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Chapter 1

For Candice Hill, the 5th Annual Landing Day Celebration did not mark another joyous year surviving as a colony on the planet Verde. She could not enjoy the boisterous crowds of their little civilization dancing from street to street. She did not smile at the endless party that made Mardi Gras look like a somber gathering of a quaint few. Nearly all of the planet’s twelve thousand colonists joined in song and drink, but for Candice, the day had become one of hiding and panic.

The Men-in-White were after her.

She stumbled against a metal wall while two men dressed in neon-costumes of buxom women pranced by. The dazzling greens and reds trailed after the men like pennants in a strong wind. Her head spun and sweat beaded on her face. Counting to five, she took slow, deep breaths, hoping to keep her body from convulsing in dry heaves.

Pulling back her blond hair as it stuck to her cheek, she started moving again. Keep moving — that was important. She had to reach her Family, had to warn them.

At the corner, she waited for an enormous truck to roll by on Vincent Street, one of the few streets wide enough to handle such a vehicle. Its wheels reached over ten feet high, and its deep bed, normally filled with tons of rock to be moved from one part of the planet to another, had been decorated with flickering lights. Forty people jumped and gyrated on the truck while a three-piece band thundered a rocking tune of their own creation.

Candice scanned the crowd for the Men-in-White. There were too many people. White and red and yellow and purple flashed around — costumes and lights and painted faces. Somebody screamed somewhere behind and it quickly turned into raucous laughter.

“Candice!” a voice called out.

She looked around but only saw grotesque and twisted people. The squat buildings, none more than three stories, had strings of lights hanging from the windows. What had she come this way for? She didn’t want to act like a lunatic.

A young man approached her. He wore nothing but orange-and-white paint from head to toe in wavy stripes. He smiled at her and raised a mug in her direction. “Candice, it’s me. Chen.”

“Chen?” A co-worker in Biologics. They ran ten greenhouses together.

“You feeling okay?”

“I need my Family.” The words dribbled out of her mouth.

“I saw Rica a little bit ago. I think she just got off work. Want me to take you to her?”

Candice managed to nod. She could trust Chen. He wasn’t a Man-in-White. Grasping his hand like a life-preserver, she let him pull her through the tumultuous crowd.

Chen glanced back at her several times, smiling and drinking with his free hand. “Can you believe it’s been five years? I mean I knew we’d make it and all, but I never thought we’d have this much of a town built by now. I suppose I should’ve known better, but somehow I thought we’d be like those first Mars colonies, y’know? Scraping to get by until the next delivery from Earth. But we ain’t getting a delivery this far out, are we? Kind of makes you work harder.” He laughed and slugged back more of whatever sloshed in his mug.

Candice only heard half the words Chen said. The other half faded into the constant commotion surrounding her. Different music beat in and out of her hearing. People bumped into her. A strong scent of cooking meat drifted by.

At length, she heard Chen shout, “Rica!”

Perking her head up, Candice saw Rica standing by a pipe-railing that overlooked Windy Park. Rica still wore her work uniform — she managed a team in Atmospherics — and held a jar of pink paint in one hand. Her rich black skin contrasted the pink beautifully, and for a moment, Candice doubted if there could be monsters in the universe that would want to destroy such beauty. But the moment passed, and she remembered all she had seen. If the Men-in-White got hold of her, they would do far worse than simply destroy.

She dropped Chen’s hand and raced across the street. “Rica!”

Rica smiled. “Sis! Happy Landing Day!” She hugged Candice tight and kissed her cheek. “Have you seen Craig or Pim?”

“We have to talk,” Candice said.

“I’d love that. It’s been so hectic lately, I haven’t had a chance to really sit down and chat with you. It’s been far too long.”

Firecrackers snapped nearby, and Rica laughed. Candice tried to focus but the noise and the lights kept swirling around her. She had to warn Rica, but something inside her held her mouth closed — a thought — or a memory — or something else. Yes, it was that something else and it twisted her stomach to even think about it that little bit.

“Listen,” Rica said, leaning closer to Candice’s ear, “I’m dead tired from a double-shift and all I want right now is to get drunk and have a good time. Come on by my place tomorrow morning, and we can talk our way through our hangovers. Sound good? I love you, Sis.” Rica hugged Candice once more and headed into the crowd.

Candice raised her hand. “Wait.” But the people around Rica had already swallowed her into their pulsing, colorful mass.

“You’d better keep moving,” a deep voice said.

Candice turned toward the railing. A few feet into the park, a black wolf stood on its hind legs. It scratched its snout with one paw.

“The Men-in-White are coming, Candice. You don’t have much time left. You stop for too long and they’ll get you.”

“I thought you wanted them to get me.”

The wolf winked at her before running off into the distance.

As Candice turned away, her heart hammering, her arms shivering, she glimpsed a white figure in the crowd. Everything stopped. Her heart, her arms, her breath — everything. She stared at that spot like a gazelle that thought it had seen a lion. People walked in front of her. Others bumped her shoulder. She didn’t react. She could only stare until — there. A man dressed in a pure white business suit and a solid white mask that washed away all characteristics of his face. A Man-in-White staring right back at her.

Whirling around, Candice knocked over a young woman. Without apology, she bolted into the crowd while others around her laughed and sang. She weaved amongst the bodies, taking random turns, hoping to confuse or even lose the Man-in-White.

Sweat and tears blended into a wet stream on her cheeks. None of this should have happened. This wasn’t the plan.

Her plan. She had come to this celebration for something. Right. She had to warn her Family.

Glancing back, she saw no sign of the Man-in-White. That didn’t stop her from pressing onward. She had to keep moving or else they would find her. Isn’t that what the wolf had said?

The night sky lit up with fireworks. Huge explosions of red and gold burst in the air with one of Verde’s two moons off to the side. Pop pop pop. More fireworks flashed, and most of the colonists stopped to look up and marvel at the sight.

Not Candice. She had to keep moving, and seeing the fireworks gave her a goal. Her other sister, Pimly, would be helping run the fireworks display. Candice tapped at the touchscreen Link on her wrist and brought up the town map. Her eyes blurred, and she thought she might pass out. But the feeling subsided. Still, focusing on the touchscreen and getting it to respond to her shaking finger proved a challenge. What should have taken a few seconds turned into minutes. She didn’t have minutes.

As the flashes of light in the sky increased, Candice finally got the Link to show her a fast route to the show control room. She cut across the crowd and down an alley between two homes. Several feet ahead, two bodies writhed against a wall, their multi-colored striped paint making it difficult to tell where one ended and the other began. Candice hurried by, ignoring the moans of pleasure, and stepped into the crowd on the other side.

It took her another five minutes to navigate the streets until she reached the radio house — a two-story building used for the town’s single radio station. That night, however, Pimly and her co-workers in Excavation used their talents to blow-up the sky.

Candice slipped on the stairs as she rushed into the control room. Sitting on a wide table, a bank of handheld Links had been patched together while Pimly and three technicians used them to time the launching of fireworks from positions spread across the town. Soft, blue light from the Links painted the techs’ faces as well as the walls behind them.

Pimly looked up at the noise, held Candice’s gaze, and then turned away. Her brown skin and flat features always reminded Candice of an Incan priestess. Not something she would ever tell Pimly unless she wanted to get punched. But then, at this point, Pimly probably would punch her no matter what.

“Pim, I need —”

Pimly banged her hand against the table. “You really want to bother me now?”

Candice opened her mouth yet words refused to come out. She could think them — I’ve got to warn you — but her throat constricted whenever she tried to speak. Resting her head against the door jamb, Candice stared at Pimly. She had a bad, metallic taste in her mouth, and when she brought her finger to her lips, she saw spots of blood on her fingertips.

“Pim,” she managed with a little force.

Pimly stormed across the small room, grabbed Candice hard on the elbow and escorted her downstairs. “Look, I get it. You’re sorry. You want to apologize. Great. Thanks. We can talk about it tomorrow. Right now, I’m very busy.”

“Apologize? No. I’m here to —”

Pimly’s eyes widened and she reared back her head. “Sister, if you ain’t here to say sorry, then you better get your ass out of my face.”

“I’ve got to tell you —”

“Are you serious? You come over to my house and tell me I’ll burn in Hell because my girlfriend is my girlfriend, and now you come interrupt me during a firework show that might get me a promotion, and I’m supposed to listen to you?”

Candice didn’t recall going to Pimly’s home, but there were so many dark spots in her memory that it was possible. And while she could not see herself being so rude and forceful, she knew in her heart that Pimly’s sexual behavior endangered the Mission as well as her soul. But she had learned long ago to keep her religious views to herself. She would never have insulted Pimly — only tried to help.

Help — that’s what she had come here for. She opened her mouth and winced at the throbbing ache in her head. With determined focus, she said, “There’s danger.”

“Pim!” a man called from upstairs. “Come on.”

Pimly gave Candice a final look, then shook her head. “I know we’re Family, but I got work to do. Come by my house tomorrow, and if you promise not to preach to me, we can talk. Okay?” She didn’t wait for an answer, and Candice lacked the strength to form a response anyway.

Rica didn’t give her time and Pimly refused to listen. That left Craig. If she failed to get her message across to him, then it would all have been for nothing.

She stood on a street corner watching the parade of vehicles and dancers and musicians pass by. She couldn’t figure out where she was or how she had gotten there. Off to her right, the remains of their colony ship The Hope towered over everything. In a few more years there would be nothing left but memory of what it looked like. Every piece of that ship had been designed for utilization when they landed on this planet. Homes, streets, robotics, vehicles, machinery, even the park railings — all of it initially came from salvaging pieces of their ship. Now, five years after landfall, The Hope looked like a half-finished structure, slowly decomposing.

Candice felt the same way. She thought she could feel the holes in her brain growing, the gray matter falling apart — and she didn’t dare want to consider what it would all be used for.

A strange sound like a gong being hit underwater pulsed around her. The sky lit up green and appeared to ripple with each strike of the gong. The crowd around her watched the parade or tilted their heads up to enjoy the fireworks. Nobody acted alarmed, so Candice tried to ignore it. Just as she tried to ignore the return of her talking wolf.

It stood on the hood of a passing cargo truck and thrust its furry paw in her direction. “I can’t protect you if you don’t listen. Now, get moving!”

Candice felt a cold hand on her shoulder. She looked back. A Man-in-White.

She screamed and rushed off, the hand slipping from her even as it tried to clutch her shirt. She crossed through the parade and followed the cargo truck for several blocks, hiding on the far side. The wolf jumped off and floated in the air before her.

“What? You never knew a wolf could fly? Well, I talk, don’t I? Why shouldn’t I be able to fly?”

“W-What’s g-going —”

“I swear by the time you ask that stupid question, you’ll be dead. Do you really think they stopped chasing you because you screamed and ran away? Move!”

Candice wanted to sprint full force and straight, but the thick crowd prevented her from running. She slid between people and weaved around others until she finally stumbled into an empty alley. She ran down it but had to slow when the ground tilted to the side. She nearly fell over, scraping her hand along the rough metal wall of one building. Up ahead she saw a dead end lined with several containers of garbage.

She knew before she turned around, yet she felt compelled to look anyway. The Men-in-White — two of them — walked calmly toward her. She backed away, her fingers dragging on the wall. A flatbed carrying a band playing hard rocking music rolled by, and the glittering lights flashed around the Men-in-White, outlining them as if they were superimposed on the alley.

“Go away,” Candice said. “I didn’t see anyone. I didn’t see anything. Leave me alone.”

One of the Men-in-White flicked his hand and a white cane telescoped out. Candice’s nerves rang out as her back pressed against the wall marking the dead end.

“Mr. Wolf? Are you there? Please, help me.”

The Men-in-White exchanged a look, checked around them, then continued towards her. Candice slid down to her knees, tears welled in her eyes, and she tasted more blood filling her mouth.

She blinked.

She thought she had blinked.

Only instead of falling apart against the wall of a dead end, she stood over one of the Men-in-White. And he wasn’t white anymore. Thick, crimson liquid pulsed from his belly, staining his white suit. His horrible white mask muffled the gurgling sounds emanating from his throat.

The other Man-in-White lay crumpled against a trash bin. Like his right arm, his white cane had been broken in half.

“Did I do this?” Candice asked the alleyway.

Keep moving. She didn’t know if she heard the words or thought them, but she obeyed.

She dashed from the alley back into the throngs of celebration. A man to her left bent over a pipe-railing and threw up. Not a Man-in-White. But there were more looking for her. She couldn’t avoid them forever. They outnumbered her, and eventually they would stop trying to catch her and start trying to kill her. She had to get her Family to listen.

While still walking, she checked her Link to find her location, then had it provide directions to Rica’s favorite bar — Sparks. She considered sending a quick message but feared the Men-in-White might be able to trace it back to her. As she followed the yellow line on her Link, she kept an eye open for flashes of white in the crowd. The party would go on for hours still, but eventually, people who had to work in the morning would crawl home, the crowds would thin, and the Men-in-White would have little trouble finding her.

Sparks made up the corner of Delaware Street and New York Street. Music vibrated in the air. The savory scent of barbecued meats made Candice’s mouth water. She couldn’t recall when she had last eaten. The meat wasn’t real — just a synthetic printed up from soy and various grains — but the taste came remarkably close. At least, it came close to what she could remember from her time on Earth.

She walked into the place and found it to be more crowded than the party going on outside. Waiters and bartenders, both robotic and human, served various colored drinks. They may not have brought real meats with them, but there was no way twelve thousand colonists would go off to a new planet without the means for producing real alcohol.

In the back corner booth, Candice saw Rica and Craig hunched close over the table. She stepped toward them and the world lurched to the left. She fell into a waiter, knocking drinks to the floor. Using all her strength, Candice steadied herself and moved closer to her Family. She could feel the ground leaning one way, then the other, and she wasn’t sure she could make it all the way across the bar.

“Rica,” she said. “Listen.”

Rica glanced up and started upon seeing Candice. She jerked her head in an awkward way, and Craig turned around to see what had happened. When he saw Candice, his face reddened.

He walked towards her, but not before whispering something to Rica. When he reached her, Candice had managed another two steps.

“Hey, Sis.” He took her by the elbow. “You feeling okay?”

Candice felt her mouth lob open. The crowd laughed at her or maybe they ignored her but made a laughing sound. She couldn’t tell. They didn’t even look like people anymore — just stretches of skin that undulated like a weird computer image that somebody had messed with.

“Danger,” she said.

That got Craig’s attention. He worked in Law Enforcement. “What danger? What’s going on?”

“Men-In-White.”

“What?”

Something broke inside her. She could feel it. Something had happened in her gut that shouldn’t have happened. Bile and blood rushed up her throat, and she worked hard to keep it from spewing all over Craig. When she finally swallowed it back, she knew it was over. This would be her last chance to help them.

She inhaled deeply. “Ad ...”

“Ad? You want me to add something?”

“Ad thirteen.”

“Ad thirteen? I don’t understand.”

Candice opened her mouth again, but nothing came out. She collapsed to the floor as the noise subsided into the air. She heard Craig yelling at the bartender to call the medics. She heard Rica cry out her name. But it all was far away. Soon, she would be dead, and she could only hope that Craig would eventually understand her message.

A medic arrived, checked her pulse and ran a special Link over her body. Then he tapped his report into the Link so Medical would be prepared when she arrived. He placed four air cushions under her body and turned them on.

The cushions lifted Candice into the air, and the medic pushed her carefully outside. People gave them a wide berth — partially out of respect, partially so that they didn’t come into close contact with something that might ruin their party. The medic slipped her into the back of an ambulance and hurried to drive off.

A face came into view. Not the medic. Not a doctor. The masked face of man dressed entirely in white. He held a syringe, and his expressionless mask did little to hide the pleasure he received from finally catching his prey.

 


Chapter 2

1

Rica Hill chopped a cucumber with precise, sure knife-work. Though the lettuce, tomato, carrots, and celery all looked the same as back on Earth, the vegetables of Verde carried a bitter aftertaste that she had yet to find a good way to hide. She had tried many spices, oils, and fruits, but nothing sufficed. Still, it was far better than the crude mess that came out of the printer. The first year of suffering what that machine called food made her thankful for every bitter vegetable they now grew on this planet.

She scooped up the cucumbers and added them to the salad bowl. Wiping her hands on her apron, she smiled at the meager lunch. Craig rarely had enough time to do more than shovel down a few bites, say a few words, and smile before he had to run off back to the station. Meager would be fine by him.

He might not be coming around for the food.

But she had to put that thought away. He was a brother in her Family. That had to be held sacred out here. It had to mean something. Otherwise, nobody had any family. Otherwise, none of what they had created on this planet made much sense.

Three months had passed since they lost Candice. Rica could use all the making sense she could find.

If only she had taken the time to listen to Candice, then maybe she would have noticed how ill her sister had looked. Maybe the poor girl would still be alive. But Rica had been more interested in drinking off a hard day at work and celebrating with everybody else — especially Craig.

She placed the salad bowl in the center of a small table. Then she passed her finger across the Link on her wrist. The monitor in the kitchen came to life with an afternoon news program. She listened to the talking heads as she poured glasses of water and set the table.

With only three channels to choose from (and one of them designed for children), her viewing options were limited, but she mostly wanted to hear the latest regarding the outbreak. Candice’s death had been attributed to an unknown virus. They even classified it after her — the C1 virus. An honor Rica surely wished didn’t exist.

And then other people contracted the disease.

“The important thing to remember is that we are a close-knit community.” Pierre Bradley, the head of Medical, had been on every news program for the last few weeks getting people to pay attention. He sat in front of one camera after another, his bald head gleaming under the lights, his business suit and clean-shaved face speaking volumes as to how little grunt work he had ever done, and he spoke as if the entire colony got together each night to hold hands and sing songs. “What happens to one of us happens to us all. Until our population numbers increase substantially, we must hold ourselves to the highest standard of responsibility. If even one of us fails to adhere to the latest health protocols, the results could be disastrous.”

Rica stopped and thought about that word — disastrous. It would be terrible for this small outbreak to turn into a full-blown epidemic, and with only twelve thousand people in the Colony (well, eleven thousand nine-hundred and ninety-nine since Candice’s passing), an outbreak could wipe them out. Yet the way Bradley spoke the word, Rica thought he meant it more as a disaster for the Mission than the people.

But how many people had really signed up for this because of the Mission? She doubted if it were more than a handful. Signing up for a one-way trip to settle Mars or even Europa was one thing. Signing up to travel in a colony-ship, to be frozen for a few hundred years, was entirely different. Nobody does that for a damn Mission. They do it for a new life.

The irony of it all was that Rica couldn’t tell whether the new life was any better than the old life. Not when she had to hide the way she felt about a man because he had been arbitrarily assigned to her as a brother.

Knocking at the door woke her from her thoughts. She clicked the monitor to one of the two music stations, took off her apron, checked herself in the mirror, and answered the door.

Craig smiled, and for a passing breath, she felt warm and calm. She led him to the dinette, and he sat with nervousness that reminded her of being a teenager on a first date. Moments like this, tucked away in her home, it was easy to forget that it all played out on the surface of a planet orbiting a star light years from Earth. Of course, even back on Earth, many would have disapproved of them having lunch together in this way. But back there it would have been because she was black and he was white. Not because they were Family.

“How’s it going at work?” Craig asked as she handed him a small bowl for his salad. “You’ve been back a full week now, right?”

She nodded. “It’s fine. Tons of reports waiting for me. Nobody bothered to pick up the slack on that one.”

Craig chuckled. “You can’t be surprised at that.”

“No, but it was still an unpleasant thing to see. Made me wish I worked in the gardens ...” She trailed off, unable to finish as she pictured Candice covered in soil, holding a new breed of tomato or broccoli, happy and proud.

Neither spoke for a minute. They simply sat and ate.

At length, Craig wiped his mouth and said, “This is delicious.”

“Thank you.”

Rica poked her fork around the lettuce and vegetables — all products of Candice’s hard work. Her unending enthusiasm for creating food to service the Mission. All for what? So she could be ignored by the ones she loved when she needed them the most? A tear escaped Rica’s eye as she shoved down those thoughts.

But Craig noticed. On instinct, he reached across the table and touched her hand. She jumped to her feet and began to clear the table.

“I’m sorry there’s not much food today.”

“Rica.”

She closed her eyes, not wanting to see the look on his face, not wanting to know whether he said her name as the beginning of a declaration of love or one of brotherly compassion. What if all these feelings she had were only coming from her? If he saw her as nothing more than a sister, especially after the loss of Candice, Rica didn’t know if she could take it.

Of course, I can take it. A puppy dog crush is nothing to get so crazy about.

But it felt stronger than that. Because after living on Verde for five years, after leaving Earth and knowing that everyone and everything she left behind had died out long ago, this was the first time she felt these emotions rekindling inside. Yet if he shared her feelings, if they were found out, everyone would look at them as diseased and twisted. Her Family would be ripped apart, each member reassigned, and as the Family head, she would be punished. If he did not share her feelings, she would lose him as Family, too. Things would become awkward and strained between them. He wouldn’t come over for lunch anymore. Everything that brightened her days would end.

“You okay?” he asked.

She opened her eyes and forced out a smile. “I just wish I understood what happened to her. I wanted to be able to bury her.”

“I know. Me, too.”

That may have been the hardest part of losing Candice. They hadn’t simply lost the life of a dear Family member. She had disappeared into the system. The official line they received was that Candice had been infected by an unknown pathogen, and her body had to be studied, then cremated in order to protect the Colony. It made perfect sense, but they refused to even provide her ashes.

Over the last months, as the outbreak grew, other people had disappeared, too. Yet no word came of a cure, nobody received ashes, no progress could be reported. With so many autopsies being performed, some basic information should have been available, yet they only heard silence.

It brought back memories of the first year after landing, when people disappeared without a trace. They knew the planet had no life on it — that’s what they were told, at least — but everybody came to the same conclusion. Something was out there.

They called it the Monster. A few called it the Black Monster. Rica knew the name came from the fact that it struck during the night, but it was hard not to take offense. She saw other black folk give her that look when they heard the name spoken — so she knew she wasn’t the only one. But those kinds of thoughts, issues of race, all of that had to be let go. This was a new start for mankind, and she had to remember that part of the Mission was forgetting the stupidity of the past.

Rica sat back at the table and took hold of Craig’s hand. The electricity she felt run straight to heart nearly made her lean over and kiss him. She took a shaky breath and tried to ignore the hopeful look she thought she saw in his eyes. For now, Candice had to be put first. She pulled her hand back as inoffensively as she could manage.

“I want you to do me a favor,” she said.

“Anything.”

“Look into the case again.”

Craig frowned. “It’s been closed. I don’t know if I can even get access.”

“Please. I need to know we didn’t give up.”

With a gentle sigh, he nodded. “Chief Miyamoto likes me. I can probably get him to let me poke around a little.”

“Thank you. That’d be wonderful.”

“Taking on an extra case means I’ll be busier. I might not be able to come by for our lunches for a while.”

“I know. It’s okay.” Did she hear more regret than friendship? No matter. Keeping him away through work was part of the whole point. She couldn’t go on without making a decision — either tell Craig how she felt or bury those feelings forever. She needed the time and space to think things through.

2

Craig lumbered down the sidewalk, grumbling to himself as he headed back to the police station. He was tall and bulky, and those who passed gave him extra room. Nobody wanted to bump into a man arguing with himself — especially one as big as Craig.

Why did I touch her hand? He asked the question over and over. They had been spending several enjoyable lunches together, and often those lunches were the best part of the day. Rica looked exquisite even when sad — and when he held her hand, he didn’t even mean it as a come on. He truly wanted to comfort her. She had taken the loss of Candice hardest out of the whole Family, and he wanted to ease her pain. Help her heal. But the way she snapped her hand back told him all he had feared. 

He thrust his hands in his coat and turned the corner. It wasn’t fair. Here they were, so far from the old world, so far from the old traditions and old prejudices, and yet while many became wild and free with their bodies, he found his relationships becoming more rigid and regressive. The new taboos made no sense to him. Why did they need Families anyway? What was wrong with letting them all be individuals who eventually would create their own families — real ones based on love and attraction?

Worst of all, he had agreed to investigate Candice’s death. He should have said No. Over the last five years as a crime investigator for Law Enforcement, he had seen plenty of cases like Candice’s. Well, not exactly like hers, but ones in which delving into the truth only hurt more people than it ever helped. He had investigated the Monster cases, too, and those only ended with unanswered questions. Add in the strange factors surrounding Candice and his gut screamed out danger warnings.

Besides, he knew the other reason she had asked him to look into the case. She wanted him busy. Wanted him gone. Because like a big, stupid fool, he had touched her hand in a way that had betrayed his feelings.

And in response, she had pulled away.

If he could sit down with her for another lunch, explain to her that he thought highly of her, that he cared about her, that he wanted her more than just as an object of lust or attraction, that he was serious, then maybe she would forgive his small transgression. Maybe she would grow to feel the same way about him.

None of that could happen if he was off investigating extra cases. He stepped over to a small alcove and pulled out his Link. He had embedded it into his notepad. It provided an effective move to flip open his notepad when interviewing suspects. An old school look, sure, but one that still carried weight deep in the public’s mind.

With a few finger swipes, he called Pimly’s Link. If Rica wanted him investigating Candice’s death, he wanted the okay from the entire Family. And if Pimly acted contrary, like she often did, if she said No, then Craig would have to abide by that decision and return to spending his lunch hour with Rica instead of opening closed cases.

“Sure, that’s fine. If it’ll make Rica feel better.” Pimly stared off-screen, barely listening to what Craig had said.

“But what do you want? Are you okay with whatever we uncover? I mean, you and Candice had your differences to say the least.”

“If you’re asking about my being a lesbian, I couldn’t care less what people thought. I’m sitting in the park with Polly right now.” Polly pressed her freckled face into view and waved. “See? Most people don’t give a crap about us anyway. Heck, there’re so many people around here experimenting with poly-relationships and transgenders and whatnot that a lesbian is old news.”

“I didn’t mean anything by it like that. It’s just that Candice knows a lot about us, and if I go open her case, the things I find out will become public record.”

Pimly shrugged. “You do what you have to. Doesn’t matter to me.”

Before he could argue the point, Pimly cut the call, leaving him standing in an alcove alone. He considered calling her back but shook off that idea. Walking onward, he slouched his big shoulders forward and stared at the ground. He would do what Rica asked, of course — he knew he would from the beginning. Except he wished there were another way.

And since he was letting himself be honest for a moment, he had to acknowledge that the reason he didn’t want to look into the case had little to do with Rica. She might be trying to push him away, but he had never been the type to give up so easily. No, the reason he hesitated, the reason the whole case spooked him rested in Candice’s last words. The words he never reported, never told anybody. The words he had heard — Ad Thirteen.

He didn’t know what it meant. His gut promised that he didn’t want to know.

3

Pimly closed her Link and leaned her head on Polly’s shoulder. They sat on a grassy hill in Windy Park and watched the afternoon moonset. Big Sister looked and acted much like Earth’s moon, complete with phases and a cratered surface. Little Sister, on the other hand, spent a lot of the year hovering around the horizon and every so often, the sun caught Little Sister as she set for the day, giving her face a pinkish hue.

“You sure you don’t have to be at work?” Polly said.

Pimly liked the way her deep voice rumbled. “I’ve got the day off. Tomorrow’s a different story, but for now, let’s enjoy what time we’ve got.”

A single tree shaded them from the afternoon sun, and the grass felt wonderful beneath Pimly’s feet. Off to the right, an air vent stuck out of the ground. They were all over the Colony. Though not the main way Atmospherics handled finishing the terraforming job that the robots failed to complete before The Hope arrived, these air vents provided an extra flow of oxygen into the Colony — enough to make a dome unnecessary. The air beyond the Colony boundaries was breathable, but it would be like breathing while atop a mountain — thin and strained.

Polly stroked Pimly’s short hair. “What did Craig want?”

“How is talking about him going to be enjoyable?”

“He’s your brother. I figured if he called, it might be important.”

Screwing her face up in mock anger, Pimly flopped onto her back. “Rica wants him to open up Candice’s case again.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pressed.”

“It’s okay. I mean I miss Candice, and I feel kinda crappy about our last words, but that’s life. Crappy things happen.”

“You’re speaking to the choir on that one.”

Pimly closed her eyes and tried not to think about Polly’s past. Not everybody had the intelligence or the luck to end up in a Family like the Hills. Polly ended up in the Cotsos. Turned out Bry Cotso wasn’t interested in leading his Family to become strong in Plumbing Logistics. Instead, he quietly beat Polly and her sisters into submission, then started his own prostitution business. Even this far away from Earth, the scumbags of the universe found a way to screw things over.

Pimly rolled onto her stomach, kicked her feet in the air, and propped her head on her folded arms. “Let’s get a late lunch and then go back to your place for dessert.”

Polly tapped Pimly’s shoulder. “I knew it.”

“What?”

“You know what. You say you don’t want to, but it’s no coincidence that you bring up sex after mentioning loss.”

Pimly sat up. “Wait. Are you talking about that thing we discussed last week?”

“Oh, don’t start acting like you haven’t thought about it. And you can say the word baby. It won’t kill you.”

“You think that because Candice died, I want to sleep with you as some weird way of pretending to create life? Is that it?”

Polly raised an eyebrow. “You tell me. I know that we would be great parents, and I know we could make a great Family of our own. I’m willing to carry the child, and it isn’t that hard to get approval for starting a new Family. And I love you. So why not?”

“A baby is a huge responsibility. Especially out here. It’s not like we have a fully developed infrastructure.”

“There’s enough of one. Plenty of people have babies. Shit, wasn’t that what you and Candice fought about? She was all about our duty to the Mission and how as women we had to bear children to populate the Colony. Just because her religion said lesbians couldn’t be parents doesn’t mean we have to abide by that. You know Jackson and Colby Maxwell, right? Those guys have two kids.”

Though the air vent next to them churned out a strong current, Pimly found it difficult to breathe. “I don’t know. I’m not ... I mean ... this is not what I’m any good at.”

“Relax. I’ll be the mother. You can be stern Daddy.”

“No! I’m not doing this. I’m not a parent and you know that. That may be what Candice says is part of our Mission, but it’s not mine.”

“Hey, just because your dad was a piece of —”

“Don’t even start with that. Your past is full of nastiness, too. What makes you think we could even get a Family permit with our histories? This is not going to work. There’s no way.”

“We could try, at least.”

Pimly stood and brushed off her pants with short, sharp motions. Her lower-jaw jutted out as she tried hard to hold back the tirade she wanted to unleash. A baby? Polly had lost her mind.

“Don’t get mad,” Polly said, but Pimly knew a half-hearted attempt when it came from her lover.

“I’m going for a walk. We’ll talk about this later.”

Thankfully, Polly didn’t say anymore. She would wait until Pimly had gone off before shedding her tears. Pimly hated whining and crying, and Polly knew her well enough to hide such things if she wanted to win this argument. But there was no winning here. Not for her. Pimly would never have a child. If she had wanted kids, she would have stayed back on Earth.

Without another word, she stomped off down the hill and headed deeper into the park. The trees that lined the pathways darkened the day, but that only fueled her mood. A baby. Insanity must run thick in Polly’s genes.

Further in, Pimly watched two toddlers rolling a ball. Their mothers sat on the grass nearby, chatting and keeping an eye on their children. A pregnant woman sat on a bench and looked on with a broad smile while she caressed her bulging stomach.

This was why Polly had babies on the mind. So many of their peers were pregnant or trying to get pregnant. And while Pimly loved many of Polly’s little quirks, the girl’s need to be part of the crowd was not among them. In fact, it amazed Pimly that they were together because she was the opposite. For her, if the crowd wanted blue, she would opt for red.

A sharp, cold pain hit the right side of her brain as if an icicle dug around in there. She stopped walking and rubbed her temples. Shutting her eyes tight for a moment, she could only manage a few shallow breaths. After a few seconds, the pain passed.

She opened her eyes and saw the vastness of space. She stood in The Hope and stared out one of the few observation windows. Candice came up behind her.

“It’s so beautiful.”

Pimly turned around, and she was on another deck of the ship — one she didn’t know. Rica, Craig, and Candice were there, too. They all looked at each other with worried, confused expressions. Her heart rate had increased. Her adrenaline pumped into her muscles. They were in danger.

Before she could speak, she found herself near the control center — really, a glorified cockpit. Rica stood there, her black skin paled in horror. Pimly followed her gaze until she saw it. Blood. Blood and chunks of — she didn’t want to know — splattered across the seats and controls.

Screaming. Pimly heard it as a dim sound at first. But when she turned her head in the direction of the noise, she stood in a corridor on the ship and saw Candice’s blond hair bouncing as she ran off screaming.

Pimly’s eyes snapped open. All was quiet. She was on her back. On the grass. In the park.

She lifted her head. No pain. She rose to an elbow, then fully sitting up.

Under the shade of a blue oak, she listened to her heart pounding in her chest. The evening lights were on, and the night air cooled her sweating skin. She glanced at her Link for the time. Seven hours? Seven.

Her mouth felt dry. As her body calmed like it had awoken from a nightmare, she pushed back on the thought that crept into her mind. That maybe, like Candice, she — no, I can’t think about that.

Pimly stood too fast and nearly fell back to the ground. Once her head cleared, she hurried out of the park. Get home. That’s all she wanted to do. Get home, draw a bath, and soak away her thoughts. Maybe down a few shots — enough to ensure a dreamless night.

Though she did well at blocking most of her thoughts, they persisted enough that every so often during her walk back home, they poked through. Candice. This was how it had begun for her. Little headaches. Pimly remembered how Candice complained and visited Medical, but nobody thought it was anything worse than some migraines — possibly from spending too much time in the thin air outside the Colony. Except Candice had never left the Colony. And then she went mad and died.

“I don’t want to die,” Pimly whispered, dashing away at the tears blurring her eyes.


Chapter 3

1

When morning came, Craig walked off to work. He enjoyed his morning strolls — they cleared his mind and prepared him for the day ahead. While there were plenty of vehicles, most people walked when they could manage it. Doing so saved energy, and the Mission required the most energy of all.

That was one thing Craig loved about his job — more than most, he served the Mission. Law Enforcement meant making sure people stayed on track with their jobs, that they didn’t fall into bad habits, that they didn’t become a danger to those around them or to the Mission. After all, without the Mission, what were they all doing out here?

Of course, everybody had their own ideas about what the Mission meant. For some, it was simply colonizing a new planet. For others, it meant creating an Eden for all who wanted to come. Still others saw it as mankind’s last, desperate attempt to survive (and hopefully change) from the self-destructive behaviors of our past. For Craig, it was all of this. But it was more, too.

“Morning Officer Hill,” the Law Enforcement receptionist said as he entered the station.

Pherson? Pherman? Craig couldn’t remember his name. The man had only started a few days ago. The previous receptionist, a lovely woman named Talia, had come down with symptoms of the C1 outbreak. Law Enforcement couldn’t risk infecting the whole branch, so they forced her into quarantine at her home. If she got healthy in the next few weeks, she would return without problems. If not, she would be forced to join the rest of the infected.

Medical had been handling the real quarantine, directing Law Enforcement to mark off three whole blocks of housing for these sickly people. Law Enforcement tried to be accommodating, but Medical acted as if nothing else mattered. Sure, a disease outbreak was serious and highly important, but that didn’t mean Law Enforcement had nothing else to do. Adding to the problem, Medical had the worst diplomatic skills Craig had ever seen. So, he wasn’t shocked when he heard Chief Miyamoto shouting at the image of Pierre Bradley on the Chief’s office wall.

Craig went straight to his desk. When the Chief finished his call, nobody wanted to be caught doing anything other than working hard. Even Ski buried his head in busywork, and Ski was the laziest of them all.

“Where’s Roth?” Craig asked as he settled in. Roth had been Craig’s partner since Landing Day. They worked well together and had risen through the ranks by sharing their achievements — neither one ever claimed full credit for solving a case.

“Called in sick,” Ski said. They called him Ski because his real name proved too difficult for most. Craig had yet to learn that name but assumed it came from Poland or some other Slavic area. “Said it wasn’t the infection, just a cold. He should be back tomorrow.” Ski looked ridiculous behind his desk — mostly because he had been built out of muscle and nothing else. Craig was a big man, but Ski made him feel puny by comparison.

Craig worried that having his partner out sick might cause problems. The most obvious problem was that as the outbreak worsened, people in the department might think he was sick, too. After all, partners spend a lot of time together. But more immediately, he had been counting on Roth to pick up the slack while he investigated Candice’s death. Without the extra help, Craig would have to work overtime in order to get everything done. And in the Colony, nobody got paid for overtime. How could they? With so much to do in order to survive, extra pay was a luxury nobody could demand.

Crying about it wouldn’t get it done. Craig pulled up his desk HUD which connected to the Link system. It was a primitive internet. Primitive only because of two factors — the small number of Colony computers in existence to link together and the limited number of satellites orbiting Verde. Still, the system worked well enough, and with The Hope’s massive data wells, Craig had access to all the accumulated knowledge Earth had to offer at the time they left.

He pulled up the search engine — remarkably called Search — and stared at the query box. He knew exactly what he wanted to type, but something inside him hesitated. His hand moved to pull up Candice’s case file, but he stopped that, too. That would be the next step, one that would take him plenty of time to analyze, and that’s why he had to do this first. Her last words. He couldn’t ignore them.

He typed AD THIRTEEN and the results returned instantly. Many of them were for AD13 which offered more places to look than spelling out the word. He checked out the historical Earth references first — Tiberius paraded through Rome after the successful siege of Germany, and Strabo, a Greek geographer, published a book on the shape of the Earth. Craig scrolled through a few more entries, but nothing popped as significant.

Further down the search results, he saw the listing for 13AD. In the 1980’s and 1990’s, 13AD was India’s top rock band. Candice had always enjoyed an eclectic mix of music, so Craig took a few minutes going through translations of the songs. Nothing helpful.

He leaned back in his chair and tapped his chin. What could she have meant? If it was referencing a time period, perhaps she had meant the thirteenth month after they had arrived on Verde.

He searched for a historical overview of that time, but after a half-hour of combing through various department reports, he knew he had found nothing useful. It was the AD — that didn’t work with this search. It could have been a reference to a particular department, but that seemed far too cryptic for Candice — especially as her dying words.

The only other thing Craig could think of was After Departure. Not really the common way to speak of the long trip to Verde, but he didn’t have much else to try. He pulled up the ship reports and searched for the thirteenth year.

The Hope had been a massive colony ship unlike anything ever built before. Probably unlike anything built since, too. Governments could never have come together for such a project, and the cost was far more than any one country could bear.

The Hope had been the idea of multi-trillionaire Russell Hoven, and he alone had the funds to make it happen. Journalists and gossip-lovers tried for years to figure out Hoven’s angle — how he intended to become even richer by throwing all he had into this project. They never figured it out. Mainly because Hoven’s entire plan was to take his three daughters and get away from Earth and money and greed and crowding and war and everything else one would want to escape. He simply wanted to start over, create a better life for his loved ones, and he had the money to do it.

The ship housed twelve thousand people, each in an individual cryochamber. Every Family was awoken on a set rotation and given a full day to eat, talk, exercise, check out the view of space, and most importantly, take care of the ship, course correct, and handle any business required to successfully get them all
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