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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          CALISTA

        

      

    

    
      I break into a flat out run, wishing I’d had time to get a cup of coffee. The coffee at work sucks. My tyrant of a boss, Gershom, insists on programming the coffee, which is part of his psychotic need to control everything. His taste in coffee is as terrible as his smarmy attitude.

      A stitch stabs in my side, a not-so-subtle reminder of missed days in the gym.

      It’s so much easier to curl up in bed and watch a vid or read. Nothing beats being transported to some imaginary world, experiencing what life was like on Earth or what it could be like on some far-flung planet.

      Life on a planet. Real gravity. Unlimited space to explore. Horizons! Oh, the horizons are the best. I love the vids where they show a broad, open landscape. It makes my heart ache with the wonder of it all.

      Also, it’s not like my job as a botanist requires much in the way of physical strength, so skipping leg day is more like skipping exercise, period.

      I emerge from a side passage into one of the main thoroughfares of this deck of the ship. Throngs of people move about, going from one place to another. It forces me to slow down and navigate my way through the crowd. I glance up at the hologram-covered ceiling that simulates open sky. Blinking twice and looking left, the time appears.

      8:37, twenty-three minutes. I can make it.

      An opening appears in the crowd, and I don’t miss the opportunity. I dart through, then dodge left and right. A lift opens as if it’s aware of my burning need, and I jump in with the others rising to the next deck.

      “I’m not one to spread rumors, but I heard on good authority that General Rosalind is going to retire,” an older man in formal attire says to his companion, a younger fellow with a receding hairline.

      “Lady Rosalind?”  his companion says. “That’ll be the day. She’s never going to give up her position of power. Why would she?”

      “Word is,” the first man lowers his voice, as if that means the dozen of us on this lift can’t still clearly hear every word, “she’s sick.”

      “No,” his companion disagrees. “She’s too tough to ever be sick. If she did get sick, she’d order it to retreat, and it would.”

      The two men laugh as the lift comes to a stop. I’m counting my heart beats, waiting for the door to open. The instant they’re wide enough to fit through, I turn sideways and push out.

      “Hey!” Another lady huffs in ire as I bump her in the process of moving away.

      “Sorry! I’m late,” I call over my shoulder.

      Almost there. Almost there.

      I skid to a stop at the entrance to security. The guy in line ahead of me looks like he’s in his eighties, and I guess he forgot his ID. They’re going extra slow checking him out. I hop from foot to foot as I wait in the security line.

      Damn it, I'm late. Hurry up! He’s eighty—who cares! Let him in!

      “Hell, I work here,” the old guy grouses. “Show some damn respect.”

      “You work here, so you know the rules, Mr. Chamberlain,” Bert, the guard frisking him, says. Bert is older, big and burly looking with a gruff attitude to match.

      “Here now, you touch the merchandise, you better be ready to finish what you started!” the old man cries out as the guard pats down his leg. I can’t hold back a snort even as my cheeks warm. I look away, covering my mouth with my hand.

      “Sorry, sir,” the younger guard, Charlie, says.

      Bert grunts. I shake my head and look up for the time.

      8:48, so close. Hurry up. Gershom is going to give me so much shit. Damn it. I need this like I need a hole in my head.

      “Bert?” I ask, and he looks up from patting down Mr. Chamberlain.

      “Is there any way I could get passed through?”

      Bert’s pissed, which is nothing new, but today he apparently wants to piss on the entire world too. This becomes abundantly clear when he rolls his eyes.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, do you think I asked this guy to forget his ID then expect to get through anyway? Am I putting a cramp in your style by doing my job?”

      “Bert, I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “Didn’t mean to put down us poor guards who look after you high and mighty lab techs?”

      “I didn’t say⁠—”

      “Didn’t say please? Yeah, I noticed. Thanks for the respect, by the way. Goes a long way. Now get in line, please, while we clear this snafu up.”

      “You never get laid, do you?” Chamberlain quips.

      Bert’s eyes widen, and his face turns purple as his blood pressure soars. His mouth moves, and he’s making a sputtering noise, but no words come out. My own mouth drops open, and then a laugh slips out. I cover my mouth with both hands.

      “What?” Chamberlain continues. “You think you can talk to a pretty girl like that and expect her to give you any honey?”

      My cheeks flush, burning red hot.

      It’s clear that Charlie is doing his best not to laugh as he stands up in front of Chamberlain, but judging by the color of his face and the way he’s holding himself, he’s about to burst. Chamberlain looks at me with bright eyes and a grin that goes from ear to ear.

      “If I was twenty years younger, I’d ask you out,” he says. “But hell with that; you need a good time, I got just the equipment to show it to you!”

      My skin goes nuclear. Now I’m speechless too. Part of me wants to crawl under the security machines, part says to run, and part is full of admiration for the old man.

      I don’t know what to feel or how to respond. Should I be flattered? Flummoxed? How about embarrassed? Is that close enough?

      “You’re cleared, sir,” Charlie says, pulling on Chamberlain’s shoulder and forcing him to take his eyes off me.

      “About damn time,” Chamberlain mutters and wanders off without another word or look in my direction.

      Relief rushes in, and the pressure on my chest eases as my cheeks burn less hot.

      “Sorry, Calista,” Charlie says as I step up to the security checkpoint and scan my badge.

      “Wow,” I say, uncertain still how to react or what to say.

      “Yeah, he’s . . . different,” Charlie says.

      “You deal with him often?”

      “More than I’d like. He constantly forgets his ID, too,” Charlie answers.

      “I hate that son of a bitch,” Bert mutters.

      Bert is back at the scanning machine that monitors everyone entering the sector. Why, exactly, we need such heavy security at a laboratory, is above my pay grade. We speculate about it off and on, but no one really knows, or if they do, they aren’t saying.

      We do research that I can’t imagine anyone really caring about. It’s not like we’re designing weapons. My team is working on new strains of wheat. Whoopee! Prime target for terrorism, I guess, if you’re a wheat hater. Is there such a thing? Does anyone really care what we’re doing?

      No matter how seriously I doubt it, the security has now made me even later. Gershom is going to put me through the ringer. God, he’s such a self-important, pompous ass. Checking the time once more, it’s now 8:56.

      Bert and Charlie pass me through, and I run for the lift. The ride will take another two minutes, and then I have to go down the hall to where my team works.

      At best I’m going to be twenty-nine minutes and twenty-four seconds late, just under the thirty-minute cut off, so I don’t have a second to spare. Thirty minutes late and Gershom can dock my units by half a day. Anything under that and it’s only a reprimand, not that I need any more of those either, but screw losing half my day’s units.

      The elevator crawls up, and I would swear it’s moving at half pace. I dance from foot to foot and watch the number slowly climb. Finally it comes to a stop and then the doors ease open at a snail’s pace.

      I dive out the moment they’re wide enough for me to squeeze through then run down the hall. Thankfully I wore flats today. Dress code in the lab is casual since we’re all either wearing lab coats or the special suits that prevent cross contamination.

      “Run, Calista, run!” a high-pitched voice yells down the hall.

      My best friend Jolie is waving me on and holding the door to the lab open.

      Jolie is shorter than I am by a couple of inches and super cute. She has shoulder-length rich, dark hair that perfectly accents her tawny skin. She’s also really petite with an ability to eat anything and everything without worrying about her weight, of which I am not at all jealous. Nope, not at all.

      Ignoring the stitch in my side, I break into a full sprint, heart racing, pumping my arms and legs for all I’m worth.

      “Jolie, shut the door,” Gershom’s baritone rings out.

      “Yes, sir!” she yells. “I’m doing just that, holding the door!” she calls over her shoulder then turns back and grins.

      I skid to a stop with a squeaking of rubber on tile just barely inside the door. Jolie motions at the time computer, and I slap my hand down on the scanner. She had my employee id already punched in and waiting. It’s a fudge, but not a flat-out breaking of the rules.

      The screen flashes ‘Clocked In’ right before the time changes. I made it! I’m panting heavily. I lean over, hands on knees, then Jolie grabs me in a tight hug.

      “Calista,” Gershom says, stalking towards me like a cat prowling towards a bird and every bit as creepy.

      “Yes?” I ask.

      Gershom is an older man, late forties or early fifties, with gray at the temples of his dark hair. He has a deep, tan-lined face, and big hands that constantly grip a mug of coffee, which he sips to accent his statements. He seems to think that the gesture makes him cool and hip. As if the suspenders he wears don’t kill any hint of hip or cool.

      He’s our supervisor, but he’s not a scientist like the rest of us. I think this makes him insecure and is part of the reason he likes to enforce his authority. Lording it over us every chance he gets.

      “You’re late,” he says, sipping his coffee.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. Problem at security.”

      “I see.” Sip. “Well, we have rules around here.” Sip.

      “Yes, sir,” I say.

      “Rules that are made to be followed.” Sip. “Perhaps you were out too late last night?” Sip.

      “No, sir.”

      I can’t help but wonder if he has a crush on me. He’s always asking or implying things about what I do on my own time. I’m never sure if he’s hitting on me or not, which makes me even more uncomfortable than Chamberlain’s comments downstairs.

      The worst part is, it’s not something he does with anyone else. Apparently, he has a type, and I fit the criteria. I wish he’d not do it. For one, he’s my boss, and two, he’s an asshole.

      “I see.” Sip. “Well, that’s too bad.” Sip. “Then you’d have a reason, wouldn’t you?” Sip.

      “I suppose so, sir.”

      “Well, half a day’s pay.” Sip as he turns to wander away.

      “I was within the time limit.”

      He whirls back. His eyes narrow, making the lines on his forehead even thicker. He motions with his suddenly forgotten coffee then shakes his head without saying anything. He turns to the time computer and punches in his security code. He leans in and reviews the logs. When he turns back, all pretense of control and cool is gone.

      “Get to work,” he says, pointing with his coffee cup.

      I suppress my laughter, nod, and follow Jolie into our lab. I feel his eyes burning into my back as we leave. The clear glass door closes behind us, somewhat shutting him out. I glance over my shoulder to see Gershom disappear into his office. Jolie and I slide on our lab coats.

      “That was close,” Jolie says.

      “Yeah,” I agree.

      “Where the hell were you?”

      “I overslept.”

      “Again? Hot date last night?”

      I snort. “Yeah, right. No one wants the nerdy librarian outside of cheesy Earth vids.”

      “I call bullshit.”

      “I call bullshit on your bullshit.”

      “You need to put yourself out there! Come on, girl, you got the goods, under that nerdy smile and loose ponytail.”

      “Uh-huh. Well, for now I’m going to stay focused on work.”

      “Bah, work is boring.”

      “No, it’s not; we’re close to breaking through.”

      “I do love the science,” Jolie says and laughs, shaking her head. “I guess I’m just as big of a nerd as you are.” She sighs heavily, placing one hand on her forehead, mimicking really old vids of women acting faint. “I suppose there is no help for us. No overly muscled barbarian lord to come take us away from our daily toils.”

      “Overly muscled barbarian? Seriously?” I snort and shake my head. “I want to see how the new seeds are doing. I’ll find you after I’m done in the clean room.”

      “You’d better,” Jolie says.

      I head into the clean room and check on all the new seeds we’re testing. Biochemistry is fun. Well, I think it’s fun. It’s also vitally important. If my great-great-great grandkids are going to be fed on their new home world someday, we need to keep evolving better strains of food. Botanists like us ensure the future.

      When I return to my workstation, there’s a steaming cup of coffee waiting for me. Grateful, I take a sip, and the warm fullness with the hints of nutty overtones fills my mouth. Jolie made this cup. She makes the best coffee.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Jolie looks up from her work and smiles. “Of course. How were the seedlings?”

      “They’re ahead of schedule.”

      “That’s great,” she says. “The modifications we made to them are working? They’re accepting the new soil?”

      “So far.”

      “You need to clean this station up,” Gershom’s voice echoes through the lab.

      I cringe and am unable to stop myself from looking over my shoulder to see who he’s bothering. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Jolie does the same.

      “I’m in the middle of—” Terry, another scientist, starts, but Gershom motions with his ever-present cup of coffee and makes a tsk sound, cutting the other man off.

      “I know, I know,” he says. “You’re in the middle of something. I know all this, but does that change the rules? Does that change the need for cleanliness?”

      “I’m about to⁠—”

      “About to clean this up? Riiight, that’d be great,” Gershom interrupts then moves on before Terry can speak again.

      Terry moves his papers around and straightens his area, muttering the entire time. Gershom looks smug, almost beaming with hubris. Then he sees me staring. I look away as quick as possible.

      “Please don’t come over, please don’t come over,” I whisper.

      “Oh no,” Jolie says. “Look out.”

      I lean in close to my screen, putting all my attention on it, trying to appear as absorbed as possible in my work.

      “Cah-lis-ta,” Gershom says, accenting my name in his weird way. “How’s the research?”

      I count the thumps of my heart before answering. One. Two. Three.

      “Huh? Oh,” I say, glancing at him with what I hope is a look of surprise. “Fine. Fine.”

      “Fine,” Gershom nods, smiling. “Good, good. We do like fine.”

      “Yep,” I agree, keeping my eyes on the screen. Go away. Go away.

      “Okay then, that’s great, carry on then. Carry on. You too, Jolie. Lots to do. Future generations depend on your work.”

      “Yes sir!” Jolie says cheerfully, giving him a mocking salute with two fingers.

      He moves on, and I drop my head onto my desk, groaning.

      Jolie smiles over at me. “Cheer up, buttercup.”

      “He’s the worst,” I grouse.

      “Maybe,” she says. “But our new seeds are growing. That makes it all better.”

      “Okay, Miss Positivity,” I say, and we return to our work.

      The rest of the day passes as I lose myself in my work. I’m at my desk punching in the results of my latest round of tests and the reports to end the day when Gershom walks up again, ever present coffee cup still in hand.

      “So, yeah,” he says without preamble.

      I look at him over my glasses. There’s no one else in the area with us. The way his eyes roam over me, dropping repeatedly to my chest and never quite staying on my eyes, makes me self-conscious. I push my hair back behind my ear, clear my throat, and cross my arms over my chest.

      “Yeah?”

      Gershom clears his throat, then his eyes dart around the office. Is he nervous?

      “So… Calista… Yeah. I thought, perhaps you’d like to go out, to dinner, you know, tonight?”

      “Me?” Surprise makes my voice come out higher than normal.

      “Well, yeah,” he says. “You, me, dinner, maybe some other…entertainment.” His eyes drop on the last word, and my stomach clenches tight in revulsion.

      “I don’t think that’d be appropriate,” I say, cheeks burning hot.

      “Oh, well, um, why not?”

      “Work?” What else do I say? I find you repulsive and slimy? God, months without a date or a hint of one, and in one day, I have an eighty-year-old man and Gershom. I have the worst luck.

      “Ah, right, of course,” he says, motioning with his half-empty coffee cup. The scent of its stale contents filling the air between is the perfect metaphor for him and I. “It’s only… I thought… I don’t mean…”

      “Hey Calista, you about done?” Jolie asks, walking up behind our boss, being my saving grace.

      He stiffens, squaring his shoulders and losing the bumbling demeanor. He waves the coffee cup in a figure eight. “Yes, well, very good. Make sure you fill that report in fully.”

      He turns around and comes face to face with Jolie. The two of them stare at each other, but Jolie keeps her bright smile fixed on her face. He nods then walks off.

      I watch him go, listening to the click of his hard-soled shoes on the tile.

      When he turns a corner and goes out of sight, Jolie whirls on me with a grin from ear to ear. “Did he just ask you out!?”

      “Ugh, yes.”

      “Man, he’s got it bad for you. You could use it later for a raise or something if you wanted to.” She laughs.

      “No!”

      “Hey, just saying...” She laughs again. “Scratch that itch and all that.”

      “I’d rather die.”

      “Yeah, can’t blame you there. He’s really… I don’t know… Weird, I guess.”

      “How strange is it when the two of us confirmed geeks are calling him the weirdo?”

      “What can I say, it’s a weird life.” She shrugs. “That said, this day’s over; ready to go?”

      “You bet,” I say, shutting off my monitor and rubbing my eyes. As I put away my lab coat, I watch my fellow employees leaving for the day.

      Gershom’s eyes linger on me while he obstinately works at a computer station, and a dark chill traces up my spine. There’s something about that look in his eyes that terrifies me.

      Even as I leave, it’s like I can feel him still watching me, and I’m struck by the irrational fear that I’ll never escape him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          CALISTA

        

      

    

    
      I try to shake the dread sitting on my shoulders as Jolie and I leave work behind and head off into the night. We walk through the throngs of people heading home, each in their own conversations and going about their lives, oblivious to my unease. “Dinner?” she asks over the background hum of the crowds. “Or straight back to our dorms?”

      “Dinner would be great. Think we can get into Cosmos?” I ask, perturbed that I’m at the same time thinking I’m actually less likely to run into my boss there than at my apartment. He wouldn’t show up at my home, surely?

      “No clue, but I love that place,” Jolie says. “Let’s give it a shot!”

      We work our way through the end-of-day-rush crowd. When we reach Cosmos, it’s not a surprise that there’s a line. We take our place in it, making small talk while we wait our turn to see how long the wait might be before we decide to give up on the idea or not.

      The hostess is a young, good-looking guy who has shaved both sides of his head but has a thin line beard along the lines of his jaw coming to a sharp point goatee. Jolie and I exchange knowing looks but manage to not say anything. He’s friendly and says the wait isn’t long, offering to let us sit at the bar until a table is ready.

      “What are you drinking?” Jolie asks.

      “Bloody Mary tonight.”

      She holds up two fingers and orders our drinks. I grab mine and walk away from the bar.

      “I want to see the view,” I say.

      “Sure!” she says, following along.

      The view is what makes Cosmos a hotspot. In general, the ship is designed to make it easy to forget you’re on a ship. It’s a psychological design choice by our grandparents who created the Generation Ship program. The journey we’re on isn’t one intended for any of us alive today to live to see the end of. We’ll never walk on the surface of a planet, but our own grandchildren will.

      I lead us through the packed bar and through the door to the observation room. There are tables, each with three tall chairs carefully arranged to allow a full view of space, but we’re waiting on those, as they’re reservations only.

      A chrome rail divides the back third of the room from the tables where people can stand and see the view, but there are no seats, and the view is intermittently blocked by those at the tables moving around. We can see the stars, though, while we have our drinks and wait for a table so we can eat.

      “Lucy in the sky with diamonds,” Jolie hums, holding her drink up and swaying back and forth.

      “No doubt,” I say.

      “What galaxy is that?” I ask, pointing at a nebulous cloud that must be a few hundred light years away.

      “I’m not sure. I don’t know where we’re at in the journey right now,” she replies.

      I sip my drink. Looking into the big black, I feel small and complete all at the same time. The black emptiness is all around. Awesome in its very vastness, but at the same time, we’ve conquered it.

      We’re the third generation aboard the ship. Two more generations will live here before the journey is over. I chuckle. Thanks to Grandpa and Grandma, our lives are, and always will be, defined by the confines of the ship.

      Something rises. A vague, ill-defined feeling. A sense of something more. As if, out there, something calls to me. Almost like a voice I can’t quite hear, calling me to come home.

      “What are you thinking about?” Jolie asks, startling me out of my thoughts.

      I fix a smile on my face and force myself to look away from the view. “Nothing.” I shake my head and take another drink.

      “That didn’t look like nothing.”

      I sigh. “I don’t know. You ever get, I don’t know, a feeling that you can’t really define? It doesn’t make sense but at the same time…” I sip my drink and try to figure out my thoughts. “As if there’s something more?”

      “Of course I have, and there is. Love! In the grand scheme of things, what else is there but love?”

      I smile and look out at the black. Jolie has love on the brain. It’s all she thinks about. She loves watching romantic movies and dreams of her knight in shining armor, which means she also dreams of me finding mine.

      “I think,” I say, sipping thoughtfully, “that the nerdy science girl only gets the hot guy in the vids or romance books.”

      “Bah,” she says. “Art imitates life, and life imitates art!”

      “I’m not sure that those overly dated romantic comedy vids you love are ‘art’.”

      “Oh my god, how can you say that? They’re the best!”

      “Yeah,” I sigh. “I’m not an actress in one of those vids. Or a romance heroine of any kind. I’m…me. Happy to curl up on the couch and watch old vids or read a book.”

      “You have no idea how cute you are, do you?”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Cute, you,” she repeats. “Lots of guys would love to go out with you.”

      “Sure.” I shake my head.

      Jolie rolls her eyes. “Trust me, I know what I’m talking about.”

      “I’ll stick with the science, thanks.”

      “We’ll see about that my dearie,” Jolie says, laughing.

      A flash of light outside the viewscreen jerks my attention.

      “You see that?” I ask, staring where I thought I saw it, but it doesn’t repeat.

      “Hmm? What?”

      “Flash of light off that way.” I point.

      “Nope.” She’s staring around the bar, looking for eligible bachelors and not interested in the slightest.

      “I know I saw something,” I say, moving closer to the railing to try and get a better view.

      “Hi.”

      I turn to see who’s talking, and find another friend, Inga, approaching.

      “Hi, Inga,” Jolie says. “Good timing. You can help settle the debate.”

      “What debate is that?” Inga asks, climbing up onto an empty chair.

      I can’t fully pull my attention off the windows, looking to see…something.

      “Romantic comedy vids,” Jolie says, fixing Inga with an intense glare. “Art or no?”

      “Uhm,” Inga says, eyes darting between the two of us. She twists her fingers in her long red hair, pursing her lips, trying to buy time.

      I laugh. “Let her off the hook, Jolie.”

      Inga has the greatest smile. When she does, it really shows her heart and how much she cares. She smiles at me then squares her shoulders and faces Jolie.

      “I don’t think love is that easy,” she says, then her shoulders slump and she looks away.

      “Probably right,” Jolie says, looking wistful. “But wouldn’t it be great?”

      “It would beat dating,” Inga agrees.

      “How are you doing, Inga?” I ask, changing the subject.

      “You know,” she says, shaking her head. “How’s life in the lab?”

      “Gershom is hitting on Calista again,” Jolie says.

      Inga puts her hand on mine. “Oh no, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s no big deal. You know how he is.”

      “A slimy, wannabe tyrant?” Inga asks, and we all laugh.

      “Sums it up,” Jolie adds in.

      “You didn’t answer how your day was,” I say, changing the subject away from Gershom.

      Inga sighs. “It’s interesting, I guess.”

      

      “Your own Gershom?” Jolie asks.

      “No, not that bad,” she says. “But, today he was on a rant about vagrants. He acts like they’re less than human or some other race. The worst part is the others seem to agree with him.”

      “A lot of people feel that way,” I say.

      “That doesn’t make it right,” Inga says. “They’re still humans. They didn’t choose to be born without permission.”

      “You’re right,” Jolie says.

      “I agree,” I say. “Once they’re born, what choice does anyone think there is? They’re alive, they’re humans, they have as much right to live as anyone else on the ship.”

      “Exactly!” Inga agrees. She purses her lips and frowns. “You know, we’ve come so far, but I have to wonder, are we really better or only better at hiding the negative parts of our nature?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Look at our history,” she says. “Well, the history of Earth. How violent it was, filled with hate and bigotry. We’ve gotten better, and now we’re flying through space to populate a new world, but I have to wonder—how is it going to be for our grandkids when they reach a planet?”

      “They’re going to be great; we’re so much better,” Jolie says, raising her glass and taking a drink.

      “Or we’ve only been forced to bury the darker parts of human nature because the planet was on the brink of destruction,” I say.

      “Wow, dark much?” Jolie asks.

      I shake my head and force a smile. “Sorry, it’s been a day.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Inga says. “History has often turned the focus of one group against another to create conflict and strife. We do better on the ship because we have to. Who knows what it will be like when humanity finally reaches its new home. Will our old bad instincts come back?”

      “Your table is ready,” a host says, interrupting our conversation and preventing any response to Inga’s musings. “This way, please.”

      “You guys should get to your table,” Inga says, standing up. “I only wanted to say hi.”

      “Good to see you,” I say as we exchange a quick hug.

      “Won’t you join us?” Jolie asks as they embrace.

      Inga spreads her hands. “I’m with some other friends right now. Rain check?”

      “Okay, see you soon,” Jolie says, and we follow our host to the dining area.

      “Are there supposed to be fighter maneuvers tonight?” I ask the hostess.

      The fighter pilots drill and train all the time, but that’s scheduled in advance. The nights you can see them training from Cosmos book out months ahead.

      “Not tonight, no,” the hostess says over her shoulder as she leads us through another door and down two steps into the dining area.

      Our table is on the far side of the room from the view, close to the railing that divides the room. We take our seats and look at the menu, but I can’t shake this uneasy feeling.

      “You ever feel like something bad is about to happen?” I ask, not looking up from the digital menu floating in the air before my eyes.

      “Sometimes,” Jolie says. “What’s the matter, Calista? You’re pale.”

      “I don’t know.” I sigh, setting the menu down. I try to force a smile but can’t, so instead, I stare out at the empty black. “I’ve got a really bad feeling.”

      “Probably because Gershom is bothering you again.”

      “Maybe,” I agree, but nothing shakes this sense that something is about to go wrong.

      Jolie reaches across the table and takes my hand. “Hey. It’s okay. Nothing bad ever happens on the ship, right?”

      I take a deep breath and turn my attention away from the black, but out of the corner of my eye, I see another flash of light.

      I jerk my head back, trying to pinpoint it, but it’s gone. No one else is reacting, so I’m not sure I even saw it. Maybe it was a refraction. Any light source could hit the viewscreen at a weird angle and make a flash like that. That’s what it must be.

      “You’re right.” I force the smile this time and pick up the menu. “What are you having?”

      As we order, I can’t shake this weird sense of dread. Just because nothing bad ever has happened doesn’t mean nothing bad ever will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          CALISTA

        

      

    

    
      I roll my neck and rub my shoulders trying to ease the tension. I slept like crap, still unable to shake this sense of something being wrong. That same thought keeps pushing its way forward. It invaded my dreams and it’s still lingering.

      Just because nothing bad has ever happened doesn’t mean it never will.

      Three beeps and the smell of fresh Cafe Verona coffee permeates the room. I sit on the edge of my bunk waiting for it to finish, then sip the warm, delightful beverage.

      As the heat and caffeine spread through my system, I slowly come awake. I step into my bathroom and let warm air filled with ion particles scrub me clean, then care for my teeth and fix my hair.

      Dressed and ready, I step out of my room into the common area I share with two other girls. The dorms are all designed like this, just enough privacy to keep us sane, but space is at a premium on a colony ship. We’ll only get our own space when we marry and have a family.

      Jolie is curled up on the couch with her feet tucked under her while sipping her own coffee. She looks alert and ready to go, damn her. She’s always full of energy, and I’m jealous.

      “Morning, sunshine!” Jolie smiles.

      “Right,” I say and roll my eyes as I plop down next to her. My coffee hasn’t quite kicked in enough yet, I guess. The vid she was watching is still playing. “What are you watching?”

      “It’s a vid of a musical,” she says. “It’s funny, I think. I’m not sure I get all the references, but there’s lot of music and you know, the lead guy is kind of cute.”

      “Huh, too skinny.”

      Jolie tilts her head to the side and squints her eyes then sighs heavily.

      “Yeah. I was going for lithe, but not really, huh?”

      “Nope. You ever wish they had found room to build in some vid production on the ship? It’d be nice to not be stuck watching all this stuff from old Earth.”

      “Yeah, but what would they write about? Another day on the ship. More outer space. No sets, no sweeping vistas. I don’t think it would have worked if they had.”

      “Probably not,” I agree.

      “Oh, I love this part!” Jolie all but squeals. I look at the vid and see a blue lit scene that looks like a bar. She motions with one hand, turning the volume way up. She climbs to her feet as she belts out the song, miming a mic in one hand. “My little China girl, says oh, baby, just you shut your mouth.”

      I cover my ears and hide my face while she bounces up and down on the couch.

      “For the love of god, could you please shut the hell up, it’s the weekend,” Amara yells, stepping out of her bunk.

      “Don’t be a bear,” Jolie says, spinning on her foot to face Amara.

      Amara is loud, brash, and used to giving orders. She has a harsh, almost fiercely, beautiful face with a strong jaw and sharp nose that conveys an air of authority. Her short, dark hair is standing on end, and her eyes are heavy, barely open. She looks exhausted.

      “Did you not sleep at all last night, Amara?” I ask.

      “No, and Miss Happy is not helping,” she grouses.

      “Why not?”

      “Because she’s annoying?” she quips with a glare at Jolie, who sticks her tongue out. Amara rolls her eyes.

      “I meant, why didn’t you sleep last night?”

      “We were assigned extra patrols,” she says, rubbing her face. “Someone up lines claimed they detected an anomaly.”

      The uneasy feeling I went to bed with leaps from whatever corner of my mind it was hiding in like a tiger pouncing on its prey. The hairs on the back of my neck rise on end, and drop of cold sweat trickles down my spine. I motion at the vid and mute the volume.

      “Did you find anything?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” she growls then stalks over to the fabricator.

      “Isn’t that weird?” Jolie asks.

      “Yes, maybe,” Amara replies, not turning around. Her shoulders are hunched and she’s leaning her head against the wall, waiting on her coffee to be made.

      “Well, is everything going to be okay?” Jolie says.

      “Why don’t you stick to growing weeds or whatever the hell it is you two do? Leave the piloting to those of us who know things, all right?”

      “We’re bio-engineering botanists, thank you very much, Your Highness,” Jolie quips. “If not for our work, you high-and-mighty pilots would starve.”

      “Right, thanks, the food’s been so wonderful of late,” Amara says, shaking her head.

      “We’re not the cooks!” Jolie says, rising to the bait, and I sigh.

      “She’s prodding you, Jolie.”

      “Oh, right,” Jolie says then shrugs. “Whatever.”

      “Seriously, Amara, was it something? Should we be worried?”

      “I’m sure it was nothing,” she says, turning around with her coffee. “Lieutenant Draker was probably on a power kick. He does shit like that.”

      Amara doesn’t complain about her work often, but when she does, it’s usually about this Draker guy. She’s one of the only female pilots in the history of the Gen Ship.

      An honor, for sure, and one that another, now famous woman held in her own time. General Rosalind herself. It can’t be easy being inside the ‘boys’ club, though. If anyone can do it, she can. She’s tough as nails.

      “Can you rep—” Jolie asks, then the room rocks and we’re all three thrown off balance.

      I pinwheel my arms, fighting to stay upright. Jolie is knocked off the couch she was jumping on. It seems as if time is moving in slow motion. The coffee flying up out of Jolie’s cup hangs in the air, slowly stretching towards the ceiling like an amorphous blob intent to stain the tiles. Amara swears as her own hot coffee splashes across her chest.

      I’m spun around and bounce off the nearest wall. Decorations we have on shelves around the room are thrown to the floor, filling my ears with the sound of shattering glass.

      I lose the fight to stay standing as the floor bounces, and I’m thrown up then land on my back. My breath is knocked out as stars dance in my vision.

      “Whoa!” Jolie cries.

      “What the hell?” I gasp.

      “Damn it,” Amara growls.

      “Amara, what’s happen⁠—”

      My question is cut off as the room’s light goes from white to red and flashing. A distant alarm sounds, echoing into our space. My blood turns cold and my stomach clenches into a tight knot. I sit up, staring at the other two women.

      “Amara?” Jolie asks, her voice almost warbling.

      We’ve drilled this all our lives, but no one ever expected a real alarm. It’s theoretical, because there are only a small handful of events that would cause the alarms to sound. None of which are good.

      “You know the drills. We have to get to our life pods,” Amara orders.

      “But what is it?” I ask.

      Amara looks at me with heavy eyes. “I don’t know.”

      She’s lying and I know it, but there’s no time to argue. The alarms grow louder. The room shakes again. The lights flash in a different rhythm. Amara watches it carefully while I struggle to remember the codes we learned in core school.

      “Damn,” Amara mutters, leaping into motion.

      She grabs Jolie and helps her to her feet. The room rocks again, and I fall onto my butt. The room keeps shaking as I struggle to stand while Amara and Jolie are supporting each other.

      Holding my arms out wide to help with my balance, I try to reach them. I make it two steps before I fall.

      Giving up on walking, I crawl to where they’ve also dropped to the floor. When I reach them at last, we grab onto one another then work our way to the door.

      Amara slides her hand up the wall to the activation panel, and the door slides open. Thick, gray, acrid smoke rolls into the room. It assaults my nose and throat at the same time. I cough, and it feels like I’m choking.

      The hall is full of other people, crying and screaming. They’re fighting to move through the smoke, which lies along the floor coming to about knee height. Holding onto the wall, I manage to stand, then help Amara and Jolie. The floor bucks and heaves again, and we almost fall, but through sheer dumb luck manage to stay upright.

      “Amara, what the hell is it? Smoke? There was no smoke in any of our drills,” I say, grabbing her by her shoulders and forcing her to look at me.

      She purses her lips and tenses her jaw. She shakes her head, looking around as other people work their way past us towards their own stations or life pods depending on their assignments.

      “Pirates,” Amara answers me. “We have to get to our stations. Now.”

      “You’re shitting me,” I say. “I thought they were a myth. You know, like the Star Wars Empire or Keyser Soze or something?”

      “They’re not,” she replies.

      “Pirates.” Three girls who were fighting their way down the hallway overheard Amara and scream the word in unison.

      “No, calm down. Get to your stations,” Amara orders.

      A hollow thwap sound echoes down the hall. Instinctively, I know what that sound is. I have never heard one before, not in real life. I’ve heard lots of them on old Earth vid sticks but never on the ship. It’s impossible. It can’t be, but the cold ice racing through my veins leaves no room for doubt.

      That was a gun, some kind of laser gun, I’d guess. The sound echoes down the hall, bouncing off the walls and reverberating in my ears, causing a ringing that doesn’t stop.

      “What was that?” Jolie asks.

      “Gunshots?” I ask, hoping against all hope that someone, anyone, will tell me I’m wrong. “You don’t use guns in space, right?”

      I look at Amara, begging with my eyes. She tenses her jaw, her eyes narrow, and then she nods. Oh Amara, why couldn’t you lie to me?

      Everything is chaos. People running and screaming. Smoke, blaring alarms, flashing lights, and that repeating, empty thwack sound that Amara confirmed is gunfire.

      The three of us stick close together, and Amara falls into a leadership role that I’m glad to let her have. We make our way out of our dorm levels and onto the main thoroughfare, where things go from bad to nightmarish.

      The ceiling lights flash bright red in time with the blaring alarms, casting everything into a hellish glamour. The air is thick with smoke. Screaming people run for their security stations, or they run out of fear and confusion.

      Jolie’s grip on my arm is vise-like, her nails digging into the flesh, but I don’t mind. It’s something to focus on besides the chaos. I keep one hand on Amara as she pushes and fights her way through the crowds. I don’t want to lose her.

      A blue flash of light burns through the air over our heads, followed by a zinging, crackling sound a second behind it.

      “Shit,” Amara curses, pulling all three of us down.

      “What was that?”

      “Lasers,” Amara says, grimacing. “Keep low and don’t fall behind.”

      The screams grow louder as we duck walk our way forward. It’s not that far to our designated life pods. We’ve drilled this all our lives, and it’s supposed to take less than two minutes for everyone to reach their life pods in any emergency situation.

      It’s been much longer than that.

      The smoke, the screams, the fear, all contribute, but no one is calmly proceeding like they do during the drills. Everyone has gone insane, running here and there, crying and wailing.

      I don’t blame them, because I’m barely holding it together myself. Tears press hard against the back of my eyes. I’m nauseous and terrified. The only thing keeping me from being one of them is my death grip on Amara’s shoulder and the pain of Jolie’s fingernails digging into my arm.

      The crowd turns against us, almost a mob. We can’t keep moving ahead in our crouch, so Amara stands and Jolie and I follow suit. She fights to clear a path for us until we’re against the wall. Then we work our way along it. We’re moving against the crowd, which isn’t helping, but still we are making progress.

      “Run,” a dark-haired man screams, grabbing Amara as he appears from the smoke. He’s wild-eyed, mouth open as if he’s going to keep screaming for no purpose. He shakes Amara roughly. She jerks away from him, breaking his grip. “They’re that way.”

      He lets her go and shoves past us. I turn to look after him then back at Amara.

      “Ignore him. They’re all in a panic,” she says, waving at the pressing masses, and then continues forward.

      The crowds thin as we press ahead until we’re no longer being crushed against the wall. We go less than a dozen feet more when a blood-curdling scream crests over blaring alarms.

      “NOOOO!!!!!”

      The scream echoes off the walls and through the smoke. My blood runs cold, goosebumps form on my arms, and my stomach clenches into a hard knot. Acid burns its way up my throat as I freeze in place.

      The sheer terror in that cry hits something primal. Adrenaline dumps into my body and I’m stuck between fight and flight for a heartbeat. Amara isn’t.

      Amara leans in, her hands clenching into fists as she steps forward. The smoke swirls around us like wispy walls that obscure our vision. Amara breaks the illusionary walls with a wave of her arms and keeps moving.

      My heart is pounding so hard it feels like a kettle drum in my chest building to the crescendo of bursting free. I twist my wrist to grab Jolie’s arm and tighten my grip on Amara’s shoulder, letting her drag us forward.

      My ears are ringing. Breath is shallow. My steps are heavy, an effort of will to keep moving, but I can’t not. Someone is in trouble. Someone needs help. How could I stand aside?

      The smoke dampens sound. There are still sounds of fighting, running feet, even screams, but it’s as if all of that is happening in another world. There’s nothing here but the three of us and the acrid, coppery tang of smoke assaulting my nose and the back of my throat.

      Amara speeds up, muttering something under her breath that I can’t catch. I’m stuck in awe and admiration of her courage. I only wish I had some of it myself. I’m a researcher. Courage wasn’t part of the job requirements.

      I feel a cool breeze, then there is a break in the smoke as we step into an intersection of halls. Ahead, I see the outlines of three big human shapes. They must be men by their size; no three girls are that bulky. They’re standing in a group with their backs to us, staring down at the floor.

      The tension in my chest eases, then I see what they’re looking at, and the massive hand clenching my chest tightens convulsively. I squeak. It’s not brave or courageous. I don’t mean to make the sound, but behind that expression of my fear rushes rage.

      It doesn’t matter how scared I am. This can’t be happening. I can’t let it. One of the men turns toward us.

      It’s not a man. He has orange skin that looks like buffed leather. He opens his mouth to reveal sharp teeth. The mouth has two spiky protrusions coming out on either side. The top of his head is bald, but there are black, dreadlock-looking hair or tentacles around the sides and back
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