the doors.

“The worms aren’t ready for shipping, Vespar. There is so much more work to be done.”

“This version is perfect with a few tweaks.” A grin remained on her face as she leaned back against the door, adding her full weight to the seals and locks.

No one else tried to come out. Ellen blinked at the building, his eyes blurring with tears.

“Really, doctor?” she sighed.

“It’s the smoke,” he sniffed, “and losing so much work. The specimens and CRISPRs.”

“I have copies at an alternative site. Get in the shuttle.” She nodded at the waiting ship in the near distance.
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Linn peeled off the dusky black shirt, not liking what it did for his complexion and hating the way it pulled away at the waist, making him look square, masking the hard-earned muscles forged through backbreaking labor. He had his hand on the red top when his bunkmate rushed inside. The opened door smooshed Linn up against the wall.

“Pavol, for the millionth time, knock before you barge in.”

“Sorry for smashing you. I didn’t mean to, but you have to hurry. We’re waiting on you, fren, my budster, my pal. Waiting forever. Gia Jayce went to a lot of trouble to arrange this surprise party for you,” Pavol said.

“Which is why I want
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