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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mila took deep breaths to calm her pounding heart, anxiety eating her alive. She’d picked a table that backed up against a wall so no one could sneak up on her. The table sat on the café’s patio on the far edge nearest the alley, perfect placement for a quick getaway.

      Still, she felt exposed. Every set of eyes that lifted higher than their teacup or plate seemed to bore into her, questioning her, doubting her. Every Bluetooth headset made her wonder who listened on the other end of the line. And if that someone would shoot on sight.

      Conversation washed over her, but she froze at the word “shifter” drifting on the wind.

      A haughty feminine voice sneered and Mila caught the woman lifting a cup to her lips, so full of her own superiority. “They should all be shot.”

      Mila flinched, her hackles rising even more at the open hostility.

      “Now, now, dear. There are no shifters near.” He tried soothing her, but it was a futile task.

      Mila held in her smirk.

      “None near? Are you kidding?” She almost stood in her outrage, but her companion touched her hand, patting it until she settled. “A shifter could be sitting at this very cafe and we wouldn’t have a clue!”

      “Come now, Beatrix, the government screening is too good for that. Why, the news shows agents rounding more up every day. I saw with my own eyes one of them getting tossed into a van.”

      Beatrix grumbled into her cup, but her voice still carried to Mila. “The government couldn’t round up their own asses.”

      Mila almost lost it, not sure if amusement or nerves played a bigger part in that moment. As the couple calmed, she blotted out their words. But nothing could erase the presence of two grotesque bigots sitting not three feet from her. It set her on edge, ready to run, ready to fight. She gritted her teeth, resisting the urge to beat the woman upside the head until she really had a reason to fear.

      So when her friend, May, approached the cafe even more nervous than Mila, she raised an eyebrow.

      Mila had spent her adult life on the wrong side of the law. She had good cause to be cautious. What did her law-abiding, goodie-two-shoes best friend have to fear?

      Mila put on an awkward smile and called out, “Hey, May!”

      Just like old times.

      May’s head jerked up after having scanned the tables and the street, not only looking for her, but also for a tail. Mila recognized it from experience. After all, she’d perfected the technique over the last ten years they’d been apart.

      She wanted to apologize for leaving, for not explaining at least. Instead, when her life had fallen to pieces, when she had to leave, she left a vague note to her twin in all but blood and walked out. She’d never expected to hear from her again.

      Yes, Mila wanted to apologize, but how did one say, “I’m sorry for leaving, but I suddenly turned into a tiger, and I didn’t know how to deal with that?” She almost laughed at the idea, what with the bigot at the next table.

      Minutes passed with Mila lost in thought, something she knew far better than social situations anymore. May still stood behind the chair across from her, staring at Mila as if seeing a ghost.

      She is, stupid.

      Shaking her head at her own idiocy, Mila patted the glass surface next to her cup. “Come on, May. Sit.” Though, honestly, her friend needed a bit more than a coffee and conversation right about now. Tequila shots might be in order.

      May stood there, the rift between them heavy in the air. “Where have you been?”

      Random abandoned buildings?

      “Around,” she said instead.

      May scowled, but didn’t push. Mila sat and stared, but the tension never left her friend’s form, that awareness she knew so well feeling so alien on the other woman.

      Why was May here?

      And why was she so terrified?
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        * * *

      

      Mila laughed. “Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have had that second sandwich.” Laughing again lightened her heart.

      “Or maybe the half a chocolate cake you had for dessert,” May said with a sly smile. It had taken a while, but May had relaxed little by little as they ate and talked.

      It had been years since the best friends had been together. Mila had always maintained ways for the people she cared about to keep in touch with her, but never directly. She hadn’t heard from anyone from her childhood in so long, it felt uplifting being a normal person for an hour.

      Okay, maybe two.

      “Yeah, but you can’t count cake. Chocolate is a necessity, like air.” A necessity she’d lacked for a long time.

      May shook her head. “I don’t understand how you can eat so much and not gain weight. You were like that in high school, but you haven’t changed a bit, have you?”

      “No, still got the metabolism from hell.” Of course, May didn’t know the reason for Mila’s freakish metabolism. She didn’t know that Mila needed excess energy to shift shape. Or that it gave her the ability to change fat into muscle. That was something she couldn’t tell her friend. She trusted May, but May was an honest person, and she couldn’t put that burden on her.

      It was why she’d left that cryptic note, why she couldn’t say goodbye in person. She loved May more than anyone else in the world, and she couldn’t do that to her. Knowing May, she would have come with her, and at least one of them had to live their dream. Some days, nothing kept her going but that dream, the dream May lived for her.

      May shook her head again. “I would kill to be able to eat that much. If I ate even a fraction of that, I’d be five hundred pounds!”

      Mila stretched. “Ah, the blessings of being me.”

      And the curse…
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        * * *

      

      They paid the checks, and Mila offered to walk May to her car. May had never mentioned why she’d reached out to her, and though the camaraderie had soothed them both, they remained on edge. Leaving the cafe, they turned down a small side road, tall buildings rising up on both sides like a canyon. May’s car sat at the far end, she guessed. Only vehicle in sight.

      Mila couldn’t take the tension anymore. She had enough stress. She didn’t need May’s as well. “So, why did you really call me, May?”

      May jumped and twisted sheepishly toward Mila. “What do you mean?”

      “You haven’t contacted me in ten years. Suddenly you reach out and you’re skittish as a mouse? Something’s wrong.”

      May wrung her hands, fidgeting from foot to foot, but she didn’t speak. Mila gave her space, waiting her out. The words would come with patience.

      Crashes of metal on metal, cheers, and lewd comments erupted from behind her. She turned as May’s eyes grew wide. The raucous youths careened closer, pointing to the two women. Then cat calls echoed off the walls.

      “Back slowly to the car, May.” Mila’s every nerve ramped up to a razor’s edge. After ten years on the streets, she could sense trouble like a sixth sense. And these guys were bad news, big time. She started backing up, not watching where she was going, simply putting distance between her and the hooligans.

      “Hey, don’t leave!” one of them called.

      “Yeah, we just wanna play!”

      Cheers and crude gestures followed. Mila knew they were in trouble.

      “Run,” she whispered and turned to dash for the car. She shoved May before her and fled to the pounding beat of men in pursuit.

      Her heart pounded anew, this time from exertion and fear rather than anxiety. As she ran, she focused on what she would need to survive this if it got messy. Strength. She’d need strength. She shifted every tissue she could to skeletal muscle. Years on the run, years spent hiding in old warehouses for fear of being seen, left her an expert at shifting.

      As her arms pumped at her sides, she noted the increase in size and definition. It wouldn’t be enough. She didn’t have enough mass to get massive. But she had skill on her side. Another advantage of spending all her waking hours in a hole. She’d spent her free time practicing the martial arts she’d learned as a child and teenager.

      Someone grabbed her arm and yanked it, pain shooting up her shoulder. A yelp flew from her mouth and she turned with the motion, using the guy’s own grab against him and twisting him into an arm lock. She jerked her head to and fro, looking for other attackers, as the guy in her hands yelled and flailed. Crack. She slammed him hard on the back of the head and he crashed into the pavement.

      Mila spun, searching for May, and screamed. “No!” She ran as the knife pulled from May’s body, the red blood pouring out. She ran as her best friend’s body fell in slow motion to the ground. Her limbs dragged at her like swimming through cement.

      Mila skidded on her knees to her friend, grabbing her and pressing on the wound that pumped that life-giving liquid. Pump, pump, pump. “You’ll be okay, May. You’re gonna be okay.”

      Wetness coated her cheeks before she realized she’d been crying. She tried to wipe the tears away, but her sticky hands smeared blood across her face.

      The pace of that pumping slowed, slowed, and stopped. An eternity stretched as she waited for it to pump again, for more blood to gush out, but nothing. “No. No. She can’t be.” She covered her face with her bloody palms, shaking her head and denying the truth before her. “No, no, no.”

      After a time, the tears ceased. Numbness settled in as she rocked her friend, her other half. Soon, the numbness evaporated too, and the fog in her head dissipated, her predicament becoming clear. She couldn’t call the cops. As a shifter, they would either arrest her or shoot on sight, depending on the officer. There was no ambiguity in the law on shifters. The government didn’t know what to do with them, so they’d passed a law making it illegal to be a shifter.

      Not like she had a choice in the matter.

      Mila would never go to those camps. Even living her entire life in abandoned buildings held more appeal.

      She couldn’t call the cops. She couldn’t report May’s murder. Besides, Mila believed May wouldn’t have wanted Mila to be taken. Not for her. She took a deep breath and hated herself a little. She grabbed May’s keys and popped the trunk.

      What else could she do?
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        * * *

      

      Hours passed as she found what she needed, found the right spot, and laid her friend to rest. She thought of leaving her friend’s body somewhere conspicuous, but it felt wrong to abandon her that way. She cried the entire time she dug the hole. Patting down the last of the dirt, she tilted her head to the dark sky. The same words kept passing through her mind like a marquee.

      I’m sorry.
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        * * *

      

      Mila sat in the driver’s seat, staring at the bag next to her. When she’d been deciding what to bury May with, she’d gone through it.

      May had a verified ID.

      Her conscience warred with her logic. Her conscience told her it was wrong. Her logic told her May wouldn’t need it anymore. What was the harm? Her conscience just kept telling her it was wrong, but her brain, her logic, kept coming up with new reasons to do it. She wouldn’t have to run and hide. She could have a normal life. May was a pilot just like she’d trained to be. Nobody would ever have to know. She could have a life.

      Pulling the ID from the bag, she stared at it. She stared until it almost mesmerized her, until her vision blurred, refocused and blurred once more. She knew she would do it. The ship left in less than twenty-four hours.

      No one would ever have to know.

      And one of them had to live their dream…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Her body felt strange, foreign, like it had a mind of its own. Her brain swam inside the cage of her uncooperative flesh. Muffled shouts and jeers drifted into her fuzzy brain. Spikes of adrenaline shot through a system that simply wanted to slump against one of these nice, comfy cars and fall asleep.

      Or throw up. Her stomach lurched, threatening to unleash the countless shots of vodka she’d had that night. She held her middle, willing it to settle. I’m never drinking again.

      Her mind flitted around like a bug in a jar. She leaned her weight against the cold, slick metal, tempted to lean her face against it, hoping the icy surface would soothe her.

      “Sweetness,” a slurred male voice said, making it through the murk.

      She jerked up and almost fell over, catching herself against the nearest object. Her arm slammed against cold metal, pain radiating from the point of contact. A wall of men closed in, activating some far-off warning system in her psyche, like hearing an ambulance coming but not knowing where.

      When had they gotten so close?

      One grabbed her from behind, wrapping an arm around her waist.

      Everything inside her rebelled, fighting and screaming all at once.
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        * * *

      

      Mila jerked awake, breathing hard. For a spell, she stayed in that moment so many years ago, leaving May behind, leaving her career behind. A single tear ran down her face.

      Why am I crying?

      Hadn’t she cried out all these emotions years ago? Back then, the world felt impossible, too much to cope with alone.

      Then she remembered.

      May was dead.

      She sucked in a shuddering breath and the tears came in earnest this time. They poured a deluge until her face burned with the emotion, her nose stuffed worse than any cold. The rivers of salty sorrow dried to an arid riverbed. A hollowed out shell, she sat there on the mattress, the once wet tracks leaving tight reminders on her skin.

      Getting out of bed, Mila dressed on autopilot, falling back into the old routines with ease, but stopped dead when she reached the door to the bathroom. A part of her refused to force her feet forward.

      She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t look in the mirror and see May’s face. It would break her. Minutes ticked by where she tried to quiet the turmoil inside. After a time, she crossed the threshold with her head downcast, her—no, May’s—hair blocking the view. She did what she had to, grabbed what she needed, and raced out as if her life depended on it.

      Mila dropped on the bed with a gasp, needing a few more moments to center herself. “I am May. I am May Trace,” she chanted again and again, tears recurring and choking her. Not capable of keeping her own company right now, she turned on the TV, hoping it could silence the pain eating her alive.

      “I wouldn’t say it’s a controversy,” the man on screen said, steepling his fingers in front of him. “It’s a question of basic human rights.”

      “Yet, they’re not human, are they?”

      Mila flinched, but couldn’t look away.

      “Aren’t they? Do we know they’re not?”

      “Yet it’s a proven fact that they’re a danger. They can change into anyone, anything. One could change into the President and just walk right into the White House, or a military base, or our schools.” The screen shifted to a female leaning forward in outrage.

      “First, the government takes steps to prevent that. No one can get into a secured facility without a verified ID, and many places without on site DNA confirmation. Our country is secure.”

      The woman grumbled. “But that doesn’t change them from stealing other identities. No one is safe until these criminals are brought to justice.”

      “Criminals? Really?” The man supporting shifters balked. “You’re trying to tell me that Emmaline Grayson was a criminal?” The video changed to a scene of a teenager being dragged away. She fought like anyone would, but the men easily overpowered her, hurting her. She slumped in their arms and even from the grainy footage, Mila could see blood. “What did she, an honor roll high school student, do to deserve such treatment? What justifies stealing a child from her home, beating her, and leaving her hospitalized?”

      “Come now,” the woman scoffed, “that is one instance of police brutality.”

      The shifter supporter leaned forward. “Thirty-four percent of shifters in the camps are underage. They’re children too unaware of what they are to even know to hide it.”

      Mila flinched, the statement hitting too close to home. She shut it off. She didn’t want to hear how much the world hated her kind, how bad others had it, or more importantly, what her fate would be if she got caught.
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        * * *

      

      Mila rubbed her hands on May’s pants as she fidgeted in line, May’s bag digging into her shoulder. This will work. They won’t question a verified ID. She tried not to stare in awe at the giant spacecraft looming in the background. It was a veritable antique, from back when ships could still enter atmosphere. It had a MAG GRAV system, for crying out loud.

      A half hour later, a woman in uniform glanced at May’s ID, then up at Mila’s face, which now matched May’s. Satisfied, she barked a bunk and station assignment at her before telling her to report to med bay. Mila dashed off, following the guy before her. May would want this.
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        * * *

      

      He hadn’t been able to confirm the kill. Without the confirmation, he didn’t get paid. He’d orchestrated that attack to make it look like a mugging gone wrong, but his lackeys fled before they knew for certain May Trace was no more.

      So now he sat, scope steady and ready, monitoring each person who boarded the ship, searching for the one who didn’t belong. The one who should be dead. Emergency services never found a body, and neither she nor any Jane Does showed up at the ER.

      His left side had long since gone numb when his scope zeroed in on her, twitching in line.

      His job wasn’t finished.
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        * * *

      

      Kyle Avery walked beside the captain as they ambled through the ship, discussing security protocols and the mission—in as vague terms as possible. They both knew the stakes. If this mission didn’t succeed…

      They passed crew members and guests, the uniforms blending into a seamless mob as intended. But as he walked by one woman, he looked behind himself and stopped, something sending all his instincts on alert. She raced away, harried like everyone else. No one was familiar with this model of ship anymore so most of the crew would struggle for a few days getting accustomed to the layout.

      But something just felt off about her. He couldn’t put his finger on it, though. Same uniform, nondescript hair, everything seemed regulation, no different from anyone else on board, but something told him she didn’t belong.

      “Avery?”

      He spun on his heels. “Yes, Captain?”

      “Is something wrong?”

      He turned around, but she’d disappeared around a corner. “No, Captain.” He continued walking, keeping pace with Captain Faulk. He didn’t know what to think. She had felt off, wrong, but he didn’t have that gut-wrenching feeling he got when a mission went FUBAR. He didn’t believe she was a threat—just a mystery.
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        * * *

      

      Mila’s gut felt like she’d swallowed acid, maybe hydrochloric acid. Or that stuff they use to dissolve mortar.

      Chaos.

      Medical personnel and security staff lined the walls of the med bay, standing at little temporary tables with QuiKits. Every few seconds, someone would bark out, “Next,” and the line would move forward.

      Mila was losing her shit. The same thing kept running through her brain. What are they testing for? Was it to confirm identity? But no, QuiKits couldn’t do genomic identity testing. And they couldn’t do identity testing onboard. The databases required to store the data would be enormous, and running that much information through secured connections took time, even today. Checking against billions and billions of bases took a long, long time, no matter how powerful your computer system.

      But QuiKits could test for specific genotypes. It could test for shifters. If it tested that, she was dead. She wanted to open her mouth. She wanted to ask someone what was going on, what they were testing for, but knew it would spell her doom if she did.

      She was a freak. Even excluding her shifter status, no one else had come onboard clueless. She didn’t know their mission, didn’t know their protocols, didn’t know shit.

      Mila hadn’t served in the NSS for ten years. In fact, she’d never served in the NSS since she’d never finished her training.

      Someone barked, “Next,” and Mila realized no one stood in front of her.

      She walked up to the only open station and took a deep breath, too worried to look the guy in the eye.

      “Hand,” he said as he busied himself opening the kit.

      Mila stuck her arm out and sneaked a peek at the packaging. “QuiKit: STD Panel,” it read, and she let out a breath.
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        * * *

      

      Big black block letters marked every corridor, so Mila only made one wrong turn before finding her bunk. Two beds were bolted to the wall of the tiny room, one on top of the other, and two wardrobes abutted the opposite wall. Nothing else. Her arms and shoulders skimmed the wardrobes and metal bed frame as she walked down the middle. She almost hunched sideways to get around the ladder to the top bunk.

      “Hi,” she said to her roommate. “Name’s May Trace.” She’d been practicing using the name ad nauseam over the last twenty-four hours. She repeated it in her head even now. “I’m a pilot.”

      Her roommate glanced up before continuing to unpack. “Santos. Comms,” she said.

      Mila ignored the snub and unloaded her bag into her wardrobe, latching everything down.

      MAG GRAV systems prevented bone loss, but paled in comparison to modern systems. They didn’t produce gravity. Instead, they used magnetics to simulate the force gravity puts on your body. Any non-magnetic items would fly everywhere once they left Earth.

      Mila nodded and headed off to her duty station. She had first shift on the bridge. Though everything else terrified her, she looked forward to flying. She hadn’t flown in so long, she wasn’t sure she would remember how.

      What if she failed? Sub-space travel took skill, a skill she hadn’t practiced in far too long.

      But even with a sea of doubt coursing through her head, she walked to the bridge with a grin on her face.
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        * * *

      

      For a military ship, slipping aboard proved no challenge at all. Once onboard, he grabbed the first person he found alone, dragged him into a quiet corridor, and snapped his neck. He took in the details, then started his shift.
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        * * *

      

      As a whole, the Orleans might have been old and underwhelming, but stepping onto the bridge would always fill Mila with awe. It brought a huge smile to her face as she stepped into the room. There was a time she’d lived for this moment. The expansive view, the consoles, the controls, even the captain sitting in his chair looking almighty and, she was ashamed to say, hot.

      After high school, she and May had trained as pilots. It had been one of the best times of her life, maybe the best. Flying had been her dream and her gift. They’d dreamed of shipping out together, flying side by side, even if it was a ridiculous fantasy.

      But Mila had shifted before she ever flew outside simulators. In training, she’d bested every record, but people didn’t hire shifters. That drunken night ten years ago ended her life. She ran. She never stopped running.

      Until now.
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        * * *

      

      Out of necessity, Captain Tristan Faulk was on edge. He watched as each person entered the bridge, waiting for word from his Lieutenant on their status. Some personnel he’d worked with before. Others were new to him.

      His attention zeroed in on a female officer who swaggered onto the bridge as if she owned the thing. She stopped, her face stretching into a smile he found contagious, then sashayed to the pilot’s seat.

      His gut sent him mixed signals about the girl. On the one hand, he couldn’t get his eyes to drift away from how her ass swayed in those tight uniform pants. On the other, his instincts screamed that she wasn’t military. Something about her was wrong. Maybe she had attitude problems. Still, he would check out her file when he got back to his quarters. And he would keep an eye on her from here on out.

      On her, not her butt.
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        * * *

      

      Mila sat, waiting for the order to take off. An effervescent sensation bubbled up inside her. She feared she would start giggling at any moment. Nothing would give her away faster than a pilot with a giggling fit.

      She cracked her knuckles, rolled her neck, and stretched every muscle group she could think of. A guy next to her couldn’t stop smiling at her. At least he wasn’t laughing.

      Mila waited as people around her went about their business. Some raced about, preparing for take off, but many twiddled their thumbs just like her.

      While she leaned back in her seat, an officer—high ranked based on the amount of crap on his uniform—spoke to the captain, and took his position. The captain leaned forward and said, “Okay, everyone, final pre-flight checks.”

      Mila went though the motions. It had been years, but she told herself it was like riding a bike. She could do this in her sleep, even if doubt kept creeping in.

      She put the panel in pre-flight mode, and ran her fingers over the controls, testing their responses. Flaps. Check. Propulsion. Check. Yoke response. Check. She continued through the checklist to the end, then turned and reported to the captain, “Pilot pre-flights complete, captain.” Mila took the controls out of pre-flight mode.

      Others echoed her sentiment, the echo growing with each voice. The sounds merged, building toward something. Mila almost held her breath, waiting and eager for the good part. After a few minutes, everyone had reported in.

      “All right. Let’s take this baby out. Communications, please confirm our flight status with the tower.”

      “Yes, captain,” a guy several stations down from her said. He spoke into the radio, then turned to the captain. “We’re cleared for take off, captain.”

      “Take off, pilot.”

      “Yes, captain,” Mila said, a great big smile on her face.

      Finally.
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        * * *

      

      The USS Orleans was temperamental at the best of times. Tristan watched, almost in awe, as the pilot maneuvered the behemoth into space. She flew as if the Orleans were a fighter jet, not the largest ship that could leave Earth’s surface, a ship so old the engines practically rattled.

      Impressive.

      And for a moment, he forgot his suspicion of her.

      Which left room for other concerns to surface. Like the mission. He liked being a captain, running his crew. He enjoyed the responsibility, the authority. But he’d avoided this type of assignment his entire career, not that command had ever offered him one.

      His thoughts strayed to the diplomats hidden among the crew. They’d been breathing down his neck since they’d arrived on board, but he’d kicked them out of the bridge, telling them he couldn’t have the distractions.

      Liar.

      He didn’t want the distractions.

      His gaze roved back to the pilot. Her graceful arms shifted from one control to the next. Once they cleared Earth, they would enter sub-space. Faster-than-light travel didn’t exist. Messages could travel faster than light, but any matter that attempted it didn’t reach the other end in the same condition as it departed.

      The discovery of sub-space allowed for interstellar travel. Sub-space didn’t act like normal space did. Like how tachyonic particles didn’t follow the same rules as normal particles, sub-space had its own unique set of rules. One of those rules made it possible to travel many light years in a matter of months.

      “Entering sub-space momentarily,” she said, her hands still flying over the controls.

      He loved this part. Around him, the universe bent and contorted like a funhouse mirror. Then it righted itself as they arrived in sub-space, but this place brought to mind the other side of Alice’s mirror. Nothing seemed quite right. Distances seemed distorted, visual range shifted. Many pilots had difficulty flying in sub-space. Many others couldn’t and never received credentials for off-planet flight.

      But this pilot traversed the surreal landscape of sub-space as if it were no big thing. Planets, moons, and asteroids flew toward them at speed. Sub-space seemed a compression of normal space, with distances between objects reduced. It meant navigation could be tricky if planets were close. Even hundreds of millions of miles apart in normal space could end up so close that a large ship like the Orleans maneuvered between them with difficulty.

      But gravity wasn’t a problem in sub-space. It didn’t exist in sub-space the same way it did in normal space, leaving planets and stars misshapen and bloated. A pilot could come as close as one wished to a planet without fearing being sucked into its gravitational field.

      He winced as they passed close to a planet’s rings, but relaxed when nothing happened. The pilot never even batted an eye at the near miss. Either she knew her skills well or she was utterly insane.
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        * * *

      

      His new persona didn’t work the first shift. Unfortunately, his target did. At the doorway to the bridge, he leaned against a wall out of sight, but close enough to keep tabs on her. He had patience.

      He would finish the job.
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        * * *

      

      Once her shift ended, she followed her roommate, Santos, to the mess hall. After picking up a tray of something that vaguely resembled food, she approached Santos, the only person she knew on this boat. “Mind if I sit with you?”

      Santos shrugged and continued eating.

      So much for conversation.

      Mila dug in. At least she could say that while it looked like gruel, it didn’t taste bad. Behind her, people spouted hate, and Mila tried to ignore it, but failed.

      “They’re just a bunch of fucking monsters,” one guy said.

      “I hear they can’t even enter our atmosphere. Why would we ally ourselves with weaklings like that?”

      “I know, right?”

      “Hello, my buds!” A guy sat down next to them, distracting her from the venom behind her.

      He must work a later shift. She looked over at him between bites and realized it was the guy who’d been sitting next to her on the bridge. He had a big, goofy smile on his face. She couldn’t for the life of her figure out how he had so much energy after working eight hours.

      “Luke Hall, communications,” he said, reaching out his hand for a handshake.

      Mila, she almost said. “May Trace, pilot.”

      “Well, it’s a pleasure to fly with you, May. That was some smooth sailing.” His entire body communicated with him.

      “Thanks. So, you’re both in communications?”

      “I’m the maths guy. She’s the computer genius.”

      “Cool.”

      Mila didn’t understand the TAT system. It required both a mathematician and a computer scientist to operate. If they made a mistake, it could alter the rules of the universe, breaking cause and effect.

      Yeah, oops.

      But on the plus side, they could send real-time messages with Earth… so long as they didn’t fuck up the calculations.

      Not that she had anyone to send messages to. She thought of her parents, but they probably thought she was dead.

      Like May.

      Mila shook her head, trying to tear the morbid thought from her psyche. She had to snap out of it. She couldn’t keep doing this to herself.

      “So,” Luke said, rubbing his hands together, “who’s up for a game of poker?”

      Santos jumped right in. Mila stared, surprised at her roommate’s zeal, but agreed as well.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours, and a shameful sum of money lighter, Mila excused herself to head back to her bunk. Her skin crawled from the amount of social interaction she’d incurred. Sure, she kept to herself on the bridge, but she’d socialized more in the canteen than she had in years.

      She passed a couple women talking between themselves as she reached
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