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			Dedication

			
		
    THE UTOPIAN ARENA began life as a continuation of my first novel, THE SHORES OF UTOPIA, rather than a sequel. A handful of readers demanded to know if I had anything planned for certain characters, not realizing their adventures were already set—in my head. Arena, like Shores, stands alone as a novel, but it also continues the longer arcs some of you wondered about and asked for. Naturally, there are numerous characters from Shores to keep track of, plus a few new colorful personalities you'll meet here. For extra fun, I've included two versions of the same guy, just to keep you alert. Enjoy.
Kristen Hamilton: I cannot overstate my appreciation for you and my admiration for your editing skills. Once again, you saved the day. (That cliché was just for you.) Thank you.
Charles Di Bartolo and Nina Musillo, for your web-designing talents and patience. Thank you.
I'd like to again thank my merry band of reading minions for your continual input. Your opinions matter, and your suggestions improve my story. Thank you.
Most of all, my readers: I write my heart out because you guys read it. It's as simple as that. Thank you.
 
October 10, 2024

      

    

The following takes place twenty-one months after the events recorded in The Shores of Utopia.
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Chapter One
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December 2770

––––––––
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Earth

Dr. Anne Ambler relished her first early morning from the balcony of her new residence. Furniture was still fastened to the floor from the previous occupants, and hooks used to display flora remained in the beam above, ready for fresh blooms. A kilometer away to her right, the Eiffel Tower appeared to stretch from a bed of trees. A young couple pursued their dog as it playfully explored the pristine park, and the aroma of freshly baked bread found its way to her. The view from her former residence on level eighty-eight was spectacular, but down low on five, the vibe was different. She was close to the action.

Claire’s Tavern was just out of sight below her, but the festivities often spilled out to the nearby benches. As an avid people watcher, she anticipated some interesting evenings as the locals unwound or sought romance. She never realized how many birds made their home in the trees just below her balcony, and their singing greeted her as she sipped her coffee. She intended to place feeders on each corner when her husband Dieter returned from Germany. Maybe they could welcome her every morning.

The best part of her new location was that it was nestled between offices, and for once, she slept soundly. Empty offices during the night meant fewer stray thoughts finding their way into her telepathic mind. She couldn’t imagine the power of renowned telepath Sei Pong, who needed her own island in the middle of the Indian Ocean just for peace and quiet.

“Hi sweetheart,” Anne said, greeting Dieter on holoview. “I woke up to a wonderful message from your father’s doctor; I’m so relieved.”

“Yeah, he gave us quite a scare. How’s the new place?”

Anne toured the three-room residence, peeking in the bathroom, opening closet doors, showcasing the kitchen, then returned to the balcony. The holoview followed her every move, sending Dieter the view.

“So beautiful.”

“Yes, it is,” Anne agreed. “But it’s missing something—you!”

“I know, I’ll be home later today. My sisters send their love. They miss you.”

“No they don’t. Every time we visit, they hum melodies in their head. It’s annoying.”

A crude method to block a telepathic intrusion was to imagine melodies or recall a favorite song. The drawback was melodies were stronger than stray thoughts, and she couldn’t help but overhear them, like three radios blaring simultaneously. Three people singing different songs in their heads guaranteed she’d leave with a migraine. Anne felt it was best to avoid most family gatherings.

Dieter lowered his voice. “Liesel made prune plum pie again.”

“Your sister knows how much you loathe prunes; why would she do that?”

“The same reason they put dance music on whenever I visit: to annoy me.”

“It’s just a little sibling ball busting. Don’t take it personally.”

“I programmed the fridge to lower the temperature tonight. Tomorrow morning, everything will be frozen.”

“Remind me to never piss you off,” Anne said, chuckling. “Oh, before you leave, pick up some Swiss from that farm on Domhorster.”

“You mean this?” Dieter said, holding up a wedge of her favorite cheese.

“Aw, bless you. Now I love you this much more,” Anne said, holding two fingers apart.

*   *   *
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Anne’s balcony was still in the shadows as the sun crept up somewhere behind her, sending its rays to the tops of the massive tower across the expansive park. The clouds above them radiated a gorgeous mixture of pink and orange, as if a forest fire blazed just out of sight. Her side of the tower was better for enjoying the sunsets. A fair trade, considering that she often slept in.

She loved Dieter more than anything, even though his three sisters didn’t feel comfortable with a telepath in their midst. They were nice enough when they needed to be, particularly during holidays. Anne assured them that she never pried into people’s minds, but they still replayed melodies in their heads, forcing a cacophony of irritating music into Anne.

“You could at least agree on the same damn song,” she once scolded them, trying to break the ice. They all imagined “Danny Boy.” Now if she could only get them to agree on the same key and tempo. 

Having petty in-laws was well worth being Dieter’s wife. He was an amazing and kind man who deserved a life of joy. They never kept secrets from each other, mainly because he could never keep anything from her, obviously. Still, she needed to find a way to break the news that she could never give him the one thing he wanted more than anything—a child.

Her thoughts turned to her best friend Cathryn, who had decided to accept an assignment off-planet for a few years. She tried to estimate her distance, and guessed her shuttle should be approaching the Colony. She could easily get an accurate distance from the database, but she didn’t need precision, she needed her best friend to return home safe. 

A powerful migraine struck. She dropped the coffee mug on the balcony, destroying it. She fell onto the shards of porcelain, and blood seeped from her knees. The stinging continued pressing into her brain like daggers, and she fell to her side, screaming in agony.

*   *   *
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Subchief Thomas Finn hadn’t felt this much rage since his divorce. It’s not because he missed his ex—he despised her. It’s because she dumped him first before he could make his move, and it embarrassed him in front of the council when he first became sub. He rarely thought of her, but he could still picture her Irish face that became even redder whenever she grew angry. 

Elaine Quinn was a touch thick, but kind of cute. She had green eyes that lit up any room she entered, and her red hair was silky smooth. She could even be considered arm candy if you liked the brawler type. They drank together at Harrigan’s, hooked up a few times, and somehow, they became an item. He didn’t love her and would’ve never married her, but she was the granddaughter of then-Council Chief Connor Quinn, the legend. Marrying her was solely a political chess move. It worked out for him in the end: He got himself appointed subchief when Quinn retired, and didn’t have to stay married to the wench for too long. He accomplished his plan with minimal fallout.

He needed seven years as a sub before he could become council chief, and played his part. After Quinn, Victor Rojas became chief and stayed in office for over ten years. He backed up Rojas at every opportunity, making sure he supported his stance blindly when the vote was close, and maintained a favorable ear whenever needed. Unfortunately, Rojas was originally appointed sub by Isao Lee, and when Rojas stepped down, Finn never stood a chance. Rojas convinced enough subs to vote for Isao’s wife, Allison. Finn was infuriated that he wasted ten years of his life sucking up to Rojas. It was all one big club working against him.

Liia, the young Hawaiian subchief, and one of Rojas’s appointees, had become a favorite among the other subs. She was funny, attractive, smart—and one of Allison’s pets. The only thing working in Finn’s favor was she only had six years as a sub, and wouldn’t be eligible for the big chair until next year. If Allison didn’t step down soon, Liia would take his job too. He could feel the rage growing within him because his opportunity was slipping away.

He pushed the remainder of his omelet aside. Once again, it was overcooked, and it had too much damn cheese. All these fools have to do is prepare food, and they can’t even do that right—useless idiots. He never understood why people accepted menial positions instead of aspiring to do something more with their lives. They might as well do nothing than demean themselves by serving food. At least the girl was cute, which was the main reason he chose this café.

Through the seventh-floor window, he could see the oval-shaped main tower where he would report to work within the hour. He’d been a sub longer than anyone else—more than the current chief, Allison Lee. He was tempted to retire out of frustration, but quitting before reaching the top would be intolerable. He would be remembered as a great chief, if only he got the chance. Most people could recite the names of all the chiefs from the past hundred years, but how many subchiefs could they name? Not many, if any. If he couldn’t orchestrate Allison’s removal quickly enough, perhaps he’d have to start discrediting Liia somehow. He found the game of politics to be tiring when it wasn’t going his way.

Professor Brian Pryce was another thorn in his side. That guy took credit for everything. Finn wanted to vomit every time he heard someone refer to him as the Father of Dimensional Science, like he was some kind of freaking Einstein. Sure, he created the dimensional drive that allowed for interstellar travel. It used to take months to get to Neptune Station, and now it was barely a week’s journey. And he couldn’t forget the device itself, the greatest invention ever created by man or beast—a time machine! How could Finn ever top that? He could think of so many uses for the device, but it was just sitting in Pryce’s laboratory, under guard, and collecting dust. In the right hands, great things could be achieved with such an amazing apparatus. The fact that Pryce and Allison were best buddies only made it that much worse. He wasn’t sure how much more he could take before he lost his mind.

The server refilled his coffee, which was too strong. He didn’t care for her new hair color, and her skirt was too long today.

“Thanks, hun.”

“Your assistant Robert Moreau is here,” she informed him, and hurried off before he could respond. 

Apparently, the server didn’t care for his assistant—not many people did. He had buzzed-short black hair and a long nose. If weasels wore suits...

“Remember Rudy, the guy who got drunk at the poker game last month?” Moreau asked as he sat, without permission.

“Barely.”

“Rudolph Hoffmann. He’s the astronomer who discovered some asteroid, and said that when we’re all old men, it’ll fly through the inner solar system. Well, I did my own calculations, and he’s wrong about some things.”

“You did your own calculations?”

“The velocity is higher than he’d realized; in fact, it’ll be here in a few years. It might even come close enough to Earth to make everyone panic. If we play it right, we could use that to our advantage.”

“Hoffman’s report said it wouldn’t get here for thirty or forty years, and that it did not pose a threat,” Finn recalled, doubting Moreau’s calculations over those of an established astronomer, however intoxicated he may have been when he collected the data.

“What do you expect from a drunk?” 

The server interrupted the conversation by placing an empty mug in front of Moreau.

“I didn’t ask for coffee,” Moreau snapped, before she could fill his mug. “Go away.”

Finn watched the young woman’s disgusted expression as she walked away. He knew Moreau wasn’t the most likable man, but he could at least pretend to have manners, especially if he wanted a recommendation for a province director’s position when one became available. The European director had already made noise about retiring. If Moreau was truly interested in running a province, he’d better learn humility, or at least learn to fake it properly.

Of course, Finn had no intention of ever recommending him for anything. Moreau may consider himself clever—and perhaps he was—but he was a vindictive sonovabitch. He recalled when Moreau changed a shuttle’s destination mid-flight, just to make a rival miss an important meeting. “Ah shit, the Viper’s here,” he once overheard another guest say when he entered a dinner party with his young artist wife. Fortunately, he was a viper in Finn’s service—and he intended to keep it that way. The last thing Finn needed was to cross someone so spiteful that he’d direct his malice toward him.

“Does this asteroid pose a threat?”

“I doubt it. No more than any other object does every day.”

“Good. Let’s keep this quiet for now,” Finn said. “Make sure that astronomer disappears. I don’t want him running his mouth and ruining things.”

“Understood. I’ll need to use someone outside of normal channels. I have this guy I use, an anti-establishment type with medically removed ID, completely untraceable. Hoffman has no family; he won’t be missed.”

Finn was horrified. He did not propose that the astronomer should be murdered, and he did not expect Moreau to flippantly assume as much.

“No Robert, I do not want him harmed. I meant for you to find a position for him that’ll keep him busy, maybe someplace off-planet. Give him a position that seems like you’re doing him a favor—someplace he wants to go.”

Moreau nodded, but offered no expression. Finn couldn’t read him. He couldn’t tell if he was serious about arranging a murder, or just joking—and either option troubled him.

“We’re clear on that point, yes?” Finn asked, needing to confirm.

Moreau smiled. “Of course.”

Finn sipped his coffee, which was now cold. Thanks to Moreau’s rudeness, the server would not return to the table to reheat it.

“What do you think of Liia? Is there anything on her we could use?”

Moreau quickly glanced around the café, then returned his cold gaze back to Finn. He swore Moreau’s eyes were black.

“She was the Hawaiian director for five years. She likes fruity drinks, prefers brief relationships, excellent at volleyball, has no enemies... There’s nothing objectionable about her. What exactly are you looking for?”

“I don’t know. Allison has only been chief for three years; she’s not about to step down.”

“I got it,” Moreau said. “If Allison waits to retire until Liia’s eligible, then Liia would be the new chief.”

“Not necessarily. I play this game as well as anyone; I know what I’m doing.”

“Right now, only you and Tamir Saad are eligible. Everyone loves Liia. If the vote doesn’t happen until next year, she’ll win. Unless...”

“Unless what?” Finn asked, fearing another diabolical suggestion. 

“I can get to work on her character. Give me a couple of weeks to do it properly. I’ll plant some dirt deep enough that it only comes out during the vetting.”

“Get to it. I already have Saad where I want him; he’ll do what he’s told.”

“What about the other thing?”  

“We need to come up with a good reason to make them use the device,” Finn said, hoping for a suggestion. “Allison and Professor Pryce are up to something; I always see them together. They must be planning something.”

“Eva and I were having dinner in the grille a few nights ago, and Pryce just so happened to sit behind me. He didn’t even acknowledge me, by the way.”

Finn guessed that Pryce didn’t realize that the viper was so close to him. Moreau blends in so well, being so dull and easily forgettable. Pryce is practically a celebrity; he’s the center of attention wherever he goes. He imagined Moreau’s ears perking up trying to eavesdrop, and suppressed a smile.

“Anyway,” Moreau continued. “He met with three different people. I think they were former students of his. He was interviewing volunteers for some long-term assignment.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He was asking them how they felt about going into hibernation.”

“That doesn’t make sense. The Colony is the only vessel that I’m aware of with hibernation units, and they departed in 2749—over twenty-one years ago.”

“They’re building a second colony-class vessel,” Moreau reminded him.

“Yes, but C2 won’t be completed for years. There are thousands of positions to be filled. I’m even part of the commission that’ll oversee the submissions from potential crewmembers, and they haven’t even started. No, it’s not C2.”

“Long-range shuttles have hibernation units installed.”

“True, but where would they go?”

“Didn’t someone put a lab on Sedna? That’s pretty far.”

“No,” Finn said, chuckling. “Those eggheads actually considered putting a manned station on Sedna. Even if the mission was there, it’s only a month away; there’s no reason to risk hibernation for only a month, and also, there’d be no reason for secrecy.”

“I’ll get that information for you,” Moreau promised. 

“I have no doubt,” Finn responded, still cautious about including his devious and possibly dangerous assistant in any future plans.

“I have to go to session in a bit. Allison wants to increase the habitats on Mars. She wants to create more cities there. What a waste of time.”

“What do you expect? Her husband Isao is the Martian director.”

“Yeah,” Finn responded, knowing all too well of the power trio that stood in his way: Isao, Allison, and Professor Pryce. 

“Your sister Ellen died during the tsunami of 2750,” Moreau said, surprising him with someone he hadn’t thought about in years.

“Why would you bring that up?”

“That’s how we get them to use the device. Tell them you want to save your sister. She was all alone on the beach in Cuba.”

“They’d never go for that. Besides, I’m glad she’s dead; she was a major pain in my ass. She got all the attention from our mother, and she was Professor Pryce’s protégé. She’d just align with them, and I’d have another adversary to contend with.”

“You’re missing my point. Just be present when Pryce enters his access security codes, then you’ll have what you need to use the device. When you become chief, the device will be under your control.”

“You’re right, Robert.”

“All you need to do is get rid of Allison.”
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Chapter Two
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The Colony: Somewhere in interstellar space

Christopher . . .

Justine Liu didn’t know anyone named Christopher, but the ten-year-old still heard his name whispered clearly. It was as if whoever was speaking to her stood close enough that she could almost feel their breath on the back of her neck. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but she didn’t imagine it either. She heard something.

She gazed into the starfield outside her bedroom window, wondering if anything in the cold vastness of the cosmos could be responsible for the messages she’d been receiving. What began as an occasional thought popping into her mind had become more prominent each night. They weren’t scary or horrific voices that generate your standard haunting, nor were they dreams about ancient mythology or folklore creatures she’d often read about before bed. She heard random words spoken with realistic voices. Late in the evening during the quieter milieus, such as periods normally reserved for study or sleep, the voices became markedly more noticeable. When the corridors of the ship just outside her door were empty and quiet, the whispers in her head became more pronounced.

“Much of the universe remains a mystery,” her science teacher had often said, especially when he didn’t know the answer, but the more Justine learned in class, the more questions she would ask. There were lots of unknown things in space, and perhaps the Colony was approaching a planet or something that might provide answers. Maybe the voices originated from something that was getting closer. She wasn’t afraid, she was simply tired of dealing with interrupted sleep. She had no idea what was happening to her.

Justine would wake most mornings remembering her dreams, but they were dreams of Earth. The thing is, she had never been to her home world; she was a true child of the Colony. She knew nothing of the pristine blue planet except from the visuals available to her in the ship’s library, and yet, she frequently dreamt of various Earth locations, especially throughout Paris.

She had this recurring dream where she performed in an orchestra, but she had no musical ability. She had never experienced the exhilarating power of lightning or a massive waterfall, but she had dreamt of both. Living her entire life on board the Colony, she had never sat under a weeping willow tree and played with a puppy, but she clearly remembered doing so. In one recent dream, she kissed a boy, ignoring the breeze and the temperature drop of an impending storm, and wound up laughing as she got soaked running for cover with her mystery crush, but she’d never seen rain. She’d never had a snowball fight, and her fair complexion had never known the discomfort of sunburn, but they were all oddly familiar.

The dreams seemed a lot like memories, and she read up on reincarnation to see if she was remembering a past life, then summarily dismissed it. The last thing she wanted was to be labeled a nutjob and have her friends avoid her—it was hard enough to be liked at school. Still, she distinctly remembered giving birth, and couldn’t explain how or why.

She turned around when her sister Angela, the Colony’s lead astrophysicist, entered from the other bedroom. She was dressed and eager to start her early-morning shift.

“Jus, you’re still awake?”

Justine looked up at her as she approached. At twenty-three, Angela Liu was more of a parent than a sibling, especially since their father passed away while Justine was in hibernation. She never knew her mother, having died giving birth to her.

“I slept a little, honest.”

Angela sat beside her on the bed. “What did Dr. Khaldun say about the voices?”

“He scanned my brain and ruled out some stuff. I failed the Pong tests so it’s not telepathy, and he said all the other tests came back normal. He doesn’t have a clue. He won’t tell anyone, will he?”

“No, of course not. Your secret is safe.”

Justine pulled the covers up to her neck and squirmed until she was comfortable. “Why are you leaving so early?”

Angela tucked her in. “You know I like my morning walks when no one is up.”

“I know you like David. Are you meeting him before your shift?”

“Shush,” Angela said, then allowed a smile.

“Y’know, he’s crushing on you big time, but he’s too intimidated to ask you out. If you don’t make the first move...”

“And how would you know?” Angela asked, folding her arms.

“Oh, come on. It’s obvious.”

“Mind your own business. Don’t worry about who I meet and why, worry about your biology test tomorrow,” Angela gently scolded as she tickled her through the covers. She reached over to the database and input a series of codes. “I’m giving you a glass of warm milk. You have a test in the morning, and you need a good night’s sleep.” 

“Please don’t.” Justine hated milk. “I don’t want to sleep.”

“You have to. I don’t want you staying up too late.”

“Hey Angie, why is everyone so secretive in astrophysics? It’s getting creepy.”

“A child shouldn’t worry about such things. Go to bed.”

“I hate it when you talk down to me.”

“You’re right, I’m sorry. Scootch over.”

Justine made room for her on the bed. She loved it when her big sister played with her hair, especially when she snuck in a kiss or two.

“While you were in hibernation, I discovered a gravitational depression in the Colony’s path. We’ve been calling it the G-field.”

“That’s old news. We learned that in astronomy class a couple of years ago.”

“Well, last week, it changed course again. Eira’s kind of freaking out about it.”

“Tell Commander Eira they’re aliens!” Justine added in her best spooky voice, “They’re coming to get us.”

“Now you’re just being silly, go to sleep.”

“Am I? Didn’t you just say it changed course? Natural objects don’t do that, only aliens.”

Angela stood. “Okay, enough.”

“Don’t go; David will wait,” Justine said, giggling.

Her sister raised an eyebrow, and by the slight tilt of her head, Justine knew she was pushing her limit.

“Seriously, Ange, Dave’s a nice guy—I approve.”

“I’m so relieved. Now stop being a brat and go to sleep.”

“Fine,” Justine huffed, then settled into her cocoon of blankets.

When Angela leaned down to kiss her forehead, Justine caught a hint of perfume. Her eyes followed her as she walked toward the door, and noticed she was wearing a skirt, a little too short for analyzing magnetars, or whatever dumb thing was on her schedule tonight. Yep, she’s meeting David.

Angela lowered the light until the stars outside their craft gently illuminated the room. “And do not be late for school again.”

“Hey Angie? Tell me something.”  Justine waited for her sister to turn around. “What’s the Entity?”

“I have no idea. Goodnight sweetheart.”

Justine closed her eyes a bit, pretending to get sleepy. A few moments after Angela left, she sat up, leaned on the windowsill, and looked through her bedroom window into the infinite display of stars.

*   *   *
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Angela Liu enjoyed her after-midnight walks. The young astrophysicist used the peaceful off-hours to get the blood flowing and to clear her mind. When her shift began at 0400, she’d need to be sharp. She was not meeting David.

She chose one of the two central corridors of the Colony because they were much wider than the others, and she could breathe. Trees extended multiple levels up, and there was always a slight breeze. A series of atriums filled the center spine of the ship; dozens of cross-corridors completed the grid. The other passageways toward either side felt like shuffling through a submarine by comparison. 

The common areas were designed to suggest day and night with varying degrees of illumination and temperature. Similar adjustments were made for different seasons. Occasionally, Commander Eira would order a brisk morning just for good measure, and make everyone wear sweaters. He’d said that he wanted his crew to adapt, but she swore it was simply to amuse himself.

She especially loved the aroma of freshly baked bread in the air, even though she was nowhere near the galley. She could still detect the scent of moonflower left over from the previous evening, and listened to imaginary birds chirping as she passed some of the larger trees. Those simulations couldn’t possibly fool anyone into believing they were outdoors, but she couldn’t imagine living on the Colony without them.

Crew members seeking a night out on Faux Bourbon Street were treated to a cacophony of distant jazz bands that weren’t really there. For instance, the calypso band that performed at the tiki bar was a holographic facsimile because the actual members were still in hibernation. They seemed real enough, especially when the alcohol flowed. She was looking forward to taking Justine to the holographic Bob Marley concert in February celebrating his birthday, if she could secure permission from Commander Eira to bring a minor to Faux Bourbon Street.

Angela was the scientist, not her sister. Justine was more of a tomboy and didn’t belong cooped up in the artificial surroundings of the Colony, however luxurious, for any length of time. She imagined her playing softball and climbing trees. Some people were the outdoor type, plain and simple. If it was possible to send Justine back to Earth, she’d do it. However, with their parents both gone, they only had each other.

She turned into the area known as the Gardens, where evening was perfectly recreated, complete with moonlight. The enormous multi-acre park took up nearly a fifth of the spacecraft. It housed hundreds of plant and flower species, thousands of trees, and a seven-hundred-meter brook snaking between two fair-sized ponds. The high-domed ceiling provided a break from the confined feeling of much of the ship. Unlike the cramped sleeping quarters, there was plenty of room to stretch your legs. You’d often find kids kicking a soccer ball, or engaging in the occasional hide-and-seek match. For the adults brave enough, the annual Prey Day was a contest where holographic recreations—such as wolves, dinosaurs, abnormally large insects, or any creature the programmers could conjure—hunted those brave enough to feed the database. No one got hurt, of course, but the programmers made it too scary for Angela to enjoy.

The gravity in the Gardens was set at full Earth pressure. It kept the water in place. The mandatory exercise sessions four times a week kept passengers’ muscle tone and bone density at healthy levels. Aside from the lower level, which also contained the beach and Faux Bourbon Street, the gravity on the rest of the Colony was set at fifty percent. Therefore, Angela felt twice as heavy in the Gardens than she was used to, and quickly tired.

She found the large flat rock she often rested on, removed her shoes, and dangled her feet in the brook. The cool water met her calf midway. 

Dr. Khaldun emerged from one of the paths across the brook.

“Good morning, Miss Liu. Was David a no-show?”

“Does the whole ship know?” Angela chuckled. “No. His shift started at zero hundred.” 

Angela knew she would find the doctor here. Robert Khaldun was a man on the short side, a little over fifty, and he cherished the solitude the early morning Gardens afforded.

“You have a bee on your shoulder,” Angela noticed.

“You know what’s interesting?” Khaldun started in his raspy British accent. It was sure to be a long-winded discussion if Angela didn’t stop him. She found him to be a sweet man, really. 

“This honeybee is an extremely gentle creature. They were harvested for this voyage to be docile from the outset, but in this environment, with its lack of predators for so many generations, these little guys are quite friendly; they’re practically domesticated. We must be careful not to let them fly off on the new planet.”

“Thank you. I think every first grader since Darwin understands basic evolutionary science, Doctor.”

“Don’t be such a smart-ass. You’re just like your sister, only she’s smarter.”

Angela considered splashing him, but smiled instead.

“How is she?”

“She’s still hearing the voices. They drift in and out, more so when it’s quiet.”

“It’s probably why she wanders the ship at night.”

Angela chuckled. “She thinks I don’t know.”

“Choose your battles, Miss Liu. She’s a charming young woman. Her grades are outstanding; her teachers say she’s polite, well-behaved, and she participates in class. As long as she stays out of trouble, I don’t see the harm,” the doctor reasoned. “When she gets tired, she’ll head back and fall asleep.”

“She knows something’s up.”

“How long did you think a secret like that would keep?”

“I guess not very long. She’s been studying it on her own, doing math equations or something. I don’t know.”

“Hmm,” the doctor grumbled. “I prefer a hands-on approach myself. Equations are cold to me. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to finish my walk before my shift.”

She watched him disappear up a path into the forest area where the replica of early morning light was just starting. She realized a hint of sadness in the way he spoke. It was understandable considering how his marriage ended.

*   *   *
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Angela stayed another thirty minutes before making her way to her assigned duties. With the start of the morning shift nearing, she no longer had the ship to herself. She finally made it to the front of the Colony, just a few levels under the main command bridge. The observatory was her assigned area that Commander Jon Eira informally called the Liu Lab. Nestled above a massive twenty-meter forward-facing optical telescope, it was on the small side, and for some reason, nice and warm. She was fortunate to have everything set the way she wanted. She dedicated most of her studies to the new planet, unofficially named Jade. 

Jade’s dominant feature was a vast ocean, twice the size of the Pacific on Earth. Two large continents covered in forests were separated by a smaller ocean, and one large moon orbited every ten Jadian days.

The planet was discovered centuries ago, but until Professor Pryce developed the faster-than-light dimensional drive, it was out of reach. Through spectral analysis, astronomers had always known Jade’s atmosphere was nearly identical to our own, which was why this exoplanet, more than any other, had been studied since its discovery. As Jade grew nearer, someone determined that little or no animal life existed, as if it was still at a prehistoric stage, such as when the trilobites dominated Earth. Angela wasn’t so sure, but she was an astrophysicist, not a biologist.

David greeted her as she entered—his crush evident. Justine was right. If he didn’t man up and ask her out soon, he’d find himself in the dreaded realm of the best friend. 

She noticed that the wall-sized monitor was dark, instead of the wonderous view of infinity that lay ahead.

“You forgot how to open the shield,” Angela guessed. 

“I closed it earlier when I used the bathroom, in case the database detected micrometeors in our path.”

It was standard procedure to protect the telescope when not in use, but the database closed it automatically at the moment of detection. He forgot the access codes.

A voice crackled over the monitor. “Ange, you awake yet?”

That was Commander Eira’s attempt at humor. He knew she was an early riser, and he often stayed up late, commandeering the same booth at The Funky Pirate on Faux Bourbon Street. He usually slept in most of the morning.

“Yes, Commander.”

“Please stop calling me that. Come up here,” he said, with more than a hint of his Irish brogue seeping through. “Never mind. I’ll come to you.”

Angela noticed David’s apprehension evaporate. Perhaps he felt he was off the hook with no time to ask her out. He wasn’t.

A moment later, the commander entered at a brisk pace that was typical for him, even for this nearly uneventful voyage. She noted that Eira’s breath revealed that he had an entire night of scotch and hadn’t yet slept. He leaned against the side panel to steady himself. Fortunately, he was a happy drunk. 

“This G-field thing is buggin’ the crap out of me. We’ve been coming up on this stupid thing for three years now, and just when we’re about to reach it, it plays this little game,” Eira said. “Now, it’s changing course again. I admit, it’s disturbing me a wee bit.”

“Considering that we’re traveling at 7.5 light-speed, yeah, it’s freaking me out too. How could it possibly detect us?” Angela asked.

Eira shook his head and shrugged.

“Justine called it the Entity.”

“Does that ten-year-old know something the entire astrophysics department does not? Have her share her data with the rest of us. For all we know, it could be a big fat invisible rock.” 

“Yeah, a big fat invisible rock that changes course on its own,” quipped David.

“Something to add?” Eira asked in an admonishing way but stood behind David with a goofy expression. “Please, by all means, speak up, laddie. Enlighten us.” He looked over at Angela and winked. 

“No, sir.”

Angela smiled, knowing that Eira was only busting on David. Commander Jon Eira was intimidating when you first met him, but once you realized how silly he was, his persona was forever a goofball. Even if he got mad—which was rare—you did your best to suppress a laugh. He was a wild man of sixty whom everyone adored. The way he could make you smile simply with his facial expressions never got old. He had a rapid-fire way of speaking that gave even the most mundane and trivial of subject matters urgency, and it earned him the nickname of Commander Chaos—a moniker that Eira once admitted to liking. Discussing something important seemed almost comical, as if he finally had something to get legitimately frantic about. His frenzied manner fit the moment perfectly, for once.

“Relax cub, I’m just slaggin’ ya,” he said, as he messed up David’s hair. “I need you to wake up Dr. Khaldun and to get his arse down here.” 

“I just left him in the Gardens. He’s going for his morning walk.”

“Wake him up anyway,” Eira ordered.

Angela summoned him. 

“No one outside of this room is to know about this, understood? We’re only a decade away from Jade, and I don’t need anyone panicking.”

David and Angela chuckled. It was well known to acknowledge Eira’s humor with a smile or a chuckle, or he’d repeat it until you got it. She was thankful he had a goofy sense of humor. It was probably the only way to stay sane cooped up on the Colony for so many years. Angela quickly attempted a calculation to establish the field’s location.

“Commander, at our speed, we won’t reach the G-field for another month,” she said, intentionally calling him Commander. The more he asked his crew not to address him as such, the more they did. “Are we officially naming the new planet Jade?” 

“I’m trying it out to see if it sticks.” 

Angela was pleased. Jade was her suggestion.

He stared at the star field ahead of them for a moment on the enormous display. “Nah, I don’t want to wait. Let’s alter our course to avoid this thing. This way, we have time to react if that thing reacts again. We’re going around it, whatever it is.”

“Sir?”

“Oh,” Eira chuckled. “I forgot where I was; I’m a bit flustered. You might as well send the doc upstairs.”

The commander left the observatory, presumably to give the order to navigate around the G-field to someone on the command bridge trained to pilot the Colony.

*   *   *
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Angela scrutinized the monitor as she increased the magnification of her telescope. The zoom smoothly increased until the home star for the planet Jade filled the monitor with no visual sign of the gravitational field blocking their path. They would have to wait another week before Jade orbited her star enough and became visible again.

Angela spun in her chair to face David. She spread her legs slightly, trying to be sexy. “You were about to ask me something, weren’t you?” 

“Could it be a primordial black hole?”

“Really? There’s nothing else on your mind?” She forgave his shyness, and she understood his lack of astrophysical training because he was a biologist, and just started his internship with her. She assumed his initial interest in astrophysics was because he liked her.

Angela stood up, dimmed the lights so the star on the monitor was the only light source in the room, and circled him like a predator. She stopped behind him, leaned over and whispered in his ear, trying to be as sexy as possible. “The G-field’s mass isn’t that much, Dave. It’s only a fraction of our moon.”

She embraced him from behind and nibbled on his earlobe. She seductively continued her description, slow and nearly whispering.

“Even though we’ve cataloged hundreds of teeny tiny black holes with low mass, they don’t change course unless influenced by another, external force.” She reached into his shirt and played with his nipples. “Do you know what an external force is, and how it can influence the movement of another body?”

“Uh huh,” he responded with his eyes closed.

Angela playfully squinted and confirmed by asking him, “You just like to hear me talk.”

“Uh huh,” he repeated, as he adjusted his position. “I like smart girls. You could read a technical manual aloud and keep me entertained.”

Angela smiled. If this was his way of making a move, she’d take it.

Angela pulled up a chair and sat behind him. Still playing with his nipples, she continued her description of primordial black holes, slow and sensual. “You see, Dave, they were created a moment after the Big Bang went boom, but they all evaporated. Do you know what we call what’s left over? Hmm?”

David breathed heavily. “I don’t know. Please, tell me.”

Justine yelled from behind them, “It’s dark matter, Dave!”

Angela spun around and Dave nearly fell off the chair.

“What are you doing out of bed?” Angela asked, trying to convey anger, but she couldn’t contain her laughter. 

“The voices won’t stop,” Justine replied as she sought her embrace.

David offered his solution, pretending that the ten-year-old didn’t witness what she obviously just saw. “Try putting on some soft music.”

Justine, always polite, thanked him. “Tried that, but music keeps me awake.”

“She’s the type of girl who needs silence to fall asleep—trust me,” Angela assured.

“What are the voices saying?” David asked.

“Nothing that makes any sense—just some random words, fragments.”

Angela took Justine’s hand. “I’ll be back in thirty minutes. I’m going to bring her back to bed.”

Justine’s eyes were fixated on the screen in front of them. “What’s that?”

David replied, “That’s GV2-77214, the star Jade is orbiting.” 

Justine released her grip, walked over to the screen, and pointed to the bottom.

“No, that?”

Angela realized that Justine saw a small ring of light beyond the star dominating the view. “That is gravitational lensing. Remember we discussed it last week?” Angela thought a moment. “Yes, of course you do. You’re just stalling.”

Justine turned back toward Angela. “The voices are back. They’re getting louder.”

“That’s it. I’m taking you to see the doctor this instant. I want answers.” Angela motioned for Justine to follow her out of the observatory. “Now.”

“He’s on the bridge. Kids aren’t allowed on the bridge,” David reminded her.

“You’re not helping.”

Justine smiled. “I just heard the voice say, ‘I love you.’” 

Angela held her at arm’s length. “Who loves you?”

“No, I think the voice was talking to someone else, as if I was eavesdropping on someone’s conversation, or dream.” Justine stood silently for a moment as if listening to an imaginary conversation. “Who is Christopher Miller?”
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Chapter Three
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The Shuttle: In interstellar space, en route toward the Colony

Cathryn Delaney could barely move; she couldn’t even open her eyes. Normally, she found the gentle hum of the engines relaxing, much like the constant trickle of a nearby brook, but this felt different—something was off. She wondered how long she’d been asleep and tried to force the brain fog away.

She gradually opened her eyes to reveal a dimly lit room she recognized as the shuttle’s medical chamber. She saw dozens of tiny green and amber lights displaying a variety of miscellaneous readings. They were strikingly beautiful dotting the near darkness; if she forced her eyes out of focus a bit, it could almost resemble a starfield. She was relieved there were no orange or red blinking lights, which would indicate a problem.

Still a little disoriented, she sat up slowly and rubbed the stiffness from her neck. Even in her seated position, it took effort to stabilize her balance. She noticed her wrist indicator and remembered volunteering for the shuttle mission to rendezvous with the Colony. Apparently, she awoke first, but why? A gentle kick from inside reminded her that she was six months pregnant, and she smiled.

After a moment of stretching and rubbing life back into her thighs, she removed the apparatus from her wrist that had kept her safely in hibernation. The tingling sensation of the returning blood reminded Cathryn that she needed to raise the temperature a few degrees. She floated toward the environmental sensor and tapped the appropriate spot until the temperature increased. The moment her foot touched the cold floor and triggered the sensors, she heard the faint buzzing of the gravity plates powering up in the spacecraft’s lower level. The process would take a while before she could walk properly.

The medical chamber housing the hibernation units was located near the middle of the tri-level, forty-meter ship. The crew used only seven of the twenty-four available units. Cathryn checked on her fellow crewmates.

She heard the faintest of buzzes coming from the sealed unit occupied by her daughter Annabelle, and it initially concerned her, but the automated monitoring system displayed all readings as normal. She realized the gel pad was simply reshaping itself to prevent bed sores. She chuckled. The only training on the units the crew had were basic operational commands, such as Wake up! 

She noticed Chloé was smart enough to wear something sensible that covered her shoulders instead of the tank top Cathryn chose. She remembered her from school as smart, decisive, and a little silly. She got along with her former classmate and was thrilled with the chance to reconnect with her.

Mali Farahani, Brian Pryce’s assistant, appeared a bit older than her nineteen years, but when awake, her constant wide-eyed smile gave away her youthfulness. In the weeks after launch, Annabelle had bonded well with Mali. She was an intelligent biologist, studying astrophysics on her own, probably to impress Professor Pryce. As intelligent as the professor was, it seemed he was the only one on board who didn’t realize that Mali was smitten with him. After watching the way Mali played with Annabelle, Cathryn knew she would make a great mother someday. Simply put, Mali was maternal, smart, and fun.

Cathryn crossed the room to check on the remaining astronauts. Medical Officer and chief prankster Arturo Ramirez was safely asleep. She didn’t know too much about him other than him being lifelong friends with Pryce. He seemed nice enough.

She paused at Brian Pryce’s unit and smiled when she noticed that he had grown a short beard. He must’ve gone into hibernation a few weeks after Cathryn, which wasn’t surprising. He was here to implement the new equations for the Colony’s drive and had expertise in a wide variety of areas. He could solve just about any problem. He was the smart one. Cathryn knew she was inconsequential in comparison. She was merely taking a break from Earth, admittedly to avoid her ex-husband and his new family. Pryce already had a dignified manner, but the facial hair completed the esteemed professor look. She would have to convince him to keep it.

The incident that caused there to be two Professor Pryces came flooding back to her memory.

Cathryn didn’t return from an assignment to the past, and Pryce, feeling responsible, went back to retrieve her. However, they were forced to return to a point in time when she was originally scheduled to arrive, eliminating the need for a rescue. It resulted in a second Professor Pryce. The duplicate Brian Pryce—the one who saved her—felt redundant. He briefly struggled with alcohol before deciding to change his life completely. The assignment to the Colony seemed like the obvious undertaking for him. It would be easier away from Earth and away from his wife Joanna. Cathryn tried to explain to her daughter how by returning to the future with Mommy, the original Pryce no longer needed to go. She then warned her daughter not to mention offensive terms such as original Pryce or other Pryce. Fortunately, the child’s interests were limited to creating on her design program or playing with the Spock teaching program on her holoview.

Commander Linn Janssen had just celebrated her seventieth birthday a few days after they launched. Cathryn smiled remembering how much tequila Linn could consume without any after-effects. She looked radiant, even while hibernating. She must’ve been happy as she fell asleep, but then again, she was always smiling. She was always a silver-lining kind of woman, finding a positive side to every situation, however seemingly grim. The council considered Janssen as part of the Colony’s crew when it originally launched two decades earlier, but she turned the position down. Now, with her twin boys attending the university in Costa Rica, informally known as Paradise Academy, she was free to command the shuttle. Formerly the director of Copenhagen University, Linn planned to join the Colony’s crew permanently as a biologist to study the new planet.

Cathryn felt her weight increase slightly with each step and she entered the restroom, but there wasn’t yet enough gravity to relieve herself properly without making a mess. She couldn’t wait any longer and used one of the annoying Zero-G units. 

She had the ship to herself before anyone else awoke, and decided to explore. The port-side corridor contained rows of small oval windows with a view of the starfield ahead of her. As she stood at the window looking forward, most of the stars were concentrated in the same area and had a sky-blue tint. The stars toward the stern all had a deep red tint until they faded into darkness from the dimensional wake—all telltale signs that the spacecraft exceeded light speed. She stepped to her right and into the galley area, which spanned the entire width of the shuttle to the starboard corridor. She reached for a container of modified juice and continued forward.

Taking abnormally long, slow strides because of the reduced gravity, Cathryn eventually passed the commander’s quarters and stepped onto the bridge. She confirmed the date to make sure she hadn’t slept for a century and wasn’t on the other side of the galaxy. The shuttle’s coordinates indicated they were exactly where they should’ve been. The ship’s log automatically recorded slight course adjustments because of the solar wind from a recent supernova, and a couple of rogue planets that needed to be bypassed, but nothing alarming enough to wake the crew. She closed her eyes, chose a Beethoven symphony to break the silence, and dozed off under a fleece blanket. 

When she awoke, she admired the supernova that appeared during her hibernation. Calculating the extreme speed of the shuttle and her distance from Earth, she quickly estimated the bright light would not reach home for another century. It was as if she could glimpse the future.

The music echoed throughout the ship as the starfield seemed to lay motionless in front of her. Even though her little bubble of air essentially traveled at ninety times the speed of light, the starfield appeared still. Of course, Cathryn knew the dimensional drive did not actually propel the shuttle that fast, as no known engine could, but the dimensional phasing occurred at such a quick pulse, it resulted in a skipping-like action throughout many dimensions that mimicked the chosen speed. 

Cathryn tossed her blanket on the chair and walked aft, picking up another juice on the way. Entering the gym, the illumination automatically increased. To pump her up, she switched the music to an old rock version of “Mars: The Bringer of War,” that Christopher had turned her on to, and started pedaling on the bike. Five minutes was all she could manage with her weakened muscles after hibernation, and promised herself to do better tomorrow.

Showering in the partial gravity provided by the shuttle was about as relaxing as anything she had ever done, and the continual recycling of water allowed for a lengthy experience. The dozen or so jets shot hot water and mist all over her back and thighs. The reduced gravity created a hot whirlpool as the water bounced as high as her chest before eventually falling into the drain where it could be filtered, reheated, and returned to the shower heads. She allowed the view from outside the craft to enter, fully confident that no one could possibly see her nakedness. After a few minutes, she sat on the bench in the shower, submerging herself completely in the water massage. Through the curtain of animated hot water, she admired the supernova she spotted earlier. It filled the shower with pink, lavender, and green hues. It was stunningly beautiful.

She realized that everyone back on Earth would now be almost two years older. Christopher and Michelle had just gotten married when Cathryn left. Did they have a child yet? Had Christopher written or performed any more of his concertos? How were Anne and Dieter doing? She caressed her belly and sang to her unborn child.

As determined as she was to move on with her life, she missed Michael. Her heart still beat heavily as she recalled the morning in the library when he’d first arrived. It was the happiest of days for her, being so in love with him. She saved her stepson Christopher by saving his deceased mother, which unfortunately brought Michael’s wife back into the picture. It was admittedly impulsive and probably foolish, but it was all she could think of. All she needed to do was move forward and live her life. However, images of him with Denise exploring their new world together crept into her mind and it shook her out of her blissful mood. She would no longer allow self-pity to enter her thoughts; she was done with that. Cathryn didn’t blame Michael for what happened; it was Cathryn who brought Denise back into his life. It was a decision she did not regret because it helped Christopher. She rinsed off the remaining soap, vowing to put all the heartbreaking memories behind her. 

Cathryn laid the four dresses she packed on her bed. Realizing she’d be wearing her uniform most of the time, she chose the forest-green fit-and-flare dress. There was no one to impress, but it was the only one designed to cover her growing belly. Hunger set in. The options were limited, but thankfully, the choices of teas were extensive. She returned to the cockpit with her snack and fell back to sleep.

She enjoyed the solitude for a couple of days. She played Christopher’s violin concerto in the shuttle’s tiny theater space. Half the size of the alcoves from the Debussy Performance Center in Paris, the space only sat two, but the sights and sounds were recreated flawlessly. Although she was the only human awake for many light years, she stood and applauded at the concerto’s conclusion. She had forgotten that she was at this very performance until she spotted the holographic recreation of herself in one of the boxes. She never knew Anne, seated next to her, cried for most of the performance, but the playback showed it clearly. She never knew how upset Anne was that she had chosen to go off-planet for a couple of years. She felt guilty. 

“Portrait of Cathryn” was the performance’s encore, a famous piece written especially for her centuries earlier by a composer who would eventually become her son, Christopher Miller. The circumstances that caused it all to happen were still too surreal to grasp, and again, she was floored. Her mind was blown every time she thought of it.

She had enough of reliving memories and second-guessing decisions. The low-frequency hum of the engines, which Cathryn normally found comforting, became eerie. If she dwelled on the vastness of the situation, the isolation became unbearable. She shook it off, sipped her mint-ganja tea, and put on a set of Magnani jazz preludes for marimba and guitar.

She returned to the cockpit dressed in her navy-blue and gray uniform, and returned to business. With her tea stowed safely in the holder by her side, she gazed at the stars and wondered if she was nearing the Colony. Unable to locate the massive ship, she broadened the search without luck. She speculated why they might not register anywhere near where they should’ve been. To prove her worth, she wanted to locate them on her own, and maybe even pull alongside the ship. That would impress everyone—for sure.

She tried to remember the formula from her astrophysics training to see if the supernova pulse may have thrown the shuttle off her course. Cathryn precisely calculated the distance to be 920 light years away. Although relatively close, the solar waves from the supernova were dissipating enough that they weren’t much of a factor, not for the Colony, a spacecraft speeding through the galaxy faster than light. 

It was obvious to Cathryn that the supernova’s interference may be a factor, but negligible. Something else was happening. It dawned on her that the gravitational field they had discovered a few years ago might have played a part in the Colony’s disappearance. If the Entity changed course, perhaps the Colony followed it to investigate—they could be anywhere! 

She was in way over her head and decided to elicit some help from the real experts. She knew her assignment to the shuttle was because of her connections. Sure, she was a dimensional scientist, but compared to Professor Pryce? No, her position was redundant. She was an extra hand.

Maybe the niece of the council chief would not have any extra privileges out here. Her only course of action to take was to live with her mistakes, and do the best she could.

With the artificial gravity now on its maximum half setting, she negotiated the port corridor quickly and entered the medical chamber in mere seconds. One by one, she pressed the immediate-wake codes on the remaining units.

The hum from the engines changed pitch. Most folks wouldn’t notice its slightly lower tone, but if you were a musician with a keen sense of pitch, and some knowledge of dimensional drive engines—such as Cathryn—then you’d panic at every wasted second. The twenty minutes it took for the database to safely awaken the astronauts seemed like an eternity. Finally, Linn was the first to stir in her unit.

Eventually, the shuttle filled with activity. Annabelle was a little cranky but Cathryn, and everyone else, was happy to let her nap. She strapped her daughter safely in her bunk and kissed her. Dr. Ramirez stepped through the galley, checking the entire crew and repeating the same questions, even though he could’ve read the data from his station. He spent a few extra moments with Chloé, privately discussing something before she downed three juices and left to man the pilot’s station. Pryce remained in the galley sipping coffee doing computations to discover the whereabouts of the Colony. Linn, also grasping a mug of coffee, was all smiles admiring the supernova off the port side.

“I believe we passed them,” Pryce said as he entered the command deck.

Linn ordered Chloé to disengage the dimensional drive.

“Commander, the shuttle has automatically started reducing speed,” Chloé noticed.

“Yes, of course,” Pryce remembered. “I programmed the database for complete automation if it detected the Colony while we were asleep.”

“The database already detected the Colony?” Cathryn asked no one in particular.

“Brian, we have a few minutes before we’re stationary,” Linn began. “How far back are they?”

“About thirty hours, I think.”

“It’s my fault,” Cathryn offered. She wasted time watching concerts instead of waking her crewmates. “I should have woken you earlier.”

Chloé corrected her impatiently. “No, Cathryn. That’s thirty hours their speed. We’re pretty much where we should be.”

Cathryn forgave her because irritability was a common side effect after hibernation.

“The database detected their course change and adjusted ours accordingly,” Chloé added gently, correcting her tone.

Cathryn wondered what was bothering Chloé. She was normally sweet, and she couldn’t remember a single unkind word from her. Chloé gave her a quick glance indicating an admission of sorts. Their physical distance from each other prevented a customary hand gesture when seeking forgiveness. 

Pryce, known for disliking approximations, even in casual speech, refined the response. “The database automatically corrected the course when the solar waves from the supernova nudged us off. It already adjusted the shuttle’s velocity and started the awakening process when you hit the panic button. We’re good.”

I didn’t panic, Cathryn thought. 

“Now that we’re ahead of them,” Pryce continued, “all we have to do is find the only object approaching our location at seven and a half times the speed of light. Simple. Then we’ll need to track them and engage our drive to match their speed to intercept.”

Chloé spun around in her chair to face the crew. “May I have everyone’s attention? The database automatically woke me last year, and I in turn woke Dr. Ramirez. I lost my baby. We spent a month talking about it after, and I’m okay. I’d prefer it if we forgot about it and just carried on with the mission. Thanks.”

After a moment of stunned silence, Linn spoke first. “Chloé, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not okay.”

“Thank you, Commander, but, seriously guys, it’s okay. It’s the beauty of the human body rejecting something it sensed was off. Please, let’s just carry on.”

Chloé stood up as Cathryn approached, and they embraced. The entire crew took turns briefly consoling Chloé before returning to their stations. After a moment of awkward silence, Linn noticed the doctor smirking.

“What’s so funny, Artie? Do share.”

“Excuse me, Commander. It’s just that the Colony has no idea we’re meeting them. They won’t recognize the design of the new shuttle—they may think we’re aliens.” 

Linn smiled and looked sideways at Artie, the medical officer and chief prankster.

“This is an opportunity we should not pass up.”

Chloé chuckled and added, “I think we can conjure up something alien.”

“Oh, my Lord. This is going to be good,” Linn said, clapping and rubbing her hands together. “I never had the chance to get Jon back from the last practical joke he played on me just before he left. He will never expect this.”

Brian Pryce chuckled as well, but he tried too hard to be the cautious one. “We still have to find them first.”

Linn patted his shoulder. “You got this, Brian.”

Cathryn watched the exchange from her seat against the back wall as the crew plotted their shenanigans. She was thankful for her fellow crewmates—her friends.
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