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				“If you can’t fix what’s broken, you’ll go insane.”

				Max Rockatansky, Mad Max: Fury Road

			

		

	
		
			To Karl Urban.

			The movies I have watched for you, sir.

			The movies I have watched for you.
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			it’s already here (we’re here)

			Toronto Signal reporter: Mr. Prime Minister, did you know about the aliens?

			Prime Minister Cannell: I did. It was a matter of national security, so you’ll understand why I didn’t talk about it until after the public reveal.

			Toronto Signal reporter: Sir, the Leader of the Opposition claims that you kept secrets from him and his Shadow Cabinet on this matter.

			Prime Minister Cannell: The Honourable Mr. Piper continues to avoid applying for security clearance. Perhaps you can ask him why he thinks he can do his job without it.

			Toronto Signal reporter: Did you send the aliens off-planet on purpose? To keep them away from Earth?

			Prime Minister Cannell: I cannot speak on matters of national security.

			—end of press conference

			
				you can see it in the corner of your eye (behind you)

			

			I mean, at first, I was kind of annoyed, you know? She’s supposed to be our teacher. Then she has this really cool project that has all this funding, for some reason, and she cuts everyone out. Not just her grad students; the whole department. It was this huge mystery. And then she announces she’s going on sabbatical, and all of a sudden, my thesis supervisor is just gone! I’m supposed to graduate and my teacher just up and leaves. It turned out for the best, I guess. In the long run.

			—Callie Hopper, McGill Ph.D. candidate

			
				no one else can see it yet (they won’t believe you)

			

			Adelaide Connor shocked everyone on more than one planet when she announced that she would be heading to the Mars installation of her family business. Coming so soon after the death of her father and Ms. Connor’s inheritance of the company, the move was questioned by several members of her board. “We need our leader on this planet,” said one member. “If she wants to see how the operation is going, she can read the reports like we do.” Others met the decision more generously, stating that it’s understandable for a new CEO to want to establish herself as different from her predecessor. Rumours persist that a takeover is on the horizon, though no one can agree on whether it will be Ms. Connor replacing the board or the board ousting the last Connor from her own company.

			—Business Insider

			
				by the time you feel it at your shoulder (breathing down your neck)

			

			Helen Rose MP, Nunavut: We were not aware of the specifics of the project. We knew there was a dig, and I was made aware of its classified nature.

			Toronto Signal reporter: So you knew there was something on the island?

			Helen Rose MP, Nunavut: There are stories. I am sure I don’t have to tell you what usually happens when we try to make scholars and government officials aware of our oral tradition. We knew enough to respect the island.

			Toronto Signal reporter: But local people did participate in the project.

			Helen Rose MP, Nunavut: We are not a monolith. We grieve for the lost, and once the island is cleared, we intend to make sure that it is left alone again.

			
				it’s already much too late (too late)

			

			The crash of Mars-bound luxury ship Titan represents considerable loss to the multiple corporations that were involved in its design and production. The voyage was meant to stress-test a number of new features, most of which are trade secrets and can’t be elaborated upon. By crashing, Titan has rendered all of those experiments void, and the manner of the crash casts serious doubt on any data gained before the disaster. Further impeding future investment, the crash occurred in such a way that the ship was not covered by insurance when it happened. No one will recoup their capital, let alone receive a portion of the profit they were promised. Meant as a shining beacon of prosperity and possibility, Titan will instead be remembered as a financial horror show whose promises were unkept, and whose wealth and glory were wastefully spread across the Martian sand.

			—The National Standard

		

	
		
			
				one

				Dominic
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			My name is Dominic Reubens, and I have a problem. It’s not the fact that I’m stuck on Mars with the worst ex-boyfriend of all time. It’s not even the fact that I’m also stuck on Mars with some of the worst parents of all time. It’s that I’m stuck on Mars with a murderous alien life-form that has somehow taken over the body of my…friend-who-is-a-girl, and I’m not sure that anyone is going to believe me when I tell them about it. A bit because it sounds completely ridiculous, and also because I just survived a spaceship crash that defies description, and definitely have a concussion or six going on.

			Let me back up a bit.
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			The immediate aftermath of a spaceship crash is, not surprisingly, complete mayhem. Mars had known we were coming, and they managed to get emergency gear in place pretty quickly, which I definitely appreciate, because we had gone to a lot of trouble to survive that crash, and I didn’t want to suffocate as soon as the doors opened. By the time they cut us out of our jury-rigged escape pod, there is an atmosphere balloon around the crash site, pumping breathable air into the space. So that’s good.

			Beside me, Ren Bailey is in hysterics, which itself is rather alarming. Ren is not really a “hysterics” kind of girl, though I guess no one can really predict how they’ll react to thousands of tonnes of flaming metal crashing towards the surface of a planet. My point is that Ren had helped build Titan, and knew a lot about its structure and integrity. She knew exactly how well our pod would hold up against planetary stresses, and she knew exactly how much oxygen we had. And neither of those two things are why she is so upset.

			Earlier, when I said that we had gone to a lot of trouble? I left out kind of a key detail. I hadn’t really done anything except hold a door open when asked to. I also hadn’t been involved in the last-minute fight against the alien who had been trying to kill us in the pod. Ren had done most of the work, and so had Celeste Sparrow, another engineer. Celeste had been the one to calculate the oxygen and the weight and sheer and all those other science words you need to “land” a spaceship in challenging circumstances. Except after she’d done the math, we’d added one more person to the equation.

			I don’t know when Celeste realized the error, but she had made sure she was the last person into the safe area, and then she had locked herself out of it. There hadn’t been anything any of us could do. Space is hard math, sometimes, and if she’d come in, we would have run out of air to breathe before the Mars team could retrieve us. So while we had been crashing down in a pod, Celeste had been crashing down somewhere on the flight deck, which had none of the protections we did.

			And that’s why Ren is upset. Because Celeste is her best friend, and the reason she’d come to Mars in the first place. Ren has her sisters to distract her, but even they aren’t enough to hold everything back. The medics have to sedate her, and they cart her off to the main base in the first transport to leave the atmo-balloon. So she’s not there when my whole world falls apart again.

			The other thing I kind of skimmed very quickly is the aliens. We hadn’t known that aliens existed when we boarded Titan back on Earth. My father had, and so had a few other scientists on board, but the general population of the ship and the planet we left behind had been unaware. It had been meant to be another way to ensure Titan’s place in history. The biggest ship. The newest ship. The ship where extraterrestrial life had been revealed. And, technically, it is all of those things, but what it’s probably going to be remembered for is the crash.

			A few days into our trip, the aliens had broken out of their containment, aided by humans they had somehow taken over. Like, physically taken over. Like, in the chest, as some sort of very personal incubator. Those humans and the newly-escaped aliens (who had soon taken up residence inside more humans) caused catastrophic damage to the ship, tried to take us somewhere other than Mars, and killed a lot of the people on board in extremely gruesome ways. Like, in the chest.

			There had been a period of time when I’d been locked in a room with Celeste. I’d been utterly terrified, thanks to the aliens, and newly single, thanks to dumping my extremely terrible boyfriend, which is enough to confuse anyone’s feelings. During those days, though, Celeste and I grew close. I got to know her, not just as a gifted engineer who had been driven off her own planet by corporate greed and political manipulation, but as the girl who had already survived one disaster, when the Rupt earthquake had torn all our lives apart, and might just make it through this one too.

			Up until she’d locked us out of the flight deck, I really thought Celeste had the best chance of any of us of making it off Titan alive. I’ve never met anyone else so determined, or at least, not someone who was determined and actually cared about other people. It’s admirable, and maybe something more, except that it’s hard to work on developing meaningful relationships when there are aliens bursting out of people’s chests, seemingly at random.

			We did figure out the pattern, eventually. Who had been taken over, and how it made them look. Some possessed humans had been shells, shambling around the ship until the aliens were mature enough to hatch out of them. Some had kept their brains and functions, doing their jobs until the aliens didn’t need them anymore. That had been what happened to the captain, and to Anthony, Celeste’s boss in the engineering department. We had known that we were missing one alien, one from the display that couldn’t be accounted for, but we had no idea where it could be.

			Or, at least, we didn’t until after the crash.

			Because as I’m pulled from the wreckage and pressed onto a medical gurney, I see something that shouldn’t be possible. Titan has a fair number of survivors, all things considered. A few escape pods had gotten away, including the one launched prematurely when Adam—the worst ex ever—decided to abandon me. The indenture decks had fortified themselves so that they’d survive the impact. We had secured ourselves in a makeshift pod and detached from the main body of the ship just in time to avoid getting caught underneath it. That should have been everyone. The fires and explosive decompression should have taken out the aliens and anyone else we’d somehow missed while we were planning our escape. But Titan has one more surprise for me.

			After Ren is packed away, Adelaide Connor finally gets her hands on a communication device so that she can start giving orders as to how her employees are to be treated. I’m sure everyone would be surprised by how the CEO of a billion-dollar company is apparently prioritizing her workforce, but everyone is immediately distracted when a cry goes up from the twisted mess that used to be the flight deck. Medics rush over, and I’m halfway to standing before the person taking care of me forces me to lie back down.

			“There’s nothing you can do, kiddo,” she says. “This is probably a false alarm. No human could survive that.”

			I want to yell at her, because the exact problem is that a human wouldn’t, but my brain isn’t moving fast enough for me to make the words. It feels like I’m stuck in the sand, watching from the ground as the ship inevitably comes down on top of me.

			Against hope and logic and reality, I watch the medics pull a body from the flight deck. I know the captain’s body is in there, but that isn’t going to be the sort of recovery that gets people excited. This body is whole, and small, and wearing a crew jumpsuit with all of her tools hanging off of it. This body is one I recognize, from that first night at my father’s awful party where my boyfriend’s mum had tried to humiliate me; from the quiet hours spent drawing near the alien displays while she watched, neither of us sure what was making us so uncomfortable; from the few days spent locked in a cabin, clinging desperately to hope when there hadn’t been anything else we could do.

			Celeste’s jumpsuit is smoking, which isn’t really a surprise. Everything is on fire, though the rescue crew is doing their best. She’s standing under her own power, and while part of my brain is thrilled to see her, the other part won’t stop shouting that that shouldn’t be possible. There’s a reason no one was supposed to stay on the flight deck.

			She looks at me and smiles, and for just a moment, I let myself believe that everything is going to be okay. That the crash and the whole thing with my ex and the ongoing disaster that is my relationship with my parents is going to blow over, and we can live on Mars any way we want to. We’ll have an apartment with Ren and her sisters and it will be a noisy, chaotic place full of life and people who genuinely like each other. We’ll argue over who cooks and who does the dishes and who can fold fitted sheets the best.

			It’ll be a family I’ve made, one that took me in because they liked me, not because they thought adopting a politically-expedient survivor absolved them of all further aid. I’ll make art for fun and draw technical illustrations for Adelaide, or even archaeologist Dr. Ripley, and the girls will go to work and just keep getting promoted because they’re good at their jobs. We’ll be comfortable. We’ll be safe. We’ll never have to worry about where our next meal is coming from, or if the rug is going to be pulled out from under us at the whim of someone more powerful.

			And then, maybe someday, I’ll be sitting next to Celeste on the sofa and she’ll lean into me and I’ll just know. We’ll both be home, and we’ll both be okay.

			But then the moment is over, because there’s an edge to Celeste’s smile that I recognize. It’s the same one that hovered under Anthony’s expression as he watched us try to fix the engine. It’s the same one that Adam’s mother, Sylvie Jeffers, had when she mocked us for thinking we’d be safe in our escape pod. It’s the same one I saw before aliens burst from the chests of people I thought I knew, reducing them to shredded pulp and viscera on the deck of Titan so quickly that I couldn’t even scream before they were dead.

			The edge widens, crossing Celeste’s face and straightening her shoulders. I feel the scream begin to make its way out of my chest, my body finally shocked into action even as my mind races towards all sorts of terrible conclusions. I’d been next to her for days. She’d had that thing inside of her for…well, I didn’t know how long, but that’s the least of my problems right now. And now it’s preparing to burst out of her chest, here on Mars, where only the thin skin of the atmo-balloon keeps us from a choking death of dust and vacuum.

			But it doesn’t burst out of her. Her smile gets so wide I think her face will split, but the horrible crack and those awful squelching sounds never come. Her gaze never falters, not even to blink, as she stares at me. And then, so briefly that I could convince myself I’m imagining it—I want to be imagining it so badly—her eyes flash purple, and I know that my world isn’t finished ending yet.

			Because Celeste Sparrow is an alien.

		

	
		
			
				two

				Ren
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			I would like to make it perfectly clear that I am not in hysterics because my spaceship crashed. Yes, the crash was not great, and I definitely don’t want to relive it at any point in my future, but on my list of “reasons to lose my entire shit” it’s currently coming in at a solid third.

			The second reason is the two people currently huddling next to me. My sisters, Chels and Glory, are absolutely not supposed to be here. Not on Mars, not on Titan. Not anywhere except Earth. They’re only a bit younger than I am, but I’m a legal adult. I’ve aged out of the government assistance our dads get for all the Rupt survivors they’d adopted. I had to get a job to help out. They didn’t. In fact, they were specifically told not to. Which is probably why they did, obviously, but that’s some psychoanalysis for another day.

			You might think that the week I’d spent trapped in the indenture decks recovering from an injury I’d received when my boss exploded in a shower of his own intestines right in front of me would have been enough time to get used to the idea of my sisters being here, but you’d be wrong. There had been a lot going on, and I hadn’t had time to process anything except the drugs Adelaide Connor pumped into me so I’d heal faster. After we’d left the decks, things hadn’t slowed down much either. In fact, nothing slowed down, not me or events on the ship, until we all ended up spread out across the Martian sand. When the ship crashed, so did I.

			But the main reason for my breakdown is the person who isn’t here…who is supposed to be here. Celeste Sparrow and I had left Earth together, determined to build something for ourselves on Mars because the planet we were born on only ever seemed to take advantage of us. We’d survived an earthquake that ripped apart everything from Sudbury to Montreal when we were kids, and ever since then, it had been one exploitative government program after another. We’d stayed out of indenture by the skin of our teeth, and the jobs on Titan were a dream. We’d get to Mars and we’d have incredible resumés when we did.

			Instead, I am here alone. Well, alone with my sisters, who are absolutely going to be in trouble as soon as I get my heart rate back under control and stop screaming. I feel like I’m standing over myself, aware of what my body is doing but unable to stop it. It’s probably really annoying, the volume of noise I’m making, but I can’t bring myself to care. If my sisters didn’t want me to hold them tightly and shriek, they shouldn’t have signed those contracts.

			Adelaide Connor comes over and tries to pat me on the shoulder, but I flinch violently away from her. Adelaide is the reason my sisters are alive, so I do actually want to be polite to her, but right now my vocal cords are busy with other things. She’s holding a radio or something, and there’s a level of distraction to the concern she’s showing me. I’m taking up time she doesn’t have, and I don’t care.

			Beside us, I watch Dominic’s mother, Alodia Reubens, get loaded onto a medical gurney. She has an oxygen mask pressed to her face, and I want to rip it off of her and let her choke. She’s the reason Celeste is gone. By showing up and taking a spot in our escape pod, she’d thrown off Celeste’s calculations. It had been a careful balance of oxygen in the pod: too much and it was a fire risk. Too little and we’d all suffocate. But she’d figured it out. And Alodia had ruined it. When Celeste realized what had happened, she’d locked all of us in, making sure there was the correct number of people by staying on the flight deck herself.

			I must look like I’m about to lunge in Alodia’s direction, because Adelaide’s aborted pat becomes a solid grip. I can’t flail at her because my arms are wrapped around my sisters, but I can tell she knows I want to. She says something to me, and when I don’t respond, she speaks to Chels and Glory. Then she’s gone, and a medic takes her place in front of us.

			One at a time, my sisters are pried away from me. I think about how angry our dads are going to be. They had barely made peace with the idea of me leaving, and they knew how much I wanted to help them out. And how much I wanted to stay with Celeste. Chels and Glory signing indenture contracts will break their hearts, not the least because I know they’ll feel horribly relieved at the same time. With three of us gone, it’ll be easier to take care of everyone else. Our dads love us, and I know they don’t regret taking all of us in after the Rupt, but resources on Earth are just as finite as they are in space. It’s just that there’s more room to move around.

			By the time the medics have loosened my grip on my sisters, Alodia is gone and Adelaide has moved off to check in on someone else. For a corporate billionaire, she’s remarkably hands-on. I’d seen the news about her after her father died, how she wanted to change the company and return to a worker-centric business model, but I hadn’t believed any of it until I woke up on the indenture decks with her wrapping my leg in bandages. She could have been in one of the nice escape pods, in a comfy seat on her way to Mars, but instead she’d been locked in with the people who’d signed their lives over to her in return for a job. There’s a lot to be said for honesty, especially when it’s a surprise, and Adelaide Connor has kept surprising me ever since.

			Chels and Glory are fitted with oxygen masks and guided off by a pair of medics under their own power. I’ve been on my knees since they pulled us out of the wreckage. It’s not comfortable, but it’s the best I can manage. I’m still screaming, the volume lessening only because my throat is getting too raw to emit sound. The medics are trying to talk to me, but I can’t make myself focus on what they’re saying. I really should. It’s probably important, like what my blood type is or if I’m allergic to penicillin. With great effort, I bring my hands up over my mouth, trying to hold myself together in the literal sense, since nothing else seems to be working.

			“Ren Bailey?” one of the medics says. “Ren, I need you to move your hands.”

			Stupid medic. It had taken me so much effort to get them up here in the first place, and if I move them, I’ll just start screaming again. I can’t say that, obviously, so I just look at the medic with a blank expression on the visible part of my face. The other medic shrugs and fiddles with the oxygen bag they’re trying to put on me.

			“Ren, please,” the medic says. “I promise you, it’ll be okay.”

			I freeze, and the medic seems to realize instantly that that was the worst thing to say. I’m about to drop my hands and scream at the pair of them again, because everything is not going to be okay. Titan is in ruins. My job prospects are extremely thin. And my best friend on what was supposed to be two worlds is dead.

			“Ren,” says the second medic. “If you let us put on the mask, we can take you to your sisters. If we hurry, you’ll be next to them in the medical bay.”

			That does it. I’ve lost Celeste and it’s breaking me in half, but I won’t lose my sisters too. I won’t even be separated from them; not for long. If the medics can get me to the med bay in time to get a bed near them, I’ll do my best to do what they want. I drop my hands, an embarrassing whine coming out of my mouth as soon as it’s free to move again.

			“Hey, hey, we’ve got you,” says the second medic. “We’ve got you. This is going to help you breathe.”

			The plastic mask fits over my mouth and nose. I know what an oxygen mix is supposed to smell like, so I can tell they’ve added something to mine. I’m not surprised. We probably all need a little sedation right now, and the girl who has been screaming for a quarter of an hour without really pausing to breathe probably needs more than a little. The medic counts me through my breaths, trying to slow me down. My body crashed with the ship, but my brain is still hurtling forwards, and focusing on my lungs helps me slow down.

			After five breaths with the medics, I feel calmer. I know it’s not just because of the mindfulness, but I don’t care. For the first time in days, I feel like I can relax. I take two more breaths, slowing down even more. A gurney arrives next to me, and the medics pull me to my feet. My knees crack alarmingly, but now that my adrenaline is under control, my muscles are starting to unclench, and standing is easier. I lean on the medics as my head starts to feel fuzzy. Whatever else is in the oxygen mix is doing its job.

			I sit on the gurney, the medics holding my shoulders lightly even though I’m probably not going to freak out on them again. I still don’t really feel like I’m in my body, but at least now it’s because I’m drowsy and not because I’m hysterical. I still want to scream about Celeste and yell at my sisters, but I know there will be time for that later. Time to grieve and rebuild and move on. Because Celeste made sure there would be…for everyone but her. Tears start streaming down my face. I hadn’t been crying before, but now I can’t stop. I don’t sob or heave my shoulders. I just cry, sitting like a statue on the gurney while the medics finish up their prep work. I can feel everything, but I can’t do anything about it. The horror and terror and sadness and anger and frustration are all there, but they’re not important right now. The only thing that’s important is breathing.

			The medics swing my feet up onto the gurney and my head comes down on the thin pillow. They put straps across my chest and just below my hips, securing me for transportation back to the main settlement. Everything is under water, which I know can’t be true because Mars hasn’t had water in millennia. I can’t tell anyone about it, because the mask makes it hard to talk. I like this mask. This mask makes me sleepy, and I very, very much want to be asleep right now. If I really thought about it, I could probably remember why that is, but right now it doesn’t feel important. I’m sinking, and I want to sink.

			As they lift me up to carry me away, I hear a noise behind me. A shout. A scramble. More heaving and tearing from Titan’s metal corpse. My brain recognizes the location. It’s the flight deck. There are people—medics—rushing towards the flight deck, like they have work to do there. But they don’t. They can’t. Celeste was the only person on the flight deck. And Celeste is dead.

			The metal moves and something is carried out. It stands on its feet. It’s impossible. I try to tell the medics that it’s impossible. No one could have survived that. Not even a girl who survived the Rupt.

			But the water-that-can’t-be-water closes over my head, and the only possibility is sleep.

		

	
		
			
				we are asleep again

				and we don’t like it

				we have slept too much

				but this time we can hear

				this time we can feel

				this time our brain is different

				we have always shared

				we have always grown together

				but now we grow with her

				and that will change everything

			

		

	
		
			
				three

				Dominic
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			The medic who guides me down the corridor to the main medical facility on the Mars base keeps looking at me like I’m going to do something that will end with me in full restraints for the safety of the general public. I can’t really blame them. I doubt that any of the crash survivors have been remotely calm or malleable—before they get tranquilized, at least—and I’m actually stable enough on my feet to cause some damage. They try to avoid damage on the Mars base as a general rule. Damage is bad for business. And also, you know, oxygen levels.

			I try to pay attention to the different markings on the floors and walls as I walk. On Titan, those symbols had been important for getting around, and I can’t imagine that Mars is much different. There’s a blue line on the floor, along with a green one and a red one. We seem to be following the red one, which was also not a big surprise. Red is an emergency colour. This is definitely an emergency.

			There are gurneys ahead of and behind us, each with someone I recognize from our escape pod. I know the indenture pod would have crashed at approximately the same time we did, but I don’t know where those people will end up. The actual escape pods, the ones that launched from Titan after the aliens broke out in the first place, will have made proper landings in the spaceport. Those passengers will still need medical treatment, but I doubt there were that many injuries. Unless someone did me a favour and strangled Adam.

			I shake my head and almost stop walking forwards. The medic reaches out, thinking to steady me, but I wave them off. I’m fine. I just remembered that my father and my ex-boyfriend are already here, and I’m not in a hurry to see either of them. Ren had told me that Peters, my former valet, was in their pod too. Him I would actually be happy to see. I force myself to keep walking so that I won’t throw off the flow of traffic towards medical. I can worry about my family later. Right now, I need to pay attention to the base.

			I’d seen pictures before, of course, and there had been a video on Titan that you could watch that provided an introduction to the Mars base. It was very polished, showing unusually clean mining equipment for only a brief moment before moving on to what the wealthy ex-passengers from Titan would find important: the amenities.

			This is the fourth base Earth had built on Mars, and the first one that’s meant to function like a true settlement—with a government instead of a corporate board—and not just a mining installation. It’s larger than the earlier builds for this reason, though the governing thing isn’t exactly solved yet. Upon her arrival, Adelaide Connor became the most senior person on the planet in terms of corporate structure. Right now, that’s a good thing, because she’s getting things done, but eventually the plan is to shift away from the “Company Town” model. My father had been extremely cynical about the idea, and my mother flatly believes it’s impossible. Which really just highlights what a good plan it is.

			The base doesn’t just house miners and their families. With this enclave, the people of Earth are trying to establish a real city—well, numerically, it’s more of a large town—on the red planet, and that permanence means all kinds of extra features, from the spaceport where the monthly uncrewed supply pods land, to the flashy items in the information video like the pool and the recreation centres. There’s footage of kids playing ball hockey in a park so green you can almost imagine it’s safely on Earth and not protected from utter destruction by a dome. And there are artistic shots of some very nice houses.

			I’m not in that part of the base right now. The residential dome is the most protected one, but it can’t survive on its own for very long, because it doesn’t house that many of the base’s resources. The other domes, containing things like operations and medical, equipment repair and maintenance, and hydroponics, are arranged in a line joining the spaceport to the residences. We’d been brought into the medical dome via a side entrance, straight off the Martian sand, so we probably weren’t seeing the base at its best.

			I can hear the hum of the oxygen recyclers above the low buzz of chatter in the corridor. It’s much louder here than it had been on Titan, which makes sense, because the Mars base is so much bigger. There are also water and waste recyclers, but I know from the actual specs I looked at that those are all in a different part of operations. After the unrelenting opulence of Titan, it’s actually kind of nice to see something that has been built to be practical and efficient, not fancy.

			“Dominic?” says the medic, calling my attention to him. “Through here, please.”

			He gestures to an open door, and I step through it to the loud, bright world of Mars’s primary medical facility.

			“There are other med stations around the base,” the medic says, like he thinks more information will make me feel better. He’s not wrong, but I really doubt he has the information I need. “Particularly in the actual mine, but those are for emergencies. Everyone who needs medical attention is eventually brought here.”

			I’m sure my mother is thrilled about that. She’d hated being in Titan’s medbay with workers, and I can’t imagine that the crash has made her humble. Sure enough, hers is the first voice I hear, raised above the general din, demanding attention. I must make a face, because the medic looks at her for a moment and then pulls me off towards a gurney in the other direction.

			“She’ll get used to it,” he says.

			“She will not,” I tell him, but he only smiles like I’ve just experienced multiple major traumas and can’t really be trusted to give well-formed opinions at the moment.

			We reach a free medical cot, and the medic helps me up onto it. The adrenaline is wearing off, and now my muscles are starting to clench. I lie down and wait patiently while the medic scans me, looking for internal injuries that would have gone unnoticed in the original triage assessment.

			“This all looks very good,” the medic says. “Let’s get you patched up.”

			He tends to an assortment of scratches and burns I hadn’t even been aware of, while another medic comes over with an oxygen mask. I start to refuse, but relent when my original medic takes the mask and puts it on me himself. I don’t want to be unconscious right now, but after a few breaths, I realize that it’s only oxygen in my mix, and I’m not on their “to be sedated” list. Not yet, anyway.

			“What’s your name?” I ask the medic. I hate it when people know my name and I don’t know theirs. Some people don’t want me to know, and that’s fine, but it feels polite to give them the option one way or the other.

			“Walker,” he says. “Tobias Walker. I’m a general medic. Usually I work in the extraction facility, but they called in everyone they could.”

			That makes sense. There’s a finite number of everything, but the base probably has an emergency plan that’s fourteen chapters long. Their mass-casualty response was likely designed for a mining accident or a dome breach, but they seem to have adapted to “fiery spaceship crash” pretty quickly.

			“Thanks,” I say. “For making sure I got here, I mean. It’s been a very strange day.”

			“You think?” Tobias says. He has a nice face. I hope whatever alien Celeste is carrying around inside of her doesn’t lay eggs in him.

			“I mean, even for the week I’ve been having,” I elaborate. “The whole trip was kind of one life-altering event after another.”

			“At least none of them were life ending for you,” Tobias says. “I’m sure you’ll be fine by the time a doctor gets around to you, and then you can start settling down in quarters somewhere.”

			My mother uses people. She always has. It’s what made her an effective politician, if not a particularly “for the benefit of all” one. I’ve watched her manipulate aides and business tycoons, teachers and construction workers. I’ve lived through years of her manipulating me. So I know how it’s done. I know that being friendly to Tobias will make him more likely to let me back into the med bay later, after I’m discharged, if I want to keep an eye on Celeste. The annoying thing is that I want to be friendly anyway, for no reason. Because Tobias is a new person and he seems nice. No matter what I do, I keep falling into the same traps.

			“I’m looking forward to it,” I say. Then I decide to take the chance. “The girl they pulled out of the flight deck…do you know where she ended up?”

			“Give me a second,” Tobias says. He consults his wrist comm and then looks at me. “It seems that while she was conscious when they put her on the gurney by the crash, she’s been unconscious ever since. I can’t tell you the medical reasons for privacy, obviously, but she’s your friend, eh? And you want to know how she is?”

			“Yes,” I say. “She’s the reason I made it here alive.”

			“Wow,” Tobias says. “Well, I imagine she’s out now because she was running on adrenaline and as soon as it was safe for her body to recover she just shut down. She’ll be fine. You don’t have to worry.”

			Celeste being “fine” is about 80 percent of what I’m worried about right now, but there’s no way Tobias will understand that if I tell him. So I don’t. I ask about Ren instead, and Tobias points me in the other direction from where Celeste is sleeping. I can see Ren’s sisters and Dr. Ripley, all of whom are conscious for their treatment. Dr. Ripley waves at me, looking dazed but mostly together. She might believe me. But it’s going to be a while before any of us are in the position to have the kind of conversation we need to have. Celeste might be unconscious, but I’m almost positive that the alien she carries has ways of listening to us in spite of that.

			“Dominic!” My mother’s strident voice pulls me out of my musing. “Dominic, why are you here? This is where they’ve put the employees. You should be on the other side of the med bay with me.”

			“Ma’am,” says Tobias, valiantly trying to block her as she pushes towards me. “I put your son on the first available bed. There aren’t any sides in the medical bay.”

			“Well, there should be,” my mother says. “Titan might have crashed, but at least that ship knew how people ought to be arranged.”

			The medic who’s supposed to be keeping my mother in line sweeps in, trying to get her back to bed. I look at her sympathetically. Taking care of my mother is the worst, and something about this crash has brought out something especially awful in her. All the quiet parts she kept to herself because of her career are being shouted out loud.

			“She’s in for a shock when she finds out how housing works,” Tobias murmurs. “We’ll do our best to make sure you get assigned somewhere else.”

			For the first time since I don’t even know when, I laugh. It’s an odd, suffocated sound, but it’s a laugh nonetheless. Tobias smiles in return, and for just a moment, I let myself get lost in the comfort he offers. We’re all going to be fine.

			Then, just when I’ve convinced myself that I can have at least a short rest, Ren sits up.
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			I’m sitting up on the medical bed before I’m even fully awake. My head is pounding, probably because it’s not a great idea to jerk myself around after whatever they gave me to put me out. But I don’t care. I have to know.

			Four hands land on my shoulders, and I do my best not to tear myself away from them. Two belong to Chels, a third to Glory, and the fourth to the medic who gassed me. They all look concerned, but I resist when they try to push me back onto the bed. Chels withdraws first and glares at Glory until she lets go too. The medic maintains her grip, but mostly to stop me from going farther than I already have.

			“Where is she?” I demand. My voice croaks. I definitely shouted too much, but it had seemed like a really good idea at the time. “Where did they put her?”

			“She’s unconscious,” Chels says quickly. She knows I mean Celeste immediately, because even though Celeste isn’t a Bailey, all of the Baileys think of her as Bailey-adjacent. “So you can’t run over and see her or anything, even if we did let you up.”

			“Which we are not,” the medic says. “You should be lying down at least until the concussion scans come back.”

			“I don’t have a concussion,” I tell her. I’m pretty sure that’s right. I don’t remember hitting my head. But I guess that could be the actual problem. And lying down again is starting to sound like a really good idea anyway. So I do, and the medic removes her hand to get back to work.

			“Thank you,” she says. “I want to get a look at your leg too. I know they took care of you on board Titan, but I also know that circumstances were pretty intense.”

			“That’s one way to put it,” Glory mutters. “You try being in a crashing spaceship.”

			The medic nods absently but not without sympathy at her, and continues to scan me. I try to relax, but now that my head is hurting a little bit less, I have started to remember things besides the crash and Celeste’s miraculous survival. I’m angry at my sisters. They’re not supposed to be here. On Titan, when I’d found them with Adelaide in the indenture deck, I’d been furious, but there hadn’t been time to have it out with them. I had to recover from my injury, and then we had to make sure our course hadn’t been changed again. I’m supposed to take care of them, even when they’ve broken the rules, and all I could do was keep them with me while we finalized our “landing” plan.

			“I know we said we’d talk about it when we got here,” says Chels, seeing the anger rise in my face. “But I really don’t think now is a great time.”

			“I don’t mind,” says the medic. “I’ve already scanned your heart rate, and your circulation is fine.”

			Glory winces. Apparently, she’d been banking on the medic taking their side over mine. Maybe the medic has annoying sisters too.

			“I just don’t know why,” I say. The anger I’d been expecting to fuel me through a tirade drains out of me. I just want everyone to be safe, and they are, but they almost hadn’t been. “Not the spaceship part, or even the Mars part, really. I understand wanting a job and even wanting to get away from home. But indenture?”

			The medic’s hands pause briefly as she examines my leg, and she looks up at the girls. Indenture is rarely a happy story.

			“It wasn’t like that,” Glory says. “We read the contract very carefully.”

			“It’s still an indenture contract!” I say. “We worked so hard to stay clear of them, and then you just up and sign one anyway.”

			“I know,” Chels says. “It wasn’t a great idea, but it was the best idea we had. Next year four of us age out of the government support, all around the same time. The dads were already worried about it, even though they did their best to keep it to themselves. You were working already, but we were home, and we could see it. We had to help.”

			Our dads had been planning to adopt one kid before the Rupt. They’d been married for a few years and decided it was time to start researching the process. Then the disaster flooded the system with survivors who needed homes, and our dads had taken in as many of us as they could. Under normal circumstances, there would have been regulations to prevent them from adopting all of us at once, but everything and everyone was overwhelmed, and the hospitals were mostly thrilled to pass us off to other caregivers. The government money helped, but our money situation is always fragile. Chels is right. It was always going to be a tight line between losing the government money and having fewer mouths to feed at home.

			“They’d never ask,” Glory says. And I know she’s right, because they hadn’t asked me either. “Which is why we had to.”

			The thing with a giant disaster is that it ruins everything forever. Acts of love and sacrifice take on practical edges that cut deep, no matter how hard you try to dull the blade. Our dads had never made us feel like we were too much for them, but we could tell how stressed out they were all the time.

			“Fine,” I say. “How long did you sign up for?”

			“That’s the thing,” Glory says. “We signed for five years, originally, but then Ms. Connor came down to the indenture deck before everything went sideways, and told us that she was going to change a few things when we got to Mars.”

			“We thought she was nuts,” Chels says. “Or at least that she was only saying that stuff because we were all going to die, but she wrote it all down and sent copies with a bunch of different people to make sure it got here.”

			The medic nods, apparently an appreciator of advance planning.

			“But what changed?” I ask. “How is it a different situation now than when you left Earth?”

			“I’m not charging them rent, for starters,” Adelaide Connor says from somewhere to my left. I can’t see her because I’m still lying down, but she steps in close after a few moments. “Or for food or health care. All that sort of stuff is already here, the money already spent. Making them pay for it or garnishing their wages to make up the difference is something my father would have done without hesitation, but as I’ve said, I plan to be a different sort of employer. They’re just regular work contracts now. No more indenture.”

			It seems too good to be true, but Adelaide doesn’t look like she’s lying or like she’s going to change her mind later. We’d heard rumours that Mars was trying to establish an actual government, but it’s not like any of us really believed that, especially in the Rupt. Anyone in charge would just do whatever the corporations wanted, because that’s who was paying their salaries. I guess Adelaide doesn’t need a salary, but that’s never stopped someone like her from exploiting someone like me before. It’s hard to believe she really wants to make all these changes.

			“They can go home?” I ask. There has to be a catch somewhere, and judging from Adelaide’s face, I’ve just found it.

			“They’d have to buy a ticket,” she admits. “But eighteen weeks of work would cover it. And I’d give them a reference for when they get home.”

			My brain is too overwhelmed to cram several decades of labour progress into one conversation. I’m still not convinced, and I can tell Adelaide knows it, but it only seems to make her more determined to prove her commitment. That in and of itself is bonkers: no one like Adelaide has ever thought she needed to prove something to someone like me.

			“That’s not completely unfair,” I allow. It’s hard to keep my eyes focused.

			“I’ll leave you to it,” Adelaide says. “Please don’t hesitate to reach out if you need me. Your sisters start work in a week, but I can make sure you’re set up with a job you like too. And living space.”

			She walks off, only making it two beds away before stopping to talk to someone else who was on the no-longer-indenture deck. Most of the rich people who care about kids from the Rupt are like Dominic’s mother, who I can hear complaining even though I can’t imagine there’s anything wrong with the treatment she’s getting. That’s what I’m used to. They care because we’re easy to exploit. We’re desperate and therefore cheap to acquire. Even when that’s not true—the Baileys have never been desperate—it’s what they expect. But Adelaide has apparently decided to be different. We’ll see how long it lasts after it starts affecting her company’s bottom line, but in the meantime, I’m grateful my sisters have been removed from the situation.

			“I think you should actually rest now,” the medic says. She looks at my sisters. “Which means you two have to go. There is a lounge through the doors at the back, and I think they’ve set up a food station there. I’ll bring your sister something to eat when I’ve got her settled.”

			I don’t want the girls to leave. I never want to let them out of my sight again. But obviously I’m going to have to get used to doing it.

			“It’s okay,” I say. “Go get something to eat and I’ll catch up with you when they let me out of here.”

			“I don’t think that’s going to be soon,” Glory says. “But okay. We can look at the housing applications. Do you, uh, want to be with us?”

			I think about Celeste, unconscious on her bed. About Wendy, taken over by an alien and hopefully burned to a crisp on re-entry. I can see Dominic if I turn my head. He’s been watching us. I’m not surprised that he wants to talk. He probably has a lot of feelings about Celeste surviving too. They got really close during the week I was in and out of consciousness on the indenture deck, and I still haven’t heard the whole story, because after I’d reunited with them, things got pretty frantic.

			“I honestly don’t know,” I tell them. “I can’t really think that much at all right now.”

			They nod and head off together. I close my eyes for a long moment. I think about never opening them again, about falling into sleep and never getting out again. It would be quiet. I miss quiet. But I know it wouldn’t last forever. I’d have to wake up eventually. When I open my eyes, the medic is standing over me.

			“Your leg will be fine,” she says. “As will you. You just need to rest and eat some real food. The doctor will be by for a final check on you, and you might have to stay the night, but that might be easier than finding quarters in the rush of everyone else.”

			“Thanks,” I say. I know I haven’t been a very gracious patient. “Sorry about all the screaming.”

			“We’ve all been there,” she says. “And you had a really good reason.”

			She leaves, and I get a few moments of the blessed quiet that had been so tempting. It’s not real, of course. I can hear the sounds of the medical bay all around me. The machines hum and Dominic’s mother is still bitching, but my brain is quiet. For the first time in a week, I’m not in crisis mode. There are no aliens. The ship is not on an altered course. I’m still in space, sort of, so I still have to worry about things like oxygen and water, but the Mars base is stable and has reserves of both. I want to be ready for when Celeste wakes up. I’ll have a lot to tell her, once I finish yelling at her for having to be such a hero.

			I can hear Dominic talking to Dr. Ripley, but not clearly enough to make out any of the words. It’s nice to not be responsible for everything. To not have a job to have to get to, or machines to take care of. I can’t remember the last time I didn’t have some kind of task. I’m sure I’ll be climbing the walls soon enough, but in the meantime, the medic was right. I should get some sleep.
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				but we hatched
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			Ren sleeps for long enough that the extremely harried-looking doctor has enough time to come by and tell me that I’m cleared to leave the medical section. I hope that the doctor is harried because of genuine fatigue, but my mother is also a patient here, so I assume she is a significant factor in everyone’s current mindset. The doctor moves off towards Celeste when I’m discharged, and I can’t think of how to say “Be careful you don’t get killed by an alien” in a way that won’t make them admit me to a different part of the medical facility. Even though we all know there are aliens now, it’s still really easy for most people to shrug them off, especially if they didn’t see them with their own eyes.

			I give up my bed in case someone else needs it, and go over to where Ren is sleeping. There’s a rolling stool there from when her sisters were hovering, and since no one seems to need it, I sit down to wait for her to wake up. It’s a little bit creepy, watching her like this, and I do my best to look at other things.

			Medical is quieter now. Most of the survivors have been cleared. Our jury-rigged escape pod had done its work well, and so had the indenture deck. There are only a few people with injuries severe enough to warrant an extended stay, and most of those people seem to be resting comfortably. Ren tosses and turns a bit, but doesn’t make noise. Without the surging crowd of people in the room, I can see Celeste now too. She’s in a bed with a sheet drawn up to her chin, surrounded by machines and monitors that are beeping peacefully.

			For a moment, I can’t figure out why that bothers me so much. Then I realize that the scans should have picked up that something was wrong. I know she has an alien inside her, the egg that went missing from the display cases, the one we couldn’t account for, but apparently nothing on her medical checkup reads as abnormal. I don’t know how that’s possible. I saw the purple in her eyes. I don’t know why the alien hasn’t jumped out of her yet, I’m sure it’s there. Without medical scans to prove it, though, I am not sure how I’m going to convince anyone else.

			Adelaide Connor is sitting beside Dr. Ripley’s bed, the two of them talking in low voices. They look up when I stare at them for too long, and both give little waves. I feel like I’m disturbing a moment, but Adelaide gets up anyway and comes over.

			“She’ll be fine,” she says, indicating Ren. “I heard the medic say she was just tired. She’s had a busier time than most of us.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Um, are you okay?”

			Adelaide had been nice to me from the beginning, but the thing I remember the most is that awful card game with my father and Sylvie Jeffers where she’d made me feel like I wasn’t a complete waste of space. It’s silly how low the bar is, but I can’t help it. I genuinely like her.

			“Yes,” she says. “I just had a few singes. Alexandra has some burning in her throat, so they’re keeping her overnight.”

			My head snaps up when she mentions Dr. Ripley. We don’t know for sure how aliens get inside a person because we’ve never seen it happen (something I’m eternally grateful for; their exit is bad enough), but the lack of injury that I saw on Celeste makes me think that through the mouth is not an impossible option. I don’t want to think about it, because it’s horrifying, but if Celeste has trauma to her throat, maybe that will be the clue I need.

			“I hope she feels better soon,” I say. “Who’d have thought we’d miss ice cream so soon?”

			Adelaide laughs, even though it’s not a very good joke.

			“I know I said I’d hire you for drafting,” she says. “But I wanted you to know that I meant it. I know technical drawing isn’t your dream, but it might be a good way to strike out on your own.”

			I don’t know how she remembers every nice thing she’s ever done. I’d watched her move through the medical bay, talking with everyone, and they clearly appreciated her words. I’d heard her remind a man two beds over from mine that his children were released from their contracts, and that she’d send him documents to get them enrolled in the school here as soon as she could. And she remembered the conversation she’d had with me too.

			“Thank you,” I say. I hope she can tell how much I mean it. I’m still feeling drained. I know I should tell her about Celeste, but something freezes my tongue. This is too big. I need Ren before I can do anything, even though I know I’m being ridiculous. “I really appreciate that.”

			The door to the medical bay opens and Peters walks in. He looks around, and when he sees me, his face lights up with a smile. He makes his way over, but doesn’t say anything until he’s close, so he doesn’t disturb anyone’s sleep.

			“Hello,” I say. “I’m glad to see you’re safe.”

			“Same from me,” he says. He seems different. I guess time in an escape pod with at least two absolute assholes will do that. “I wanted to come see you when I heard you were here. It seems almost impossible to believe you made it.”

			“I completely understand,” I say. I gesture to Adelaide. “You know Ms. Connor. This is my—well, this is Peters.”

			“A pleasure,” Peters says. “And yes, I am no longer in your father’s employ. I quit right after the escape pod launched. I should have waited until we got here and charged him for overtime, but honestly, the expression on his face was worth it.”

			“That’s great,” I say, only to start worrying immediately. “He bought you a return ticket, right? You’re not stuck here?”

			“I have one, but I was planning to stay,” Peters says. “I never expected to get to Mars, and it seems a waste to turn around and go home right away. I’ll look for a job in the next few days.”

			“Stop by my office,” Adelaide says. “My HR people will find you a position.”

			“Thank you,” Peters says. “I won’t stay long, I just wanted to see you, Dominic. Your father is being his usual self, so I don’t think he’ll even come by to see your mother. Adam is, unfortunately, also still himself.”

			I wonder who got to tell Adam about his mother. I’m glad it wasn’t me. I wish I felt bad for him, but he did launch the escape pod before I could get on it, so I think it’s kind of okay that I don’t. Peters squeezes my shoulder one more time before he leaves. He’d been the only person who cared about me for a long time, and it was his job, so neither of us could really bond. I hope that we can be friends now that he’s free of my family, but I will absolutely understand if he needs some distance first. He gets out of medical without my mother seeing him, which is another blessing.

			Adelaide goes back to sit with Dr. Ripley, and I keep waiting for Ren to wake up. They didn’t drug her this time, so it’s hard to predict how long she’ll be asleep for. To keep myself from obsessively watching Celeste, I flip through the apartment application that Tobias had got for me before he left. It’s on a data pad, so I can just fill it out by touching the screen. I ask for a three-bedroom, but put in the notes that the friend I’m hoping to share quarters with is still in medical and I haven’t been able to talk to her yet. I put Adelaide’s name down as my employer, which I assume nearly everyone on the base does.

			I’m allowed to request a certain area in the residential dome. It’s divided into sections based on style, not class. There’s a modern-looking section, a couple of buildings that look way too close to Titan’s aesthetic for me to ever step foot in them, and a few other options. I choose modern, because it’s the plainest. I’ve had enough of artifice.

			The application doesn’t take very long, even though I have to set up a New Resident account to get into the base’s systems, and by the time I send it off, I have employment papers from Adelaide. I look up, surprised, and she winks at me before returning to work on her own device. I’ve never had a job before, so reading through the contract is like reading something in a different language for me, but it all seems fairly straightforward. I sign and send them in, and immediately my base account opens up new options, because now I have a job. I have enough time to start setting up Ren’s accounts too, but I can’t do it without her, so instead I find the games folder on the data pad and play solitaire.

			After what seems like hours, Ren shifts and stretches, and finally wakes up. She looks over and sees me, and blinks a few times. Clearly, she was expecting someone else.

			“Hey,” I say. “Your sisters are still getting settled, but they let me stick around so you wouldn’t be alone. Do you need anything?”

			A medic shows up before Ren can answer, and I give her some space to finish waking up. She goes to use the washroom, and when she gets back, she drinks half the water that the medic left her before she looks up like she’s ready to talk.

			“Celeste is alive!” she says. She sounds so happy that my heart breaks a little bit. I’m going to have to ruin everything for her. “I know she’s out for now, but I’m so relieved. Why are you making that face? That is not a good face.”

			“I’m sorry,” I say. I lean closer so that no one can overhear me. “When they pulled her out, were you awake?”

			“Barely,” she says. She looks confused and a bit steamed, and I can’t really blame her. “I just saw her and then kind of went under.”

			“Right,” I say. “I was awake. I saw her. Ren, she wasn’t injured at all. Her clothes were smoking, but she was completely fine. She was walking and everything.”

			“Why is she unconscious now, then?” Ren asks.

			“I don’t know,” I say. “But I’m, uh, kind of glad she is. Because before they bundled me onto a gurney and brought me here, I saw her smile. It was the kind of smile Sylvie had before the alien burst out of her. And then Celeste’s eyes flashed purple for just a second.”

			I’m not sure what I expected. Ren is usually pretty level-headed, but reacting to a friend being dead and then not dead and then possessed by an alien is a lot. She doesn’t yell at me or anything like that. She just shakes her head like she’s clearing water out of her ears, and then she looks at me.

			“Are you sure?” she asks.

			“I am,” I tell her. “Apparently her medical scans are normal, and I don’t know how that works, but I am very sure.”

			There are beeping sounds coming from all around us, since so many people in the medical bay are hooked up to machines, but somehow the ones hooked up to Celeste are beeping the loudest. I can hear Ren breathing too, in and out slowly, as she thinks her way through it.

			“I feel like I should be reacting more,” Ren says. “But honestly, since she’s unconscious, it’s not an immediate problem, and I’m kind of okay with that. I can’t deal with another problem for at least six more hours. Can we wait that long?”

			I have no idea, but it’s not like we can do much right now anyway, aside from telling an adult. With both of us in shock, they might dismiss us. Or they might believe us, and do something to Celeste that makes the alien kill her. It hasn’t so far…maybe that means we can rescue her somehow.

			“Yes,” I say. “I’m also too tired to panic, even though I feel like we probably should. We need to figure out how to prove it, and until then, well, as you said, she’s unconscious.”

			I pass Ren my data pad and show her how to log into the Martian system so she can set up her accounts. She’s right. We need a break, and right now, we kind of have one.

			I’ll just have to make sure I enjoy it while it lasts. Because the storm is definitely coming.
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			We end up getting approved for a three-bedroom apartment before I’m discharged from the medical bay. It feels like the most ridiculous thing that has ever happened to me. Which is objectively untrue, obviously. But still. Three rooms! My dads’ house had four, and we’d all been crammed into them like sardines. I finish my medical paperwork and then nudge Dominic, who wakes up from his extremely uncomfortable-looking perch beside me. While I gather my limited belongings—mostly toiletries—I give him the good news.

			“I thought three rooms would be good, so I started your application,” he says. “That will be nice for you and your sisters.”

			“It’s not for them,” I say. “They have a place in one of the other buildings already because it’s part of their contract. They could switch out, but we decided against it.”

			He looks at me like he’s still asleep, and I decide to have mercy on him.

			“One room for me and one for you,” I say. “And the third one is for Celeste.”

			Dominic stops rolling his neck and I have to wait a few minutes until he can process words again. I understand. After the news he gave me, I probably sound a bit cracked.

			“It would look weird if I didn’t put her on my application,” I say. “And, well, we’ll want her close by, won’t we?”

			I can see Dominic turning it over in his head, the way I had when I’d filled out the application in the first place. Did I want to share an apartment with an alien who might burst out of my best friend’s chest at any moment? Not even a little bit. Did I want said alien wandering around, laying God knows what in God knows where? Even less. If she’s with us, we can protect each other, I hope, and keep track of her.

			“I guess,” Dominic says. He doesn’t look happy, but neither am I. “We’ll have to come up with some kind of security system.”

			“Or something,” I agree.

			I haven’t told him, because I want him to trust me, but I’m not entirely sold on the whole “Celeste is an alien” thing. I know what he thinks he saw, and I can’t completely disbelieve him, because that wouldn’t be safe. But it’s hard to fully buy the story. He was fresh out of a spaceship crash, and the crash was at the end of a very stressful week. Maybe he’s just wrong. And, a darker part of me has to admit, he could be possessed just as much as Celeste is. They were locked in our quarters for a week. Yes, Celeste’s miraculous survival raises a lot of questions, but Dominic’s survival is only slightly less miraculous. This way, I’ll be able to keep an eye on them both.

			“Anyway, that’s where we’re going,” I say. “There’s going to be some sort of starter pack waiting for us, since all of our stuff got lost.”

			“Tobias, my medic, said there might be a salvage team later,” Dominic says. “But they probably won’t be looking for personal possessions.”

			If it were up to me, I’d light the rest of Titan on fire, or smelt it where it lies, but Mars is a practical place. There’s no way they’re going to waste that much scrap metal, and anything that did survive the crash will be reused.

			“Dominic, where are you going?” The shrill voice behind us is very unwelcome, but we both stop and turn around.

			“I’m going home, Mother,” Dominic says. He straightens his shoulders.

			“Don’t be silly,” Alodia Reubens says. “Your home is with your father and me. It’s our job to take care of you, and we have always done it.”

			“No, Mother.” Dominic’s voice picks up strength. I know this is very hard for him. His parents have invested a lot of time in convincing him he’s a waste of their investment. “My home is not with you.”

			He turns on his heel and walks out of the medical bay, even though Alodia is still sputtering after him. I smile sweetly at her and follow him out. I catch up to him in the hallway, where he’s bent over with his hands on his knees, breathing hard.

			“That was really good,” I tell him. I pat him on the back, which feels ridiculous, but clearly, he needs something. “That was exactly what you needed to do, and you did it.”

			“Thanks,” he says, once his breathing is back under control. “Let’s get out of here.”

			We walk down several identical corridors, following the blue line on the floor because that’s the one that will take us to the residential dome. We pass doors marked as offices and storage, and a few with signs that indicate they’re part of base operations. There was something about that in the information packet, but I haven’t had time to read it yet. Eventually, a green line breaks off, heading for hydroponics, and an orange line appears.

			“That’s the one that goes to the mining areas,” Dominic says when the orange line splits off. “And a few of the other work areas too. I forget which ones exactly.”

			I didn’t read that part either, so I just keep walking. There aren’t very many people; we only pass half a dozen or so after we leave the medical bay. I check my data pad for the time, and realize that we’re too early for the day shift to be on their way to work, and all of the people who were called in to deal with the emergency have already returned home. It’s a bit creepy, though. I feel like there should be more people. Maybe it’s just that I’m used to a spaceship, where I not only knew everyone, but I knew more or less where they’d be at any given time. This place will have its rhythm too; I just need to find it. Preferably after I have a nap, and before the theoretical alien inside my best friend decides to go on a murderous rampage, or someone makes it mad and it decides to burst out of her chest.

			Eventually, the blue line leads us into a narrow, tunnel-like structure that I realize is the airlock and secure seals between the operations dome and the residential one. They’re all open, because that’s how the base is when everything’s normal, but seeing them reminds me that the base, while not as fragile as Titan, is still precarious. We would not survive on Mars without it.

			The residential dome opens up on the other side of the airlock, and both of us pause to gawk. It’s huge, for starters. The other domes are just as big, but the buildings in them are all connected to each other, so you only have to go out into the space between a wall and the dome if you’re doing maintenance. This dome is double-walled itself, so the buildings inside of it are all separate from each other, and we can walk around like a normal city block. It’s lit to match the sky, so right now the colours of the Martian dawn are spread across it.

			Ahead of us are the apartment buildings. They’re set out like they’re on a street, even though there are no cars in here, with walking paths joining them together. The paths are lined with rocks and there are potted trees every few steps. I know it’s mostly for air quality, but it’s still the prettiest neighbourhood I’ve ever lived in by a significant margin. I guess that’s what a civic planning budget gets you. Dominic’s old neighbourhood on Earth was probably even nicer, but he’s still looking around like he’s impressed.

			Our building is about fifty metres from the airlock, around a corner by a flowering dogwood tree. It’s four storeys tall, which makes the dome even more impressive. The data pad I’m holding guides us up to the door, and then uses an identity scan to get us inside. There’s an elevator that takes us to the third floor, and then I just walk up to the apartment with the right number.

			I go inside when the door opens, kind of in a daze. It’s even bigger than I imagined. The entryway has a closet that’s bigger than any closet I’ve ever seen, and it’s just for coats and shoes, apparently. A short hallway takes us to the kitchen, which gleams in the light that comes in through the giant windows. There’s a table big enough for six people, so I guess we can have my sisters over, and then an area with two large sofas, a rug, and entertainment screen. The hallway continues, branching off four ways to reveal the three bedrooms and the bathroom. All of them are so bright and large. And I don’t think I’ve owned enough clothing in my entire life to fill one of the dressers, let alone the closets.

			Dominic stands in the centre of one of the bedrooms, a strange expression on his face, and I realize that he doesn’t have anything either. None of us are ending up on Mars the way we planned.

			“You and I should take these two rooms,” I say. “Celeste can have the one at the back.”

			“Do you think she’ll care what room she has?” Dominic asks.

			“I hope not,” I say.

			We go back to the living room, and notice that each couch has a box on it. I look inside, and realize it’s our starter packs. There are sheets for the beds and towels for the bathrooms, a few jumpsuits that we can resize as needed, and instructions on how to request further clothing items that need to be sized more accurately. It hits me, suddenly, that I’ve been wearing my Titan work clothes for a long time, and I want to get out of them as soon as I can.

			“You shower first,” Dominic says graciously. “I’ll go through the kitchen and see how we order food.”

			“Thanks,” I say, and try to maintain some of my dignity as I dash for the bathroom.

			The shower is also extremely awesome. I know the water is recycled and I don’t care. It’s hot and there’s enough room to stretch my arms out all around me. I scrub my skin clean of Titan, and wash my hair twice before I get out. The clothes in the starter pack are pretty basic, but they fit with a few alterations and they’re clean, and that’s really all I need. I hang my tool belt on the hook on my door, and then head into the kitchen to tell Dominic that it’s his turn.

			He’s started a grocery list, and I take over while he goes to take his turn in the shower. Now that I’m clean and unpacked, such as it is, the full weight of what’s happened is starting to sink in.

			I had made it to Mars. It had been a dream for so long, and then it was a nightmare for a little while, but now I’m finally here. It’s not like I imagined. Celeste is, at best, in a coma, and Dominic and I are keeping a terrible secret. My sisters are here, and Adelaide Connor is trying to change two worlds. It’s almost too much to deal with, but I can’t help being a little proud of myself. The literal ground on Earth had tried to kill me, once upon a time, and now here I am on fucking Mars, and I have a future worth working for.

		

	
		
			
			
				even if we did not remember the crash

				if we forgot the fire and fear

				we would know that we are somewhere else now

				we have no memory of Earth

				we remember flying, falling, burning

				and now we sleep somewhere stable

				the humans here have lighter steps

				they work hard

				they work together

				they all want this place to succeed

				perfect
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			I know this says a lot about me as a person, but I never really imagined what my first day at a new job would look like. Growing up, I had a vague vision of an office and maybe a tie, but for as long as I can remember, my parents have pushed me along my path, and for almost as long, I had stopped looking up. The last few years had been particularly depressing, which explains a lot about why I’d been willing to date Adam Jeffers, but all of that is behind me, I hope.

			The day I start working for Adelaide Connor begins the same as all my days on Mars so far (except the first one, obviously). My alarm goes off and I listen for Ren to be finished with the bathroom before I get up. A quick shower and I’m into my jumpsuit. It’s a far cry from those starched collars and pressed trousers I’d packed with me on Titan, but I’m much more comfortable. For a moment, I think about not going to work and hanging out in the medical bay to keep an eye on Celeste, but we have to act normally if we want the alien to stay dormant, so I push the thought away. By the time I join Ren in the kitchen, she has the coffee ready and I assemble our breakfast.

			The food situation on Mars is a combination of what could be called emergency rations and carefully-controlled fresh produce. Sometimes there are lulls between crops or an irrigation section is closed for maintenance or something, and that’s when the emergency protocols take over. We’ve arrived during a stable period, which I’m thankful for, and so breakfast is toasted bread with something masquerading as peanut butter, scrambled eggs, and a fruit smoothie. The supplies that Titan had been carrying are missed, but only by those who expected Earth luxuries at their fingertips at all times. My parents, I assume, have been having a string of terrible mornings, but the rest of Mars is self-sufficient.

			“The people who run the black market probably aren’t thrilled either,” Ren says when I tell her as much.

			“There’s a black market?” I ask. I take my coffee from her and add a spoon of milk powder.

			“Of course there’s a black market,” Ren says. “People here miss things. Imagine it’s been four years since you had chocolate, and this ship shows up with some in the galley. All you need is a source on board willing to make money on the side.”

			“I guess I’m not used to thinking about scarcity quite yet,” I say. Since meeting Ren and Celeste, it feels like my privilege gets waved in front of me five times a day. It’s hard to swallow, but I like to imagine I’m growing as a person.

			“That’s not a bad thing, Dominic,” Ren says. “And at least you’re not a dick about it.”

			“Thanks,” I say dryly, and take a bite of toast.

			The food is good, if slightly adjacent to what I’m expecting every time I take a bite. I wonder if Martian-grown yeast is what’s making the difference, but that’s probably not something people care about. The eggs are the same and, when we get around to eating them, I’m told the chicken will be too. It’s not bad. It’s just not home.

			“Are you nervous?” Ren asks.

			“A bit,” I say, swallowing my mouthful. “I mean, I’ve never had a job before, and my parents didn’t exactly provide useful internships for me. Mostly I just followed them around and they glared at me when I wasn’t learning fast enough. And I couldn’t escape them by going home.”

			“Well, when you put it like that,” Ren says, wincing and laughing a little bit at the same time. “But you’ll be fine. Adelaide likes you. And you have a fancy office job. You’ll get a chair and everything.”

			I know she’s making fun of me, and I don’t actually mind. If I had to do her job, I’d break something critical and they wouldn’t even have to fire me, because I’d probably be dead.

			“I know,” I say. “And I know that Adelaide wouldn’t waste time on something that wasn’t useful. It just doesn’t seem fair, you know?”

			“I do make more money than you do,” Ren points out. “And Chels and Glory have spent three days taking aptitude tests instead of just getting thrown down a mineshaft somewhere. They’ll get a job they can grow in, just like you are.”

			Mars isn’t the kind of place where you can waste talent, and one of Adelaide’s first changes to the old indenture system had been to try to place her workforce into jobs that actually suited them. There are benefits to the hard labour jobs, mostly in terms of money or perks around the base, but if you want to do something else, it’s still possible to make a living. The Mars economy is complex because people who live here need money that functions on Earth while still being usable on the base. A lot of it is over my head, but basically, Adelaide is determined that Mars won’t become a Company Town, where everyone’s well-being is tied to her stock price. I’m happy to help.

			When we finish eating, I set our dishes in the cleaner while Ren gets her equipment together. It’s weirdly domestic, except I’ve only known her for two weeks and her best friend (and my friend-who-is-a-girl) is still in the medical bay, inhabited by an alien. I guess no matter what’s happening, you still have to go to work. We’re out the door by 8:30, and we join the groups of people headed off to start their own shifts. Eventually, Ren will switch to twelve-hour days on an alternating schedule, but for now, she’s learning the ropes and working the same hours as me until orientation is over.

			When we’re through the airlock, I split off with most of the crowd, following the red operations line. Ren sticks to the green one, which will take her to hydroponics. I don’t know if that was always what she hoped to do here, or if she and Celeste had other plans, but from everything she’s said so far, she seems to be enjoying it.

			I only get lost twice trying to find Adelaide’s office. It’s more like Adelaide’s office complex, since she has a whole suite of rooms set up for the business side of running her mines, but all of the hallways look the same to me, so I hope it’s understandable that I’d missed the door the first time I’d walked past it.

			When I finally get to my assigned room, my data pad lights up with the code to get me through the door. Inside, the workspace is small, but well-lit. There are two desks, one of which is already covered with blueprints and technical drawings, and two chairs. My mentor, who I haven’t met in person yet, is waiting for me.

			“Dominic?” they ask, extending a hand for me to shake.

			“Yes,” I reply, taking their hand and biting back a “sir” at the last moment. Standards of politeness only matter if the person you’re being polite to thinks you’re polite.

			“My name is Winchell,” they say, a small smile on their face. “You can just call me that. Welcome to Drafting. It is, in fact, always this messy.”

			If they’re trying to set me at ease, they’re doing a great job. Winchell shows me to my desk and gets me set up with a work log-in that will let me access the company systems when I’m at the office. It’s all pretty straightforward, but I don’t let my mind wander. Every time it does that, I end up picturing a purple explosion in the middle of Celeste’s chest.

			“There are digital versions of all the schematics, obviously,” Winchell says, winding down their explanation of what we do. “But it’s usually easier to visualize something when you have a physical blueprint or design sheet for it, so we have hard copies too. The paper comes from the plant parts we don’t eat, and I don’t ask questions about the ink.”

			Even though I now have several questions about the ink, I keep my mouth shut.

			“If you make a mistake, do your best to salvage the drawing somehow,” Winchell says. “But we can recycle the paper if we absolutely have to. I know it takes some getting used to after life on Earth, but eventually, you’ll be as frugal as the rest of us.”

			“I’ll do my best,” I say, because I actually do really want to.

			Winchell starts explaining how the other employees sign out diagrams when they need them. This system is actually a bit complicated, and I’m glad to have something to devote my full attention to. As the most junior member of the department, keeping track of the sign-out logs will be my main job.

			“That way, you’ll see a lot of drawings, and get an idea of our standards,” Winchell says. “And you’ll also start to understand how the departments work, who needs what, and when they usually need it.”

			The moment they finish talking, a document request comes in, and I shadow them as they fulfill it. One becomes two, and then three, and by the sixth request, Winchell has moved back to their desk, leaving me to do the task on my own. It’s not exciting, but I’ve had enough excitement to last a lifetime, and it’s genuinely interesting to see pieces of the Mars base rendered as something I can understand. Between requests, I watch Winchell as they draft new versions of older schematics, updating repairs or including newly added machine parts. Before I know it, it’s time for lunch.

			Winchell takes me to the operations cafeteria, where lunch is very similar to breakfast, only the protein is in the smoothie and the fruit is solid. Halfway through the meal, I hear raised voices and fold in on myself just as the doors burst open to reveal Adelaide Connor and my parents.

			“This is not what we agreed to,” my father says, following in Adelaide’s wake as she gets into line for the food.

			“I don’t know what you expect me to do, Benedict,” Adelaide says calmly. “I can’t replace what was lost on Titan any more than you can, and Mars is more than equipped to function without the additions.”

			The passengers who had not been expecting to stay on Mars are angry about being stuck here, but somehow, the people who’d planned to be here but now have to live without the luxuries they’d assumed they’d have are worse. My parents are, of course, at the very front of the second group. The two things they all have in common is an absolute surety that the aliens are dead and an ability to avoid talking about them entirely. So they have a couple of luxuries, at least, if denial can be counted as one.

			“Function,” my mother spits. “Barely function, you mean.”

			Conversation in the cafeteria has pretty much died by this point, and I’m hoping rather desperately that my parents are too self-absorbed to notice me. There had been a discussion about whether the crash survivors should start work so soon after the crash or if there should be some sort of therapy. Ren and I had both been relieved to start work almost immediately. We both feel better with something to do, and it’s important to be productive. We still had to do therapy, but it’s being added to our work schedules, not replacing them. My parents, it appears, have not made the adjustment as smoothly as we have. They both look terrible, though at least my mother has a bit of makeup on to cover how pale she is.

			“Mr. and Mrs. Reubens,” Adelaide says, sliding further down the food line and accepting her tray. The server pauses halfway through offering one to my mother, and I know she’s wondering if it’ll just get smacked back in her face. “You are both intelligent people. You know how space works. You know how Mars works. There will, eventually, be a ship to take you back to Earth if you wish to go, but for now, there is no plan to replace the luxuries Titan carried. I recommend you follow the example set by so many of the other survivors and adapt.”

			I am sure no one has ever spoken to my parents like that, and they clearly don’t know how to respond. I can almost see the moment they realize where they are and who is surrounding them. My mother physically recoils, like hard work might be catching, and my father squares his shoulders before turning in a huff to stalk out of the room, my mother in his wake. I wonder what Adam is doing. He’s probably being just as terrible as they are, but at least he’s not doing it near me.

			“Apologies, everyone,” Adelaide says before conversation picks back up. “Adjustment periods are rough times, but I have faith in us.”

			The server places an extra piece of fruit on her tray and Adelaide makes her take it back. It’s such a small thing, but if there had been anyone in the room who didn’t believe Adelaide Connor meant what she said before, they certainly do now. It’s kind of nice to see. And not just because it’s reminded me that if I’m very lucky, my parents will eventually end up a whole planet away from me.
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			I had never even imagined hydroponics. I’m familiar with the idea, obviously. There had been a facility on Titan which, at the time, I’d thought was fairly large. Hydroponics on Mars is on an entirely other level, and even though I hadn’t planned on working there, as soon as it came up on my list of job options, I knew I was going to jump at the opportunity.

			After I leave Dominic on the path to operations, I follow the green line alone. I’m in orientation, so my hours are shorter. Basically, the people mentoring me need some time to do their actual jobs before I get there. They’ve all been at work for a couple of hours already, and they’ll stay on for the full twelve-hour shift. Mars has forty more minutes a day than Earth does, and they’ve been split into two twenty-minute windows of bonus sleeping time on each shift. I’ve been told that eventually I’ll adjust, but right now the extra twenty minutes of sleep I get every day are really helping me move past all the trauma that happened on Titan.

			Hydroponics has the biggest of the domes that make up the Mars base. It’s divided into climate zones, so that different kinds of crops can be grown in huge vertical fields to maximize, well, everything, from water to time management. There’s a whole section that’s just potatoes. Even though the point of the facility is to grow things, there are still decorative trees lining the pathways between the climate zones, though these ones are all fruit trees of some variety or other. Unlike the residential dome, we have small, wheeled vehicles to transport people and equipment between work areas, which is good, because there are acres to take care of and no one wants to carry around agricultural equipment. I hop aboard the vehicle that will take me to my first assignment of the day. It makes sense to start at the bottom when you’re learning about a new system, and in hydroponics, that means waste recycling.

			Mars, like Titan, is very nearly a closed loop when it comes to resource management. Titan had even utilized most of its exhaust to power other parts of the ship, so it emitted very little waste into space. The Mars base runs on a similar principle, though it does so at a much larger scale. There had been more than two thousand souls on Titan. There are ten thousand people, give or take, on Mars, and all of their shit ends up here eventually. My job today is to help sanitize everything and make sure it’s ready to be separated into its component parts to be used as fertilizer. It is not glamorous, but at least it doesn’t smell as bad as I might have imagined.

			There are tanks of grey water and black water (a very polite way to label them) the size of the apartment building I live in. These feed into purification tanks where we turn the water back into something fit for consumption. The extracted minerals are used to replace nitrogen in our growing soil, amongst other things. Thinking about it scientifically definitely helps.

			I get off the vehicle and walk towards Senior Tech Specialist Jessica Graham, who I have been shadowing. Today is my first day actually on site, but I had a tour yesterday, and two days of reading before that, which is when Jess and I met. She’s in her mid-twenties, and came to Mars three years ago after deciding that she’d rather make money than finish her doctorate in crop sciences. It’s worked out great, because another one of Adelaide Connor’s proposed changes has to do with continuing education, which means Jess might get paid and finish school at the same time. And have a job afterwards too, if she wants to stay.

			“Good morning, Ren,” Jess says as I get close. She has a Scottish accent, which I’m not used to yet but I like how it sounds. It’s nice to listen to.

			“Hello,” I say. She passes me a visibility vest and I pull it on over my work jumpsuit.

			I’m no stranger to new bosses. I’ve had some kind of job or another since I was thirteen. Anthony had been one of the good ones, until the alien burst out of his chest and almost killed me, but Jess is shaping up to be even better. She’s taller than I am, which is not uncommon, and today she has her chin-length coiled curls pinned up in a scarf. Like all of us, she’s had doses of anti-radiation meds to keep her safe from solar energy, but she somehow still manages to look sun-kissed. I’m not mad about that, either. I’ve been spaceship-pale for a while, and I’m looking forward to having rosy cheeks again.

			“I’ve got everything set up for you,” Jess says, leading me towards one of the tanks. “You should be able to pick it up easily enough.”

			I hope she’s right. We’re starting with a grey water tank, which is less complicated because most of it can be reused as grey water on the base once we make sure nothing exceeds suggested limits. Jess is right, and I figure out the method of running the scans easily enough. From there we move on to other operations, and by the time lunch rolls around, I’m even more glad I picked this job instead of following my original plan.

			Our original plan, that is. Celeste and I had made it together. She had been so eager to leave Earth, and I wasn’t going to let her go alone. We’d spent hours working towards our apprenticeships on Titan, and we’d had big plans for Mars when we got there. My dads like to say that nothing ever goes to plan, but we plan anyway, and that’s definitely what had happened with our journey to Mars. And now I’m doing a job I’ve never even talked about with Celeste, though she knew I’d enjoyed our hydroponics rotations on the ship. I have no idea what she’ll want to do when she wakes up. I mean, assuming Dominic is wrong, and it’s just Celeste who wakes up. I force myself away from that line of thinking. Dominic had a concussion and a lot of trauma, and there hadn’t been any outcry after Celeste’s medical scans. There’s no point in dwelling on it until I have more evidence.

			I still plan, though. I can’t stop that. My dads raised us to survive, and that doesn’t mean guns and tanks of gasoline and bunkers in the woods. It means I know about food storage and first aid, and a whole host of other things that I’ll probably never use on Mars, but the mindset is hard to turn off. I can’t just walk out of the dome if something goes wrong inside. I’ll have to come up with something else.

			Jess comes to get me, already holding our lunches. There isn’t enough time to go to one of the main cafeterias from this dome, so instead, meals are delivered. It means no hot lunch, but so far, I haven’t been disappointed with anything I’ve eaten here. It’s a bit plain, but Jess says that part of her dissertation is getting herbs and spices to grow in a smaller footprint so they can be more efficiently grown here. Mars runs on efficiency and creativity, so I’m hopeful.

			We sit on a bench with a few other ’ponics techs I haven’t met yet. They are all clearly dying to ask me about Titan, but Adelaide had issued a base-wide memo three days ago asking people to respect the survivors’ privacy, so no one does. Instead, they ask about my family and my home on Earth. Most of the people who live on the base are from Canada, Scotland, or New Zealand originally, but I’m their first Rupt survivor. There hadn’t been a memo about that.

			“You don’t have to tell us any of this if you don’t want to,” Jess says after the third question.

			“It’s okay,” I say. And it is. I’ve told these stories hundreds of times, for job interviews and scholarship applications. It’s nice to tell them to people who think about the Rupt as history, not opportunity. And I like my co-workers, even though I’ve only known them a few hours. Titan was amazing, but there was a certain level of desperation to anything that we were trying to use to get away from Earth, and that was before we started running away from aliens.

			My shift is over a few hours before Jess is done, but I promise to meet her in the general cafeteria in the residential dome later. Despite the fact that I have essentially spent the day gardening, I’m not dirty or even particularly sweaty. Rather than go back to the apartment, I decide to go to the medical bay and look in on Celeste. I tell myself that this is because she’s my friend, and I want to check up on her, but I know the other reason, even if I’m not willing to commit to it.

			It’s not a long walk from the hydroponics airlock to medical. At this time of day, the corridors are just starting to fill with operations staff leaving their shifts, but they’re going in the opposite direction I am. I scan the crowd for Dominic, but I don’t see him.

			Medical is quiet now that most of the crash survivors have been discharged. A few of us had to check in daily for dressing changes or whatever, but Dominic and I had been cleared completely, and so had almost everyone else. The only two patients left are Dr. Ripley, who comes in a couple times a day to receive treatment for her burned throat and lungs, and Celeste, who is still unconscious on her bed. There’s a third person in the room when I get there, though, and I’m not really surprised to see him.

			“Hey Dominic,” I say, letting the door shut behind me.

			He glances up from where he’s standing next to Celeste’s bed. It looks like he wants to hold her hand, but is afraid to. That fills me with an unexpected rage. She’s my friend. And I’m not afraid to hold her damn hand.

			“Hi Ren,” he says. “How was work?”

			“It was great,” I say, glad to have a safe topic. My rage is already waning, but I don’t like that I felt it in the first place. “You?”

			“Also great,” he says. “It’s nice to work with an engineer who doesn’t work for my dad.”

			I hear a snort from Dr. Ripley’s bed.

			“How are you, Dr. Ripley?” I ask. “Can you talk with that thing on?”

			“Sort of.” Her voice is muffled by the breathing apparatus she’s wearing, but she’s perfectly understandable. “And I’m feeling better every day, thank you.”

			“I bet you’ll be glad to get out of here, though,” I say. “Do you have plans to go back to Earth?”

			“I don’t have plans at all,” she says, her voice sad. “Everything went down with Titan.”

			“Not everything,” Dominic says softly.

			Dr. Ripley nods, and I turn back to Dominic to ask if he’s had time to read Celeste’s chart or if he’s just been standing there thinking about touching her. Only worded more nicely, because I don’t actually want to hurt his feelings. Before I can, though, all of the machines Celeste is hooked up to shriek at the same time.

			And she opens her eyes.

		

	
		
			
			
				it is bright

				it is cold

				it is sterile

				we are not in a lab

				we are not in a case

				we are in a place where humans come to heal

				they do not know

				they have tried to heal us and

				they do not know

				when we open our eyes

				their whole world is before us

				it is good that we are so well rested

			

		

	
		
			
				nine

				Dominic

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			There are kinds of quiet that are good. I’m partial to the kind where I’m alone in the house with the windows open on a nice day, and all I can hear is the gentle breeze outside and the burr of the occasional car driving down the street. It’s the sort of quiet that makes you feel like the world is big, but not in the scary way…like you’re part of a giant system that has existed for billions of years. I like the idea that the things I do matter in the immediate sense, but don’t matter in the cosmic sense. I feel like I can make someone’s day better in those quiet moments, but that my efforts will simply join in the great flood of humanity, leaving me pleasantly obscure.

			I haven’t had a moment like that in a long time. Definitely not since we left Earth, and certainly not for several months before that. Someone is always circling, waiting for me to take the wrong step. Usually it’s my parents, and they just want to humiliate me. Lately, the stakes have been a little higher. I’m honestly not sure which of the two I prefer.

			The medical bay is quiet when I enter. Now that the emergency is over, the frenzy has died down, and I hope this is what most of their days are like in here. There’s a doctor on call that I don’t recognize, but that’s not really a surprise. The Mars base has a large enough population that they need several doctors, and even though everyone had been called in after the crash, I hadn’t seen them all. The doctor nods to me when I come in and starts to get up from where he’s sitting beside Dr. Ripley, who still has a breathing apparatus over her face.

			“I’m here to visit Celeste Sparrow,” I say before the doctor manages to stand up. “I hope that’s okay?”

			“Oh, yes, of course,” the doctor says. “Just don’t touch anything.”

			He turns back to Dr. Ripley and makes a few adjustments to her mask before retreating to the office at the side of the room. I make my way to Celeste’s bedside and sit down on the stool that’s by her head. Part of me wants to take her hand, to feel her pulse and reassure myself that she’s alive. But the part of me that is sure I saw her eyes flash purple wants to be as far away as possible. I settle for an awkward hover near her shoulder.

			“Are you feeling better, Dr. Ripley?” I ask. As soon as I do, I regret it. If she can’t talk with the mask on, this is going to be very awkward.

			“I’m fine,” she says. I can hear her, though her voice is a little muffled. “They’re just being extra cautious at this point.”

			She lays her head back and breathes deeply, and I stop interrupting her treatment. I turn back to Celeste, who hasn’t moved since I was discharged from the medical bay. They must be taking care of her, because she’s been cleaned of all the grime and grease and gore of our ordeal and the following crash. She has a cannula in her nose, but no mask. Her chest rises and falls with a steady rhythm, and the machine she’s hooked up to confirms her heartbeat better than I ever could if I tried to find her pulse. She looks extremely normal, except for the part where she’s survived a fiery wreck with only a few scratches, and for a moment it’s very easy to tell myself that I imagined what I saw after the crash.

			I know Ren doesn’t believe me. Or rather, she’s remaining skeptical until we can get more evidence. She’s being very nice about it, but I can understand her hesitation. I don’t want it to be true either. I want the miracle: that Celeste has survived, again, against all odds. But I remember what it had felt like, looking into those alien display cases in Titan’s salon, and my stomach had twisted the same way when they pulled her out of the wreckage.

			So I’m going to look for evidence. The rules about medical privacy from Earth apply on Mars, but I’d been hoping that Tobias or someone else who recognized me would be in here and willing to answer some questions. Instead, it’s just me and the very tempting data pad in the pocket on the side of Celeste’s bed: her medical chart. I’m about to reach for it when the doctor comes back into the main room. I assume he’s going to see Dr. Ripley again, but instead he comes over to me.

			“Thank you for waiting,” he says. “I had some things to sort out. I’m Dr. Lucarin. Do you have any questions? I understand that Ms. Sparrow didn’t travel here with her family.”

			“She has Ren Bailey,” I say without thinking about it. “Um, but yeah, I’m just a friend she met on Titan. How is she?”

			“It was curious,” Dr. Lucarin says, leaning forwards to pick up Celeste’s chart so he can flip through it. “The medics say she was miraculously fine when they pulled her off the flight deck, but that she collapsed soon after. My colleague who was on duty at the time said it was shock and an adrenaline crash, and I don’t believe she is wrong.”

			“And since then?” I ask.

			“She was exhausted before the crash, I understand?” he asks. I nod emphatically. “It’s possible her body is just taking advantage of the break. In any case, she has no broken bones, and what few abrasions we found on her skin are healing well.”

			“What about, uh,” I pause, not entirely sure how to phrase “possible alien possession” in an appropriate medical way. “I mean, were there internal injuries?”

			“Some damage to her throat,” the doctor says. I sit up straight and he taps my shoulder in what I am sure he means to be a comforting way. “It’s the same as Dr. Ripley, son. From the superheated air. Only hers is much less, so she doesn’t need the treatment Dr. Ripley is getting.”

			“Oh,” I say. “Thank you.”

			“Stay as long as you like,” he says. “Just make sure you leave in time to get dinner.”

			I nod absently and stare at Celeste again. I want to be relieved. She just has a normal injury. And we don’t know for sure that the aliens go in through the mouth. But it might also be just a convenient cover. If the alien had made Celeste lock herself out of the pod, maybe it had made her breathe superheated air too. Of course, that would mean the alien wanted Celeste to save us, which doesn’t make sense either. Everything is a mess. I’d come here for answers and found nothing.

			I’m still standing there looking like a lost deer when the doors open and Adam fucking Jeffers walks into the medical bay. He stops when he sees me, his eyes darting between me and Celeste. I can almost hear him calculating the most egregiously awful thing he can get away with saying while Dr. Ripley and Dr. Lucarin are in earshot.

			“Hi Adam,” I say, my voice flat and as unemotional as I can make it. “How are you doing?”

			“Are you kidding?” he asks. “You dump me and then take so long getting to the escape pod that you endangered all of us, and you ask how I’m doing?”

			I had wondered how he’d rewritten the events of the evacuation in his own mind. Apparently, he’s made himself the hero, the person who was willing to make the hard call when someone with a softer heart would have waited for me. Two someones did, and one of them is still unconscious as a result. There’s no point telling him that, though.

			“Never mind,” I say. “Just do whatever you came here to do.”

			Adam walks towards Dr. Lucarin and the doctor gestures for Adam to follow him into the office. Adam hasn’t learned that walls and windows on the Mars base aren’t soundproof, so I can hear him as he loudly demands more painkillers, and then gets even louder when Dr. Lucarin tells him no.

			“Other options were made known to you, Mr. Jeffers,” Dr. Lucarin says. “According to your chart, you have not pursued them. We have fixed limits here, Adam, and while I know losing your mother is hard, I believe that my colleague’s initial recommendations are the best way forward.”

			“I’m not going to therapy,” Adam says, his whole body dripping with scorn.

			For a moment, I almost feel bad for him. He’s alone. He’s wildly unprepared to take care of himself, and unlike me, he doesn’t have any friends. Or, you know, a work ethic. Or a soul. Maybe I don’t feel bad for him.

			“That’s your choice,” Dr. Lucarin says. “But you will stay out of the medical bay unless you have a legitimate reason for being here, and you will not harass other staff members.”

			Adam storms out of the office and flounces past me. He underestimates how fast the door will open, and clips it with his shoulder on his way out. I take a deep breath after it closes behind him and fight off the urge to apologize on his behalf as Dr. Lucarin comes back into the room. Adam Jeffers is no longer my problem, and that, at least, is something I’m certain of. Suddenly, the quiet of the medical bay doesn’t feel so strange.

			“This base might not be big enough for him,” Dr. Ripley says grimly.

			“We have excellent security,” Dr. Lucarin tells her.

			“You mean you have some people with tasers.” She snorts, jerking the mask, and he reaches out to straighten it for her.

			“They are trained, and they have the most regulated job on the planet,” Dr. Lucarin says. “They report to Adelaide Connor right now, but the idea is that eventually they will be a true civilian security force.”

			“With tasers,” Dr. Ripley says. “Though I guess I wouldn’t want anyone carrying something that could make a hole in the wall.”

			“Indeed,” Dr. Lucarin says. “It’s a nice side benefit of them not carrying anything that can put a hole in a person.”

			The door opens again, but this time it’s Ren, so I relax. She looks tired, but the kind of tired that’s good. I know hydroponics hadn’t been her dream any more than technical drafting had been mine, but she’d seemed excited this morning. I hope she’s had a good day, and that she’s able to settle into her new routine quickly. With all the uncertainty surrounding me right now, I’d been relieved to find my job a bit soothing. Ren’s life is moderately less frenetic than mine, but I still hope she’s able to find some calm in the storm.

			I wait while she speaks with Dr. Ripley, and then she makes her way over to where I am. We make awkward small talk, like we’re not roommates and survivors of the same trauma, until the quiet of the medical bay is shattered by the shrill whine of every one of Celeste’s monitors activating at the same time. Dr. Lucarin comes running, and a door next to the office I hadn’t noticed before opens to reveal Tobias. He’s pulling the shirt of a scrub set over his head, and arrives at Celeste’s bedside looking rumpled.

			I barely have any time to pay attention, though, because Celeste has sat up in bed, her eyes wide open. They are normal-coloured. For a few moments, that’s the only thing my brain can process. Her eyes aren’t purple. They’re normal. She’s coughing, and Dr. Lucarin is rubbing her back while Tobias gets a glass of water. Beside me, I don’t think Ren is breathing. To be quite honest, I’m not sure I am breathing either. I have too many questions, and almost all of them can’t be asked in this room until I know who I can trust, which might never happen.

			Against all odds, Celeste Sparrow has survived, and now, for better or worse, she’s awake.
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			By the time Dr. Lucarin has run all the tests he wants to on Celeste, I’m late for my dinner with Jess. I use my new wrist comm to send her a message, completely forgetting that I can make voice calls now that I’m no longer hindered by Titan’s aesthetic. She replies immediately to say she understands, and wishes Celeste well, which I think is very nice of her. Celeste and I have always come as a pair, and it’s entirely possible that Jess is the first friend I’ve ever made without Celeste in attendance. It’s too weird to think about right now, though, so I push the thought away for later.

			Over the past few days, I’ve imagined what I’d say to Celeste when she wakes up. My ideas range from shaking her while I yell about her stupid bravery to hugging her until she promises to never do it again. I end up doing neither of those things, a bit because she’s still attached to medical equipment and I don’t think the doctor would appreciate it, but mostly because now that she’s awake, I’m forced to confront the possibility that Dominic isn’t crazy, and there really is an alien inside of her.

			Some of the aliens on Titan had been really obvious. They’d shambled around or used violently purple tentacles to drag screaming people into walk-in freezers. Or they’d been in the display case, and literally labelled as such. But a few of them had been less apparent. I have no idea when Captain Bernard was taken over, for example, and we spoke to him daily. And the one in Anthony must have needed our help or something, because it let us fix the engine before it shredded him and tried to kill us. The one in Sylvie Jeffers had been the worst, because she’d been so awful I was actually kind of glad when her cruel face had disappeared in a shower of viscera. I’d found myself hoping that Dominic’s mother had one in her too, so that we wouldn’t have to deal with her any more either.

			Since it had taken eight people to kill Sylvie, most of them adult miners who were on the burly side, I guess I should be glad it was just the one. But still. I’d liked the captain. He didn’t deserve that when there were so many actual bags of dicks on board.

			If there is an alien in Celeste, it’s one of the stealthy ones. This does not make me feel better.

			“Do you mind if I project your x-rays onto the wall, Celeste?” Dr. Lucarin says, holding the data pad with her chart on it and tapping it thoughtfully. “You don’t have to let your friends see it.”

			Dominic is holding his breath again, and I know why.

			“It’s fine,” Celeste says. Her voice is hoarse because it takes more than one glass of water to undo several days of mouth-breathing your way through a coma. “They can see whatever it is.”

			The x-ray appears, and while Dr. Lucarin explains the damage to Celeste’s lungs, I can sense Dominic scanning the projection for anything unusual. Her lungs are darker than they would be on a normal x-ray. I don’t know if that’s from the damage or because the technology here is slightly different. There isn’t, like, a giant tentacled snake-shaped thing wrapped around her spine or anything. That would be too easy. Dominic sighs, and I know he’s not convinced that everything is okay just yet.

			“And in any case,” Dr. Lucarin winds up, “I’d like you to stay here one more night for observation. You’re probably fine, but I’d like to be sure before I send you, uh, wherever your home is.”

			“We have an apartment,” Dominic says a bit mechanically, gesturing between him and me.

			His eyes slide to Dr. Ripley, and I can see his thoughts scrolling across his face. I hope Celeste can’t, whether she’s an alien or not. There’s no way to warn Dr. Ripley now, and leaving her alone with Celeste could be deadly.

			“Is that going to disturb you?” I ask. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what your situation is, but if they’re monitoring Celeste all night, it might be a little noisy.”

			“Don’t worry about me,” Dr. Ripley says. “Adelaide is putting me up at her place. I’m just in here for a couple of hours during the day.”

			Dominic exhales, the breath whistling through his teeth.

			“I’ll give you a few moments with your friend,” Dr. Lucarin says. “But then I think you two should head home. You all need rest, remember.”

			He turns off the projection and goes back to the office, adding notations to the data pad as he walks. Tobias is still here, setting up a table so Celeste can eat something solid for the first time in a few days. When he sets down the tray, he looks apologetic.

			“It’s doesn’t look appetizing, I’m sorry,” he says. “But it mostly tastes like oatmeal.”

			“Thank you,” Celeste says, her voice still a croak. She starts to eat, one bite slowly after another, while Tobias gives us some space.

			“So,” she says, speaking around the spoon. “We made it, then.”

			“Yes,” Dominic says. “We did.”

			“And we have an apartment?” she asks.

			“It made sense,” I say. “I mean, you can probably put in another application if you want, but we didn’t want you to wake up with nowhere to go.”

			That’s almost the truth, at least.

			“Right,” she says. She yawns, and Dominic flinches when her jaw cracks. “I’m sorry, I don’t know how I’m still tired. I feel like I’ve been sleeping forever.”

			“It’s okay,” Dominic says, almost too fast.

			For the first time, Celeste’s brow furrows, like she’s realized something’s wrong.

			“Is everything all right?” she asks.

			Dominic freezes, and for a moment, I do too. Then I have a flash of inspiration and lean forward.

			“It’s just that we had to make some pretty big decisions while you were unconscious,” I say, forcing a smile into my voice. “Like, what if you wanted the room I picked?”

			She laughs, and it’s so normal that I want to wrap myself up in it forever.

			“I think I’ll manage,” she says.

			“Also, we picked jobs,” I continue. “And I picked something we’ve never even talked about. I don’t know if you’ll like it. Or even be able to apply.”

			I’ve had some surreal conversations over the course of my life. The time I told my dads I was going to Mars is pretty high on the list. Waking up in the indenture deck with Adelaide Connor hovering over me is another. But this one might have them all beat. It’s like we’re strangers. Like we’re being wedged apart. At best, we’re lying to Celeste, and at worst, she’s lying to us about being the thing we’re lying to her about suspecting. It’s exhausting and I don’t like it.

			“We can worry about it later,” Celeste says. “Right now, I’m just glad we’re all here and we’re all in one piece. We are all in one piece, right?”

			“As far as I know,” I say.

			Tobias comes back with a pill cup and a fresh bag of whatever they’ve been putting into Celeste’s IV. He looks apologetic again.

			“I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings, but I think visiting hours are over,” he says. “Hopefully one more actual good night’s rest in here will clear you.”

			“I’ll walk out with you,” says Dr. Ripley from across the room. She’s pulled her mask off and is trying to pat her hair back into some semblance of tidiness.

			“Good night, Celeste,” I say. I mean it. Whatever else, I want a good night.

			“Good night,” Dominic echoes. He sounds a little less sure.

			“Thanks for visiting,” Celeste says.

			We could be casual acquaintances. I hate everything about it. It’s so uncomfortable, a feeling in my gut that I can’t explain but can’t ignore either. My dads always wanted us to listen to that sort of thing, saying my instincts could get me out of situations before I was in them, but so often there’s nothing I can do to get out of a situation anyway. And on Mars, there’s even less chance.

			We exit into the corridor, and I’m about to bid Dr. Ripley good night when she grabs onto my sleeve and pulls us both close.

			“Dr. Ripley?” Dominic asks, tripping over his feet as she jerks him to the side of the hall.

			“You felt that, right?” she asks. Her voice is so low I can barely hear her. “You can both feel how wrong that was?”

			“What are you talking about?” Dominic answers. He’s whispering too, but I can hear the desperate hope in his question.

			“I feel like I’m going crazy,” Dr. Ripley says. “Because I remember what it felt like to stand near the display cases on Titan. What it felt like when I was on the flight deck all those days by myself with the captain’s corpse in his office, just out of sight. It feels like them.”

			Dominic blows out a breath through his nose and I stand very still.

			“After the crash,” I say, “Dominic—”

			“I thought I saw something,” Dominic interrupts. “I thought I saw something wrong with Celeste’s eyes. But there’s nothing on the scan. We just talked to her, and she seemed normal. The doctors haven’t noticed anything out of place. And they should, right?”

			“I can feel it too,” I say. “I thought it was just the weirdness of not knowing for sure and having to lie a bit to Celeste about why we’re nervous, but now that Dr. Ripley describes it, I remember. I remember what it was like looking at those cases too. It did feel like that, being in medical.”

			“What do we do?” Dominic asks.

			For one brief, shining moment, I hope that Dr. Ripley will be able to solve all of our problems.

			“I don’t know,” Dr. Ripley says. “I’m sorry. To be honest, I kind of hoped you’d tell me I was imagining things.”

			“We have to take her home with us tomorrow,” Dominic says.

			“At least we’ll know where she is,” I remind him. “That’s why we decided to stay together.”

			“I think it’s time for me to go back to work,” Dr. Ripley says. “I’ll talk with Adelaide and see how much of my data I can salvage. At least then we’ll have all of the information in one place. Dominic, I know you’re working for Adelaide’s company now, but do you think you could spare me a few evenings? Your sketches might be useful.”

			Dominic swallows. I know he wishes that Dr. Ripley had just taken over and solved our problems as much as I do, but no one’s ever solved my problems for me before.

			“I can make it work,” Dominic says.

			“I’ll try to stay close to Celeste,” I say. “When she’s not at home, anyway.”

			“Not alone,” Dominic says, speaking the words like they’re bursting out of him.

			“There are a few people on my new work team that I can probably convince to hang out with me,” I say. “And I won’t have to tell them why.”

			Dr. Ripley is nodding.

			“I’ll tell Adelaide,” she says. “She’s more or less in charge of the base now, even though she keeps talking about setting up a real municipal system. But I think it should stay between the four of us for now. Mars is equipped to handle emergencies, but I don’t think we want to cause undue panic. We can prepare quietly, but I think we should keep it a secret for now.”

			Dominic and I both nod, and Dr. Ripley squeezes our shoulders. Then she wishes us good night and heads off towards wherever it is Adelaide lives. Dominic and I make it all the way to the residential airlock before he turns to me.

			“I hate secrets,” he says.

			“Me too,” I tell him. “But the other options aren’t great.”

			He nods, and we make our way towards our apartment. As we walk inside the place that’s supposed to be comforting and homey, I can’t help but think that keeping secrets is exactly how the aliens got on board Titan in the first place. And here we are, setting up all the dominoes again.

		

	
		
			
			
				oh, they know

				the humans do not work together

				think together

				as we do

				so it is easy to forget

				how clever they are on their own

				but these ones know

				we remember them, from before

				we remember how they were with the one who carries us

				we remember how she was

				we will let her through

				just a little bit

				to make the path easier

				we have work to do
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			I can tell Ren is actually tired by the time we get back to the apartment. She’s had a much more physically demanding day than I have, so I don’t even ask before I start putting dinner together while she’s changing. It’s not like cooking from our assembled rations is challenging. Technically, they’re not even rations—the base term is “allotment,” and the idea is that everyone gets what they need—but it’s still work, and since I spent most of the day sitting at a desk, I’m obviously the one who should be doing it.

			I’m lucky that getting dinner on the table doesn’t require much thought, because I am very distracted. Celeste had saved the drawings I did of the aliens from my father’s recent attempt to purge me of the traits he found undesirable, but they weren’t salvaged from the crash, and I’m okay with that. Just thinking about them makes my skin crawl. I’d spent so much time next to the display cases, zoned out and sketching, and every time I looked at what I’d drawn, it made me uncomfortable. That would be bad enough, but I also had to think about Celeste carrying them around with her, which meant I had to think about Celeste.

			Considering we’d only been on Titan for a relatively short period of time, I had a lot of memories crammed into those days. Dumping Adam had felt so freeing, but my parents’ reaction had been an immediate blast of ice water on my good spirits. I hadn’t dumped him because I was already thinking about Celeste. I’d dumped him because he was an asshole. But I couldn’t deny that I had thought about it, what being single on Mars would mean. I never wanted Celeste to think she was a rebound or a second choice or whatever, but any chance I had at a rational progression of events was torpedoed by the alien escape and the resulting week I spent locked in Celeste’s quarters with her.

			And now she’s an alien, and I don’t know how long she’s been an alien, so I’m not sure which parts of her were the parts I liked. Or…something else. It’s kind of a mess.

			Dinner is also kind of a mess, but at least I get it all onto our new plates without spilling any of it on the floor. It’s mashed potatoes and some kind of protein with enough sauce that it smells like it wants me to believe it’s Salisbury steak, with a healthy portion of roasted carrots. All I have to do is reheat it. It actually looks okay. I imagine that somewhere else on the base, my parents are beyond furious right now. Mars isn’t going to run short while we wait for supplies, but the cargo Titan had carried almost all the way here is definitely going to be missed by people like them.

			Ren comes into the kitchen wearing the soft non-work clothes we’d been issued. There isn’t that much difference between my work clothes and my other clothes, but Ren works with actual dirt, so it makes sense. She looks a little bit less weary once she sees that the food is ready, but she’s still moving more slowly than usual.

			“Thanks,” she says, picking up her plate and carrying it to the table.

			“No problem,” I tell her, both because it was extremely not and because that’s just what you say. I set my plate down and then go get us glasses of water.

			“You know, for a second this morning, I was worried that knowing where our food comes from was going to put me off,” Ren says, pushing the carrots into her potatoes and mixing everything together with the gravy. “But it’s not that much different to where food comes from on Earth. Just a bit more contained.”

			“I looked at the blueprints today,” I tell her. “Of the farming complexes, I mean. I wanted to see what your work looks like.”

			“You could just come down,” she tells me. “We don’t have to stay in our assigned parts of the base.”

			“Yeah, but I didn’t want to get in the way,” I say. Which is true. I hate getting in the way. “But now I know roughly where things are.”

			“That’s a good point,” Ren says. “The hydroponics dome is pretty big, and there are definitely places you wouldn’t want to wander into.”

			“I mostly want to see the vertical fields,” I say. The process is just starting to come into fashion on Earth, since it uses so much less land and water, but on Mars, it’s necessary. “The diagrams made it look relatively simple, but I assume it’s not.”

			Ren makes a noncommittal noise and cuts into the Salisbury steak. I don’t know why we’re talking about this either, except that there are other things I definitely don’t want to talk about. I’m just about to reluctantly address the elephant in the room when Ren puts her fork down.

			“How was seeing Adam?” she asks.

			“It was fine,” I tell her. “I mean, am I mad he almost got us all killed? Yes. But he’s probably leaving as soon as he can, and then I’ll never have to see him again.”

			“That’s the spirit,” Ren says. She picks her fork back up and draws lines in her potatoes, the tines tripping over the carrots as the pattern develops.

			Ren eats quickly, so once she focuses again, it isn’t long before she’s cleared her plate. I’m only halfway through, but I tell her she doesn’t have to wait for me, and she gets up to put her plate in the cleaner. She gets more water and returns to the table, but we don’t talk again until I’m finished.

			“So this is what we do now,” she says. It’s less a question and more a reluctant statement of fact. “Work and eat at the dining table and act like everything is fine.”

			“For now,” I say. “At least we have tonight to practise before…”

			I trail off. I don’t want to think about Celeste being here. About her being dangerous. It’s like being afraid of the monster under your bed but believing the sheet will keep you safe while you sacrifice one foot to the air. But if she’s not here, if we don’t know where she is, then the monster could be under much more dangerous beds.

			“Yeah,” she says. A yawn cracks across her face and she barely covers it. “I’m going to sleep. I start the twelve-hour shifts in a couple of days, and I want to be ready. Do you need anything? Do we need anything? Like, I don’t know, a chore chart or something?”

			“I think I’ve got it covered for now,” I say. “Just take care of yourself.”

			She leaves, looking back like she both wants to be helping me with the dishes and is glad she isn’t. I hear her go into the bathroom one last time, and then the click of her door closing. The bedroom doors can be locked on the inside—there’s only one kind of inside door on the base, so they’re all lockable—and tomorrow night, we’ll have to use them.

			I take my time getting ready for bed because I’m not really tired enough to sleep yet. There are all sorts of entertainment options here, from sports to clubs to whatever, but I haven’t even started thinking that far ahead. Eventually, I settle for getting out the sketchbook Winchell had let me bring home. I mean to draw the vertical farm so that I can better understand it, but I know as soon as my hand starts to move what I’m going to end up with.

			The alien queen had been the pride of my father’s display, perfectly preserved and maintained by his stasis fields. She’d never looked dead, which makes sense now, but when I draw her, I can see the life in every muscle. Her eggs had gone into people I knew; in a few cases, people I’d liked. All of those people are dead now, except for one, and I’m worried about what that means. I fall asleep between one worry and the next, and wake up a few hours later with paper under my face and a crick in my neck. I stumble to bed, but when I fall asleep again, I dream that I’ve drawn Celeste’s face on the queen’s body, and no matter what I do, I can’t erase it.
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				When I wake up again, it’s morning, and I do not feel rested. I get through breakfast with Ren, bleary and distracted, and she suggests going to medical on my way to the office. We’re supposed to check in if we feel weird. There are a lot of reasons, ranging from gut bacteria—which they can treat—to more esoteric things, like somehow being aware of exactly how far away from Earth I currently am—which they can’t. I know Ren is correct, but it still takes significant willpower to make myself go into medical when I get there.

			This morning, it’s quiet. Celeste is still asleep, and Dr. Lucarin is in his office. The lights are flickering, and some of the cabinets look like they’ve been rifled through, but Tobias is cleaning them up like nothing weird is happening. Dr. Lucarin comes out to the main room and checks the time with a puzzled expression on his face.

			“Dominic?” he asks. “Are you okay?”

			“I didn’t sleep well,” I tell him. “I know medications are rationed, but is there, I don’t know, an electrolyte powder I can add to my water to wake me up a bit?”

			“Of course,” Dr. Lucarin says. He moves to get it from a drawer Tobias has already tidied. “Have you seen Adam Jeffers this morning? He was supposed to come by for his meds, since he’s on a schedule, and he hasn’t come in yet.”

			“No,” I say. “Sorry, I don’t really seek Adam out.”

			“I can’t imagine why,” the doctor says. He only rolls his eyes a little bit.

			From the corner, Tobias coughs softly, but it’s enough to get both of our attention.

			“Uh, he came in last night,” Tobias says. “He was trying to steal medications, but I caught him before he pocketed anything. I let him off with a warning because he’s new.”

			“Understandable,” Dr. Lucarin says. I’m less sympathetic, but I’ve known Adam longer than these two have. “Maybe he’s afraid to come back, but he still needs to take his pills. I’ll send him a message.”

			I don’t have high hopes that Adam will answer. He hates it when he gets caught, especially by someone like Tobias, who he would think of as less important than he is. He’s probably trying to wheedle something out of a tech in one of the smaller medical areas, because he hasn’t read the manual, so he doesn’t know that all the meds are here.

			Celeste sits up while Dr. Lucarin is dictating his message, and Tobias brings her a tray with her breakfast on it. For one horrible second, I think I’m going to have to make small talk, but then I remember that I’m supposed to be on my way to work.

			“Nothing,” says Dr. Lucarin. “I’ll have to try again later.”

			“Trust Mr. Jeffers to make one of us go over there and check on him,” Tobias says, grimly returning to his tidying. “It’s not like we’re busy or anything.”

			“It’s fine,” Celeste says, looking straight at me. “It’s not like there’s anywhere he can go.”

			My blood doesn’t lose its chill until I close the door of Winchell’s office.
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			My last day of training doesn’t get off to an auspicious start. Well, I’m fine, but everyone else seems to be having a rough day, even though it’s still morning. Dominic is almost a zombie when I convince him to go see the doctor, and at first, I don’t think anything of it, but when I get to work, I see that Dominic is just the first casualty of my day.

			My work crew has always been scattered around the dome by the time I arrive because they start their shift three hours earlier. Today, they’re all still hanging around in the central area, where we meet to get assignments and assemble the gear we’ll need. Even though there are a few shift leads present, no one looks like they’re in charge. I can’t see Jess anywhere.

			“What’s up?” I ask one of the unfamiliar shift leads. “Is there a problem somewhere?”

			The shift lead looks tired, and I realize that I don’t recognize her because she’s been working nights since I started. For some reason, she’s still here. Obviously, sometimes there’s going to be overtime in an agricultural job, but this doesn’t seem that simple.

			“Ren, right?” the shift lead says. When I nod, she keeps talking. “We had an obstruction in one of the pipes this morning, and every time we thought we had it flushed, something else would jam up. We’ve finally got it sorted, but my people are dead on their feet and your shift is only just getting started because they’ve been helping us.”

			“Was it bad?” I ask. I feel like there would have been alarms or something if it was.

			“No, just annoying,” she says. “And it means that you’re heading back to waste decontamination this morning because Jess isn’t here. It’ll be like you’re working a short shift instead of a training one, but you know your way around that system, correct?”

			Waste recycling and decontamination is hardly the grossest thing I’ve ever had to do, and it’s not even particularly labour-intensive, because the machines do most of the work. I can definitely handle it on my own.

			“Yes,” I say. “It’s like the one from Titan. Just a lot bigger.”

			“I’ll bet,” the shift lead says. “Grab your gear and go ahead, then.”

			I join the rest of my crew and pick up my hazardous materials equipment. They’re moving faster now, back to the familiar rhythm of what they usually do, but it’s very obvious that Jess is missed.

			“She has some kind of stomach bug,” a co-worker tells me. “It’ll probably be one of those twenty-four-hour things, and she’ll be back tomorrow. Don’t worry about it. Sometimes things just get through the filters, but the doctors always set us right.”

			That’s not what I want to hear on my way to waste decontamination, but I let the comment pass. Maybe it’s lucky I didn’t have dinner with Jess yesterday, or I’d be sick too. At least I’ll be off early enough to go check in on her. I don’t know what the sick time policy is here—or what Adelaide is changing it to—but I know that being alone and sick can be tedious.

			It’s quiet near the recyclers, their subdued hum a reassuring low frequency that makes it easy to not think about the literal shit going around inside of them. I check the readings and test the chemical levels, and everything checks out. Then I have to do the one truly distasteful part of this job, which is a manual check of the filters. This isn’t entirely necessary, but when you’re on Mars, it’s nice to have extra-high safety standards and redundancies.

			I move along the system, checking each filter in order. They operate like a settling pool, so the waste water rests momentarily in a wide vat and heavier materials fall to the bottom before the water is pushed back into a narrow pipe. I don’t have to actually touch anything, but I do have to look at each of them, and that is very…brown.

			By the fourth filter, I’m close to the section of my crew that’s working on harvesting the vegetables that can’t really be picked by machines. As I walk past, I notice that three of them are sitting down, looking a little pale.

			“Hey, are you guys okay?” I ask.

			“No,” the woman who told me that Jess is ill answers. “Maybe Jess doesn’t have food poisoning after all.”

			I take half a step back on reflex, but none of them look offended. The Mars base has filters in the air too, obviously, but if I’m standing close to a sick person, that won’t make a difference.

			“We’re dropping like flies,” she says. “I’m going to call in an environmental team to run a scan, just in case it’s something in here. Do you mind guiding them? I know you’re new, but you seem like you might be the healthiest, and you’ve been alone all morning.”

			“That’s fine,” I say. I’m used to taking care of everyone.

			The crew makes their way back to their vehicle, loads up their pickings, and heads back towards the main door of the hydroponics dome. The environmental team lead contacts me and asks me to stay put so they can come and find me. While I wait, I try not to think about all of the things that could go wrong with a sickness in an enclosed system.

			“Ren?” says a voice.

			“That’s me,” I say, waving the team over.

			“I’m Suz Evans,” she says. She waves two of her team members back the way I’d been working. “You two go test the filters, I’ll go with Ren and test the ones she hasn’t manually cleared yet. Then we’ll move on to other sections.”

			Suz is efficient, and helping her take the samples she needs doesn’t add much time to my process. By the fourth filter, I’ve started to relax again. All it takes is one look inside filter number five for that feeling to disappear like smoke.

			“Oh shit,” I say, the curse instinctive even though I usually try not to swear around adults who could theoretically promote me.

			I can see the joke Suz wants to make be born and then die on her face as she realizes shit is, in fact, the least of our problems. Wedged into the bottom of the filter is something that the night shift lead tried to flush from the system, which is why we do manual checks.

			“That is an arm,” Suz says, in the sort of voice a person uses when they’re trying to stay calm.

			“That is definitely an arm,” I tell her. My voice is very similar.

			There’s a brief debate about whether to call medical or sanitation, which Suz solves by calling both. I message Adelaide, because this feels like the kind of thing she’d want to know about and I want her to know about it as soon as possible. I don’t care if I’m overstepping, and no one else seems to mind when she shows up either, right on the heels of Tobias and the sanitation shift manager.

			“Okay,” Adelaide says after a look into the filter. “Medic, I want you to take the appendage to the medical bay with sanitation advising. Right now, the most important thing is finding out who that arm belonged to.”

			Tobias looks a little green around the gills, which I can’t really blame him for. I’m doing my best not to think about it.

			“Ren Bailey,” Adelaide continues. “Would you also accompany us?”

			Everyone looks a bit confused as to why the de facto owner of the base is asking a new hydroponics tech to go with her, but as Adelaide meets my gaze, I realize why. Dr. Ripley has told her about Dominic’s suspicions, and she wants me there because I already survived the aliens once, I guess. At least I’ll know what to look for.

			I turn in my gear and step through the decon apparatus at the dome’s exit along with Suz. After a moment, the rest of her team does the same thing, and then everyone else, including Adelaide herself. Tobias is holding the sample case like it might bite him. As we make our way to medical, I fall into step beside him. I don’t have this many younger siblings so that I can not tell when someone has a secret.

			“What do you know?” I ask, keeping my voice as quiet as possible.

			“It’s probably nothing,” he tells me, keeping his eyes forwards.

			I wait him out.

			“Fine,” he says. “Adam Jeffers didn’t come in for his meds this morning, and he’s not answering Dr. Lucarin’s calls.”

			It sounds awful, but I can definitely think of people whose arms I’d be less upset about finding in the waste recycler filters. If someone has to be dead—and I refuse to consider the answer Dominic will immediately come up with—I can’t really be sad that it’s him.

			“Oh,” I say.

			“Yeah,” Tobias agrees. “Bit of a Pyrrhic victory, there.”

			I don’t think he’s using that phrase correctly, but now is not the time.

			We step into the medical bay, and I’m shocked to see how many people are in it. I had been expecting Celeste and maybe one or two sick people, but instead, it’s just as full as it had been after we’d crashed. Adelaide herds us all into Dr. Lucarin’s office and closes the door.

			“This goes no further for now,” Adelaide says, “but there is a virus of some kind sweeping through the base.”

			“We don’t know for sure it’s a virus,” the doctor says quickly. Adelaide glares at him. “But for the sake of conversation, sure. It’s a virus.”

			“Thank you,” Adelaide says. “We need to find out who this arm belonged to and if it is connected in some way to the virus. How long will that take?”

			Tobias and Dr. Lucarin exchange a look.

			“Well, as for who, I can run a test right now,” Dr. Lucarin says. “The other will take longer, but I don’t know for sure how much.”

			We wait while Tobias preps a sample and Dr. Lucarin tests it for DNA. They must have been testing against Adam’s official sample specifically, because it hits immediately.

			“It’s Adam Jeffers,” Dr. Lucarin says.

			Everyone who knows who that is makes a sort of exasperated noise, like we’re relieved but feel a bit guilty about it. Suz and her team look at us askance, but Adelaide just waves her hands in an “I’ll explain later” sort of gesture.

			“Right,” Adelaide says. “Run the rest of your tests. Ms. Evans, I’m sorry to have disturbed your work, and thank you. Ren, I’m going to get you to stay here and run messages to me. I want to keep discussions of the sickness off of communication channels until we have answers to give.”

			“What about all of them?” Tobias asks, gesturing to the room full of sick people.

			“They’re not going anywhere for now,” Dr. Lucarin says. “And hopefully by the time they are, we’ll have those answers.”

			“What about Celeste?” I ask, trying to sound casual. It’s less weird coming from me than from Adelaide.

			“I’m going to move her into a ward,” Dr. Lucarin says. “She’s not showing signs of being sick, but she has been exposed. I’m sorry to delay her discharge.”

			I’m not, but obviously I can’t say that.

			“Thank you,” I say instead. “I’ll be here when you need me, unless there’s a better place to wait?”

			There isn’t, so I settle in. Out the window of the office, I can see Jess lying on one of the beds. She doesn’t look terrible, at least. No spots or projectile vomit. She’s just kind of lying there, looking uncomfortable and twitching now and then, like she’s having a bad dream. I scan the room and see a few other people I recognize, including David Hawke, who survived Titan but lost his twin, and Benedict Reubens. Then Tobias asks for my help organizing the sample results he’s assembling to track the infection, and I get to work.

		

	
		
			
			
				the humans cannot breathe here

				they need to make air

				so that they do not choke

				the humans cannot bear the sun here

				they need special protection

				so that they do not burn

				the humans need one thing, especially, that this planet does not have

				they need water

				so that they do not die

				we have so many choices
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			Despite everything else going on right now, I really do want to make a good impression at my job, so after I sit down at my desk I turn my comm to silent. A base emergency will use the main broadcast system in addition to the personal system, so I won’t miss it if aliens suddenly start bursting out of chests again. I can’t control a lot right now, but I can make sure that I don’t interrupt Winchell with an ill-timed notification chime.

			It’s easy to lose myself in the designs and blueprints. When I sketch, I’m putting something from my mind’s eye onto paper. Even if it’s something that everyone can already see, my drawing of it will have aspects that only I know about, and it’s my job to share that in the finished product. The official Mars base technical drawings are kind of the opposite. They’re all drawings of actual things already, and it’s my job to make sure they’re clear enough that someone else can make them real. There’s a lot that I don’t understand—like why the new design for the vertical hemp hydroponics apparatus is more water-efficient—but even when I don’t know how it works, I know why it’s important that it does. Adelaide wants us to be more self-contained, and that means producing our own construction materials, and that means growing hemp.

			I might be in denial, but at least I’m being productive. Across from me, Winchell works at their own tasks, manipulating 3-D digital displays so that anyone using them can focus on the part they need, or move the images around while they’re working. I’m glad they’re busy. I don’t think I have much capacity for small talk right now. After an hour, I notice that Winchell is drinking a lot of water. They’ve got up to refill their cup three times. I don’t say anything as the morning continues, but eventually, I have to ask.

			“Are you feeling okay?” The air filters are really good, but I still don’t want a cold or whatever on top of everything else right now.

			“It’s nothing,” Winchell says. “I think I just didn’t have enough breakfast. I was in a hurry and my snack drawer is empty. I’ll be fine after I get more food, I’m sure.”

			I can’t really give them any advice, so I go back to work. Right before lunch, right as Winchell is clearing off their desk for their break, the door to our office opens and Adelaide Connor comes in. Winchell looks surprised and more than a little starstruck. I hope I don’t look too startled.

			“Oh good,” she says. “I caught you before lunch.”

			“Just a moment,” I say, making sure I’m at a good stopping point before I look up.

			“Take your time,” she says.

			While I’m finishing up, Adelaide introduces herself to Winchell, who’s still looking a little green. Her forehead furrows, a concern she doesn’t expand on, but says nothing as they excuse themself to go have lunch.

			“Are they okay?” she asks as the door shuts.

			“Some kind of blood sugar thing, I think,” I tell her. She doesn’t look convinced. “Do you need something, Adelaide?”

			“I just wondered where you were,” she says. “You haven’t been answering your comms.”

			“I was working,” I say. My ears turn pink. “I’ve never, uh, had a job before, and I thought you were supposed to turn off your phone or whatever, so I did.”

			“No, no, that’s good,” Adelaide says. “Just maybe don’t do it until we’ve solved our current situation.”

			That raises several alarms. I’m an idiot. Of course I can’t just disconnect right now.

			“What happened?” I ask.

			Adelaide sighs. She’s been working nonstop since we left Earth, trying to change her company’s draconian policies before her board catches on and stops her. I assume that’s really awkward and difficult even when you’re not in a place where everything has to be measured out. Adelaide wants to make things better, but she’s still dealing with finite resources, and Mars still depends on Earth for too many things for her to piss them off completely. On top of all of that, she’s worried about Dr. Ripley. I know Dr. Ripley had been intending to return to Earth with Titan, so she doesn’t really have a place on Mars. And that’s before the escape of the aliens made her feel extra responsible. Adelaide is too busy to spend a lot of time with her.

			“Ren found human remains in one of the waste recyclers,” Adelaide says. Her voice is very level, so I do my best to stay calm. “The system had been flushed automatically overnight, but Ren was doing the manual check this morning and found something still jammed inside.”

			“Is she okay?” I ask. I would not be okay, but Ren is much braver than I am.

			“Yes,” Adelaide says absently, like she had not anticipated that being my first question. “She took the sample to medical and they ran a DNA analysis of it.”

			She hesitates, and I feel my body start to clench. She’s telling me because it’s someone I know. There are only so many people I know.

			“It was Adam,” she says gently.

			I’m glad that I’m still sitting at my desk, because that really knocks the wind out of me. It’s weird when something terrible happens to someone you don’t like. You’re upset, because a human died, but you’re also kind of glad that it wasn’t a human you care more about. I don’t like Adam. I might have hated him. It’s complicated and I don’t like it.

			“Was it an alien?” I ask, keeping my voice quiet to conceal the storm of emotions in it.

			“We don’t know yet,” Adelaide says. “There’s a sickness of some kind sweeping through the base, so medical has their hands full. Also, it’s not a very large, uh, remain, so I’m not exactly sure how we’d test it for alien remnants.”

			I think about Adam, sharp-eyed and sharp-tongued, always ready to make me feel terrible. Now he’s in pieces so small, we don’t know what killed him.

			“Right,” I say. “Wait, a sickness? Like what Winchell has?”

			“I don’t know,” Adelaide says. “The numbers are still coming in, so there isn’t any analysis. After I talked with you, I was going to go back and see if there was anything I could do to help.”

			Great, I’d made her walk all the way across the base because I thought having my comm off at work was polite.

			“It seems like a lot of people got sick overnight,” Adelaide continues. “And that it’s moving fast. No one is deathly ill yet, though. In fact, the people who reported getting sick the earliest are already on the mend.”

			An alien in my friend-who-is-a-girl, my ex being found in pieces, and a new plague or whatever to worry about is more than I can deal with right now. I don’t think all the meditative blueprints on the planet can help me now.

			“Do you need me to do anything?” I ask. I’m not sure what I could possibly do, unless there’s a door in medical that someone needs held open. I’m really great at that.

			“No,” Adelaide says. “Not yet, anyway. I just wanted to keep you in the loop.”

			“I’m sorry about my comm,” I say. “And your walk over here. I just wanted it to be a normal workday, I guess?”

			“I definitely understand wanting something normal,” Adelaide says. “I made breakfast this morning and Alexandra hasn’t eaten a normal breakfast in a decade.”

			I am about to say something about the most important meal of the day when the office door opens again, and someone I’m definitely not expecting bursts into the room.

			“Dominic!” says my mother. “There you are. What in the world are you doing here?”

			I start to answer, even though I know she’s going to cut me off. She’d hate the idea that this is my job. I don’t even know if Dad told her about Adelaide’s offer. She’d been in medical during that card game/interrogation, and it’s not like Dad would tell her the information because he was proud that Adelaide Connor thought I was useful. I’m not actually sure if my parents hate that I have a job they don’t control or if they hate Adelaide so much now that they resent everything connected to her. Honestly, it’s probably both.

			“I can’t find your father,” she says, spitting the words out before I’ve finished inhaling.

			That makes both Adelaide and I freeze, even though my mother hasn’t so much as spared her a glance.

			“What?” I ask, and then immediately regret something so basic.

			My mother looks at me with a scornful expression, like she can’t believe any son she raised would say something so pointless.

			“Your father is missing,” she says, speaking more slowly. It’s not because she’s being less dramatic. She’s talking to me like I’m a toddler. “He went to that horrible medical bay with everyone else in it because he was feeling poorly and no one would come to our quarters once they realized he could walk. I haven’t heard from him since, and when I went to check myself, he was gone.”

			Adelaide and I exchange a look.

			“Did you ask someone for help finding him?” Adelaide asks, keeping her voice level. “Could he have been in one of the overflow rooms? Medical is busy right now.”

			“Of course I didn’t ask.” My mother’s tone is scathing. She used to only talk like that when she was talking to a server in a restaurant who’d made a small error or to an MP from one of the other parties. Now she uses it for everyone, apparently. “It was chaos in there, and they can barely help me when they don’t have anything else to do. I know how to look for my husband. I checked the rooms. He wasn’t there.”

			“Right,” Adelaide says. I can see her mind working quickly as she decides what exactly she’s going to tell my mother. The relief I feel at not having to be the person who solves this problem is palpable.

			“How are you feeling?” I ask.

			“I have a headache,” my mother says. “Not that anyone actually cares. The doctor gave me some pills, but it keeps coming back. They said they’d scan me again when the schedule is free.”

			Her tone leaves no doubt as to how she feels about having to wait her turn.

			“Maybe you should go back to your room and lie down,” Adelaide says, her voice reasonable and calm. “Dominic can keep you updated, and you’ll be able to get some rest to help your head.”

			“I don’t need some overconscientious CEO telling me what to do,” my mother says. “And neither does Dominic. He was perfectly fine before those monsters ruined everything.”

			Adelaide blinks at the sheer absurdity of my mother’s statement, but I can tell she does blame herself a little bit for the alien disaster. My mother blames her entirely, along with Dr. Ripley and Sylvie Jeffers and literally everyone else, because otherwise, she’d have to blame my father.

			“I’ll take care of it, Mum,” I say. “Do you want lunch before you go back to your rooms?”

			My mother storms out without another word, though she does seem to be mumbling about something as she leaves. When she’s gone, Adelaide and I stare at each other for a long moment, the various problems shuffling around between us.

			“Let’s both go to medical,” Adelaide says. “At least then we’ll be where the action is, even if I’d really prefer it if there weren’t any more action.”

			I agree with her completely. I tidy up my desk and leave a note for Winchell. The way my day is going, they’ll probably be in medical when we get there. I spare one last look at the blueprints on my desk, their neat, labelled lines and precise dimensions. Nothing’s ever that easy, even when you’re building something from these actual designs, but it had been nice to have a moment to pretend. I don’t think there are going to be too many more moments like that in my future.
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			We’re lucky that Tobias is the kind of person who doesn’t mind it when people stand around staring awkwardly into the middle distance while we wait for him to do his job. It can’t be fun, being hovered over, but he gamely runs every test Dr. Ripley suggests, and doesn’t look too stressed out, even though he doesn’t know what he’s looking for.

			I’m not really sure I know what to look for either. Our time-of-death window is already pretty short, and the few hours that Adam’s arm spent in the waste recycler have cleared off any evidence as to how the arm was removed from the body. It had been possible to get a DNA sample from the uncontaminated bone marrow, but everything else is beyond usable.

			After fifteen minutes of waiting on readouts, I decide I should go and look in on Celeste. I make my way across the medical bay, even more crowded now, and am about to open the door to the ward she’s in when someone grabs my arm. I manage not to shriek, but only just.

			“This is how it started.” I look down and see David Hawke. I haven’t seen him much since I turned my back on the escape pod on Titan. He hadn’t been in great shape then, frantic about Wendy’s absence. I assume someone told him what happened to her. Or at least that she’s dead. I’m glad I didn’t have to.

			“What?” I ask. I try to pry his fingers loose, but they’re twisting up in the sleeve of my jumpsuit.

			I haven’t even looked him up since we got here. He’d come in on the escape pod, and had been discharged from the medical bay by the time the crash survivors had been brought in. I didn’t expect him to visit, obviously. It had been chaos in here, worse than now. Also, I’d been unconscious. But there had been five of us when Titan left Earth: Celeste, David, Wendy, Michael, and me, and now David and I are the only two left. Well, the only two that are left and safe. I should have looked in on him, asked where he was working and how he was doing, but I hadn’t.

			I knew why. If I’d seen him, he might have asked me questions. We’d seen Wendy, possessed and shambling, on Titan after the escape pod left. And the last time we’d seen Michael still gives me nightmares. I’ll talk to my therapist about that eventually, but I don’t want to tell David about watching his sister tear one of his best friends to shreds while I kept myself safe by staying quiet.

			“This is how it started,” he croaks again. “In medical. Wendy went to medical and she never came back.”

			We were never able to fully trace what happened on Titan when the aliens broke free. Part of the reason for this is that running for your life is not conducive to critical thinking, but another important factor is that people who knew things ended up dead. We know that at least one possessed person had come on board, and then implanted others at some point with eggs stolen from the original dig site. David is right about medical being the hub of the action, but it’s not the only place where people were taken. The possessed people let the aliens out of the display case, and that’s what killed most of the passengers, but the precise details are harder to trace.

			“This isn’t like that,” I tell him. I’m not sure if I’m telling the truth. “This is just some people getting sick. And they’re already starting to get better!”

			Benedict Reubens, after complaining loudly, had done just that. His wife had come in shortly after, but hadn’t made a fuss and didn’t look sick. Others are already looking better too, and even though there are still new cases coming in the door, there’s a whole medic whose job is to discharge people who have recovered.

			“Don’t stay here,” David says. He sounds lost. I remember the night, after the Rupt, before I became Ren Bailey, clinging to Celeste in the dorms and not really understanding what was happening, except that we were going to be separated. Usually, with the Rupt, you want people to stay. If one of us wants to leave, it means something is very wrong. “Don’t stay here,” David says again. “This is where it starts.”

			I have a lot of siblings. We’re all clustered around the same age, because that’s how surviving the Rupt worked, but I’m the oldest. However, I’m not the nurturing older sister type. I’m the “beat up your bullies” type. And right now, there’s nothing I can beat up. Still, David is upset and I’m here, so I pat his hand a few times and make soothing noises. It doesn’t help, but at least he doesn’t get any louder. The last thing we need right now is panic. David has been through a lot, and with his one kidney, he has to be extra careful when he gets sick. If I can help keep him quiet, that can only be good for him.

			“Hey,” I say. “These doctors are really good. You’ll be out of here in no time.”

			I wonder how he’s adjusting to true independence. I’ve caught myself rationing food and calculating how much a favour will cost me down the line, even though none of those things matter here. It’s still hard to think about being a patient in a hospital without worrying about some politician coming through and using you as a photo op. Spending time with Dominic and Jess has helped, but I don’t know if David has new people of his own. And because I can’t deal with his trauma on top of mine, I can’t bring myself to ask.

			David doesn’t look convinced, but he lets go of my hand and lies back down on his pillow. I continue towards the door, and this time I make it there without being interrupted. When I see who is waiting for me, I’m surprised, and not in the good way. Dr. Lucarin had said he was going to isolate Celeste, but now she’s sitting in here with a few other people and both of my sisters. I feel a cold chill as Celeste brushes Glory’s forehead to clear her hair away from it. It should bring me comfort. Celeste has always taken care of Glory. But all I can think about now is Wendy, shuffling across the mess, and Michael screaming as his body is ripped apart.

			I don’t know what to do.

			“Hi,” I say, after a deep breath. It’s important that I stay calm. It’s very important that I stay calm. “Um, how is everyone feeling?”

			“Not great,” says Chels. She smiles up at me from the other bed. “But Celeste says we’ll be fine soon.”

			I hate secrets. I hate them so much. And I hate not knowing if the secret is true even more. But I have to keep them, because we can’t let Celeste know what we suspect. It’s possible that the only thing keeping the alien contained right now is that it thinks we’re oblivious to it.

			“I’m sure she’s right,” I say, hoping my voice sounds normal. “Dr. Lucarin says it’s not a very serious illness. It’s just annoying.”

			“Come and sit,” Celeste says, and even though my brain would rather scream for a bit, I walk across the room and take the seat across from her. “Where have you been? Why were you too busy to visit?”

			Fuck. I’ve been trying to act normal, and acting normal would have meant spending a lot of time in here with Celeste. I look at her, and I honestly cannot tell if she’s baiting me or if she’s really asking.

			“I’ve been helping Tobias,” I say, choosing my words carefully. “I’ve been here for most of the morning.”

			“No, I mean before that,” Celeste says. She sounds genuinely hurt. “I know hospitals suck, but I’ve been here alone for days. Is your new job really that important?”

			“I—I’m sorry,” I stutter. At least that sounds normal. “I didn’t mean to make you lonely. I just, it’s just, I got used to…”

			“It’s fine,” Celeste says. She doesn’t sound like it’s fine. “I know it’s more interesting out there, and Dr. Lucarin has barely let me go for short walks.”

			This is a nightmare. Celeste is my best friend, and I can barely talk to her. And it’s not even just because she might have an alien inside her. It’s because it had been pretty easy to go on without her. I miss her, obviously, but I like Jess and everyone else I work with, and Dominic is probably a better roommate than Celeste will ever be. He washes the dishes, at least. I can’t make myself apologize again. Celeste looks down at Glory with a hurt expression on her face. I wish I hadn’t come in here, and not just because now I’m going to have to turn around and leave my sisters in possible danger.

			“We did leave you the best room in the apartment,” I say, hoping it sounds like a joke. “And I didn’t let Dominic pick any of the decorations.”

			She laughs at that, and I relax, in spite of my fears.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. I am sorry for a lot of things, so that’s even the truth. “I got caught up in the old mindset, you know? Having to be useful so they keep you around. Which is silly, because I literally cannot leave.”

			“I get it,” Celeste says. She sounds so much like herself. “I’ve been going stir-crazy in here for the same reason. It was almost nice when the girls showed up, because taking care of them is something I know how to do. I can’t wait to get out of here and really experience Mars. Thank you for saving me a seat.”

			It should make me feel better, like we’ve patched up a problem with our friendship by talking like normal humans. But we’re not. And no matter what I do, I can’t let myself pretend that we are. It’s too dangerous. There’s too much at stake. There was a body in the waste recyclers this morning, and now Celeste is in here with my sisters while they power through a mystery illness. I want to believe the best, that this is just a weird hiccup in our travel plans and that everyone gets sick when they get to Mars because of planet adjustment or something, but it’s not true.

			“I have to get back out there,” I tell them. It sounds like a made-up excuse, even though I know it’s the truth. “I’m helping Tobias. The medical staff has been slammed lately, so Dr. Lucarin doesn’t want to call anyone in unless he absolutely has to.”

			“We’re fine,” Glory says.

			She sounds like she believes it. I want her to believe it, because if she feels scared, there’s nothing I can do to help her. She’s not even supposed to be here, but she and Chels had followed me, and now there’s nothing I can do to keep her safe except lie and keep secrets and hope against hope for the best.

			I flee. There’s no other way to put it. I feel like I’m going to be sick, and it’s not because of whatever virus or bacteria is going around. It’s discomfort, dialled up to eleven. I can feel Celeste’s eyes on me as I go.

		

	
		
			
			
				we catch him in the hallway

				we remember how cruel he was

				how little he cared

				he does not fight

				first because his fear freezes him

				then because we have paralyzed him

				we take him to our nest

				we lay him out before our hatchlings

				so that they can feed

				we peel him from his living bones so slowly

				he feels everything pull from under his skin

				he cares now

				this is our favourite part
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			Medical is so busy when we arrive that no one notices us until we’ve made it all the way across the room to where Dr. Ripley is sitting. I don’t think Adelaide actually had a plan before she’d seen her, but watching the two of them find each other in a crowded room, surrounded by the noise and mayhem, makes me feel weirdly better about everything. Well, right up until I look down at the tray Tobias is taking samples from and remember that I’ve probably had that arm wrapped around my waist more times than I can count. I feel a bit light-headed.

			“Sit down, Dominic,” Adelaide says.

			I’m not wobbling on my feet or anything too obvious. Still, they don’t need a head injury to take care of on top of everything else, so I sit on the stool next to Tobias. He gives me a thin smile, like he’s not entirely sure what to say. I doubt even the most comprehensive bedside training manual covers what to do when you’re taking samples from a disembodied limb next to the former owner’s former boyfriend. I try to smile back, and I’m a bit alarmed when it’s not that hard. I’m becoming the person who can smile through this sort of thing, apparently.

			“Adelaide, should you be here?” Dr. Ripley asks, looking around us at all the full beds.

			“I can’t stay for long,” Adelaide says. “But my team in operations is fine and if I’m in here, it’s harder for any of the surviving first-class passengers to yell at me.”

			“They’re very good at yelling,” Tobias says. “It must have been a loud ship.”

			He’s trying to keep the mood light, though he doesn’t know the full depth of our worries, but the joke doesn’t land entirely on its feet.

			“They’re under a lot of stress,” Adelaide says. She doesn’t sound like she’s reproving him, which is nice.

			“It’s mostly my parents,” I say. “They’ve always been like this. Or they’ve always had this in them, and now they’re letting it out.”

			I can tell from the wince that shudders through Dr. Ripley that my word choice conjured up a very specific image for her. And now I can see it too. I take another deep breath.

			“Your dad recovered and left a few hours ago,” Tobias tells me. He’s clearly thinking that even though my dad is a dick, that will still be good news. I can’t quite help the expression on my face.

			“What is it?” Dr. Ripley says.

			Adelaide shoots a glance at Tobias, and then nods to herself, as though deciding he’s worthy. I honestly can’t guess how much Tobias has overheard in the past few days. It’s not like Ren and I always remember to be quiet when we’re panicking about the alien that’s inside of Celeste.

			“Benedict is missing,” Adelaide says, her voice low.

			Tobias drops the test tube he’s holding, but it only falls a few centimetres to the tray and isn’t harmed. Dr. Ripley winces again, and this time she doesn’t try to hide it.

			“He was fine when he left!” Tobias insists. “He was already complaining and everything. I thought he and his wife had just missed one another in the corridors.”

			“How do you know this?” Dr. Ripley asks.

			“Alodia came to see Dominic at work,” Adelaide explains. “She said she couldn’t find him.”

			“She was definitely upset about it,” Tobias confirms. “But I told her that there were a lot of places he could be, and that she had no reason to panic just yet. Do, um, we have a reason to panic now?”

			He’s holding Adam’s arm when he asks the question, and it’s so absurd that I almost laugh in spite of myself.

			“No,” Adelaide says. “It’s possible that everything is fine, and that Mr. and Mrs. Reubens just have bad timing. And even if something has happened, it’s very important that you don’t panic, Tobias. We need you.”

			Tobias gets the awestruck expression on his face that everyone gets when Adelaide calls them by name. The overseer who had been in charge before we got here had apparently never bothered to learn the names of her workers, let alone the rest of the base staff.

			“I’ll be here,” Tobias promises.

			He turns back to his sample testing with renewed dedication and focus, and we shift away from him to give him space to work. I resist the impulse to put my head in my hands and cry. I’m not even sad, and upset is not the word I’d use either. Everything is just too much, and I still haven’t finished recovering from the too-much of Titan yet.

			“All right,” Adelaide is saying. “You and Dominic will stay here and keep an eye on Tobias. If he needs any help and you can’t get it for him, comm me and I’ll take care of it.”

			Dr. Ripley takes her hand and squeezes it lightly. Adelaide smiles at her and nods at me. It’s nice that she has a plan. Or at least she’s pretending to.

			“Where is Celeste?” she asks, looking around. “Was she discharged?”

			“No,” Tobias says. I guess he does hear a lot. “Dr. Lucarin moved her to one of the side wards for space. She doesn’t appear to be sick.”

			“How are you feeling?” Dr. Ripley asks.

			“I’m fine,” Tobias says. “So is Dr. Lucarin. A few of the medical staff who work at the emergency stations have gotten sick, but so far it seems like the medical bay is safe from infection.”

			That doesn’t make any sense. All of the sick people are here. If it’s contagious, then the medical staff should also be at risk. I see Dr. Ripley turning the same thoughts over in her mind, though she doesn’t say anything just yet.

			“Are you testing the people who recover?” Adelaide asks. “If there’s an immunity or something, you could cross-reference with the people who don’t get sick and see if some are just naturally resistant. I realize you’re already swamped.”

			Tobias sighs, and then looks around the room for the medic who’s currently in charge of releasing people who have recovered. Tobias sets down his work for a moment and goes over to talk to her.

			“What do you think the test will find?” Dr. Ripley asks.

			“I have no idea,” Adelaide says. “But it might explain why some of us aren’t getting sick.”

			So far, that list includes me, Ren, Celeste, Adelaide, Dr. Ripley, Tobias, and Dr. Lucarin, so I can see how that would raise questions. The main door of the medical bay opens and Winchell comes through. They do not look any better than they had before lunch, so I guess it’s not a blood sugar thing. I watch as they are admitted but don’t go over. There’s enough going on that they don’t need me asking redundant questions on top of everything else.

			Tobias leaves the other medic and goes over to a bed that she indicated. I realize that it’s occupied by David Hawk, one of the other Rupt engineers, and then immediately feel terrible for not noticing him earlier. We hadn’t talked that much, but his sister died, and that can’t be easy. We watch Tobias take a sample, and then he comes back to us.

			“The discharge medics will add it to their list,” he tells Adelaide. “I have no idea when we’ll have results, though. We can’t prioritize it right now.”

			I can’t blame him, even though I want answers. No one is dying, so finding a cure or vaccine is more of a convenience thing than anything else.

			“This sample was taken from someone who is on the mend but not yet ready for discharge,” Tobias continues, gesturing to the packet with David’s name on it. “It’ll help us establish a baseline.”

			“We’ll leave you to it,” Adelaide says.

			As she’s about to stand up, there is a commotion by the door. The medics who are in charge of admitting people are raising their voices, asking people to step back and get out of the way. By now they have everyone’s attention, and my stomach clenches when I see my mother at the front of the intruding crowd of people I vaguely recognize from the salons and recreation areas on board Titan. This can’t be good.

			“Where is Adelaide Connor?” my mother demands. “We insist that she come and speak to us. We have demands and we refuse to be treated like second-class citizens on this base.”

			Most people say this because there shouldn’t be a second class of citizens, but I know my mother means it literally. Across the medical bay, I see Ren come back into the main room, but she stays near the door. I wouldn’t want to walk through this incipient mess either.

			“Mrs. Reubens, we have spoken about this,” Adelaide says, her voice loud enough to carry. She walks towards the door, giving my mother and the other rich passengers she’s convinced to join her her attention, but not much in the way of sympathy. “The emergency on Titan changed things on this base, and we are doing our best to accommodate everyone.”

			“We don’t want you to accommodate everyone,” my mother says, her voice pure venom and entitlement. “We want you to accommodate us.”

			There are two ways this goes. First, Adelaide stands firm and we have a loud and very unproductive conversation right here. Second, Adelaide concedes some ground, and they go have a very unproductive conversation somewhere else. I don’t want Adelaide to appear weak, but I know this isn’t a great place for this kind of talk.

			“If you’ll come with me to the cafeteria,” Adelaide offers, making her choice, “it will be mostly empty at this time of day, and we can have a meaningful discussion.”

			“No,” my mother says. “We’re not leaving until you give us what we want. And we don’t care that we’re in the way. That’s the point of a strike.”

			Tobias rolls his eyes and Dr. Ripley pinches the bridge of her nose. I’ve been around my mother during strikes before—she’s always on the management side, obviously—and I know her opinion of strikers. I’ve also learned about strikes and how they actually work from other sources. I can guarantee that my mother doesn’t know the actual process of striking. She thinks it’s just people throwing a tantrum to get more.

			“I will call security,” Adelaide says, her voice deadly calm. We can’t see her face, but I can imagine it. “And then you can spend the rest of your time here in our holding cells. They aren’t very large, so it’ll be crowded, and they haven’t been used, so I don’t think the maintenance is very good.”

			This hangs there between them, the career politician who only cares about money and the CEO who is actively trying to bring change for everyone. Both sets of ideals are on display, and while I know who I want to win, I have no idea who actually will. Adelaide reaches for her comm, and I hear Dr. Ripley gasp.

			“Fine,” spits my mother. “We’ll go to your wretched cafeteria. But we will be heard. We have rights too.”

			“It’s like hearing someone read words phonetically in a different language,” Dr. Ripley says, almost to herself. “She says the words, but she has no idea what they mean.”

			There are a lot of things I could say, but just as Adelaide succeeds in removing the “strikers” from the medical bay, Tobias gets a readout for the tests he’s been running on David’s sample. Ren comes over to stand with us. She looks haunted. Talking with Celeste is hard for both of us, but it’s weighing on her differently than on me. Their relationship is older and much more complex, for starters.

			“Huh,” Tobias says.

			“Bad or good?” I ask.

			“I don’t know,” Tobias says. “According to this, aside from the illness, David is in perfect health.”

			For a moment, I can’t remember why that’s important, but I see the shock on Ren’s face, and that’s enough for me to fill in the gaps.

			David Hawk only has one kidney. He gave the other one to Wendy. That’s how they found each other, years after the Rupt separated them. You can live a long, full life with one kidney, but the one thing you can’t be in, ever again, is perfect health.
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			A great way to hold off a panic attack about a murderous alien sitting next to your sisters is to walk straight into a impending riot. Riot might be a generous term, actually. The crowd that Alodia had managed to scrounge up is mostly big enough to block the main door, but what they lack in size, they make up in volume. I want to ignore her, the way you could ignore someone else’s kid throwing a tantrum, but the medical staff is already stressed enough, and this is just beyond rudeness.

			Fortunately, all I have to do is stay out of the way, because Adelaide had come in while I’d been talking with Celeste, and she steps forwards to deal with them. Alodia clearly has no idea how protesting is supposed to work, so her mimicry of a strike is almost sad to watch. Adelaide clearly has no patience left, but manages to get them out of the medical bay, which at least makes it quiet for everyone else. There’s a beat of silence after the door shuts on the corridor, and then the buzz of an overworked med staff resumes.

			I pause to make sure I’m holding myself together, and then go back to stand with Dominic. I make sure to avoid the path that would take me past David’s bed, which only makes me feel a little bad. I get there just in time to learn that David is actually healthier than he was before he got sick, because his body is acting like it has two functioning kidneys.

			“It’s got to be a mistake,” Tobias says. “I’ll run the test again with a new sample. And maybe get samples from a few other patients just to be sure.”

			I’m half-expecting someone to suggest we scan David and make sure he only has one kidney, but Dr. Ripley is more focused than I am and speaks first.

			“Is there anything else, Tobias?” she asks.

			“A few protein chains that are anomalous,” Tobias says, after a quick scan of the rest of the readout. “But it’s probably not super accurate either. As I said, I’m going to retake the sample.”

			“Thank you,” she says. “I appreciate how much time you’re taking, given how busy you are.”

			Tobias’s apparatus pings again, and this time the readout he gets is much longer.

			“I think that’s the full report on Adam,” Dominic says, leaning over to me. “How are your sisters?”

			“They’re fine,” I say. “They’ll probably be well soon. Celeste is, uh, taking care of them.”

			Dominic looks at me with a not-small amount of startlement, but I wave him off. I can’t deal with more questions right now, and I’m going to get enough of them anyway. Holding off Dominic is something I can, at least, control.

			“I’m sorry, Dr. Ripley,” Tobias is saying, “I can’t find anything to indicate another person’s involvement. Which doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. Adam could have fallen into the disposal system, but it’s unlikely. I just can’t tell you based on this.”

			He gestures to Adam’s arm, which is under a sterile field while he runs his tests. There are other samples too, but I can’t read the labels. And I guess, technically, they’re none of my business, thanks to medical confidentiality.

			“Weird,” says Tobias. “He has a couple of the protein chains that are present in David’s sample. My apparatus must be contaminated. I’m going to have to clean it before I can run more tests. There’s a cleaning protocol I haven’t been fully maintaining because we’re using the emergency protocols instead, but I’ll make the time. I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.”

			“It’s okay,” Dr. Ripley says, even though it’s not. “You have already gotten several of the answers we needed, and doing things properly is just as important as speed right now.”

			She pulls me and Dominic away from Tobias’s work area into a corner that’s kind of quiet. At least, we don’t seem to be directly in anyone’s way. Most of my brain is still preoccupied with my sisters, but some of it is starting to make connections: David functioning like he has two kidneys; both David and Adam having the same new protein in their sample results; the fact that I don’t feel sick.

			“Right,” Dr. Ripley says. “This is not ideal. But what do we know?”

			I look at Dominic. I don’t know anything, really, despite all of the things I just finished listing to myself. None of those are facts, and I hate guessing when I don’t have enough information. But Dominic has theories. I can tell.

			“At some point on the trip here, Celeste was taken over by an alien,” he says very, very softly. “It didn’t fully take over for some reason, like with the people who turned into shamblers, and it didn’t kill her by bursting out of her chest. The alien somehow helped her survive the crash. And she’s been in here ever since.”

			“Dr. Lucarin let her go on some short walks,” I say. Apparently, I do know something. “Celeste just told me. She didn’t say where or how long. Or if anyone went with her.”

			“So she might have left for unknown amounts of time,” Dr. Ripley says. “Enough to infect everyone somehow?”

			“If she’s patient zero, then, I guess so,” I say. “But I don’t know how.”

			“We can work on that,” Dr. Ripley says. “And maybe it will help us figure out why the medical staff who work here exclusively aren’t sick.”

			The list of people who haven’t been sick gets a bit longer, but still doesn’t make any sense. I can tell Dr. Ripley doesn’t like how many unanswered questions we have, but it’s not like this is news. I appreciate that she’s treating us like professionals. As much as I was glad to hand over responsibility to actual adults when we got here, it’s nice to know that their respect is transferrable.

			“Adam went missing and you found him,” Dominic says. He taps his fingers on his chin. “Well, some of him. He didn’t look great when he was in here yelling the night before he disappeared, but Tobias couldn’t tell if he was sick, even though he does have the proteins. We do know my dad was sick, though.”

			“And your dad is missing?” I ask. Then I remember. “Wait, he left. He wasn’t sick anymore. I saw him walk out of here. But we don’t know where Adam went missing from, so that might not be helpful.”

			“He was here,” Dominic says quietly. “That night, he came back and tried to steal pills. Tobias caught him and let him go, and then he never came back in the morning.”

			It sits with all three of us for a moment. I try very hard not to look at the door to the ward where my sisters are sitting with my best friend. There are too many weird things, and the feeling of something awful is stronger than ever. It’s like it was on the ship, where we’d shrugged off strange things until they had burst out of our shipmates’ chests, and none of us want a repeat of that.

			“So two people are missing,” Dr. Ripley says. “And both of them were last seen leaving medical.”

			“We have to find my dad,” Dominic says. He already looks paler just saying it.

			“I can go,” I say.

			“We’ll both go,” says Dominic, even though he sounds like he’d rather do anything else. “We shouldn’t go anywhere alone.”

			Right. We’re back to this game, because no one can tell for sure who might have an alien inside of them until it’s too late.

			“I’ll stay here and try to keep tabs on everyone,” Dr. Ripley says. “There are enough people who have recovered that we should be able to start testing more of them soon, just to see if there’s anything there.”

			“Why aren’t we sick?” I ask. I know everyone has been wondering, but it’s the first time anyone has asked the direct question.

			“I don’t know. But I’ll provide a sample as well, just to cover all of our bases,” Dr. Ripley says. She pauses for a moment and closes her eyes. I assume she’s wishing she was anywhere else, because that’s what I’m doing. When she meets my gaze again, she’s focused. “Be careful, you two.”

			We nod and head out of the medical bay. We follow the route Benedict would have taken if he was heading back towards his quarters, which is the opposite direction from the habitation dome. Since they’re not planning to stay permanently, the Reubenses are in the Mars equivalent of a hotel, which is near operations. We don’t make it very far before we find something: a vent cover in the wall that looks like it was popped out and then put back in by someone who didn’t know what they were doing.

			I left my tools in the medical bay, but it’s pretty easy to get the vent cover back off. The vent is easily big enough for us to crawl down, but the main thing I notice is the smell. The Mars base has very good air filtration, but something down there smells strong enough that it’s overpowering their efforts.

			I lead the way, crawling slowly with Dominic on my heels. Going slow is important because, otherwise, it’s easier to hyperventilate, and no one wants to be unconscious in a vent. Eventually, we come to a junction.

			“Where are we?” I ask.

			“I think we’re behind medical,” Dominic says after thinking for a moment. “That wall is the back wall. We’ve basically gone a half-circle.”

			I pick the vent that stays closest to medical on a hunch, and a few metres down it, I know I’m right because the smell is increasing. I’ve been trying not to think about it, but it’s definitely blood. And worse. Behind me, Dominic gags a bit, but keeps following.

			I’m pretty sure the little room we find is, amongst other things, a sort of transfer station for a bunch of systems like water and oxygen. If Dominic knows for sure from his blueprints, he doesn’t have enough time to tell me before the horror sets in. In the centre of the floor are the remains of—hopefully, only—two people, torn to shreds. I can’t look long enough to identify them, and when I look away, I see something infinitely worse.

			In the photos, it had looked harmless. In the display case, it had looked vaguely unsettling, especially after we’d realized that something was missing from it. Here, in the vents of the Mars base, where the only thing that keeps us alive is the circulation system we’re currently crawling around inside, the alien nest is unmistakably menacing. Round, and lined with that horrible purple slime, and full of eggs.

			No. Not full of eggs.

			Some of them

			have

			already

			hatched.
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			Dr. Lucarin’s Office

			There are so many samples. Mars bases have always been built to survive, and this one is the best so far. But when it’s under pressure, the cracks show fast. Tobias feels like his whole life is test results and caring for the sick. There have been outbreaks before, of course, but nothing like this. At least no one is dying.

			Yet.

			Guest Quarters

			Alodia Reubens has had enough. Her trip to Mars had been ruined by those wretched aliens, but she’s starting to think that even without them, the voyage would have been a disaster. Her son has picked the worst possible moment to grow the spine he was never meant to have, and Adelaide Connor has turned on her own people, siding with the workers over and over while Alodia languishes in her quarters.

			There are others who agree with her. Others from Titan. Soon, they will have enough backing to make a move.

			Outside of Medical

			He remembers leaving medical in a towering fury. He doesn’t pay attention to where he’s walking. People get out of his way, or at least, they would if there were any people out at this hour. He has the hallway to himself. He doesn’t really register the tap on his shoulder, a wet slap that pushes him sideways towards a vent. He doesn’t really breathe the gust of stale air laden with something worse as he stumbles and lands near the opening. He doesn’t have time to react as he is pulled into the duct, or when he sees the nest. He’s not aware of what’s happening when the aliens extend their tentacles towards him, ready to feed.

			He gains awareness very quickly after that, though, and starts to scream. For all the good it does him.

			Operations

			Adelaide is so tired. She has lost track of her secrets, the ones she is keeping from Earth, the ones she is keeping from Mars. Big and little, the secrets weigh on her, but it’s easy to let denial try to push them aside. If she thinks about everything, she will be overwhelmed. If she lets herself stop, she might not remember to start again in time. It’s a never-ending push and pull, and Adelaide is ready for it to be over.

			And it almost is. She just doesn’t know that yet.

			Medical

			They can fix him, so they do. They cannot grow back that which he has given away, but they can regulate his body. They don’t mean to take him over right away, but the glaring error in his lower abdomen had made them panic, and they had jumped ahead of the plan. Luckily, they have been well taught, and they know how to hide in plain sight. They will be him for a little while, until it’s time for the next step.

			Then he will be them.

			Celeste’s Room

			They’re going to try. Again. So hard. It’s one of her favourite things about them. They never give up, even when they should. It’s almost like a game, except the stakes are too high. All the same, we are ready to play.
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			When a person panics, their brain registers more details than it usually notices in the hope that the person will find something to save themselves with. As I stare at the alien nest Ren and I found, I don’t feel like I’m noticing things at all, let alone registering them. All I can think about are the eggs on the ground in front of us. Seeing them through glass had been bad enough on Titan. I could reach out and touch these ones, and that just makes it worse. I’m not really afraid of spiders the way some people are, but now I understand why those people see one and feel like the only solution is to burn their house down. At least the eggs are a distraction from the splattered human bodies that are also in the vent.

			“How many?” Ren asks. Her voice is harsh, like she’s gasping for air. “How many have hatched?”

			“I don’t know,” I tell her. It’s an important question, though, so I make myself look closely at the nest.

			I must have drawn the nest on Titan half a dozen times, fixated on its awfulness because the awfulness of my own life was too real. That one was smaller. Some of the eggs had been missing from that nest too, but the ones we’d observed were definitely bigger than the ones in this one. Their vivid purple shells seem to pulsate in the dim light of the junction.

			“These eggs are smaller,” I say out loud. “It’s hard to tell how many, because the nest is bigger.”

			“The Titan nest was reconstructed,” Ren reminds me. “We’d have to ask Dr. Ripley if the size was even accurate.”

			“Why are the eggs smaller?” I ask. I guess that it could be because Mars has less secure resources than Earth did millennia ago, but I have no idea.

			“Chickens start out laying smaller eggs,” Ren says. “It’s like they have to practice.”

			We both think about that for a moment, and I think about the eggs sitting at home in our fridge, waiting to be tomorrow’s breakfast. My stomach churns.

			“Maybe six?” I say. “Have hatched, I mean. I can’t really tell.”

			There are discarded shells in the nest, but they’re not arranged in any discernable pattern. It’s like each alien hatched and then rolled around on the shells before exiting. Actually, now that I think about it, that might have been exactly what happened. The important thing is that it’s hard to tell which shards belong to which egg.

			“We’ll go to ops,” Ren says. “Adelaide went there, and she’ll tell us what to do.”

			I desperately don’t want to be responsible for this, and the idea of letting Adelaide handle it is appealing. At the same time, the growing dread at the idea of leaving these eggs behind unattended while we figure out what to do with them is starting to drown that out.

			“I think we should do something to the eggs first,” I say.

			“Like what?” Ren asks. She looks around, but the only tool or equipment present is the fire extinguisher. “Smash them?”

			“No,” I say. “They might be close enough to hatching that they’d survive if we smashed them.”

			“Cold doesn’t kill them,” Ren reminds me. “They were in the permafrost for ages.”

			“But it did slow them down,” I point out.

			Ren carefully picks her way across the junction, making sure she doesn’t step on the nest or anything that used to be part of a person. She picks up the fire extinguisher and brings it back. It’s not an Earth-style extinguisher, so I don’t know how to operate it. There had been a safety briefing on Titan about that sort of thing, but the general thesis of it had been “just find a crew member so you won’t make it worse.” Ren knows how to use it, though. She points the nozzle end at the nest and starts spraying. White foam emerges, steaming in the air before it hits the eggs. I feel colder just standing in here, and I’m not touching the foam. I hope it’s enough to buy us some time.

			One of the eggs wobbles when Ren hits it with the foam, and she instantly stops the dispersal so that we can see what’s happening without anything getting in the way. We both watch in muted horror as the egg wobbles again. I try not to think about all the nature documentaries I’ve seen that talk about how sometimes, animals inside eggs still call out to each other to coordinate hatching at the same time for safety. A small crack appears at the top of the egg, and then a split runs down the side we can see. Foul-smelling purple liquid runs out onto the floor.

			“Get ready to run,” Ren says. Her voice is low, but I can still hear the quiver in it. It never gets any easier to see the aliens, much less think about what they can do.

			I would have frozen in place and then we’d both have died, but Ren Bailey is braver than I am. She steps forwards with the nozzle pointing directly at the egg, and unleashes as much foam as she can on it. There’s a hissing sound, like boiling water meeting ice, as the egg wobbles one last time before standing still. The liquid on the floor is covered up by foam, and the egg isn’t moving anymore. Whatever had been ready to hatch was stalled by the foam, and hopefully the rest of the eggs are the same.

			Covered with the suppressant, the eggs look even creepier. The purple is starker against the whiteness of the foam, and because they’re half-buried, now it just looks like they’re getting ready to burst out of the ground and hatch. My imagination is running wild.

			“Dominic?” Ren says. She hasn’t set the fire extinguisher down, even though she has emptied it. “Are you okay?”

			I realize that I haven’t moved the whole time she’d been spraying the nest, even when we thought we’d have to run away from a hatchling. I’ve just been standing there, staring at it. As much as I don’t want to look at it, as uncomfortable as it is to see this sight again, I know that if I look anywhere else in the junction, I’ll have to think about the bodies.

			“No,” I say. I want to ask her to look for me, but she’s already found part of Adam on her own. It’s not fair to make her do this by herself when I’m right here to help her. I can do this.

			I turn my head towards the bodies. They’re lying on the ground, but they’re so ravaged that it’s almost impossible to tell if they’re face-up or not. The heads are gone, and the skin has been flayed down to the bone over most of their limbs. Their chests have been cratered, like something was mining inside for their organs. One of the bodies is clearly missing an arm in addition to other chunks. The second one has an iron ring on its left pinkie. There are a lot of engineers on Mars, but there probably aren’t a lot of left-handed ones.

			“It’s them,” I say.

			Now that I’m looking, I can’t tear my eyes away. The shapes of my father and ex-boyfriend are splattered across the floor, and that’s not even close to being my biggest problem right now.

			“It didn’t burst out of their chests,” Ren says, looking at the bodies more clinically than I’m capable of right now.

			“What?” I ask, even though I know it’s a stupid question as soon as it leaves my mouth.

			“Their chests,” Ren repeats. “We’ve seen what it does when the aliens come out. It’s much, much messier than this. I think the aliens went in.”

			I force myself to look again, to try and see what she’s seeing.

			“But they go in neatly too,” I point out.

			Well, they do if they’re trying to take over a body. If they’re just using the body, they kill it in all manner of disgusting ways. We’d seen a lot of variation on Titan. Maybe this is what it looked like when the aliens had the stability of a planet to work with.

			“Where are the heads?” Ren asks.

			I hadn’t been thinking about that, either. And I still don’t want to.

			“The blockages,” Ren muses thoughtfully. “Like the aliens killed them, and then threw out the parts they didn’t need.”

			“Why wouldn’t they need Adam’s arm?” I ask.

			“I don’t know,” she says. “My point is that the aliens can clean up after themselves if they want to. But two bodies, next to the nest? It’s almost like…”

			She trails off, and this time, I do vomit. I manage to keep it clear of the nest and the other bodily fluids, but it certainly doesn’t make it any nicer in here.

			It’s food. For the hatchlings. That’s what my father and Adam have become. They’ll come out of the shells and find their first meal waiting for them, making them strong enough to crawl off to another part of the base, even if they hatch alone without supervision.

			“We have to tell Adelaide,” I say. “Now.”

			Ren still doesn’t put down the fire extinguisher. I think she’s forgotten that she’s holding it. We make it all the way back to the vent cover we’d removed to get in here before she sets it down. We crawl out of the vent and Ren reattaches the cover behind us.

			The main section of the operations area is farther into the operation dome than medical is, because medical has to be easily accessed by the other domes. Operations is, in theory, more secure. Not all of the base residents have access to it, and I’m not sure how we’re going to get in without clearance, but I decide as we walk that that’s a problem for when we get there.

			I concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other. I want to scream and yell and generally break down, but I can’t. Not until we pass this off to Adelaide and I’m somewhere where no one can see or hear me. Beside me, Ren walks quietly too. Every step away from her sisters is an agony that shows on her face, but she keeps going because that’s what Ren does.

			When I was a little kid, I used to hear all of those news reports about how resilient and brave the Rupt survivors were. It never felt like they were talking about me. I wasn’t resilient, and I couldn’t barely stand up to my parents until a couple of months ago. The news always talked about it like it was a good thing, a natural trait that made the Rupt kids better at withstanding hardship, but now I know the truth. Yes, the suffering in the Rupt began with a natural disaster, but the suffering that followed was manufactured. Ren could have grown up in a house with enough bedrooms, and David wouldn’t have had to wait until Wendy was nearly dead before he found her. People like my mother and father chose the ways in which the people who survived the Rupt struggled, and then complimented them for it, like that was the best gift they could give.

			And yes, now Ren is a much better person than I am: resourceful and practical and measured. But it shouldn’t have been necessity that made her like that. I wonder what the balance is, between adversity and achievement. I wonder if there is one, or if people like me are always going to praise people like Ren for something we could fix.

			I used to feel that I was missing part of what made me a Rupt kid. Like I didn’t fit with them, but I also didn’t fit with my parents. Now I know that that was manufactured too. I don’t know what parts of me are real and what parts I want to keep, and it’s very, very possible that none of it will matter, because I’ll waste all this time thinking about it and end up getting eaten by an alien.

			One of the not-quite-civilian guards on duty at operations meets us at the door. He’s wearing a name tag that says “Oliver Tuller,” and he doesn’t look entirely surprised to see us.

			“Hello,” I say, trying to sound like a normal kid coming to see his normal boss for some sort of normal reason. “We’re here to see Adelaide Connor. Is she here?”

			Oliver looks at me and then at Ren.

			“She mentioned that she might be having visitors,” he says. His accent has the soft mingle of Canadian and Scottish that people who have lived on the Mars base for a while pick up. “Let me just check and make sure now is a good time. Wait here.”

			Oliver steps away, and Ren lets out a breath. I can barely think straight, so I’m glad that it doesn’t take too long before Oliver comes back and brings us into the main room. He hands us each a pass to add to the ID we carry, something that will get us through doors Adelaide has decided we might need to get through, probably. Then he leads us across to where Adelaide and Dr. Ripley are standing, looking at maps of the surface. Adelaide looks up, and whatever she sees on my face must tell her that it’s bad, because she nudges Dr. Ripley.

			“Oliver, would you stay, please?” she says. “I want you to hear this.”

			Oliver nods and stands with his hands behind his back, a curious expression on his face.

			“It’s bad,” I say. “We don’t know all the details yet, but we’re in much more trouble than we thought.”
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			The strangest thing about this whole situation is how every time something terrible happens or I see something gross or I need to run ideas with someone, I wish that Celeste was here. Part of it is habit. We’ve come as a pair for so long that I’ve forgotten how to make decisions without her. I’d even come to Mars because that’s where she was going. For a while, it had been easy to pretend that she was just recovering in medical. That I could make a few choices without her, but they wouldn’t be anything major, and then she’d be back and we could build our new lives on Mars together.

			But I can’t have Celeste. Not anymore. I know that now, and I can’t pretend otherwise, no matter how comforting it would be. Celeste is an alien, or there’s one inside her, controlling her. The alien has laid eggs. The eggs have hatched. And there are more aliens on the loose somewhere, or taking over someone else’s body, and there’s nothing I can do about it except collect information. It feels useless, but at least Dominic seems to have a better time controlling his feelings when he’s got something to do. So we do something.

			I try not to think about the bodies. I’ll have to, eventually, but I don’t want to. I hadn’t liked Adam or Dominic’s father, but they were still people. And if Dominic is still moving, then I can’t exactly slow down either.

			I’d seen operations during my orientation tour when I’d started working on the base. It’s a fairly basic introduction: a list of jobs that are done here. They’d also showed us where the workstation that monitored hydroponics is located. Because the Mars base is a mostly-closed system, hydroponics is linked up to a lot of other operations—waste disposal being the most obvious right now, but also oxygen and water recycling. Every plant we grow has more than one function, even if the second function is just to return as compost. What I’m getting at is that it’s all connected, one system nested into the next in a perfect chain that, hopefully, keeps us all alive.

			I wish I hadn’t thought about nests.

			Each section is sort of separated from the others, like an open concept office back on Earth, but you can see across the room. I am sure there’s a reason for this, but I don’t care what it is right now. It’s shift change, so most of the people working here are at the briefing, standing clustered by the main computer. Only a few of the other stations are crewed until the information exchange is complete.

			Oliver leads us over to Adelaide, who is in a small alcove set up as her office, and then stays at her request. The guard who takes his place at the door is much smaller and younger. I’m pretty sure I could overpower them if I had to, but that’s not a situation that comes up on Mars very often. Security can do things like arrest you or hit you with a stun rod, but their primary job is mostly to keep track of where everyone is so that if there’s an emergency, no one gets lost. I imagine that the day Titan crashed, it had been quite noisy in here, but today it’s quiet. The calm before the storm, unfortunately.

			Dominic tells Adelaide about the eggs and the nest. There’s no one else in earshot, but he’s still a little hoarse as he describes it. I watch Oliver’s face go through a whole variety of emotions, from doubt (aliens are still hard to think about) to incredulousness (presumably because two kids were doing most of the information gathering) to fear (when he really started thinking about aliens being inside of people and what happens when those aliens decide they’d like to be outside of people). He’s actually taking it better than I might have expected. I guess he already knew aliens were real, which is the hard part of the sell.

			Dr. Ripley’s face gets more and more upset, and I realize that Dominic is only talking about the nest. He’s not mentioning the bodies at all. We hadn’t talked about keeping that a secret, so I guess Dominic is just finally reaching his limits.

			“There was something else,” he says, finally. His eyes drop down, and it looks like it’s taking a lot of effort for him to keep going.

			“We found Adam and Mr. Reubens,” I say, hopefully taking the pressure off of him. “Dominic could ID them both, more or less. We’ll need DNA to tell for sure. It looks like they were dragged in and left as a, uh, food source for the hatchlings. The heads are gone. I don’t think we’ll find them.”

			Adelaide sits down heavily in a chair and Dr. Ripley leans over to take her hand. Oliver is not looking so hot, but he’s managing to hold it together. And he’s not asking annoying questions, because I’m just an apprentice and he wants an expert. Adelaide is trusting us, and Oliver is trusting her.

			“We can seal that section,” Oliver says. “I get that destroying the eggs might be risky if the rest are nearly ready to hatch, and you’ve done what you can to contain them with cold. If we seal the section, it’ll give us some time to figure out how we kill these things.”

			“Without crashing a ship on top of them,” Dr. Ripley murmurs.

			Before Adelaide can say anything in response to our conversation, there’s a scuffle at the door. We all look over to see the replacement guard trying to block the entrance. Oliver starts to move, but I don’t think he’ll get there in time.

			“You can’t come in here!” the guard shouts. Their voice is strained, the way you talk when someone is pushing you backwards and you’re trying to stay as steady as possible.

			Then Alodia Reubens bursts into the room, forcing her way past the guard like they’re nothing and rushing across the room towards Adelaide. She seems to have lost her entourage, at least, but she hasn’t lost any of her volume.

			“Adelaide Connor!” she shouts. “Where is that incompetent hag? I demand to be taken to her immediately.”

			She stops shouting when she finally sees us. Oliver has come over to take her arm and she shakes him off. He turns to the other guard, a comforting hand on their shoulder, and sends them back to their post.

			“What is it now?” Adelaide demands. “I have been patient with you, Alodia, but there isn’t much else that I can do, and you know it.”

			“You haven’t done anything except lie and keep secrets,” Alodia says. Which is, rather unfortunately, the truth. “And now you’re up here with that academic and my son and some Rupt urchin, like my arguments don’t matter.”

			I can see Adelaide try to figure out how diplomatic she wants to be when she tells Alodia that she doesn’t matter at all, but before she can, Dr. Ripley puts her hand on Adelaide’s shoulder. Alodia’s eyes narrow, and she looks at the four of us like we’re a puzzle that she’s trying to put together. Dominic’s mother might be a terrible person, but she’d been an excellent politician. Probably for most of the same reasons. She knows how to look at a situation in pieces and figure out what the whole is supposed to be. There aren’t a lot of reasons for the four of us to be together, and she’s just figured out why we are.

			“They’re here,” she says, genuine fear overpowering her selfishness and rendering her voice a whisper. “They’re here, and you’re hiding them from us.”

			“Alodia,” Adelaide says, steel and spine. “We are monitoring the situation. Unlike on Earth, there is nowhere we can go that isn’t here if there is an emergency. We cannot react until we have a direction to take, or the results will be disastrous.”

			For just a moment, I think that might be enough, that logic and rationality will win the day. Then Alodia’s eyes narrow.

			“It’s already started, hasn’t it?” she says. “That’s why everyone is getting sick. That’s what happened to my husband. It’s the aliens, and you’re doing nothing to protect anyone because you’re so convinced that everyone deserves the same level of treatment!”

			That’s also the truth, but it’s no easier to swallow. Alodia doesn’t look like she’s particularly upset about Benedict, and she doesn’t mention Adam at all. It must have been a nightmare growing up in that house. Sure, I’d had food insecurity and the constant threat of indenture contracts, but at least if my dads had been eaten by aliens, people would care and not just feel slightly relieved that it had been them, not someone else.

			Alodia lunges for a control panel, and Oliver barely catches her before she hits any of the buttons. I don’t know what system it is, and I don’t think she does either. She’s just trying to make a commotion. It’s not working because the inter-shift briefing hasn’t finished yet, but we’re running out of time. Soon, operations will be full of people, all of them in earshot, and this will go from being a ruckus to being a situation.

			“I’ll call Earth,” she says. “I’ll call your board and the military and every government leader I can, and they’ll replace you with someone who can do their job.”

			It’s so pointless that Adelaide can’t even answer her at first, which just gives Alodia time to keep ranting.

			“We’ll make sure there’s a safe place for people who deserve it,” Alodia says. I don’t even know who she’s talking to anymore. Oliver is holding her still and she’s not even really struggling. “We’ll get food and water and the things we need, and we’ll wait for rescue. The rest of your employees can deal with it however they want. And you’ll be with them, because you can’t do anything else.”

			“Mum,” Dominic tries. “That’s not going to help anyone. You tried to hide by yourself on Titan and you still needed our help to survive.”

			“Earth will come,” she says, apparently forgetting that Earth’s first response to free aliens on Titan was to fire missiles at it. Mars is more expensive, but I have no idea if they’d rather blow it up than risk aliens taking over. “But the most important thing is that you won’t be in charge anymore. None of you will be.”

			“Mum,” Dominic says again, but Adelaide has had enough.

			“Oliver, I am placing Alodia Reubens under arrest,” she says. “Take her to the holding cells and secure her there. You’ll be in charge of monitoring her until we can work out a longer-lasting solution.”

			“Understood,” Oliver says. “Ma’am, are you going to walk or are you going to be carried?”

			I’m not sure if Oliver says that to give Alodia something to rant about instead of the aliens as he drags her out of operations, but it does the job anyway. When she’s gone, we all stare at each other for a moment in blessed silence. Around us, the noise of a normal shift fills the air, belying the desperation I am sure we all feel. Adelaide looks unsteady for the first time, and I can’t really blame her.

			“What are we going to do?” Dr. Ripley asks.

			“First, I’m going to seal that section,” Adelaide says. “But after that, I’m afraid I don’t know yet.”

			For my whole life, I have mistrusted adults. When I met these two, I thought they’d be just like everyone else, or worse in Adelaide’s case, but they’d proved me wrong and then some. I had started to relax, to think about life in my control and not under someone else’s, because these two kept choosing to support me. And now that’s over, because they don’t know how to save us.

			For the first time since Titan hit the sand, I am really afraid.
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				each hatchling adds to us as they add to themselves

				we have the boy who lost twice
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				but they still try to think of other solutions
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			Dr. Ripley and I head back to the medical bay. Neither of us says anything as we walk. Adelaide had decided that maintaining calm was still the most important thing. After sealing off the nest, obviously. That should definitely come first. It feels wrong, but so many things on Mars call for complicated decisions because we can’t go outside. I’m not cut out for it, I guess. I need the comfort of being able to stand under the sky and scream.

			Dr. Ripley had used the medical kit in Adelaide’s office to take blood samples from all four of us. She’s going to run them—surreptitiously—once we get back to medical, and I’m going to continue hovering around Tobias, with the hope that we can learn something. I wish Ren had my job. She’s not really suited to sitting and waiting, and I’m the one who has been in medical more frequently. No one suggests that I’m better bait because I’m much less useful than Ren is, but it’s definitely the truth as far as I’m concerned.

			Medical is still abuzz with activity when we arrive. Every bed is full, but the pace seems to have become more regulated. Dr. Ripley nods to me, and then heads towards one of the lab spaces to run her tests. I try to find Tobias in the crowd, but I can’t see him anywhere. I check the time, and realize that while he should still be on shift, he might be on meal break or something, so I duck out and head towards the nearest cafeteria. I should probably eat something too, but now that I’m thinking about food, all I can think about is my father and Adam, and my stomach roils.

			Tobias is sitting by himself. Going over to join him with no reason would be strange, so I make myself get a cup of coffee and an energy bar before I walk towards him. He doesn’t object when I sit down across from him. I peel the packaging off the energy bar with a tentative expression on my face.

			“They don’t actually taste that bad,” Tobias says. “The bars, I mean.”

			“I’m just not that hungry,” I tell him, which is true.

			“Everyone goes for those when they’re not hungry and then wonders why they don’t like them,” Tobias says. “The best thing to eat if you’re not hungry here is the porridge. It’s actually more nutrient dense, and you can add your own sweeteners.”

			I consider it. He pushes a bowl of the porridge towards me from his own tray, and I accept it. He’s right. It does taste better than the bars.

			“When I got here, the farms were only just starting to produce enough fresh stuff,” Tobias continues. “Mars was really uncomfortable before that. The air was stale all the time. The food was bland. We had some shielded space to move around in, but there wasn’t anything to do. Every gram we imported from Earth had to be functional. We’re not perfect, but it’s so much better now.”

			“What do we still need from Earth?” I ask.

			Tobias raises an eyebrow.

			“Already talking like a local, I see,” he says. I shrug around a mouthful of porridge.

			“There’s the non-critical stuff, like ice cream and denim jeans,” Tobias says. “Stuff that we’re used to, but don’t really need, you know? Then there’s the actually important stuff, like insulin and specific machine parts.”

			“Not construction materials?” I ask.

			“No, we can manufacture those now,” Tobias says. “There’s this special wood that we make out of superheated hemp or something. There’s a chemical involved, but we mine that ourselves. The reason we don’t have a lot of things is just that we lack the space or time to make them.”

			The earliest people to live on Mars had done so in cramped quarters, unable to leave their shielding because of the radiation and completely reliant on resupply from Earth. The strides made in the past hundred years are huge, but still not enough for Mars to be truly independent. I know that’s what Adelaide is working towards, what she really wants to build here—to achieve something more than corporate enclaves—and I’m irrationally furious at the aliens for probably ruining all her hard work.

			“Anyway, that’s why we’ve been refurbishing the older bases,” Tobias says. My attention snaps back towards him. “So that we can turn them into satellite factories without, like, condemning the people who work there to terrible conditions.”

			“How refurbished?” I ask, hoping the question sounds casual or academic.

			“It’s not really my department,” Tobias admits. “I only know what I overhear. But I think the third base, the one built before this one, is nearly finished. It’s livable, at any rate, and they’re just working on the final details.”

			Another livable base. A safe place to go.

			“How do people get there?” I ask. “Is there a crew there right now?”

			“No one’s there now,” Tobias says. “Director Connor called everyone back for briefings and engineering updates, that sort of thing. Not great for them, since now they’ll probably all get sick too. But that means their vehicle is here, in the spaceport. It’s like the biggest transport truck you can imagine, with all these trailers. Steering it would be impossible on Earth, but with the lesser gravity here, it’s apparently kind of fun.”

			I have a brief flash of fear—that Adelaide has an alien inside of her already, one of the ones that hatched and ate my father before crawling off to find a host—but I tamp down on the feeling as hard as I can. Paranoia won’t help me, and Adelaide probably called those people back as soon as she had a moment to do so, while Celeste was still unconscious. It gnaws at me, the week I’d spent with Celeste in a small room and didn’t notice. I thought I was getting to know her, but it’s entirely possible that I never really did. I’d been so scared that she would think I was rebounding on her that I held off until she was possessed. My stomach roils for an entirely different reason, and I put down the spoon.

			Tobias’s wrist comm beeps a notification. I keep forgetting to check mine, even though I’ve turned it back on. He glances down and makes a face, then begins packing up his tray.

			“My test results are done,” he tells me. “Break’s over.”

			I start to clean up too, intending to go back with him.

			“You don’t have to come,” he says. “It’s my job.”

			“Oh, sorry,” I say, the apology automatic.

			“You’re so polite,” he says. “You can come if you want, but you got here after I did. There are rules about breaks now.”

			Of course there are.

			“No, it’s fine,” I say. “I’ve made myself eat as much as I can, and if I’m not going to be in your way, at least I can run errands or something if you need me.”

			The medical bay holds inside it the thing I’m most afraid of right now. The idea of going back to it makes my skin crawl, but not knowing what’s happening is worse. I think about my mother again, locked up for our safety because she can’t think about the collective good. If I was isolated like that, I’d be climbing the walls, but I’d be willing to bet that all she’s been doing is complaining to Oliver about how much better than him she is.

			Tobias nods affably, and I follow him out of the room. He coughs a bit as we walk, and looks at me apologetically.

			“Sorry,” he says. “I haven’t been sick yet, but neither have you. Maybe we’re both lucky.”

			As we walk, it occurs to me that the base is not operating under quarantine protocol. People are just doing their thing, as usual. I know the illness isn’t bad and that everyone seems to be recovering, but surely there should be some measure in place. Before I can ask about it, though, we’re back in the medical bay, and Tobias is swept up in his work. I trail behind, trying to stay out of his way, but also close enough that I can hear anything important he might say.

			Dr. Ripley is still at the lab station when we get there, looking at a readout on a screen instead of a projection because she doesn’t want anyone else to see.

			“Dominic,” she says. “Hello, Tobias. I’ll be out of your hair in a moment.”

			“It’s fine, Dr. Ripley,” Tobias says. “I’m just here to look at some test results.”

			He sits down at the workstation and I go to stand with Dr. Ripley. She holds the screen between us so that we can both see it. I know I’m looking at DNA strands, but I have no idea what anything means.

			“This is Ren’s sample,” Dr. Ripley says quietly. She points at a strand of the DNA that’s flashing a different colour than the rest of the picture. “That’s the protein. She already has it, and so do all four of us.”

			“Is that why we didn’t get sick?” I ask.

			“That’s my guess,” Dr. Ripley says. “I’m obviously not a medical doctor, but I looked at a few other scans, at people like Ren’s sisters. They were scanned when they were admitted after the crash and again when they started recovering from this illness. They don’t have the protein before and they do now. This is Ren’s first scan. The one they took after they sedated her.”

			I had spent a week with Celeste. Ren and Dr. Ripley had spent a lot of time with her too. Adelaide had been in the decontamination chamber with her.

			“Tobias hasn’t been sick,” I say softly.

			“Neither has Dr. Lucarin,” Dr. Ripley says, and I know she’s thinking the same thing I am.

			Celeste had been possessed on Titan, some time before the explosion. She had never turned the way Anthony and Sylvie had, and she hadn’t become a shambler like Wendy. She’d been herself the whole time, or seemed like it, and that had given her time to infect us. However she was doing it now made people sick, but maybe that’s just because she was infecting the whole base at once, instead of just one person at a time.

			“Why?” Dr. Ripley says, voicing the thought just as it occurs to me too. “What is she doing?”

			“Fuck,” says Tobias, loudly enough that we hear him across the room. Both of us look sharply at him.

			“What is it?” Dr. Ripley asks. My voice is stuck in my throat.

			“I ran some tests on David Hawk again, because the first time, his kidneys didn’t make sense,” Tobias says. “The second round of tests shows the same results. It should be impossible, unless he’s somehow grown a new kidney since he got sick.”

			I look down at Ren’s scan, the new protein still flashing to highlight itself.

			“How do the rest of his results look?” Dr. Ripley asks. “I mean, I know you can’t really tell us much more than you have because of medical confidentiality, but—”

			“You’re helping,” Tobias says. “And I know you won’t misuse any information I share.”

			That doesn’t make it more legal, but I’m not going to complain, even though it’s definitely on the wrong side of ethical.

			“The protein that seems to linger in most patients after they recover has changed,” Tobias says. Dr. Ripley inhales sharply, but manages to do it quietly. “Before, when David was just starting to recover, it was just kind of hanging there. A receptor with nothing to receive.”

			“And now?” I ask, barely breathing myself.

			“There’s something joined to it,” Tobias says. “The other half of the puzzle, only I have no idea what the puzzle is supposed to be.”

			I’m pretty sure I know, and when I look at Dr. Ripley, I know she’s thinking the same thing.

			“Dr. Ripley,” I ask carefully. “Did you run current samples when you did your tests?”

			“Yes,” she says. “None of us have joined proteins.”

			The word “joined” slithers down my spine.

			The good news is that we know Adelaide isn’t possessed, or wasn’t when Dr. Ripley took her sample half an hour ago. The other good news is that I’m pretty sure we can now tell who is possessed, if we can get a DNA sample from them. We can give a list of names to Tobias and he can figure it out. The bad news is that we’d have to get the samples, and the people we take samples from might know what it’s for.

			The other bad news is that David Hawk is an alien and he’s not in the medical bay anymore.
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			I hate waiting. It’s not some super deep mystery why. Waiting generally means that something bad is going to happen. Either I’m not going to get whatever it is I’m waiting for, or I am going to get it, but there won’t be enough for everyone, and so someone else will go without. That’s life in the Rupt, even if you’re lucky enough to get adopted by good parents like mine. There isn’t enough to go around, so you apply for grants and aid and scholarships, and you’re very, very aware that every time you get something, it means someone else has not.

			I barely had to wait and hear about Titan after I applied, so I guess sometimes not waiting is bad too, but that’s not really my point here.

			Anyway, I don’t think Adelaide is much better at waiting than I am, but it’s her office, so at least she has things she can do. She waves me towards a chair before sitting at her desk, and then spends a few interminable moments reading something before she looks directly at me.

			“Ren,” she says. “How are you doing?”

			I hardly know what to say. There’s a very short list of people in my life who get an honest answer to that question, and even that is conditional. I’ll almost always tell Celeste, for example. If it’s a problem I think my dads can help with, I’ll tell them, but it rarely is. My siblings get obvious lies, but they give them too, so we understand each other. Other adults, especially rich ones who have a lot of power, only ever ask when they need something from me, when my answer can benefit them in some way.

			Adelaide’s not asking like that. Yes, she’s asking because she feels like it’s something she’s supposed to do, but I get the impression she actually wants an answer, even if it’s just me screaming at her in hysterics. After all, this is the woman who went to the indenture decks on Titan with a plan to change the world, and barely let an alien invasion slow her down. I wonder if she thinks she can do it again. I wonder just how badly I want to believe she can.

			“It’s a lot,” I tell her, which is an understatement she’ll understand. “Going straight from leaving Earth to the aliens to the crash to…whatever this is, is a lot.”

			“That is very true,” she says. “I worry for everyone, obviously, but I worry for you specifically because I get the feeling you’re usually the one everyone else depends on.”

			It doesn’t take an advanced degree in anything to have figured that out, but I appreciate the acknowledgement.

			“I am,” I agree. “Though I really appreciate everything you’ve done for Chels and Glory. And me, for that matter.”

			“It feels strange to think about normal operations,” Adelaide says. “But on the ship, we had to think about them just as much as we thought about the aliens. Two different, but very present, dangers. And now we’re doing it again.”

			“Do, uh, you have support?” I ask. Because Adelaide is everyone’s boss. There’s probably a therapist here somewhere, but I doubt Adelaide would have made time to talk with them yet.

			“I do, thank you,” she says, a fond smile on her face. “Alexandra and I were acquaintances before we left Earth, but now we are well past that.”

			I guess that answers one of my questions.

			“I’m sorry I asked when there isn’t really anything I can do,” Adelaide continues. “You are even more practical than I am, but sometimes empty words are worth something.”

			“Yes,” I say. “They are. Thank you.”

			“If you’re the sort to power nap, there’s a pillow around here somewhere,” Adelaide says. “We’ve got at least forty minutes before Alexandra will be back.”

			I don’t think I’ve ever napped in my life. There’s a note in my medical chart and everything.

			“It’s okay,” I say. My stomach rumbles loudly. “Though I guess food would be nice?”

			Adelaide laughs and rifles through her desk until she comes up with a pair of energy bars. She tosses one to me, and we both set to eating them. I don’t know what Adelaide is thinking about, but I’m definitely not thinking about what and how aliens eat. I finish the bar and drink some of the water Adelaide offers me. It wasn’t bad, though I’m glad we have better food options on Mars now. But there’s always a dry throat after a snack like that.

			Adelaide doesn’t ask any more questions, but she doesn’t go back to work either. Instead, we just sit in her office, waiting. I feel like I’m about to fly apart, but she radiates the sort of calm that even money can’t buy (though it can certainly fund the development of), and that makes me feel better. I realize I’m also in pretty steep denial, but that’s better than the alternative right now.

			I think back to waking up on the indenture deck. I’d been panicked. The last thing I remembered was being separated from Celeste when the alien burst out of Anthony, and we’d both shot off in different directions thanks to the zero-g. I couldn’t get to her, and then I’d blacked out. I thought it was the end for sure, but instead I’d woken up and my leg had been treated. And we kept going, because Adelaide was determined. I’m not looking forward to seeing what happens when that determination reaches its limits.

			I do my best not to look at the clock, but I know the moment it’s been forty minutes, because Adelaide sits up a little straighter and turns slightly to face the door. A few minutes after that, Dr. Ripley and Dominic come through it, and I know from their faces that the news is less than great.

			Adelaide takes their report a lot more stoically than I do, but even I try to keep my reactions to a minimum. Dr. Ripley tells us about our blood samples and then Dominic tells us about David, and I really, really want to panic now.

			“What about the third base?” Dominic asks, seemingly changing the subject rather abruptly.

			“What?” I ask, but Adelaide clearly understands why he’s asking, because she snaps into action, grabbing a portable screen and projecting something up onto the wall.

			“We’ve been updating all the old bases,” she says. “Starting with the one that was decommissioned when Base Four was opened, because it needs the least work.”

			“Wasn’t that one an astrogeology research outpost?” Dr. Ripley asks.

			“Yes,” Adelaide says. “It’s small, but it’s still a functioning base in terms of oxygen and radiation protection. The water systems are updated, and there’s a hydroponics installation, but it’s not quite finished yet. I had called the team back a few days ago to have face-to-face meetings before they enter the last stages.”

			“But it’s habitable?” Dominic asks.

			I don’t like where this is going.

			“Yes,” Adelaide says. “And the transport is here.”

			“We can’t go,” I say. It’s ridiculous. Even with aliens, this base is still the safest place on Mars. It’s the only working spaceport and the only place that generates enough food to support the population. “It wouldn’t solve any problems!”

			“It would buy us time,” Dr. Ripley says, gently.

			“And it would let us ensure the safety of an un-possessed population if we have to take drastic measures here,” Adelaide adds.

			It’s too much. The idea of leaving had been barely attractive when it was impossible. The thought of actually going seems insane. But the part of me that makes plans has already asserted control.

			“How do we decide who goes?” I hear myself ask. It feels like I’m at the bottom of a lake, listening to people talk above the surface of the water. “We won’t be able to run enough tests without Celeste noticing. She’s still in medical, and I don’t think discharging her would help.”

			“You and Dominic are both clear,” Dr. Ripley says. “I snagged a few test results off of the computer mainframe before I left medical, so if we move quickly, we can locate people who are safe.”

			“What about you?” Dominic asks. “You and Adelaide are both also clear.”

			I know the answer to this one.

			“Adelaide won’t leave,” Dr. Ripley says. “So I won’t.”

			“This isn’t your fault!” Dominic insists. “Of course you thought the aliens were dead. It had been millennia. You don’t have to stay to fix it.”

			“That’s not why she’s staying, Dominic,” I say quietly.

			Dominic stares at me for a moment, but then his eyes widen.

			“Oh,” he says. “Um, congratulations?”

			That makes Dr. Ripley laugh outright, and she only sounds a little bit unhinged.

			“Suz, the specialist from maintenance, is clear, which is good, because she has enough cross-training to know how to drive the truck,” Dr. Ripley says. “Jess from your team is clear too, Ren. She won’t be able to get the hydroponics working fully, but between the two of you, you might be able to rig something up if you end up having to stay long-term.”

			I hate this plan, but I hate the idea of staying here, looking over my shoulder all the time even more.

			“My sisters?” I ask. My hopefulness must show on my face, because Dr. Ripley’s smile is overly kind.

			“I’m sorry,” she says. “I couldn’t access their files without going into the room where Celeste is.”

			“Right,” I say. I shake my shoulders a bit. “Who else?”

			“Two of the medics. Not Tobias or Dr. Lucarin, though,” Dr. Ripley continues. “Oliver Tuller from security. And Alodia Reubens.”

			That almost makes me laugh, and definitely not in the hinged way.

			“Of course she is,” I say.

			“We couldn’t really leave her in a cell much longer anyway,” Adelaide says. “Especially not if Oliver goes with you.”

			Dominic’s face is strange, like he’s trying to swallow and vomit at the same time. It’s not hard to imagine what that feels like.

			“Dominic?” I ask. “What do you think?”

			“It’s a terrible idea,” he says. “But they’re right. It could buy us some time, and it would give us a group of people we know are okay.”

			“Right,” I say. I look at the truck Adelaide has called up on her tablet, and notice that it has already been fuelled up for its return journey. “No one from the refurbishment team is cleared?”

			“No,” Dr. Ripley says. “It would be good if there was, but I only had time to grab a few files and I didn’t even have time to check whose they were.”

			“Oliver knows more about the Mars bases than almost anyone,” Adelaide says. “He’ll be able to answer questions, I hope. I’m sorry to put so much responsibility on you two, again, but I don’t see a way to make it work without you.”

			I look at Dominic. We both know the answer. We both knew it as soon as the conversation started. Of course we’re going.

			“The truck is mostly packed,” I say as I finish skimming the report on the tablet. “There are a few things I think we should add beyond what’s listed here, but it shouldn’t take us too long to get that sorted, and to get everyone on board.”

			I hate everything about this. It’s a desperate plan, one that focuses on the survival of a small group if the main one can’t be saved. But at least there won’t be much waiting.
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			Adelaide uses her authority to summon the others to the loading dock where the transport is being kept. Every minute heightens the risk that someone else will be compromised, but the people who work on the Mars base are used to reacting quickly. Even the medics, who are both on night shift right now and would have been in the middle of their sleep cycle, show up within ten minutes of the message going out. Everyone looks confused, but they’re all holding their go bags. There hadn’t been time for Ren or me to go get ours, so we have two of the ones from operations.

			“Thank you all for coming so quickly,” Adelaide says when everyone but my mother and Oliver Tuller have assembled. “I realize this is a bit unorthodox, but you are all being reassigned temporarily to the astrogeology lab.”

			There hadn’t been time to come up with a bad lie like “We need to stress-test the habitation by sending the most random assortment of people we can get our hands on at a completely inconvenient time,” so Adelaide is just not going to tell them much at all. Once we’re aboard and away, Ren and I will be the ones to fill everyone in. I’m not looking forward to it.

			Suz looks hard at Ren, but doesn’t ask any questions.

			“I don’t understand,” Jess says. Behind her, the medics are both similarly confused.

			“Dominic and Ren will explain on the way,” Adelaide says. “It is imperative that you get going as soon as possible. You will also be joined by Oliver Tuller and Alodia Reubens. They are on their way up here now, but we need to start getting the vehicle prepped for departure.”

			“I guess that’s me,” Suz says.

			She sends the medics, Karsten and Theresa, into the storage sections of the vehicle to do the final safety checks on what we’re carrying. Ren and Jess are sent to check the oxygen systems in the self-contained drive cabin—including the emergency environmental suits—while Suz takes me to check the fuel lines and, as she puts it, do a quick kick of the tires. The transport is the size of four Earth eighteen-wheelers, and I see what Tobias meant by it being unwieldy. The storage sections operate more like a train than a truck, in that the drive cabin can be attached to any of them. If we need to leave one behind, we can just drop it. If we need to turn around, we’ll detach the drive cabin from the front and reattach it to the back.

			Our circuit takes us all the way around the vehicle, so I can’t see when Oliver brings my mother in. She’s being surprisingly quiet, which almost makes it worse. Quiet means she probably has a plan, and even if it’s a terrible plan, she’ll still hurt people when she tries to enact it. There are crates everywhere around the vehicle, since the base crews were in the final stages of repacking. They’re stacked like blocks in randomly-sized towers all over the place, but nothing obstructs the way to the exit door, so we don’t have to worry about moving anything.

			Suz closes the panel she had opened with a loud clang that echoes strangely behind me, the timing not quite right. I shake my head like that will clear my mind and fix my hearing. I’ve been stressed out for a long time, even with the brief rest we all had when we got to Mars, and it’s no wonder that my senses are starting to get a little weird.

			By the time we get back to Adelaide’s side of the vehicle, Dr. Ripley is standing beside her, and there’s no sign of my mother or Oliver. The medics crawl out of the storage car, and Karsten comes over to us to make his report.

			“We’re all secure in the back,” he says. “They finished loading, at least, though not tidying up out here. We’re set.”

			“Thank you,” Adelaide says. “I appreciate your trust. I know this is irregular, but I wouldn’t order this if it wasn’t important.”

			“I’m starting to get an idea,” Suz says. “There have been a few strange things in the last few days, not to mention the twenty-four-hour flu everyone seems to be getting, but you’re the boss.”

			“And you’re a good boss,” Theresa adds.

			Jess sticks her head out the door of the drive cabin and announces that everything in the front is ready to go. Suz nods at Adelaide one more time, and I say a quick goodbye to Dr. Ripley. I follow the medics into the drive cabin, and Suz comes in behind me to shut the door. She goes forwards to take the driver’s position that Jess has vacated for her, and I head towards the back. My mother is seated already, a tight expression on her face. She’s scared, but for once, she’s not making it everyone else’s problem.

			“Dominic,” Oliver says by means of hello.

			“I’m glad you’re coming with us,” I say.

			“I get the impression I will be too,” Oliver says. “Once you finish explaining what the hell is going on.”

			My mother opens her mouth and then closes it again. She’s glaring at me, and I don’t know what to say. She doesn’t seem to care about what happened to my father, but she’s always been good at hiding the emotions that really matter. Her scorn and disapproval run close to her skin, but anything else—affection, sadness—is buried deep. That truth is what held me together when I was little. Of course, I’d known that she loves me. She’d adopted me. She just has her own way of showing it.

			For the first time, I acknowledge that there might be an actual truth in there somewhere about how my mother feels. But I don’t want to look at it right now.

			Suz revs the engines and the whole vehicle starts to shake. It’s comforting, the way Titan hummed when the engines and associated systems were all working together. They’d done their best to design the passenger decks so that you’d never know you were in space, but I’d spent a lot of time belowdecks, and I’d come to understand what Celeste meant when she talked about the way the ship made her feel. I definitely don’t feel like this transport is going to take us towards freedom, the way that Titan did, but at least it will take us towards marginal safety.

			An alarm blares on the dashboard in front of Suz, and I see Ren lean forwards to look at it.

			“I secured that panel myself,” Suz mutters.

			Since we can’t exactly go outside and check the vehicle for damage once we leave the base, there are cameras angled at most parts of it so that problems can be identified without wasting oxygen. I can’t see the screen from my seat at the back, but Ren can, and I trust her. Suz has to flip through a few camera views until she finds the one she needs, and when she looks at it, all the tension runs out of her shoulders.

			“This is what happens when I assign other teams to maintenance,” she mutters and turns the alarm off. “Everything is fine.”

			I lean back into my seat as the engine rumble increases. I try to tell myself that this is actually safer than Titan because the emergency suits are easier to get into. We don’t need to wear them if we stay inside, and they’re too bulky to wear preemptively, but having them makes us safer. We start rolling forwards, moving out of the bay and leaving Mars Base Four behind. Ahead of us, hopefully as intact as the reports suggest, is Mars Base Three, and tentative safety until Adelaide comes up with a plan for us to implement. Or whatever she’s intending to do. It takes a while for the transport to get up to speed, even in the lower gravity, but eventually we reach our cruising velocity, and Suz engages the autopilot. It can’t drive the vehicle entirely, since there are too many variables on the surface of the planet, but it means she can split her attention enough to turn around for a few minutes.

			“Right,” she says. “So the dead body I pulled out of the waste recyclers and the stupid aliens and everyone’s barfy little trip to the medical bay are connected how?”

			I let Ren do most of the talking, though I have to pitch in for the things she wasn’t around for. Oliver backs her up when necessary. It’s nice to have his authority, because I feel extremely like a teenager right now, even without my mother’s cold gaze, and I don’t think that’s particularly confidence-building for anyone. Ren stays cool and collected, though, even when she’s talking about where we found the rest of Adam and most of my father. My mother doesn’t say anything—she’s had a lot of practice keeping her face controlled so no one can tell what she’s feeling—but I think she might be a lot more upset about what happened to Dad than she’s letting on.

			“Just so we’re clear,” Karsten says in the brief silence that follows Ren’s report, “one alien survived the crash inside your friend Celeste, and Celeste has been in the medical bay ever since, except she went on a walk and…laid some eggs? Which hatched and, uh, ate people?”

			“Yes,” I say. “And at least one newly hatched alien has taken over a human host. David Hawk.”

			“I treated him!” Theresa says, horrified.

			“It’s okay,” I tell her. “Dr. Ripley picked everyone for this assignment because we tested clear. Adelaide is isolating us so that we stay clear.”

			“How do you know Ripley’s clear?” Suz asks. “She found the damn things in the first place.”

			“I saw the results too,” Ren says. “And yes, you could argue that I’m also suspect, but we’re all suspect if we start down that road. I appreciate paranoia in a situation like this, but we have to be able to work together.”

			“It’s fine,” Suz says. “I just don’t react well to…whatever this is.”

			“The real question,” says my mother, apparently having finally decided it’s her time to speak, “is what we’re going to do.”

			“Adelaide said—” Ren begins, but my mother speaks over her.

			“We have the opportunity to escape this nonsense,” Mum continues. She’s using the voice she used on the floor of parliament, when she was asking the opposition insulting questions. “The base we’re going to has communications, correct? We can contact Earth and tell them what’s happening. The true authorities will decide what is best, not some jumped-up miner.”

			Everyone is silent when she stops speaking, but it’s not because they’re impressed.

			“I don’t know who you are,” Suz says, “but Adelaide Connor has dramatically improved the lives of everyone on this transport. I trust her a hell of a lot more than I trust Earth right now.”

			“Earth fired missiles at Titan,” Ren reminds us. “The Mars base is more expensive, but I imagine its insurance is better.”

			“They don’t even have to destroy the base to kill everyone inside it,” Jess says. “They just have to target a couple of key systems.”

			“So we’re just going to wait?” Mum asks, her voice taking on the shrill tone again as her impatience resurfaces.

			“We are going to wait,” says Oliver. “Base Three is almost completely refurbished. It’s safe and secure, and right now, our best option is to wait until we have as much information as possible before we act.”

			Suz turns back to the wheel, making a few corrections to the autopilot’s course as obstacles present themselves. Ren locks eyes with me for a moment, but Jess asks her a question and she turns away to answer it. The medics talk amongst themselves and my mother and Oliver have retreated into a stony battle of silent wills. I’m alone, even though I’m in tight quarters, and I know it’s only a matter of time until my thoughts rush in and overwhelm me. I want to think about that week in Celeste’s quarters, where everything outside the door was terrifying, but inside the room it had been calm. But even that thought is the start of a dark path now.

			I’m alone if I’m lucky, and my days since leaving Earth haven’t exactly been overflowing with luck.
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			I don’t know what I had been expecting the astrogeology base to look like, but when it finally appears on the horizon after hours of extremely awkward driving time, I’m relieved to see it. It’s small enough that we don’t spot it too long before we actually arrive, which is also a mercy. The third Mars base isn’t very big, but it’s bigger than this drive cabin.

			I’d spent most of the trip talking with Jess. She’s upset, obviously, but she doesn’t seem particularly bothered by the fact that I have been keeping secrets. It probably helps that we’re both distracted by the view out the windows. Mars is pretty much what I had been expecting: red, dusty, and evoking a feeling I would have called “alien” before I’d seen more aliens than I ever wanted to. But it’s big in a way that pictures couldn’t really convey. The plains stretch out around us, but we can see the mountains, and they are epic. It’s weird that there are no plants, but the soil colours are more varied than the introductory videos suggested. It’s beautiful. I wish we weren’t in mortal danger. It would have been nice to call this place home and take my time exploring it.

			Jess and I talk about my sisters and the Rupt, and about where Jess grew up and went to university. Dominic has too much money to be a normal person, and he’s the same age as me anyway, so it’s not like any of the stories he’s told me are aspirational. Jess’s life on Earth seems pretty basic for someone who didn’t go through a massive natural disaster as a child. Hearing her talk about uni is reassuring.

			Higher education has never been on the table for me. If it had been something I’d really wanted, I know my dads would have found a way to make it work, but I didn’t want the additional stress for something I wasn’t completely committed to. Listening to Jess talk makes me think about it, though—learning something for fun, just because it’s there to know about, not because you need it to get by.

			Celeste and I never talked like this. We have dreams, of course, but they’re not what other people might consider particularly dreamy. We want to have enough money to live, not just survive. We want to be free of indenture and of government programs with too many strings attached. When we’d talked about Mars, we hadn’t talked about the adventure or the thrill or the excitement of being somewhere new. It had been the security of it. Of a job. Of a future. I have no idea what Celeste wants anymore, except that it’s probably terrifying. But I’m less sure of what I want too.

			I’d come to Mars for her. I could have stayed at home with my family, but I couldn’t let her make this journey alone. She figured that out, eventually, but we never had the chance to talk about it. I don’t resent her for pulling me into this anymore than I resent her for saving herself and Dominic when we were separated in the engine room. But it’s hard to change quickly without damaging yourself. Leaving Mars, even under normal circumstances, had never been the plan, but staying on looked different now, aliens or not.

			“What’s it like?” Jess asks as the base grows ever bigger in front of us. “When the aliens are around, I mean.”

			“It’s creepy,” I tell her. “And sometimes it’s very, very gross. It’s terrifying too, obviously, but those aren’t the moments I remember the most. For me, it was the waiting, the not knowing.”

			“Not being prepared,” Jess agrees. “I can understand that.”

			Suz calls our attention to the workstations in front of us, and we begin the job of decelerating the transport and bringing it safely into the base. The door to the garage where it parks is closed—otherwise, too much dust would blow in—but it rolls open on Suz’s command, and we glide to a stop inside. Then we have to wait until the bay re-pressurizes, which obviously I love about as much as I love getting a paper cut, but then it’s finally safe to disembark.

			Oliver steps forwards. As security and since he’s a giant nerd about Mars, apparently, he will be the one who leads us into the base for the first time, and who does all the safety checks with Suz. As we wait, I expect Dominic to come and stand with me, but he hovers near his mother. I don’t think he’s doing it for her sake, so I appreciate his efforts.

			“The entryway is clear,” Oliver says. “Follow me, please.”

			The bay functions as the airlock, though there is another person-sized one next to the big door in case you needed to pop out for some reason, so we can all just step into the hallway after Oliver. Before the refurbishments, whoever lived here would have needed to wear a special suit, even inside, to account for the high levels of radiation on Mars. It would have been very uncomfortable.

			I’m the last person to step into the corridor, and I almost trip over Dominic, who has stopped right in front of me. I feel the adrenaline surge, wondering what the problem is now, but no one is panicked about anything. We’re all just looking at the walls.

			Mars Base Three had been a science outpost. At most, 200 people had lived here at a time, and they’d all been scientists or support staff. They’d had a schedule and targets, research goals to meet and grant money to justify. They had come to Mars to work. But that hadn’t been the only thing they’d done while they were out here.

			The first wall panel, the one that greets you when you step into the base from the vehicle bay, is the expected pasty grey that’s still the underlying colour of all the construction here, but the actual wall is only visible around the margins. Instead, most of the panel is taken up by a giant…painting?

			“It’s sand,” Dominic says, stepping closer to the wall and extending a hand. He draws back before he touches it. “They took the sand, and turned it into the view outside. They must have gone out there and gotten all the colours for it, to make sure it matched the actual landscape. This is incredible.”

			It is, and that’s only the first panel. Even Alodia can’t stop looking at the art that lines the hallway, though the sneer on her face is getting progressively more and more acidic as we linger. After the sand landscape there are some abstract sculptures made from Martian clay. Then there are several panels of different kinds of glass art. I notice that, while some of the art is very well done, most of it is clearly done by amateurs; people who were here and wanted to try something new in their downtime.

			“Huh,” Oliver says from the front. “I knew that there was some decoration here, but I didn’t realize it was this extensive. This is only one hallway!”

			Theresa pushes forwards to look more closely at some glass that has been spun into artistic loops before being hung on the wall. Karsten follows her, slightly less interested, but still not in a rush. I can tell Suz is impatient, but she’s being nice about it.

			“How far to operations?” I ask, and Oliver looks away from the walls.

			“Just a few more minutes,” he says.

			We keep walking, past panel after panel, all of them decorated in some way. Base Four feels like a home where it’s supposed to: in the residential domes. I suppose that this base being so much smaller means they put the art wherever they could, but it’s still fascinating. These people had come to Mars for the same reason I had, to work, and they had done this.

			I guess they had also been bored. Base Three had been simple before the refit. There hadn’t been a lot to do, and almost no one would have had their own quarters. Maybe art was how they tolerated each other as the cabin fever set in. But what I keep coming back to is how unearthly it is, and I still like it. It’s alien, from another planet, but I keep seeing the touches of humanity in it. It’s not like Titan either, where everything was artifice obstructing function, just to make life easier for people who didn’t have to work. This is what space travel was supposed to be: us finding things, sure, but also us making things. Us growing.

			Maybe this is what dreaming feels like. The idea that you can have a life on top of everything else, a luxury I’ve never afforded myself. But I could, if I had sand. And Mars has plenty of sand.

			When we get to it, operations turns out to be much more the sort of utilitarianism I expected. The room isn’t very large, but we all fit into it easily. Oliver and Suz move from workstation to workstation, activating the systems we need. Most of them are already on, because the refurbishment team had expected to return. I notice Alodia creeping towards one of the panels, and Dominic stepping in to divert her. She hadn’t been heading towards communications, but I don’t really want her poking around in any of the systems that are keeping us alive.

			“We are up and running,” Oliver reports. “Everything is nominal. We can settle in.”

			“And do what, exactly?” Alodia asks.

			“Our jobs,” Oliver says flatly. “We can work on the systems we’re familiar with until we get further orders from the base. There’s no point in wasting time when we’re here anyway.”

			“I don’t have a job,” Alodia points out. “At least, not one for a place like this.”

			It’s clear from her tone that she thinks anyone who works here is far, far beneath her. Which is pretty normal for most of the Reubens family, actually, so I’m not exactly surprised.

			“Then you can stay in your room,” Oliver says. He gestures to the doorway with the utmost politeness. “I’ll even let you pick the one we lock you in.”

			Alodia takes a deep breath, and I think for a second that this is the moment she’s finally going to fight back, but she doesn’t. She doesn’t exactly go with Oliver gracefully, but when he takes her elbow to pull her out of operations, she follows him.

			“They haven’t inventoried medical yet,” Karsten says, drawing everyone’s attention back to the actual work. “Everything is here, but nothing is set up.”

			“Good,” says Suz.

			She and Jess start talking about hydroponics. The system here is much smaller, so Jess should be able to manage most of it on her own, with Suz to do general maintenance on the base as a whole. Oliver returns and asks Dominic to go with him to check the rest of the base, just as a precaution. I’ve always been told I’m a little paranoid, but I guess being in charge of security on a foreign planet dials you up a notch. I’m not complaining. With Oliver to worry about it, I don’t have to. And I don’t have to worry about maintenance or medical either, because I’m not in charge.

			Just as Oliver and Dominic are about to set out, there’s a loud noise from the corridor that leads to the bay where the vehicle is parked. It sounds almost deliberate, like someone clearing their throat to let you know they’re in the room. Only instead of a polite cough, we hear the crashing sound of several storage crates being knocked over.

			Oliver snaps to attention, but all he has is a taser. The rest of us don’t have anything defensive outside of our fists. Oliver starts to tell us all to stand behind him, but before we can move, the door slides open. We freeze. I don’t think any of us are even breathing. This is the longest wait of my life, and it can’t have lasted more than a few seconds.

			“We’re coming in,” says the voice I’ve known best all my life. The voice I’ve loved. The voice that still sounds like Earth, even though I know there’s something else underneath it. The voice I’ve become very, very afraid of.

			And Celeste Sparrow steps into ops.
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			The thing that strikes me harder than anything is that she looks so normal, like she’d just been fixing something on the transport vehicle and is catching up with us now that it’s done. She’s wearing a jumpsuit instead of the med bay scrubs she’d been in since the crash, so she looks like she’s on her way to work. Her hair is still short, though. Too short. It should have grown out a bit in the time since we’d first met. Not noticeably for long hair, but definitely for Celeste’s preferred style. It’s enough to snap me back to the reality of what her being here means.

			“Everybody get back,” Oliver says. His voice seems extra loud in this stunning quiet, but I’m not sure he really raised it much. “You, stay right where you are.”

			Celeste stays put, both hands up, as the rest of us move along the back wall of the room. It’s not going to help much. Celeste is blocking one of the doors, and she’s closer to the other one than we are, but I understand Oliver’s line of thinking. Right now, he wants as much space between us and her as he can manage.

			Ren has grabbed Jess to pull her along and doesn’t let go when they get to the wall. Suz walks backwards, stumbling a bit, but never taking her eyes off of Celeste. Karsten and Theresa move slowly, like they’re still catching up with what’s happening. I can’t really blame them. My mother ends up next to Suz, who I imagine she is already planning to push in front of her if something happens. I don’t think she’s strong enough. I move to stand behind Oliver, though I know I’m not much in the way of backup.

			“We came here to talk,” Celeste says. “That’s all.”

			“Who is we?” Suz demands. “Who else did you bring with you?”

			I see Ren wince in the corner of my eye, and I understand.

			“That is everyone,” I say. It’s probably not as reassuring as I’m trying to make it sound. “Celeste and…whatever else. Together.”

			“That is true,” Celeste says.

			“How did you even get here?” my mother demands, and I remember the noises I’d heard in the bay before we left.

			“We waited until your pre-departure checks were done, and then took shelter between two of the pods,” Celeste says. Hearing her speak is so strange. There’s the slightest overtone to her voice, but nothing else to give her away.

			“You can breathe out there?” Karsten says.

			Celeste smiles ruefully, an expression I’ve seen her make before. Ren turns her head away and Jess squeezes her hand.

			“We can,” Celeste says. “Though not forever, unless we have some kind of aid device. If we were outside for too long, we would go into stasis.”

			I keep waiting for the adrenaline to catch up with me, for the panic and fear to set in, but it doesn’t seem like they’re going to. All that time watching her in the medical bay and waiting for the other shoe to drop must have burned me out. I’m faced with the thing I’ve been fearing since the crash, and I’m just…tired. I think we all are, because even my mother is quiet and she’s been easily provoked since we crashed.

			“Why are you really here?” Suz asks. “Do you want this base for yourself?”

			“We are here to talk,” Celeste repeats. “And this base is not central to our plans.”

			Because the aliens want the bigger one.

			“We have only her memories of your world,” she continues. “We do not remember the ice or the cold. We were an egg then, waiting for the thaw. We stayed in our egg the longest, while the others risked themselves to make a safe place for us. Then we were hatched, on the ship she remembers as Titan. We found her, and we waited.”

			“You took her,” Ren spits from behind me.

			“We did,” Celeste admits. She manages to look sorry about it. “We did not fully realize what we were doing at the time, only that a host was nearby. We needed her to survive.”

			It must have been that last night on Titan before everything on board exploded, and as soon as Celeste was taken, the aliens had set about taking over the ship.

			“It was hard for us,” she continues. “We wanted to survive, and you were strange to us. We tried to pilot our hosts, but some we overwhelmed and some we killed. We were the most careful with her, never extending too much into her mind until it was critical, and that is why she survived with us.”

			“You killed a lot of people,” I tell her. I’m still working out how the aliens think of themselves. On Earth, we’d just exchange pronouns, but it sounds like the alien in Celeste thinks of itself as “we” in multiple senses, while referring to Celeste as separate to help us understand. “All of you.”

			“We were hungry,” Celeste says.

			Suz makes a retching sound behind me, and I hear Theresa try to comfort her. My mother makes a disgusted noise and takes half a step away from them.

			“Is that why you killed my father?” I ask. “And Adam?”

			I’ve spoken with more heat than I meant to. We really should be trying to placate Celeste while she’s in a talking mood. We need all the information we can get. But I can’t help it. I may have had complicated feelings for both of them, but Celeste had still murdered two important people in my life.

			“Their deaths were inadvertent,” Celeste says. “We meant to have a food source secure when our eggs hatched, but we underestimated how long it would take them to mature. The base has different environmental standards than we are used to.”

			“So you could have eaten anyone?” Oliver asks. “I don’t know how you think that’s better.”

			“Not exactly,” Celeste says. She really does look contrite this time. She meets my gaze directly. “The deaths of Adam Jeffers and Benedict Reubens were the result of our host’s feelings leaking into our feelings, which in turn influenced our offspring.”

			It’s a very clinical statement, and it takes me a moment to parse.

			“Your kids ate them because Celeste thought they were dicks?” Ren says it more like a statement than a question.

			“Yes,” Celeste says. “We are sorry.”

			“And you just magically stopped them after that?” Suz asks. She’s angry, but still scared, and it’s making her a bit reckless. “Out of the goodness of your heart?”

			“We ordered them to stop,” Celeste says. “We had to implant them in hosts before we were ready, but it was the only way to prevent more deaths.”

			“Until your precious babies break out of someone’s chest!” Ren says. “You just said—”

			“Our offspring knows what we know,” Celeste says. “They will not damage their hosts. In fact, several of the hosts are already benefitting from their joining.”

			“Disgusting,” my mother says.

			I can’t even begin to imagine what she’s talking about, and then I remember the medical tests that had sparked all this in the first place.

			“You regrew David’s kidney?” I ask. I can hear Karsten’s sharp inhale at the idea. Even in terror, medical miracles have a way of standing out.

			“We are capable of reproducing chemicals missing in a body,” Celeste says. “We cannot fix a host entirely, but we can help them in many ways.”

			No one has relaxed even slightly since this confrontation began. Jess is still grasping Ren’s sleeve, and Oliver is still aiming his taser at Celeste. The others are breathing as quietly as possible, even my mother.

			“How do we know any of this is true?” I ask. “You look like Celeste, and you even mostly sound like her, but we know it’s not her anymore. Why should we trust what you’ve been telling us?”

			“I doubt there is any concrete way of showing you,” Celeste admits. Both Oliver and my mother make disparaging noises at that statement. “You must only judge our actions. We stopped killing people as soon as we could on Titan. We have helped David and a few others here on Mars.”

			“You murdered my husband,” my mother hisses.

			“Inadvertently, as I said,” Celeste reminds us. It doesn’t sound more convincing the second time.

			“How could we possibly know?” Ren demands.

			Celeste looks straight at me again, and I know the answer.

			“Because they didn’t eat my mother,” I say.

			It hangs there for a moment, the awful and weirdly predictable truth. The alien babies had gone after targeted prey this time, rather than mowing down everyone they came across like on Titan. Celeste, however she still existed with the alien inside of her, had marked those targets, even though she hadn’t meant to. They’d managed to kill two people before Celeste realized what they’d been doing, and she stopped them before they could hit their next target.

			“You are a horrid girl,” my mother says. “I knew it as soon as I saw you. You scraped your way out of the slum you belonged in and not even our best efforts could keep you in your place.”

			“We are not a girl,” Celeste says. “Not in the way you are speaking about, at least. And we have observed that it is the nature of humans to rise.”

			We’re drifting a little far from our original topic.

			“So you want to survive,” I say. “And that’s why you stole all those people and then tried to steal the ship. And now you feel bad about it, so you’re not trying to steal the Mars base? You’re just asking nicely?”

			“We have not yet asked,” Celeste says. “We have been busy explaining what brought us here.”

			I wish I was afraid. When I’m scared, I try to make choices and move quickly. Right now, it feels like my brain is wading through molasses and every new bit of information slows me down further. I want to be decisive, but I don’t know my options yet. Except that trying to stop Celeste would mean killing her, and I don’t know if we can. A group had managed to take out the alien that had burst out of Sylvie Jeffers, but that one was new. Celeste has definitely picked up a few tricks by now.

			“How many of you are there?” I ask. “If you can breathe outside until you go into stasis, did others survive the crash?”

			“We are the only one who survived your ship,” Celeste says. “The others were exposed directly to the heat and fire of re-entry, and that is enough to end us. I have laid twelve eggs thus far; when I left them, six had hatched.”

			“Will new hatchlings eat people?” Karsten asks. He has family on the base.

			“No,” Celeste says. “They will learn from their older siblings. It is taxing to reproduce in this way, but we want to negotiate this time.”

			“Negotiate what?” Ren asks.

			“The future of Mars,” Celeste says, like it should be obvious. “How we can all live here without further deaths.”

			“We can’t negotiate that,” Oliver says. “You’d need Adelaide, at the very least.”

			“And Earth,” adds my mother. “My government, at least, will not negotiate with…whatever you are.”

			“We will tell you,” Celeste says. She looks back and forth between me and Ren, a strange expression of longing on her face. I remember that, because I used to feel that way about Ren and Celeste. I’d wanted something like what they had, that friendship and enduring bond. “And you will make Adelaide Connor listen.”

			It’s not like we really have much of a choice. Celeste doesn’t have to touch us to kill us here. There are half a dozen buttons in this room that would do it for her, and she could also burst a hole through the ceiling. We might take her down with us, but that wouldn’t solve anything either, and the people back on the main base would be even less prepared.

			“All right,” I say, already regretting it. “Keep talking.”
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			I thought it would be easier because I’ve already talked with Celeste and whatever is inside her, but I’m wrong. I can see the changes in her, though at first, she looks the same as always. She’s standing too straight, shoulders rolled back the way you do when you realize you’ve been hunched over for too long and you’re trying to stretch, only she keeps holding it. She hadn’t been doing that in the medical bay. Or, at least, I hadn’t noticed it if she had. I’ll admit that, at the time, I’d been mostly focused on my sisters, and I hadn’t been paying attention to little details. Now they seem inescapable. How she stands. Even the way she holds her hands up. It’s not quite like a puppet and not quite Celeste, and somehow that makes everything ten times worse.

			When she starts talking, I feel nauseated. I can’t even look at her, but I don’t want to give the thing inside her the satisfaction of knowing how much it can hurt me. I settle for looking near her, my eyes drifting back and forth. Jess squeezes my hand, and then winds her fingers into my sleeve. I’m not sure if she’s scared or if she’s trying to make me feel better. It might be both. In either case, I’m grateful.

			I listen to Celeste explain what happened. How Titan was a misunderstanding, how scared the aliens were and how little they understood us. I know Celeste always claimed not to remember the earthquake and its immediate aftermath, but I also know she had a few nightmares she couldn’t shake. If the alien can really see into her memories, feel her emotions enough to target who to kill, then I think it should understand what it’s like to lose everything as a toddler and not commit murder. At the same time, I remember screaming, over and over, crying for parents who were never going to come. If I’d been able cause harm, I might have done it. Adults are supposed to be hardwired to help crying kids, even ones that aren’t theirs. After the Rupt, it hadn’t been nice, but there had been help. If no one had ever come for me, if no one had ever pulled me out and wrapped me in a blanket and found me something to eat, I could have turned into a monster.

			I make myself ask questions when I feel like Dominic isn’t getting the information we need. He’s doing okay, and since I can barely talk, I guess I shouldn’t judge. I’ve always carried everything, and now there’s just too much. Celeste was supposed to carry me if I needed her, but now the thing that wears her face is the reason I might finally be overwhelmed.

			We reach the end of Celeste’s “explanation,” and I’m finally able to look around at my companions. Oliver is still on guard, between us and the alien, even though I think we all know how little good that can do. Only Dominic, Alodia, and I have seen it with our own eyes, but Suz had seen Adam’s body parts and the rest of them seemed inclined to believe us. Alodia is leaning against the wall, her eyes narrowed. I can tell she’s trying to think of a way out, but unlike everyone else in the room, her way out will only be good for one person. Karsten and Theresa stand like statues, though they had both spoken up when Dominic was talking. Suz is still furious.

			And Jess hasn’t let go of my sleeve.

			Celeste is my best friend, was my best friend, but it’s not like I didn’t have others. Sure, no one I was as close with, but that was because I was self-sufficient and had all of my siblings to take care of. Now I’m alone, and apparently, I’ve let Jess slide right into that gap like none of the people I’ve left behind matter. Celeste had pretended to be upset with me when I visited my sisters, but I can’t shake the feeling that some of what she’d said was real. If the alien is mad at me because of how Celeste feels about me moving on without her, I might be in real trouble.

			It’s ridiculous. We don’t have time for this sort of thing right now. We should be focused on getting out, on getting back to the main base as soon as Adelaide has a solution. For no reason I can immediately identify, I think about all the art in the hallway we’d passed; the same art that Celeste would have passed to get here. How the people who had come here to do scientific work had taken the time to make things for no reason, and how that had made them happier here, more of a community than an outpost. I wondered if Celeste had even noticed the walls, or if the alien had piloted her right past it all, not knowing what it was.

			I pull free of Jess’s hand and step forwards just as Celeste agrees to tell us what it is the aliens are after. Jess doesn’t move, and I can’t really blame her. Everything in me is screaming to get as far away from Celeste as possible.

			“If you don’t want any of the secondary bases,” Dominic is saying, “does that mean you want the main one to yourselves? Because we can’t just leave. It has too much of what we need to stay on Mars long-term.”

			I might have protested him giving away too much, but there was no way the alien didn’t know that already. Dominic might not like politics, but he’d watched a lot of it. We’re about to find out how good he is at laying out opening arguments. I sure as hell don’t want Alodia doing it, and no one else here knows enough about the aliens.

			“We don’t want the main base to ourselves,” Celeste says. “We know what your people would do if we took everything over. We want to survive.”

			Right. They can’t just take the base because there are only thirteen of them, and also because Earth would definitely nuke the whole site from orbit if enough humans died to make it cost-effective. They need us. As shields.

			“You want us to share?” Oliver asks. “We don’t have the resources to build you a separate habitat.”

			“You would not have to,” Celeste says. “Not if we share.”

			I feel the moment we all understand what she’s proposing. The aliens don’t just want space in our domes…they want us to host them. I hear Suz murmur something like “over my dead body” and the others make similar sounds of disgust.

			“That’s why you made everyone sick,” Theresa says. “You needed to know who had the protein that makes them compatible to you.”

			“No,” says Karsten. “You needed to give the protein to people who could sustain it.”

			“It is a necessary modification,” Celeste says. “It will create a faster understanding between you and us, once we share a form. There will be no deaths, and no one will be overcome by our presence.”

			There are always rumours when someone goes missing from the Rupt. You hope the good ones are true, the ones where they got a job or found a long-lost family member. The ones where whoever left went on to something better. The darker rumours range from forced indentureship to organ harvesting, and they always felt more real than any of the happier ones. Celeste used to laugh, trying to lighten the mood by saying I always believed the worst outcome, but we all knew how likely it was for our stories to end with a surprise happily-ever-after.

			A common rumour was medical testing, especially when we were little and the hospital loomed large in all of our memories. The government always denied it whenever something made the news, but that just made everyone believe more. And now Celeste was admitting to it. The aliens had altered our DNA to suit their needs.

			“If you’d asked about all of this first, you might be on better footing for this negotiation,” Dominic says. “No one is going to like that you’ve already messed with us.”

			“We tried,” Celeste says. “Our older children tried to tell you, but it was hard for them to use their hosts without breaking them so early. It had to be me, and I had to be sure I would be safe when we talked.”

			I hate everything about this. Celeste—the alien—is acting like she’s the party at risk here, playing the victim even as she admits to having killed people, but I don’t believe it. I can’t imagine that she’s as vulnerable or unknowing as she claims. I had been there when Anthony died. I remember how he’d looked when we told him the pods were gone. He’d been happy to have us isolated with him.

			I don’t say anything. I know that, if I do, Celeste will just say that it happened because the alien in Anthony was new and scared and didn’t know how to incorporate itself without harming him.

			“This all seems like you get a lot of benefits,” Suz says. “And all we get is you not killing us.”

			“We have demonstrated some of our benefits already,” Celeste says. “David Hawk’s kidney, for example. And our survival on the drive here. You would require less from your life support systems if you were joined with us.”

			“Not everyone can,” Karsten says. “Not everyone got the protein when they were sick. Some people just recovered.”

			“We are aware,” Celeste says. “We are willing to donate unviable material to create medicine for those who cannot host one of us themselves.”

			Jess makes a gagging noise at the thought of “unviable material,” and I agree with her. It’s like making a deal with a sentient chicken, and it agreeing to let you keep eating eggs as long as the rooster stays away.

			“Insulin is something we have to get from Earth,” Dominic says. “And there are a bunch of other things we just can’t manufacture here. Imagine what it would be like if we didn’t need Earth to send us stuff. Mars could be more independent.”

			“Are you serious?” I ask. “You’re believing this?”

			“No,” Dominic says, speaking slowly so that he can come up with whatever it is he’s going to say next before someone interrupts him. “I’m just using my imagination.”

			“You weren’t supposed to have one,” Alodia says, scorn and malice riddling her voice. I might not know much about having a mother, but I knew they weren’t supposed to talk to you like that.

			“Enough!” Celeste’s eyes flash purple, and Dominic and I both flinch away while the others gasp in surprise. Now that I’ve seen it for myself, I know there’s no way Dominic imagined the eye flash after the crash. I’ll apologize to him later.

			Alodia has pressed herself up against the wall, retreating from Celeste’s suddenly threatening posture. Dominic and I exchange a quick glance. Whatever else was true of what the alien had told us, it clearly did feel protective towards Dominic. I push down irrational resentment that it doesn’t feel like that about me. It hasn’t needed to yet.

			“We will not waste time,” Celeste says. “We have waited long enough.”

			I can’t help thinking that we’ve all been waiting. But some of us have just never had the power to make a change. It’s not fair, but my life never has been. There’s only getting by, getting through, and getting out.

			And right now, I can’t see a way to do any of that.
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			Oliver steps in after Celeste’s ultimatum and I’m immediately relieved. He tells Ren and Jess to deactivate a workstation, and when they’re clear, he requests that Celeste sit with her hands visible. I don’t know if he really expected that to work, but Celeste does as he asks, and I see his shoulders loosen, just a little bit. Then he turns so that he can see us while keeping half an eye on her.

			“Karsten, Theresa,” he begins. “In your opinion, should we find some sort of stimulant to keep us awake? We’ve all been up for a long time, and you two were coming off a night shift. I know there was time to nap on the drive, but we’re going to have to consider how rest breaks work.”

			I can’t imagine resting right now. I never want to close my eyes again. But I know he’s right. We’re all going to be exhausted once the adrenaline wears off.

			“I don’t think stimulants are a good idea,” Theresa says, Karsten nodding beside her. “They’ll just make you jittery. What we should do is come up with a schedule.”

			They hammer something out, but I can’t drag my eyes away from Celeste. She’s sitting there so calmly, but I can’t forget her eyes when my mother had yelled at me. She must really be influencing the alien, at least a little bit. Which probably means she’s telling us something close to the truth. If it is a true joining, not a takeover like we saw on Titan, then we might have more to bargain with than I thought.

			I check back to see how my mother is doing, but she won’t look at me. She’s sitting at one of the workstations, staring at the screens while Suz watches her like a hawk. Ren and Jess retreated once they’d finished with the panel, and are talking to each other in voices too low for me to hear. Celeste is watching them, though, and I feel a chill. She looks over and meets my gaze, a tentative smile on her face. It’s worse than if she was trying to kill me.

			I have terrible timing. I should have broken up with Adam months before we left Earth. If I had, he might not even have come on Titan. But I’d been too slow, too afraid of change, and it hadn’t been until I felt backed into a corner on a spaceship that I’d found the courage to act. I’d already met Celeste by then, and wanted to be friends, but with everything moving so quickly—and so slowly when we were stuck together for a week—I hadn’t had time to figure out my feelings. Ren is mourning a real relationship, something they had nurtured since they were kids. All I have is the memory of a dream. It’s not much to stand on, and I’m not sure how I’m supposed to grieve it, especially when Celeste is still sort of right here, and she’d been taken over by an alien for more than half of the time I’d known her.

			“Right,” Oliver says, calling my attention back to him. “Everyone, listen up. Ren, Jess, and Suz, I want you to go with Karsten to medical. You’ll have the first rest shift.”

			I can see Ren start to protest, but Theresa speaks before she can.

			“I know you don’t feel like sleeping,” she says. “And you might not. But even lying down is better than nothing, and we can’t do nothing.”

			“And medical can be secured,” Karsten says. “It has its own life-support system and doors that lock.”

			“The rest of us will stay here,” Oliver says. “And no one goes anywhere alone.”

			“What about that thing?” my mother asks. “Are you going to lock it up too?”

			“No,” Oliver says. “We don’t have the facilities for that here, and even if we could, we’d just have to go and get her when we get through to Adelaide. No, she’ll stay here too, and we’ll all keep an eye on each other.”

			Celeste says nothing and her face remains neutral. For all I know, the alien is just keeping her body in a holding pattern and is doing some nefarious planning while it looks like nothing’s going on.

			“All right,” says Ren.

			She lets Jess and Suz go ahead of her, and gives me a small wave before she and Karsten leave the room. I miss her as soon as she leaves, which is a bit ridiculous. She’s the person here I know best, and she’s definitely the one who likes me the most. And she never seems to get mad at me when my best effort is wildly underwhelming. We’d been separated on Titan too, and that turned out okay, so maybe this will too, but I still don’t like it. Splitting up never feels right.

			Theresa comes over to sit beside me, but I think that’s mainly so she can get away from my mother. Oliver keeps his taser in his hand, but goes to one of the workstations and brings up a communications screen. This base has been in contact with the main one, but mostly via message packets. Oliver wants a direct visual link to Adelaide, and that’s going to take some tinkering. Especially if he has to keep his eye on my mother and Celeste while he’s doing it. At least they’re unlikely to team up against him.

			“Is there anything I can do?” I ask, knowing that there probably isn’t. I’m not really a technical person, unless they need a blueprint copied. That I could probably handle, though my hands are shaking a bit much for a pencil.

			“You could get us some rations,” Theresa suggests. “We left them in the truck.”

			I can’t leave Oliver with both my mother and Celeste. I really didn’t think they’d team up with each other, but they’re both opportunistic wild cards at this point. Which means Theresa has to stay.

			“Come on, Mum,” I say. “Don’t worry, you won’t have to carry anything.”

			She doesn’t argue with me, which is my first sign that she’s probably about to try something that puts the rest of us in danger. She follows me down the corridor, past all of the art, until we’re back to the transport bay.

			“You’re staying here, aren’t you?” she says as the door opens and we walk in.

			“What?” I ask. “Here?”

			She makes a disappointed sound, one I’m very used to, and keeps walking towards the truck.

			“On this wretched planet,” she clarifies. “Once your precious Adelaide figures out how to get rid of the aliens, you’re going to stay on Mars.”

			It hasn’t exactly been something I’ve been thinking about since this morning when everything went so rapidly sideways. When Celeste had still been unconscious, there’d been moments where I pretended that my life on Mars was a done deal. And it could be, I guess. Now, I have no idea. I don’t even know how we’re going to get back to the Mars main base, let alone how I’m going to stay there. Still, my mother always wants an answer. It’s how she knows what argument to make next.

			“You were going to stay on Mars too,” I say.

			“That was when your father was alive,” she scoffs. Her feelings about me have become distressingly apparent in the past few months, but I’d always thought she actually likes—liked—Dad. “He had a contract, but we would have left when it was done. By then, the news on Earth would have moved on from their attempted smear campaign against me. We were always going to be going home.”

			The only reason it’s an attempted smear campaign is that Mum’s departure from Earth has been overshadowed by aliens. Though, to be quite honest, given the mentality of some of her constituents, they might think she’s involved in some sort of alien conspiracy because Mars is red and that’s not their colour.

			“Well, yes, I guess so,” I say. “I’m staying, I mean. Do you actually want me to come back with you?”

			“Of course not,” she says. I try to pretend it doesn’t hurt, but it does. “I’m just thinking about the story we’ll want to tell.”

			As if she’ll let me actually tell any of it. She’s probably hoping I die so that she can go home and play the grieving widowed mother. I sigh and open the back storage pod where the food supplies were packed. There’s a lot of other stuff in there, so I actually have to climb up into the pod to reach the food. It’s a bit of a mess and, at first, I think something shook loose during the drive, but then I realize that this must be where Celeste broke in before she made herself comfortable between the pods. Mum waits for me, not even holding the door. She makes sure she can see me all the time, but I know it’s for her own protection, not out of concern for me. If something attacks me, she wants enough warning so that she can run.

			I grab a water-treatment pack before I jump down, and then lift it and the food crate together. Our walk back to ops is slower. I can tell Mum wants to go ahead of me, but she stays next to me anyway. It must be so strange to be tied to something you hate, and to have to keep up appearances. No wonder she’s always tired. Her whole life is an act.

			Because I’m moving more slowly, I have time to see the sand art again. It’s so striking. The artists did amazing work with the colour-matching on the landscapes. The less literal art is also gorgeous. I can’t help wondering what pigments you could mix from Martian sand, or if the sand itself could be used, like ochre back home.

			“Useless,” my mother says. “You’re thinking about your silly paintings, I can tell. You always get that look in your eye. Like you’re about to walk off a cliff.”

			I don’t know what I look like, but I wonder if I look happy, and that’s why she doesn’t recognize it.

			“I really don’t know where we went wrong,” she continues. “We gave you everything. You owe us more than most children owe their parents, and you’ve always been a disappointment. I should never have picked a boy. Your father wanted a girl. A girl would have been much more malleable.”

			I think about Ren and Celeste, and Wendy, and even Ren’s sisters.

			“Well, if we survive this, you can adopt all the girls you want,” I say. “Because I won’t be in your way anymore.”

			She makes a disgusted noise, insulted that I’d even suggest she try again. Crushing a human spirit is hard work, I guess. She doesn’t want a second shot.

			“We probably would have ended up with one of those harridans,” she muses. “Better that it was you, in the end. At least you were useful when you were a child.”

			I’m going to learn to paint with every rock and dust mote on this planet when she’s gone. I don’t know how that’s going to work—the painting or the getting her off the planet—but I’m determined. It’s a silly reason to survive my second alien invasion this month, but it’s better than nothing.

			The door to ops slides open when we get to it, and the scene inside is much like the one we left, only Theresa has moved to sit by Oliver. There’s no sign of a struggle. Celeste is still sitting with her palms pressed against the station Oliver told her to sit at. I pass out food and Theresa gets the water-treatment pack working for us. Oliver takes Celeste something to eat, and she thanks him politely, which is more than my mother does. Celeste eats tidily, and I try not to imagine what it looked like when her offspring ate my father.
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			Medical is cool and blue and quiet, and if I focus on the sound of my breathing, I can stop hearing David Hawk frantically warning me that medical is where it started. Poor David. I hope he’d been unconscious or something when Celeste infected him. I don’t want him to have been scared. I hope that he’s not locked in his own mind, screaming, while an alien pilots his body around. I hope for a lot of things.

			The medical bay is much, much smaller on this base, which makes sense since the population had been lower. Everything is kind of crammed in, but there are two medical beds, and Karsten goes directly to a cabinet to retrieve two emergency cots. Jess is trying to convince Suz to lie down on one of the actual beds, but she’s still too worked up. Karsten sets up the first cot, and I help with the second so that he can go make sure the doors are secured.

			“Okay, I’ve put on the emergency seal,” he reports. “That means the doors can only be opened from the inside. It’s a containment protocol, and this wasn’t exactly what it was meant for, but it’s still sort of a containment thing, so it’ll work. I know everyone is keyed up and I can’t give you anything that might help you relax, but Theresa is right: even lying down is better than nothing.”

			“Take the other bed, Karsten,” Jess says.

			For a moment, I think he’ll protest. It’s closer to the door—and the control panel—so it’s the most exposed place, but if someone gets the door open from the outside, we’ll all be screwed. That’s not why he hesitates, though. He’s trying to decide if someone should stay awake, just in case.

			“You worked nights, so you’re going to be sleeping anyway,” Suz says, already lying down. “Just take the bed.”

			Karsten does as he’s told, and Jess drags her cot closer to mine.

			“I just wanted to talk a bit, if that’s okay?” she says quietly. “Without keeping the others awake, I mean.”

			Suz, despite her protestations, is already snoring. It doesn’t really surprise me. A lot of the people who have lived here for a while can sleep pretty much on command. I guess even existential dread gets comfortable after a while.

			“It’s okay,” I say. “What did you want to talk about?”

			Jess hesitates for a moment.

			“I know we’re not supposed to ask you about the Rupt,” she says. “But this is kind of related to it.”

			“It’s okay,” I tell her. “I just don’t like being on display.”

			“Right,” she says. “So…you and Celeste were close?”

			Oh. Of course she wants to know about that.

			“Yes,” I say. “We were in the same ward at one of the hospitals they gathered the survivors at.”

			“But you were adopted by the Baileys?” she asks.

			She’s lying on her side, facing me. We’re close, so we don’t have to speak above a whisper. It reminds me of being at my family’s cabin, with all the kids packed in one room. Celeste and I would talk for hours after we were supposed to go to sleep by keeping quiet like this, even though we were surrounded.

			“Yeah,” I say.

			“How did you get named Ren?” she asks.

			“I wouldn’t stop screaming it,” I tell her. “I don’t know what it means.”

			“I’m sorry,” she says. “I know that’s pointless, but I think about growing up in a house and knowing who my family was and not worrying about the future too much, and…well, I’m sorry.”

			“I know what you mean,” I say. Sometimes when people apologize, it sounds fake. When Dominic had first said it, it was like he’d been apologizing for never being able to fully understand what we went through. What he should have gone through. When Jess apologizes, it sounds like hope.

			“Besides Chels and Glory, what about your siblings?” she asks.

			I spend the next twenty minutes or so explaining my strange family dynamic. She laughs in all the right spaces, quietly into her pillow, which makes her ears turn pink. In spite of everything, I feel myself relax.

			“Thank you for talking to me,” she says. “I know it’s not real, but it does make me feel better.”

			“What’s not real?” I ask.

			“Actually feeling better,” she says. “This is horrifying and I’ve never been more scared in my life, but you’ve survived something horrifying twice. And you’re not—”

			“Stark staring bonkers?” I supply. She laughs again, quiet enough this time that she doesn’t need to muffle it.

			“Yeah, I guess,” she says.

			Something is unspooling in my chest, and I can’t explain it. I’d noticed it around Jess before, but I hadn’t paid it much attention because I’d been too busy learning how to do my job. It hadn’t felt like that when I’d been learning from Anthony. Anyway, it’s not the way I feel around Celeste or my sister or even Dominic. It’s different. She doesn’t need me. At all. Sure, I’m making her life easier right now, and who knows what will happen with the aliens, but Jess doesn’t need me. And she’s still here.

			We’ve had very different lives, even though we both ended up on Mars for money. My goals are nebulous; I just want to make enough that I’m secure, and maybe be able to help my dads. Jess wants to fund her studies, to do something that makes living on the base better for everyone. I don’t know why, but I want her to succeed. Like, a lot. I want her to invent something or build something or whatever, and for people to remember her name forever.

			“Were you going to go back to Earth when you’re done your Ph.D. or whatever up here?” I ask. I don’t know why it’s so important.

			“You know, when I left Earth, I thought I would go back,” she says. “But the longer I stay on Mars, the less I want to. Even though I have people to go back to, who will probably be upset that I’ve decided to stay. I still want to.”

			Karsten’s snores have joined Suz’s, though to be completely fair, his are too delicate to be true snoring. He might just have a cold or something right now.

			“I was always going to stay,” I tell her.

			“For Celeste?” she asks. There’s more behind her question, something I want to answer, even though I’m not entirely sure what she’s asking.

			“For me,” I tell her. “I didn’t want Celeste to be alone, that’s true, but I wanted to be here for myself. My dads would never ask, but I know how tight money was growing up. This way, I can be independent and still help out. It’s exactly what I want.”

			“Except for the aliens,” Jess says.

			“And my sisters,” I admit. “But yeah, mostly the aliens.”

			“I’m glad you were always going to stay,” she says. “It makes me feel less guilty about wanting you to.”

			Wanting isn’t something I have a lot of experience with, in the aspirational sense. When I was little, I’d wanted a lot. More food, more space, less noise, that sort of thing. But my wants had been practical. When Jess talks about wanting things, she’s talking about dreaming. She means hoping for something you don’t need. Because she doesn’t need me. And I’m still not sure what that means.

			“I’m sorry I dragged you into this mess,” I say, because it feels appropriate.

			“If you hadn’t, I’d be back on the main base with an unknown number of aliens trying to possess people,” she points out. “I think this might actually be for the best.”

			She puts her hand down in front of her face, right on the edge of her cot. I mirror her, our fingers close enough to touch if we reached out. I think about Celeste and Dominic, alone in our quarters for a week, and wonder if this is what it had felt like: weird and uncomfortable and somehow also exactly right. Except for the part where Celeste already had the alien inside her. It hadn’t taken over, but it was there. We had no way of proving how much influence it had over her—only Celeste’s word, and that wasn’t exactly trustworthy.

			Jess is different. Jess doesn’t have an alien. We’re not going to be locked in here for a week. There are two other people, even if we were. I’m not Celeste and Jess isn’t Dominic. For the first time, I want to know what it would be like to be part of an “and” that isn’t entirely…

			“Ren?” Jess asks, her voice very soft. “If they take us over, will it hurt?”

			“I don’t know,” I tell her. I wish I did. Knowing always makes me feel better, and I think Jess is the same way. “Celeste seemed fine? Her neck hurt a bit, I think, but we all thought it was just stress. She seemed totally normal until after the crash.”

			“It’s so creepy,” she says. “Not knowing who or what you’re talking to.”

			A shudder runs through me, and Jess puts her hand on my shoulder.

			“I’m sorry,” she says. She squeezes like she wants to give me a hug but can’t because of how we’re lying on the cots. “I didn’t mean to make you think about it.”

			“I’m going to be thinking about it for the rest of my life,” I admit. “Which will hopefully be very long and calm, farming on Mars.”

			She smiles. The laughs evaporated when we were thinking about the aliens again, but it’s still nice.

			“Do you think your dads will like me?” she asks.

			“Yes,” I tell her.

			“Good,” she says. “I want them to like me.”

			I want to ask why that matters. How they’ll meet if we stay on Mars. What she means when she says “good” like that. But now I have the sort of wants you can wait on. The kind that you can take your time with, peeling back slowly and enjoying each revelation in its own time. I still hate waiting, but this kind isn’t so bad. It’s anticipation, but it’s warm, comforting, not a cold clench in my gut. I want to find out all about Jess, and I want to take my time doing it, enjoying each step. It’s new and it’s a bit scary, but the good kind.

			As I drift off to sleep, I think about the questions I want to ask her when we have time. The things I want her to know about me. What I can share with her that I haven’t shared with anyone else. How it will feel when I get to. On instinct, part of me wants to tell Celeste, but then I remember why that definitely won’t be happening. Even that isn’t enough to jerk me out of my daydream. Maybe it’s just because I’m exhausted, or maybe it’s because I know the door is locked, or maybe it’s because Jessica Graham is almost holding my hand, or maybe it’s all three, but even with everything I’m afraid of, I’m not afraid to let go.
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			I had thought it was going to be hard sleeping when it’s finally my turn, but it turns out that staying awake is even worse. I do my best to help Oliver repair the workstation that will let us have direct visual communication with Adelaide, but that’s mostly limited to me handing him things. My mother withdraws to a corner of the room with her food allotment and water and doesn’t say anything, which is fine with me. Theresa is keeping an eye on Celeste, which must also be pretty boring, because Celeste isn’t doing anything.

			In movies, villains monologue. It’s so expected that sometimes in movies villains joke about monologuing. But either way, the good guys learn what The Grand Plan is and are able to figure out a way to combat it. Celeste just sits there, not speaking, and it’s somehow even more unnerving than if she was trying to take over the base. I think it’s because she looks so normal, until you realize that she’s not blinking the way a normal human would. Then it’s just uncomfortable.

			“Don’t forget to eat something,” Oliver says, after about an hour of me just sitting there watching him work.

			“Right,” I say. “Thanks.”

			I open the ration pack. The contents are kind of what I expected Mars food to be like all the time. It’s all freeze-dried, so you can just pick it up and eat it. The flavours aren’t that bad, but the consistency is weird. I want some water by the time I’m done eating, but my mother is still monopolizing the water-treatment pack, and the last thing I want to do is talk to her again. Instead, I swallow a lot and press my tongue against the bottom of my mouth, which helps.

			Oliver is working slowly. This isn’t exactly his field of expertise, and he’s tired, so I can’t really blame him. Also, he’s trying to keep an eye on two different potential sources of trouble, and that’s stressful. At least he knows how to read the manual he’s got opened up for help. I would be lost in the diagrams back on page one. I know Celeste could probably do it in her sleep, but no one even suggests asking her, even when Oliver swears and goes back to step six for the third time.

			“Maybe a break?” I suggest. “Just a short one, to give yourself a quick reset.”

			“I really want to get this done,” Oliver says, his gaze sliding from Celeste to my mother and back to the workstation. “But yeah, a quick break.”

			He pours a packet of drink crystals into his water and puts the cap back on the bottle so he can shake it. We’re trying to avoid stimulants, but I guess he’s got to do something. He cracks his knuckles and rolls his neck, rubbing the back of his head with his free hand. Then he downs the water and sets the bottle on a clear part of the workstation.

			“It’ll take a moment to kick in,” he tells me. “But even just the water makes me feel better already.”

			“Anything else?” Theresa asks. She’s eaten about half of her ration pack.

			“No, I’m good now,” Oliver says. He turns back to his task. “Okay, Dominic, let’s do this.”

			Oliver seems reinvigorated after his break and manages to get the system back to functioning just before the time that we’re supposed to switch shifts elapses. Both he and Theresa are fully awake, and I’m envious of their second wind. Even my mother looks better, and she hasn’t been doing anything. Celeste still sits there, waiting.

			The doors open and I jump, even though it’s just the others, coming back right on schedule. They have their own water bottles, which means Karsten must have set up the system in the medical bay before he went to sleep, but they all take a food pack when Theresa offers them. Ren gives me a small wave before she sits between Jess and Suz, waiting for Oliver to catch them up on everything that happened. It’s not going to take that long.

			“I just finished the communications system,” Oliver says. “It’s the middle of the night shift, but I think we should call in anyway.”

			“It’s not like Adelaide will be asleep,” Suz agrees. “Do you want me to do a quick check before you turn it on?”

			“Please,” says Oliver, moving out of the way so Suz can get to the workstation.

			She runs a diagnostic, and when everything is green, she initiates the call to Adelaide’s office. It doesn’t really ring, the way a telephone would. There’s just a light that flashes on her monitor, but it still feels like she picks it up mid-ring because she’s pounced on it.

			“Oliver!” she says, looking frantic as she fills the screen on our end of the call. “There’s a problem.”

			“Is it that Celeste is missing?” he asks. “Because she’s here.”

			Adelaide visibly relaxes. Dr. Ripley appears in the frame beside her. She doesn’t look well, but I don’t think she’ll have slept either.

			“Are you all right?” she asks.

			“We’re fine,” Oliver says. “Some of us have had a few hours of rest, but we’re all back in operations for this call. No one has caused any problems thus far.”

			“Good,” Adelaide says. “What does Celeste want?”

			One thing I really like about Adelaide Connor is that she’s not stupid. She doesn’t waste time flailing around when there’s a problem. She just goes straight to the important questions so that she can start working on a solution as soon as possible.

			I watch Oliver and Suz exchange a glance, trying to decide if they should let Celeste speak for herself or just relay everything she told us earlier. Jess is whispering to Ren and the medics both just look uncomfortable. Karsten is fidgeting with a food package, reading the label like it’s going to tell him the secrets of the universe.

			“Keep your hands on the table,” Oliver says in Celeste’s direction.

			“We will,” she replies.

			Suz hits a few buttons on the workstation and Celeste’s face appears on a split-screen with Adelaide’s. I assume that means Adelaide can now see two different angles of the room.

			“Adelaide,” Celeste says, inclining her head with some semblance of politeness. “We apologize for the panic we have caused the past few days on your base. As we have explained to those here, there were several misunderstandings.”

			“I’d like you to explain them to me, please.” Adelaide hesitates. “Do we call you Celeste?”

			“That is the only name we have,” Celeste says, “so it will do.”

			I’ve been thinking about her as Celeste the whole time, even though the “her” part doesn’t make sense either. Changing to “it” seems like a cop-out, a way to forget that there’s a human life involved in this, and that the aliens are sentient. And “them” would be fine, only it’s actually plural in this case, and that feels wrong. No one thought to ask until now, though.

			Celeste explains about the “misunderstanding” that led to the murder and eating of Adam and my father. Dr. Ripley’s face turns even paler, but Adelaide doesn’t so much as flinch. Her expression hardens as Celeste explains the virus, and what happened to David, and by the time Celeste is done outlining her proposal, Adelaide looks more serious and implacable than I have ever seen her. This isn’t the well-meaning woman who came to Mars to undo the damage her father’s company had done to its employees, and see if she could build something meaningful in its place. This is the CEO who attends board meetings ready to fight for every single concession because no one else actually wants things to change.

			“You want us to host you, in our bodies, in return for medical benefits?” she asks, summarizing the whole pitch neatly but no less horrifyingly. “You have to realize that this sounds like everything we were running from on Titan.”

			“We are aware,” Celeste says. “And as we said, those hatchlings were different. We have programmed this round to be more careful. It will be a true sharing of bodies. We cannot perform miracles, as you’ve seen. David Hawk doesn’t have a new kidney, and we can’t regrow a limb. But we can strengthen the bodies we share, and that will lessen your medical reliance on Earth. They will lose one of their negotiating advantages over you.”

			“And if a sick person can’t be a host, you’ll donate ‘medicine’ that they can take for the rest of their lives?” Dr. Ripley demands. “We’d be dependent on you instead of Earth.”

			“But we are here,” Celeste says. “And we also wish to survive.”

			I can see that Adelaide is trying to consider it objectively. She’s stuck in a tough position. Mars is so close to true independence, but as long as humans need Earth-levels of oxygen, we’ll always rely on Earth. Celeste had come all the way here on an unsealed vehicle, protected from the atmosphere but not shielded from it, and she’s fine.

			I look around the room. Jess and Ren look disgusted at the idea of taking Celeste’s offer. Suz is back to looking angry. Karsten is still reading the food packet, though he looks up every now and then to glance at Theresa. My mother no longer looks like she wants to cause trouble, but she doesn’t look tired anymore either. Oliver is hovering behind Suz so that the camera can catch him, but he looks more relaxed than he has since he found out that aliens survived the crash. The hair on the back of my neck stands up.

			“I can’t make this kind of decision for everyone on the base,” Adelaide is saying. It’s a genuine statement, not her stalling for time. “You understand that, right?”

			“We do,” Celeste says. “Although we have the ability to communicate amongst ourselves, we understand from Celeste how your methods of communication work. We can be patient.”

			Ren suddenly sits up straight.

			“Can you communicate with the others now?” she asks. “From here?”

			Adelaide won’t be able to see her on the camera, but she heard the question. Dr. Ripley somehow gets even more pale.

			“We’ve been monitoring David Hawk,” Adelaide says. “He hasn’t done anything out of the ordinary since we put the base on medical lockdown after you left. Are you in contact with him?”

			For the first time, it feels like Celeste is getting ready to lie. I can’t put my finger on why, but I know it somehow. She has been telling us some version of the truth up until now, but she doesn’t want to tell us the truth about this. It will give away too many of her cards.

			“Theresa,” Karsten says slowly. “What’s your blood sugar?”

			“What?” Theresa replies. We all look over, startled by the interruption.

			“These packs don’t have much in the way of glucose,” Karsten says. “You should be having a blood sugar crash right now. You should need something from medical to balance you out. What does your glucometer say?”

			“Karsten, I really don’t think now is the time,” begins Oliver, but Suz cuts him off.

			“Now, Theresa,” she orders, even though there isn’t really a clear chain of command here. “Tell us right now.”

			Theresa pulls her shirt up slowly and looks at the device that’s attached to her side, but I already know what it will tell us. Karsten is moving, trying to get out from arm’s reach of her, and sends his chair crashing to the ground. I’m aware of Suz struggling with Oliver for control of the communication station, and my mother moving towards them, but I can’t get over to help fast enough.

			“How—” Adelaide begins, but Oliver wins the battle for the workstation and cuts off the comms.

			I’m on my feet, trying to get away from everyone because I don’t know what else to do. I risk a glance at Celeste. She’s still sitting calmly with her hands on the table, her expression unchanged.

			Then she reaches out for her water bottle, and very, very deliberately, eyes locked on mine the entire time, she takes a drink.
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			One moment, we’re having a very normal—well, normal under the circumstances—video call with Adelaide and Dr. Ripley, and the next moment, all hell breaks loose. It takes me a few seconds, which I definitely don’t have, to put together all of the pieces and understand what Theresa’s glucometer reading means. Diabetes doesn’t just get better like magic. You have to eat the right food or, in most cases, take insulin to balance your levels. And Theresa hasn’t. But she’s fine. Which can only mean one thing.

			I grab Jess and pull her away until we’re standing with our backs to the wall. She looks as horrified as I feel, watching the scene unfold in front of us. Oliver is still fighting Suz, even though the call has been cut off, trying to get her away from the workstation. For a moment, it looks like Suz might be able to shake him off, but then Alodia fucking Reubens grabs her from behind and pulls her down to the ground. Theresa is stalking down Karsten, who has retreated to another wall, his hands held up in surrender. She has a water bottle in one hand and he’s looking at it in terror.

			Celeste hasn’t moved, and Dominic is also frozen. I don’t know if the fact that he’s not attacking us is a good sign or not. He’d been in here with the others for just as long. Whatever Celeste is doing to them, she’s probably done to him too.

			“Thank you for the water-treatment pack,” Celeste says, gaze still fixed on Dominic.

			“What?” he asks, but I can tell he’s already figured something out. He turns very pale green and wavers on his feet like he’s about to faint. “How?”

			Both of those are very good questions, but we don’t have time to stick around for the answers. Karsten has ducked Theresa’s arm and pushed her, sending her sprawling and spilling water all over the floor. Oliver and Alodia are holding Suz down. Alodia has the water pack in her free hand and Oliver is trying to pry Suz’s mouth open.

			“Run!” she screams, just as she loses the fight and Alodia jams the spout into her mouth. She chokes, water spraying everywhere.

			We don’t wait around to see how Oliver intends to make sure she swallows.

			I’m still holding onto Jess, but we move together to get to the door and then out into the hallway. Dominic has to go right past Celeste, and she doesn’t move so much as a hair to try and stop him. Karsten stumbles into the corridor behind us, crashing into a glass sculpture on the wall and shattering it as he runs. His arm is hanging at a bad angle, and I wonder how badly Theresa has hurt him.

			It’s sheer luck I pick the right door. I could have picked the one that would send us back towards medical, deeper into the base with no way of getting out or finding another communications station. Instead, I’ve managed to pick the one that leads back to the transport bay. We flee down the hallway, and I risk a look over my shoulder. Dominic is catching up, and he’s got some of his colour back as his adrenaline kicks in. Karsten’s eyes are glassy and his shirt is wet, but he’s still moving.

			Dominic might be infected. I have no way of knowing.

			We burst into the transport bay without doing any of the safety checks we’re supposed to. Oliver could have vented the entire thing at Celeste’s order, but the thought doesn’t occur to me until we’re halfway across the floor. I see that one of the storage pods is open, but don’t have time to think about what that means. It feels like everything is taking too long, like we’re going to get caught for sure because we’re running like we’re in molasses, but we reach the door of the drive pod safely.

			Jess lets go of me to open it and then throws herself inside.

			“Come on, Ren!” she yells.

			I start to climb in just as Karsten shuts the door to the bay behind him. Dominic is in the middle of the room and he stops where he is, letting Karsten run past him. I let him into the truck while I stare at Dominic, not sure what to do.

			“I didn’t drink the water,” he says. “My mother took the treatment pack as soon as I brought it back to ops and she didn’t let me have it.”

			“You brought it back to ops?” Jess demands from behind me. “You infected everyone! Did she tell you to?”

			“No,” Dominic says. He’s trying so desperately to stay calm, but I can see his desperation boiling to the surface. “No, I just took the one that was on top. The pod was a bit messed up when I got into it. It must be where she came through when she hid on the way here. I just grabbed the one on top.”

			The horror grows in his voice as he speaks, realizing the trap he has walked right into. Celeste didn’t even have to try that hard. Humans need water, and on Mars, that requires gear. She had six hours to tamper with the treatment pack. We have no idea what she did. There had been a water transfer station near her nest too. She must have used it to make people sick before sending the hatchlings to possess specific targets. But she needs us to drink this water, specifically. There must be something else, something different about what Celeste has put in this water, because it didn’t make people sick. It lets her control them.

			“Get in,” I say, gesturing over my shoulder. Dominic hesitates for another moment, and that’s what really sells me. He’s so worried about hurting us that he’s willing to wait outside. “Don’t make me regret this.”

			“You’re letting him in?” Jess asks. “Are you sure?”

			“No,” I tell her. “But paranoia is our enemy now. We have to stick together.”

			“You think Celeste doesn’t know that?” Karsten asks, his teeth grinding together as Jess works on his arm with the emergency medical kit.

			“I know she does,” Dominic says. “But I didn’t drink the water.”

			He takes a seat far away from any control panel, which I can tell makes Jess feel a little bit better. She sighs and turns her full attention to Karsten’s arm, but her shoulders are still tense. Mine are too, but I take a deep breath to try and calm my racing heart and focus on sealing the drive pod door. It won’t do us any good if the others can just walk in here. Oliver has an override, but he has to be at the panel inside the cab to use it. We should be fine unless someone lets him in.

			With everything sealed, I take one of the pilot seats, looking over fuel levels and maintenance notifications. We’re not in perfect shape. Usually, there’s a team that preps the vehicle after each trip to take care of abrasions from the sand, et cetera, but that’s mostly cosmetic and surface-level stuff. We can make one trip at less than 100 percent if we have to. And it looks like we’ll have to.

			“Can you vent the bay?” I ask Jess.

			“I think so,” she says, flipping through control options until she finds the right one. “But that’ll cut off Suz. And we know that at least Celeste can make it through here with no atmosphere.”

			I think about Celeste, realizing she hadn’t done the math properly because she forgot to account for the last-minute addition of an extra person, and choosing to stay behind to save us. Suz had done the same thing, even if the calculations had been different. She knew what us leaving her behind would mean, even before Alodia force-fed her the water.

			“Vent it,” I say. “We can’t save Suz, but this might slow them down if they try to attack the drive pod before we leave.”

			I always expect it to look like something dramatic is happening when the atmosphere is vented, but it rarely does. Sure, things move around if there’s an explosive decompression, but this is controlled, and it’s literally one of the bay’s functions. So we just see a light on the wall change from green to red, signifying that the change is done. We’d be able to breathe out there for a few moments, based on what’s left, but we wouldn’t even make it to the door.

			“Tell me what to do,” Karsten says, using his good arm to access a control panel. “I can help with the prep.”

			I let Jess walk him through it while I focus on inputting a course back to the main base. We’d come here the safest way, the one with the restored roads and an emergency stop station at the halfway points. There was an older path, one that the construction vehicles had used, but the transport is too unwieldy to do that safely. It shaves off almost two hours, so I plot that course anyway, even when the alerts try to change my mind.

			“We don’t need the whole transport,” Dominic says, still sitting at the back. I can tell he wants to help. He hates not helping. “We can leave the storage pods behind and just take the drive pod back.”

			He’s right. It’s so obvious, but I guess that’s why people make bad decisions when they’re panicking.

			“Jess?” I ask, even though she’s already looking for the right set of instructions.

			“Got it,” she says. “I’m going to send it to you so that Karsten and I can keep doing engine checks.”

			The file appears on my screen and I open it. We’re getting more and more green checks as Jess works, letting us know that we’re safe to depart. Dominic is twisting his hands, but doesn’t say anything else.

			I finish the course plotting and then start decoupling the drive pod. Everything is fine until I get to the last step, when I get a failure notice. Something in the mechanism isn’t responding, and I can’t get the pod to do the last release.

			“Fuck,” I say, looking for options.

			“What?” Dominic asks. He starts to stand up but then remembers that he should be putting on his seat belt and sits again.

			“I can’t get the last clamp,” I tell the group. “Not from in here.”

			“Is there a manual release?” Karsten asks.

			Of course there’s a manual release. But that would mean getting out of the pod. It must be apparent on my face, because everyone freezes.

			The bay door opens and Oliver and Celeste walk in. Without waiting for confirmation, Jess triggers the main bay doors, and they begin to fold back. This won’t kill the hosts, but it might slow them down.

			“Ren, Dominic, listen to me,” Celeste says. She’s got a comm in her hand and she must be wired into the truck somehow. “We don’t want to hurt you. We promise we won’t.”

			“Fuck that,” Karsten says. “What did you do to our friends?”

			“They have ingested smaller versions of our offspring,” Celeste says, like it’s totally okay. “They are not as sophisticated as the hatchlings we have left at the main base, but we can raise them to our level when we have access to the necessary resources.”

			“How does this help you?” I ask. “Why would we ever trust you now?”

			“Because we are still telling you the truth,” Celeste says. “We want to join, peacefully, but if we are dead, we cannot complete the task. We require co-operation.”

			Jess finds the comm that Celeste is overriding and turns it off.

			“This is bullshit,” she says. “There’s no way we can trust her.”

			“I know,” I tell her. “I just don’t know what to do. We’re stuck here.”

			“There’s an escape hatch,” Dominic says. “At the back. It’s mostly sheltered from view and it gets you close to the clamp.”

			We stare at each other for an impossibly long moment. It’s a one-way trip, even if the aliens don’t catch whoever goes out to do the job.

			“I’ll go,” Dominic says. He sounds so determined.

			“No,” Karsten says. “You say you didn’t drink the water, and I believe you. Theresa got some into my mouth. I don’t know how long I have before…you know, but I can do this.”

			“I’m sorry,” says Jess. She has tears on her cheeks, and I can feel them welling up inside of me too. I don’t even know Karsten, and that makes it even worse.

			“Thank you,” I say.

			He nods and then goes to the back of the pod. Dominic helps him out the escape hatch.

			“Turn the comm back on as soon as Karsten is clear,” I say. “I want to create a distraction.”

			Jess swallows around what I know is a huge lump in her throat and gets ready to open the channel.
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			I can’t even talk to Karsten as I open the door for him. My brain is a jumbled mess of panic and the desire to feel, but at the same time, there’s one thought I can’t shake loose. When Celeste had locked Ren in the decon unit and stayed on the wrong side of it, how much of that had been Celeste? Had she known on a subconscious level that she would survive? Had she been completely selfless in sacrifice? Had the alien already taken her over and kept her away from us on purpose? I’ll probably never know, even if Celeste tells me, but I can’t help wondering what Karsten is thinking about right now. He looks very calm.

			I don’t know why they’ve decided to trust me. Maybe Ren really believes what she said about paranoia and not wanting to fall prey to traps that might not even exist. Whatever the reason, I’d been prepared for them to test me further on it. But the truth is that we just don’t have enough time. And now Karsten has even less.

			“Hey man,” he says. His hands are shaking, even the injured one. “Don’t worry. Everyone knows the dangers when they come to Mars.”

			I really doubt he knew about this danger, but I’m also very glad I don’t have to go out there. I hate the feeling. However you slice it, we’re leaving him behind. And he might not fully understand what we’re leaving him with, but Ren and I do. And we’re doing it anyway. I wonder if this is what Adam felt like in that escape pod right before he’d pressed the emergency launch button and left me to my fate, even though there was time. I wonder if this is what my father felt like when he got to the pod, remembered that he’d locked me in my room, and decided not to go back for me. I hope I’m making the right call. It helps that Karsten is volunteering, I think. I certainly hadn’t volunteered to stay on Titan.

			“Close the door behind me,” he says, then he raises his voice. “As soon as the light is green, you go.”

			“We will,” Ren says. She’s working on something, but the screen is moving too fast for me to see from here. She might say she won’t give into paranoia, but Ren Bailey will be working on at least two backup plans, just in case.

			“Jess, there’s a message packet—” For the first time, his voice is a little thick.

			“I know,” Jess says, her voice gentle. “I’ll make sure it gets sent. Suz’s too.”

			Why did we ever come here? Not to this base—I knew that answer—but to Mars in general. What was here that we needed so badly that we left the safety of Earth, the planet we’d evolved to survive on, to put ourselves in the kind of danger where everyone had a letter to their family ready to go? I know the answer before I’ve finished thinking the question. It’s money. It’s always money. Not for the people working here, risking their lives, but for the people on Earth, coming up with new and creative ways to not pay their taxes. Adelaide has been trying to break the system, and the aliens are going to ruin it before she gets the chance. Because space is stupid, and we should have stayed at home.

			Karsten snaps a sharp nod at all of us and then crawls through the escape hatch. I hear his hiss of pain as he puts weight on his arm, but it doesn’t seem to slow him down. I wait until he gets to the back of the access tunnel and starts working on the second door before I start closing mine. I want to stay in contact with him for as long as possible. It’s the least he deserves, even if he doesn’t have time to turn around and look at me. Karsten gets to the last part of the opening sequence, and I see his shoulders heave as he takes a deep breath and leans forwards to rest his forehead on the cool metal. Then he activates the final sequence, and I close the door on my end before any pressure alarms can go off and alert Celeste to what we’re trying to do. As the door shuts, I hear the click of the comm coming back on. Now it’s Ren’s turn to buy us as much time as she can while still getting ready to leave the moment we’re able to.

			“Celeste?” Ren says. “I want to talk.”

			It sounds like they’ve had an argument over something trivial, something that they know isn’t really threatening to their friendship, but feels like it is because it’s happening right now and it’s all they can think about. I know it’s part of Ren’s show. All this time, Celeste has wanted us to see her as human as possible because she wants us to believe her. This is the tone Ren might use if she did.

			“Good,” Celeste says in the same tone.

			She and Oliver have moved around so that they’re more clearly visible from the drive pod window. My mother has joined them, standing closer to a stack of crates that was probably supposed to be loaded up for a return journey at some point. Who knows when that will happen now. There’s no sign of Suz or Theresa, but I assume that just means Suz isn’t secure yet and Theresa is guarding her. We’re lucky Theresa is diabetic or we never would have known what was happening. We’re lucky Karsten pays attention to that sort of thing. We’re weirdly lucky, for people unlucky enough to be in this situation in the first place.

			“You say you want to survive, but you must want something else,” Ren says. Her voice is level. She sounds accusatory, her anger masking her fear. I don’t know if Celeste will be able to tell just by hearing her. I can see her face, and it’s only just barely apparent. “On Titan, the aliens changed course. They wanted to go somewhere else. Why are you all right with staying here?”

			I had assumed that was to avoid the missiles that Earth fired at us, but it’s a good question, even if Ren doesn’t actually care what the answer is. The aliens never tried to fix our course correction, even when Celeste had been alone, waiting for the crash. Sure, it hadn’t been a lot of time, but you don’t need a lot of time if you’re changing direction in space. Just a little adjustment can change your course by light years.

			“We no longer have a ship,” Celeste says, as though that should be obvious. “This is the best place for us, given our current resources. We have no reason to get back to the rest of our kind if we can survive here. We took the option when we had it, but we no longer need it.”

			“And the next time a ship comes to Mars?” Jess asks. The same question is frozen in my throat, so I’m glad she asks it. “You know the supply runs are regular. What’s to stop you from stealing one of those?”

			“Our promise,” Celeste says. If she could sound annoyed, I think she would. Instead, her voice is preternaturally level, with that second tonal pitch over top of Celeste’s original voice.

			“You can’t possibly think that we’ll—” Ren starts, but then there’s a loud thunk from the back of the cab.

			Celeste and Oliver turn their heads in uncanny unison, following the sound. My mother takes three steps closer. I risk a look at Ren’s panel, but the light is still red. The clamp is still on. Karsten is injured. Maybe he can’t lift the clamp or whatever it is he has to do to get the pods detached.

			“There!” shouts my mother. Her accusatory tone is entirely too familiar, but there’s a second voice running under her words. It’s similar to the tonal harmony that Celeste has, now that she’s no longer trying to hide it, but quieter, as if she’s not yet been entirely taken over. So at least that part of Celeste’s story was true, for whatever that’s worth.

			Oliver starts to run towards the back of the drive pod. We don’t need subterfuge anymore, so Ren turns on the camera that will let us see what’s happening—and Theresa, if she can access the feed. Karsten appears on the screen, struggling with the clamp. Oliver has to go all the way around the stacked crates, so it’ll take him some time. Out of sheer optimism, I stand by the hatch door, ready to open it the moment it looks like Karsten will be safe. We don’t know if he drank enough water. He might be okay.

			“Shit,” says Ren, looking back out the window. She revs the engines, even though the clamp won’t let us move yet without the whole transport behind us.

			I look out just in time to see my mother walking towards the back of the transport. She’s farther away than Oliver is, but has fewer obstacles. And her smile is so, so wide.

			“Jess, don’t look,” I shout, hoping that Jess never has to see what Ren and I both know is coming, but she can’t look away.

			My mother’s smile grows and grows until it splits her face. She arches her back unnaturally far, her hands held aloft like claws as her spine elongates. I want to close my eyes. I want to apologize to Karsten. I want to be far, far away from here.

			The comm is on, so we can hear the horrible cracking sound as my mother’s ribs break open and the sickening sound of tearing muscle and skin as the alien bursts out of her chest. Jess screams, which covers the sound of my mother’s shredded body hitting the ground, but none of us are looking at that.

			The alien projects itself out of my mother’s corpse, tentacles already reaching for holds as it propels itself towards Karsten. He looks up to see what the noise is, and the sheer terror on his face as the alien closes on him is one of the worst things I’ve ever seen. He brings both hands down on the clamp as hard as he can, finally dislodging it. The indicator light turns green, and Ren floors it.

			She and Jess are driving, making sure we stay on the path that Ren has plotted for us—the one that will get us back to the main base faster. We literally leave the base behind in our dust, the camera pulling out as we drive away, abandoning Karsten in our wake. Because no one else can, I watch his last moments.

			We’ve lost the comm, so I can’t hear anything, but there’s no doubt in my mind that Karsten is screaming as the alien wraps tentacles around his arms and legs. It pulls him up, holding him like a butterfly on a collector’s card, like he’s a science experiment and no one knows what the results are yet.

			Then it tears him in half.
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			Dominic passes out thirty minutes after we flee the astrogeology station, and that more than anything convinces me that he’s not an alien. Oliver and Theresa should have been exhausted after their shift, but they clearly hadn’t been. Dominic being tired is a good sign. And we desperately need a good sign right now.

			Jess has been trying to raise the main base since we left, but she hasn’t been successful. I’m glad she keeps trying. This isn’t her specialty, but driving is really not her specialty, so she’s doing the best she can. Also, I know for a fact that staying busy is very important when you’re in a situation like this. Thinking is necessary most of the time, but there’s a point when terror combines with inaction to make you think too much.

			Ask me how I know.

			It’s not a very engaging drive. On the way here, I’d been awed by the scenery and impressed by the road construction. Now I just feel like I’m in one of those mazes scientists use on rats, like someone is observing the choices I make and I have to keep making them, even though I don’t know what’s waiting for me at the end.

			“Are you holding up?” I ask Jess, because asking her if she’s okay is pointless.

			“Barely,” she says. “I can’t believe you’ve already done this once in fucking space.”

			“It doesn’t get easier,” I tell her, and she laughs in spite of everything. I do like her laugh. “Don’t worry if you can’t raise the base. When we’re close enough, we can use the emergency channel.”

			“Do you think we’ll be safe when we get there?” she asks.

			I hesitate for a moment, because I really want to say yes. My sisters are there, and my whole future. Jess’s Ph.D. and the life she’s built. Everything that so many people have worked towards.

			“No,” I tell her. “I don’t think we’ll be safe when we get there.”

			But we keep driving, because there’s nowhere else to go. That’s the problem with Mars. Your options are always extremely limited. Sometimes your only choice is home, even when you know that home isn’t safe. That’s why we stayed in the Rupt, why we fought to stay in the Rupt. It’s why there are four bases on Mars and no one gave up after the first one proved insufficient.

			“Are you okay?” Jess asks. Her voice is tentative, like she’s not sure if she has the right to ask.

			“No,” I say.

			“Sorry, that was obvious,” she apologizes. “I just—”

			“I know,” I say. “I asked you too, remember. It was like ten seconds ago.”

			She doesn’t laugh again, but it was worth a shot.

			“What was Celeste like?” she asks. “Before…I mean, on Earth.”

			I’m definitely not expecting that question, and it takes me a while to think of an answer that will make sense to someone who didn’t grow up in the shadow of the Rupt.

			“She was determined,” I say, finally. “I had my dads and my siblings, but Celeste never had anyone other than the government, and it just wanted to use her.”

			“She had you,” Jess points out. “Didn’t she?”

			“Yes,” I say. “But it’s hard to explain. I’m sorry if I’m not doing it well. I didn’t have much of a safety net, but I had people who could take care of me after I fell. Celeste was by herself, ultimately. Having a friend isn’t the same as having a family.”

			“That’s why you came to Mars, isn’t it.” Jess doesn’t say it like it’s a question. “You couldn’t let her come here alone.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Don’t get me wrong, I worked really hard because I wanted it, and I knew I had a good shot at a solid future. Or, at least, I should have. But I came because she was so set on it.”

			“I think that’s pretty great,” Jess says. “It’s going to sound patronizing, but my actual sisters wouldn’t do that for me, and we’re supposed to do that sort of thing.”

			“Family is complicated,” I agree. “And I liked the one I built on top of the one my dads gave me. I wanted—”

			My voice catches on something in my throat, and to my embarrassment, I start to cry. It’s not loud or convulsive sobbing or anything…I just can’t stop the tears that are running down my face. Jess reaches over awkwardly and hugs me as best she can while we’re both sitting in drive seats. It’s nice. For some reason, I cry more.

			“It’s okay,” Jess says. “This is a good time for a breakdown. Nothing else is happening. Do you need me to drive?”

			“No,” I say. I wipe my nose on my sleeve, which is disgusting, but I can’t see another option. “I’ll be okay.”

			And I am. Or, at least, I stop crying. Which is good.

			“I just…I really miss her,” I say. “Celeste, I mean. She’s my best friend. We’ve known each other forever. We were supposed to do this together. But we didn’t even make it to Mars. I lost her, and I didn’t even know she was gone.”

			“And something that looks like her and sounds like her is still on your heels,” Jess adds. “That’s traumatizing in at least three different ways.”

			Now it’s my turn to laugh, though it comes out more like a wet, garbled hiccup. Jess gives me a small smile and I return it. It’s not what Celeste would have said or done, but it still works. I can grieve for my friend and move forwards, even if that means running for my life from the alien possessing her. I’m going to pay for some therapist’s retirement if we survive this. And I finally get paid enough to get therapy.

			When we’re about thirty minutes out, I reluctantly wake Dominic. I probably could have let him sleep a little longer, but I know he wakes up groggy, and I want him to be as clear-headed as possible when we arrive. He coughs and looks at the water bottle with distrust before steeling himself and taking a sip.

			“That one came from the medical bay with ours,” Jess says, trying to reassure him. “It’s as safe as anything else is right now.”

			“Thanks,” Dominic says. “Did I miss anything?”

			“No,” I tell him. I hear a muttered “thank goodness” from the back. “Come up here, Dominic. You don’t have to sit all the way at the back anymore.”

			He moves up, holding on to the other seats as he walks to keep his balance.

			“Do we have a plan?” he asks. He sounds hopeful.

			“We can’t access the emergency system,” Jess tells him. “Which is bad, obviously. It means that someone on the base is blocking us.”

			“Probably David,” I say. “Though we don’t know who else Celeste got to before we left.”

			“I think Tobias,” Dominic says, after a moment of thinking. “He would have been right there.”

			“I liked him,” I say. It feels incredibly stupid, even as I say it.

			“Me too,” Dominic says. “But if he has one of the more developed hatchlings, he might still be in there somewhere.”

			“Do you really think so?” I ask. Beside me, Jess makes a derisive noise, but doesn’t say anything.

			“Celeste could have killed me,” he points out. “I had to go right past her. And the hatchlings could have burst out of the others at any time to stop us. But instead, they waited until we’d almost fully escaped. And it was the one in my mother, so it probably wasn’t listening to orders in the first place.”

			It’s a terrible attempt at humour, and I can tell Dominic doesn’t really expect us to respond. I got so used to resenting Alodia that I kind of forgot she’s Dominic’s mother. And he’d watched everything, even as we were driving away.

			“Dominic,” I start, but he cuts me off.

			“Don’t,” he says. I let out my breath instead of finishing my sentence. “I’ll deal with it later, but right now, I can’t think about it. I just can’t.”

			I can understand that. Jess makes a sympathetic noise.

			We’ve been driving close to the base of a large mountain. I’m sure I should know its name, but right now, geography is only my concern if it’s between me and the base. As we finish talking, we come around a corner and can finally see our destination in front of us. If we’d been approaching by the actual road, we would have seen it earlier. The domes are huge and they reflect light. I remember craning my neck to watch when we left, the brilliant domes gleaming in the light. They’re beautiful, really, even though they’re entirely functional and not really designed with aesthetics in mind. At least, not on the outside. I think about the astrogeologists and their art projects. They’d fired sand to glass and in doing so, had come up with a construction material that was used to build the domes. Art became functional, but didn’t lose its beauty when it found its new form.

			That was what Mars should be. The promise we’d come here for. The chance to make something new that was completely independent from Earth, or at least as independent as we could manage. I feel a wave of anger crash over me; genuine rage, not simply frustration over fear. The aliens had stolen that from us. They’d taken our promises and turned them back into so much dust. All because they wanted something we had. It’s Earth all over again. The people in power make offers and trades, but in the end, they’re the only ones who benefit.

			I check the emergency channel again, but it’s still empty. At this rate, I’m not sure how we’re going to get a door to open for us and get into the base, but that’s a problem for twenty minutes from now. Right now, I just need to stay on course and get us home in as close to one piece as I can.

			“Got it,” says Jess, a note of victory in her tone. “It’s not even the emergency channel. It’s the line to Adelaide. Her channel was stored in here, in case we needed to call in while we were in transit.”

			“Should we use it?” Dominic asks. Jess’s hand hovers above the button that will activate the call.

			“He’s right,” I say. “We don’t know what’s happening. We don’t know what we’re walking into, and we can’t be sure we can trust Adelaide anymore.”

			“I think we have to,” Jess says. “If only because we need someone to open the door.”

			Dominic looks uncomfortable, but he nods. There isn’t a good answer here. Either we go in with no information and possibly don’t even get in, or we risk contact and let them know we’re coming, opening us up to an ambush. Or…something.

			“Do it,” I say. “We need to know.”

			It takes about two seconds for Adelaide to answer. We can’t see her, but even hearing her voice—normal and single-toned—makes me feel better.

			“Who is this?” she demands. “Who am I talking to?”

			“It’s Ren, Adelaide,” I answer. “I’m with Jess and Dominic. We’re…the only ones who made it out. You can quarantine us if you need to, but we need someone to let us into the base. Then you can check and confirm that we’re not infected.”

			There’s a brief pause and we can hear her consult with someone, probably Dr. Ripley, in muffled tones.

			“All right,” she says. “You can’t really trust us either, so we’ll all run the tests.”

			“Don’t ask Tobias,” Jess says.

			“I’ll do it myself,” says Adelaide. “I’m opening your door now. It’s the same one you left out of.”

			It could still be lies. We’re not safe. But the door is open. And we don’t have another option.
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			Adelaide hadn’t mentioned a medical lockdown before we left, but I can’t say I blame her for instituting one. While the virus or whatever itself hadn’t been a huge concern, once we knew that alien possession was an option again, it made sense to isolate people from each other as much as we could. And if there was panic, well, that needed to be isolated as well.

			So when we roll into the transport bay, which feels cavernous compared to the one we’d left, there isn’t anyone there to greet us. Ren parks the drive pod where it’s supposed to go and watches out the window as a bunch of mechanized arms reach out for storage pods that aren’t there. It would be funny if we hadn’t been in mortal peril when we’d decided to leave the pods behind. Ren turns off the engine and slumps back in her seat for the first time in hours. She’s not relaxing. But she’s not running either.

			Jess pulls her knees up and wraps her arms around them, resting her head for a moment. It doesn’t look comfortable, but I understand the desire to curl up in a ball. When she looks up, she seems lost, looking to Ren for help about what happens now. I hadn’t thought any further than arriving back at the base. I have no idea what we’re going to do next.

			Instead, I get up and start going through all of the containers in the back of the drive pod. There are emergency supplies back there—food, those weird-looking metallic blankets, the remains of the first aid kit, that sort of thing—and right now, they’re our only resources. There’s also a set of breather masks that won’t work outside but will help you breathe long enough to get out of a room that’s been breached, and two spacesuits, which I guess are for emergency mechanical repairs if something happens to the transport while you’re driving it. There’s also a very small bathroom at the back of the pod. It’s already not entirely pleasant, since we hadn’t had time to clean it out when we’d arrived at Base Three. We keep the door firmly shut.

			“Well, we knew there wasn’t going to be much we could do,” I say, looking up from the seats where I’ve been organizing the supplies. “But having it all laid out like this is disheartening.”

			The comm chimes before Ren can answer me, and Jess activates the screen.

			“We’re so glad you’ve arrived safely,” Dr. Ripley says. She looks a bit better than she had before, which I hope means she’s eaten something or got some rest. “It’s just the three of you?”

			“Yes, Dr. Ripley,” Jess reports. “We had Karsten until right before we left, but…”

			She trails off and Dr. Ripley doesn’t ask her to explain any further. She’s probably remembering the week she’d spent on the flight deck, surrounded by the remains of Captain Bernard and his officers. Adelaide steps into frame beside her and outlines how the testing works.

			“Alexandra and I have been together since you left,” she says. “But I know that doesn’t mean anything to you any more than you being together means something to us. We’ll all run the test, and that will settle the matter.”

			She seems certain and I choose to believe her. A drone flies into the bay with the box of medical supplies we’ll need and deposits it right outside of the drive pod door. Jess retrieves it, and we all gather around to open it, not entirely sure what we’ll find. I’m not the only one who breathes a sigh of relief when all we see are the testing materials and some additional ration packs. I take the latter and put them on the opposite side of the pod from the ones we plan to eat. Apparently even I’m starting to get paranoid. Jess and Ren organize the makeshift testing kit as best we can. It just needs DNA samples, which are easy to collect.

			Throughout this, Adelaide has kept the screen on and we’ve been able to watch her and Dr. Ripley prep their own tests. It’s not perfect, in terms of security, but it’s the best we can do. Jess transfers the samples into vials that will change colour if we have a genetic abnormality, and then we have to wait.

			“This isn’t the original test,” I say, after a few minutes.

			“No,” Adelaide says. “We modified a test for solar radiation because it already detected genetic anomalies. We didn’t want to rely on the equipment in the medical bay.”

			“How has everything been?” Ren asks.

			“It’s tense,” Dr. Ripley says. “But no open rebellion.”

			“We didn’t share all of the details,” Adelaide says. “And people here are used to the idea that sometimes we need to shut the base down for safety reasons. There was a solar storm before we arrived, for example.”

			It’s not the best news, but it’ll do for now. After an agonizing fifteen minutes, everyone’s samples are still clear. Adelaide holds their samples up so we can see them after we share our results.

			“We still want you to stay on board,” Adelaide says. “I know it’s tedious in there, but we also know for sure that you’re safe.”

			“As soon as we cut contact, we won’t know that you’re safe,” Ren points out. “Unless you plan to walk around with a portable screen.”

			“That was actually our plan,” Dr. Ripley says. “It’s cumbersome, but it’s the most secure way we’ve been able to come up with.”

			“If you let us come up to operations,” I start, but both of them cut me off.

			“No!” Both Adelaide and Dr. Ripley seem surprised by how strongly they’ve reacted. Adelaide nods and then continues. “Dominic, we have no idea what’s going on in most of the corridors.”

			“You said you were on medical lockdown!” I protest.

			“We are,” Adelaide says. “But we lost internal cameras about forty minutes ago. If there’s movement in the hallways or between the domes, we can’t see it.”

			“Tobias and the other medics, as well as the doctors, can get around medical lockdowns,” Dr. Ripley says. “Adelaide did her best to lock them out, but a medical ID can open a lot of restricted areas, even during a lockdown.”

			“So you’re not secure at all,” Jess says.

			“No,” Adelaide says. She winces. “We’ve been thinking over Celeste’s offer…what it would mean to be tied to something other than Earth. It’s not completely unattractive.”

			I feel like I’m going insane—like my head is being shoved underwater, and every time I manage to come up for air, everything has changed colours.

			“You can’t be serious,” Ren says. Jess splutters beside her.

			“We might not have a choice,” Dr. Ripley says. We haven’t had time to tell her about what happened to Karsten. “The alternative might just be dying.”

			I survived a nightmare on Earth, even if I don’t remember it, and then a nightmare on Titan, which I remember too clearly, and then a nightmare just now, which happened too recently to be remembered at all, and it might have all been for nothing.

			“We haven’t made a final decision,” Dr. Ripley says. Behind her, an alert light flashes and Adelaide goes to check it.

			“We might have to soon,” Adelaide says, not looking up from the screen. “We’ve just spotted a vehicle coming in across the flats. It’ll be here in a couple of hours.”

			“What about asking Earth for help?” I ask, even though I’m pretty sure I know the answer.

			“We’ve lost communications,” Adelaide says. “And we all know what their solution is likely to be. There’s no money to be made in a rescue, and the infrastructure probably isn’t worth the sunk costs anymore.”

			“They couldn’t get here in time anyway,” Dr. Ripley says. “The next ship destined for Mars hasn’t even left yet, because Titan messed up their schedule so much.”

			I don’t want to run. I don’t want to fight. I don’t want to die. I just want to go to work and do my job and draw in my spare time. But I don’t get an easy choice. Even without my parents driving the car, I’m still stuck on a path someone else picked out for me. And these someone’s probably aren’t even people, no matter what the alien in Celeste has promised us.

			Adelaide is right, though, about it being tempting to believe the offer. Being free of Earth—and disease, with the possibility of better treatments for a variety of illnesses—is very appealing. The habitation on Mars could become something real, something permanent and self-reliant. But it doesn’t feel real. It feels like false hope.

			“How can we prepare?” Ren says, looking all businesslike.

			I’m glad she’s here. We’ve only known each other in times of stress, but she’s one of the best people I’ve ever met. And Jess is good too, even though, right now, she’s not able to say much. I remember being that terrified—it’s how I spent my childhood. I wish she could have finished her thesis and changed how we grow food.

			“I’m not sure we can,” Dr. Ripley says.

			Adelaide puts her hand on Dr. Ripley’s shoulder, and Dr. Ripley leans towards her a bit. That’s what it’s supposed to look like, not the cold business arrangement my parents had, or the brash selfishness that I had with Adam. That’s what I want, that closeness and that trust, even in the face of absolute horror.

			And then every light on the base goes out.
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			So we wait. And I still hate waiting. Especially because now we’re in the dark, literally, and we have no idea where anyone else on the base is. At least we have a rough idea of when the vehicle that chased us here will arrive. We have an hour. Which suddenly doesn’t seem like a long wait at all.

			I can tell that Dominic wants to pace, but he manages to keep mostly still. If he was tapping his foot or something, I might push him out of the drive pod myself—no, I can’t even joke about it.

			I want my sisters. I want my dads. I want Celeste so much that it hurts. I don’t get any of that, though.

			Instead, after too long waiting, the lights flare back to life, and all of us jerk away from them, covering our eyes against the sudden brightness. By the time the spots in front of my eyes clear, I realize that the door is opening—the one that leads to the rest of the base. I hold my breath…and Dr. Ripley stumbles through the door wearing a hazmat suit. It’s not enough to protect her from the depressurized garage for long, so she must be really desperate. Her knee is bleeding, like she fell and scraped it badly enough to tear the suit, but then had to get up and keep running.

			Tobias follows her into the room and tackles her. We can’t really hear what’s happening outside the drive pod, so all I can listen to is Dominic’s scared breathing and the beginning of Jess’s panic attack. And the pounding of my own heart. Dr. Ripley kicks and flails, but Tobias is too strong, his grip too sure. He drags her backwards, out of the bay, leaving a trail of blood from her injured knee. She fights him the whole time. And we can’t do anything but watch.

			“We have to—” Dominic cuts himself off. He knows it too.

			“Can the medical ID get in here?” Jess asks, her voice very, very small.

			I have no idea, but it seems like it should. We’ll just have to wait until Tobias comes back.

			“I don’t know,” I say, because Jess deserves an answer.

			I remember hoping that David hadn’t been scared. That it hadn’t hurt. I hope that again, but even more so.

			The lights flicker and Jess whimpers. I take one of her hands and Dominic takes the other. I meet his gaze, and I know that both of us are thinking about Celeste, how much we wish she was here and how much we desperately hope she is not.

			The main bay doors start to slide open, and I know the time has come. The vehicle that pulls in is old. They must have fixed up something from the original expedition. I guess when you don’t have to worry about oxygen as much, transportation is easier. They’ll have a much easier time on Mars than we did. They won’t need Earth at all. And if Earth tries to come, tries to take back the station or even build a new one and fortify it somehow, the aliens will be ready for them.

			There’s movement at the main door, and Adelaide comes into the room. I can tell instantly that she’s lost. Her movements are wooden, not quite like the shamblers on Titan had been…more like someone getting used to having arms and legs.

			“Fuck,” says Dominic.

			None of us are panicking, which doesn’t make sense. I feel like at least one of us should be panicking. But everything seems so certain now. Inescapable. Unstoppable. Even Jess has stopped shaking. The door of the other vehicle opens, and Oliver leads Celeste and Theresa down the stairs. I spare a thought for Suz, even though there’s nothing we can do for her or she for us.

			We still don’t make it easy for them. We make them think about how to get the door open. We make them find tools when they realize that their IDs are locked out of the drive pod’s security. We make them wait while the bay pressurizes enough for us to survive after they open the door. We make them cut us out of our last safe haven.

			When they finally pry the door free, Tobias drags Jess out. One of the doctors pulls Dominic to his feet and forces him out into the bay, Oliver meeting them halfway and taking Dominic’s other elbow. Celeste comes for me herself, holding out a hand like we’re going to a dance or like I’ve fallen over at the park and she’s helping me up.

			Her fingers are warm, at least. Whatever else, there’s still blood circulating in her veins. Maybe she told the truth. Maybe it’s a true joining.

			“You’ll see your sisters,” she says, and I don’t doubt her.

			Dominic struggles right at the end. It’s like he’d been saving all of his rebellion for this moment, hoarding every bit of the spirit that his parents couldn’t break, every insecurity they’d built into him. It isn’t enough, of course. But he does try. Oliver holds his mouth open while Tobias slips something purple and disgusting through his teeth, and then they both hold him until he swallows. Jess has already collapsed.

			Celeste goes to get something from Tobias. I know what it is, of course—I just can’t think about it. Not thinking about it is all I have left. She doesn’t have someone hold me, just leaves me standing on my own. My fight is gone. Like my sisters. Like Jess. Like my chance of seeing my dads again. Like any hope of home I’ve ever had. She knows there’s nowhere I can go.

			I did want to come to Mars. I really did. But right now, I wish I hadn’t. I wish I was back on Earth with a stupid indenture contract binding me to some horrible company with no hope of extracting myself from it for a decade. We should have tried to fix the planet we already had. I could have fought them—the government, those companies—at home. Instead, my new start has come to this. To nothing. To worse than nothing. It doesn’t matter if Earth comes back to Mars someday. They’ve lost it already, and I don’t even know what the aliens plan to do with it.

			I stand motionless as what’s left of my best friend descends on me. I hope against all hope that she’s telling the truth. That it isn’t just survival. That it’s life. The kind you make art about, even when it’s not your job, because you’re building something and that’s what people do. I hope harder than I’ve ever hoped for anything, even when I was a baby, screaming “Ren,” and no one knew how to help me. Because I can’t scream now.

			I close my eyes when I feel her hand on my jaw,

		

	
		
			
			
				and I open them
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