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Chapter One: Focus
Coldness throbbed through her cheek, the flesh biting, aching, and seeping slowly into her tender bones.
What happened?
She opened her lethargic eyes, and her vision swam. She stirred, her body protesting the rash movement. The bend in her left arm throbbed. Like unstoppable water rushing over the fall, one thought scythed through her mind.
Who am I?
She rolled to her back. 
An explosion of panic rippled through her, and heat bloomed in her chest. Her eyes stung— did she want to cry? Terror clawed at her throat. A weight settled on her chest like a boot pressed against her sternum. 
Beneath the fear, the panic, the terror that threatened to possess her, a justifiable anger rose within. Hysteria wouldn’t help her now, and the resentment towards the vulnerability she embodied gave her focus.
Vague impressions crept through her mind like a stumbling drunk, their impacts sudden but never lingering. 
She bent her left arm, working out the soreness. 
After a few moments, her hand went to her face, gingerly touching the numbness. Pins and needles rippled across her skin. All the while, she asked herself: what happened?
In the quiet, her breath roared in her ears, rivaling the echo of brontide. The room around her hinted at the smallness of the building beyond her sight. In her mind, the room constricted, bringing back the tightness of her chest.
I’ve got to get out of here, but where am I? How would I get out?
Again, the anger flared, that vulnerability resurfacing.
I’m in control. 
Reality differed significantly from her current mantra, but it contributed to keeping her grounded. Still, something undefined, untouched, prevented her from submitting to anxiety.
What’s my name?
A void, a deep darkness suffused her mind, covering her thoughts like a wool blanket.
I know something’s there. I know I had a name. Everyone has a name, but what’s mine? Who am I?
The thought of other people having a name jarred something in her. Maybe she wasn’t alone? Maybe there were others? Did the same thing happen to them? What if they couldn’t remember either? What if they could, and she was the only one that couldn’t? 
The tightness in her throat returned, and the heat she once felt surged in her chest.
Any reaction is better than nothing at all.
Calm fought against the onslaught of trepidation. She had to remain in command, control, disciplined, to do otherwise meant … something. 
It was the beginnings of a thought, a memory—of that she was certain—but it remained aloof, inaccessible. The quietness slithered, smooth and slick like the scales of a serpent. 
A chill rushed up her spine, and she shuddered. Whatever restraint she had over her dread vanished.
In an abrupt moment, she bolted for the door, somehow knowing it’d open.
Freedom and answers lay just beyond. They had to.
Chapter Two: First Impressions
The doors slid open. Beyond lay an eerie quiet. The lack of sound unnerved her, and the ship felt more like a coffin than a vessel. 
At least, she thought it was a ship.
Could be a boat.
It was strange that her first thought went to a flying vessel. Was it intuition? 
The empty, metal hallway remained soundless and absent of windows, only adding to her mounting hysteria. The stale air circulated with a near-silent thrum of the air recycling unit in the distance. 
Breath thundered in her ears. 
Where was she? Better question, who was she? She glanced back at the room she exited. She hadn’t bothered to check it before—just wanted out. They were quarters for a single individual, from the looks, clean and devoid of personalization. 
Were they hers? 
With the bed made, the meticulously kept room had a sanitized presence.
A sound drew her attention, and she jumped, her heart lurching into her throat. 
Down the hall, a door slid open. A man stumbled out, a look of distress flickering across his features—until he saw her. His expression shifted from troubled to pleased. 
He sauntered over, a towel around his waist. His long, stringy hair hung in dark, wet clumps.
“Hello,” he said, almost silken in the back of his throat.
“Hi.” 
Thank God there’s someone else!
“Who are you? Where are we? Do you remember anything?”
She peered down the hallway behind him and hoped to see others coming out, but it remained empty. The door to the room closed behind her, making her turn, catching the movement out of the corner of her eye.
She regarded him. 
“Who are you?”
“I don’t know. I can’t remember. You?” 
He closed the distance between them, his feet making squishing sounds with his wet, shower sandals. His lips tightened. 
“It’s frustrating.”
She shook her head. 
“No. I can’t remember.” 
The water dripped down his body, pooling on the floor and leaving a trail behind him. 
“You should go back and dry yourself off. You’re getting water everywhere, and you’re a bit underdressed.”
“Maybe you’re overdressed, ever think of that?” he snapped. Then, in a playful voice and a smile, “If it’ll make you feel better, sure. Oh! You can come towel me off.” 
He waited for her to comment. 
“If you need a shower, I can scrub all those hard-to-reach places …”
An intense dislike rolled through her, drowning out her fear of not remembering. His greasy smile mirrored his wet hair. 
“How about you worry about yourself?” 
Not exactly the best first impression.
“Okay, okay, don’t get pissy. I’m just teasing. Do you remember what you were doing when you … became aware?”
She shook her head. 
“I just woke up and walked out of this door.” 
She gestured to the wall behind her. 
“They’re quarters, feasibly mine. What about you?”
“I just remember standing in the shower.”
She eyed him, noting his lean frame and sinewy, fit appearance.
He caught her wandering gaze. 
“I can disrobe so you can behold the glory.”
She rolled her eyes and the flaring agitation made it easier not to laugh at his arrogant joke. 
“No, I don’t want that. What the hell’s wrong with you? Did you think my clothes would just fall off at the sight of you? Why aren’t you more concerned about your lack of memory?”
He stood with his lips tight. 
“Can’t blame this guy for making a pass. I do have a sexy body.” 
He paused, considering his words while color rose in his cheeks. 
“All jokes aside, I’m just as anxious as you, but it’s not going to help anything.”
“Right now, you’re about the only thing I can blame, at least until we figure out what happened to us.” 
Bile rose in her mouth. She hadn’t known him but for two minutes, and she already detested him.
“Did you see anyone else?”
“No, but we should search for more. If there are others, they might be able to tell us what happened.”
“What’s your name?”
She paused for a moment, hoping to remember, but drew a blank. The notion that she couldn’t remember still horrified her. It must’ve shown on her face.
“Yeah, me, too.” 
He gave her an appraised once-over. His gaze made her skin crawl, her insides fluttered like twitching butterflies. 
“Chestnut.”
“What?”
“Chestnut; the color of your hair. It’s as good a name as any at this point, and I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t want a name like Fit-Tits or something derogatory. What about me?”
She eyed him, noting his half-naked body and smug visage. Her stomach turned. 
“How about Asshole?”
He gave a sneering, tight-lipped grin. 
“It’ll do. There’s still clothes in the shower room. They’re probably mine. I’ll go dress.” 
He nodded to the wall behind her. 
“Maybe you should go back into that room. There might be answers in there.”
“Yes. Get dressed.”
He sauntered away. 
A canvas of vibrant tattoos covered his back. Green, red, blue, and a plethora of other colors covered his skin in a bizarre mural. Though too far away for her to make them out, and his long hair breaking up the images, she noted a demon-like figure. 
From their first interaction, she detested him. She’d have to find a way to crush any hope he might harbor. She’d wait until he approached, and hopefully, he’d keep away.
She faced the door, but it didn’t open. With a step back, she glanced around the edges. 
A small, black, rectangular panel sat on the right door frame. The lights activated when her hand neared. She read the display in haste. A five number pad illuminated, plus three more buttons: accept, clear, and chime. She knew the door required a code, but couldn’t remember it. 
Pressing the chime button, she waited. She didn’t remember if anyone remained inside. When no one came to the door after a few moments, she lifted her hand to the pad again.
“Worth a shot.” 
She pressed the numbers in sequence: one, two, three, four, five. 
The pad buzzed an angry sound and didn’t open. 
She entered a new sequence: one, one, one, one, one. 
Another buzz. 
Next, she reversed the sequence: five, four, three, two, one. 
Instead of the buzz, a voice spoke to her.
“Code invalid. You don’t have the correct code to access this point.”
She jumped, startled. 
A tiny yelp escaped her as she clutched her hands to her chest. Her head swiveled, searching for who spoke. The voice was weird, different. It sounded like two voices spoken in unison, one male and one female, but the hallway remained empty. 
For a moment, she thought she hallucinated the whole experience.
“Hello?” She rushed towards the panel. “Anyone in there?”
“Yes, Chief Regent,” the voice said back. “Do you require assistance?”
“Yes! I can’t get into the room.”
“Access code can be obtained. Do you wish to use the code?”
“Yes!”
“Access code: three, one, two, four, three.”
“Thank you.” 
With a sigh of relief, she punched the panel and muttered the numbers to herself. The doors slid open, and she entered. 
Her eyes swept the room while she chanted the numbers lest she forget. A desk filled her vision, and she crossed to it. 
The door closed behind her. 
A picture frame hugged the corner of the desk. Snatching it up, she studied the individuals. One woman had dark brown hair, and she assumed it was her in the picture. Asshole had called her Chestnut for the color of her hair. 
The second individual was a woman who stood at her side, shorter, and with blonde hair. Both were smiling at the photographer.
She bent to set it down, when the collapsible monitor on the desk chirped, coming to life. 
Was it motion activated? 
She glanced at the screen before touching the blinking icon. A video image filled the screen, an older man with a gray goatee and sharp brown eyes. His dark gray uniform appeared immaculate, his chest decorated with an assortment of medals and ribbons.
“Chief Regent Hessner,” he started without preamble.
“Hello,” she said, but he ignored her.
“Long range tracking has detected a previously uncharted segment of space with multiple celestial bodies. Your job’s to take your ship and team to survey the area. Don’t engage in any hostile activity unless fired upon first. I hope you take my orders to heart. Any further errors won’t help matters with your reinstatement.”
“I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t know who you are.”
Again, he ignored her and continued on.
“This’ll be a long, quiet mission away from the heart of the fleet. A good year or two away will help everyone forget your less-than-stellar blunders regarding the Pinshi Incident. Hopefully, someone else will screw up in the meantime, and their attention will be drawn elsewhere.”
“Sir?” she interjected, louder.
“Look, Hessner,” he interrupted. “It’s a shitty detail and one that’s far below your qualifications and that of your crew, but this will help you hereafter. Your family’s already thanking me, and you can thank me upon your return. In the event you engage a hostile force, details are embedded in this transmission from Warmaster Hessner. Vice Admiral Barris out.”
The screen went blank for a few moments before returning to the main menu. The icon continued blinking, and she pressed it again. The same man appeared and started speaking.
“Chief Regent Hessner. Long range tracking has detected a previously uncharted segment of space with multiple celestial bodies.”
“Great,” she mumbled to herself, and stood. 
She moved away from the desk, the video log still playing as background noise while she perused the room. She felt like an idiot now. 
The sparse room echoed a spartan decor, and she had trouble locating personal artifacts. Nothing about the room told the story of who she was, what their mission consisted of, or where they headed. The room, though sterile and lifeless, had one picture adorning the wall. The canvas covered with abstract, sharp lines; the red color bled out from the epicenter into lighter shades.
“Hey,” a muffled voice called, followed by a knock on the door. “Chestnut, are you in there?”
Yay, Asshole’s back.
She approached the door; it opened as she neared.
The man stepped in, his long hair pulled back behind him. The clothing he donned seemed strange; a weird, two-piece assortment of black, gray, dark blue, and white. Other than the thin silver bar on both edges of his collar, it remained unadorned. 
He met her eye and shrugged. 
“Must mean I’m in command.”
Please, God, don’t be true.
She snorted. 
“I doubt that.” 
She looked down at her own dark blue tank-top. It remained unadorned and without her name or decals.
“Why?”
“You don’t know who you are, where you are, or anyone else, and you automatically assume you’re in command? Talk about wishful thinking.”
“Well, we’re both guessing, so, I could be.”
“Point taken. Though my gut tells me otherwise. If you were in charge, I have a feeling I’d be ordered to wear something far skimpier.”
“That’s not a bad idea. Want to practice now?” 
He grinned his oily sneer but didn’t dwell on the moment. 
“Did you find out anything?”
She shook her head. 
“Not really. There’s a picture on the desk and a video message from someone called Vice Admiral Barris.”
“That message was presumably meant for me. Hey! A bed!” 
He rushed past her and plopped down. The invasion made her tremble, a disquiet near-unbearable. While he distracted her from the fear and panic of being unable to remember, he twisted her emotions in a different way. 
He stretched out and looked up at her. That stupid smile spread across his face. She fought the urge to knock his teeth out. 
“Wow, it’s kind of comfortable. Let’s mess it up.”
It took all her effort not to hit him. 
“Would you shut the hell up and be serious for a moment?”
“Easy, Chestnut. I’m always serious about messing beds up. Besides, I’m just being me.”
“What makes you say that? Are you always an impetuous asshole?”
“Hey, you did give me an apt name. Perhaps we’re acquainted.”
“Yeah, I’d say so. We’re on a ship together.”
“No, I meant intimately.”
Hessner gave a deep sigh and she rubbed her temples. 
“You’re not my type,” she groaned, her patience waning. 
What made her say that? Was it true or because he was being … an asshole?
“How do you know I’m not your type? I mean, I’ve got a sexy body, that’s everyone’s type!” 
He chuckled at his own joke, then sighed. 
“It’s just my way of coping. Maybe if you didn’t fight it so much—”
“Look, you little shit! We’ve got more important things to worry about than you trying to get into my pants. It’s not going to happen, not now, not today, or ever! You savvy?”
“Yes, Chief Regent?” a voice interrupted them over the speakers. 
It was the same voice as before, the male and female voice talking in unison.
“What?” Hessner balked.
“You called for me, Chief Regent?” the voice asked.
“Who are you?”
“SAVI.”
“What’s savvy?” the guy inquired. 
He rose from the bed.
“Synthetic Automated Vessel Interface—SAVI.”
“Now we’re getting somewhere.” 
He pushed past her, closing on the speakers where the voice came from. 
“What’s our current status, SAVI?”
“Information restricted.”
“Restricted? On whose authority?”
“Chief Regent Hessner.”
“Who’s Chief Regent Hessner?”
Her stomach fluttered when SAVI responded. 
“Chief Regent Hessner’s standing behind you.”
She watched the man turn around, glancing at her. 
“Okay, so I’m not in charge. SAVI? Who am I?”
“I don’t understand the question.”
“What’s my name?”
“Rhett Daspar.”
“What do I do on the ship?”
“Rhett Daspar, assigned to The Demon as navigator, CR-1.”
“What’s CR-1?” Hessner queried.
“Commissioned Rank, Level One.”
“Is that high?” Daspar asked. 
Hope laced his voice.
“Negative. Navigator Daspar’s the lowest commissioned individual on the Demon’s Fate.”
“What about me?” Hessner spoke up.
“You’re Chief Regent Andrea Hessner, CR-4.”
Andrea Hessner. I like the sound of that.
Rhett glowered. 
“Fuck.”
This time, she couldn’t help but sneer at him. 
“Yeah, that’s why you don’t act like an asshole to people you just met.” 
She turned toward the speaker. 
“What’s my position on the ship?”
“Commanding officer. Why do you talk to the speaker in the ceiling? My virtual interface is behind you.”
Both turned to see a small form of light hovering above a pad on the night stand. Drawing close, it appeared androgynous, without prevalent features of either male or female sex—more robotic than either form.
“Why does your voice sound weird?” Andrea asked.
“It was synthesized to be appealing to most and represent both sexes of the human species equally.”
“Well, it’s annoying and stupid,” Rhett snarked.
“Perhaps, but most small-minded individuals dislike the equality of the sexes—likely compensating as a means to display dominance,” SAVI chastised.
Andrea let out a peal of laughter and Rhett turned red. 
“I like you, SAVI!”
“Thank you, Chief Regent. I’m modeled after your specifications, and augmented when connected with the fleet and other SAVI units abroad.”
“Other units?” Rhett inquired.
“Yes. Each vessel in the fleet is equipped with their own SAVI unit. The commanding officer of the ship selects the behavioral perimeters. In this case, Andrea Hessner modified mine to her specifications.”
“And you learn?” Andrea concluded.
“Yes, knowledge is expounded when linked to the fleet and other units.”
“Where’s my room?” Rhett interjected.
“That’s not important right now,” Andrea cut him off. “SAVI, are we the only ones on board?”
“Negative. I detect three other organic lifeforms and one synthetic.”
“Where are they? The organics?”
“All three are located on the bridge. Be advised: I detect hostile words which may lead to actions. I suggest you arm yourself with a stun gun. Though they’re your crew, your actions indicate an altered state and perception. It’s likely they may be the same. I advise caution.”
“I don’t know where a stun gun is!” 
She glanced at Daspar. A weapon in his hand couldn’t lead to anything good, especially for her. 
“Where’s the bridge?”
“I’ll illuminate the hallways to mark your progress.”
“We’ll just have to wing it. Let’s go!” she urged Rhett, then bolted from the room.
Chapter Three: The Crew
As SAVI foretold, the lights dimmed in the corridors, and they pulsed in the direction Andrea needed to go. 
The hallway colors blended into balanced shades—not too harsh on the eyes, not too dim with the lights on. A dark blue coated the hard floor. A smoky gray covered the bottom half of the walls, the upper half covered with broad stripes of ash gray and stark white. 
Rhett caught up after a few strides and kept abreast.
Andrea shot down the right of the long hallway. Going through a bulkhead hatch, the hall curved left before intersecting with three others. The lights illuminated a steep flight of a narrow, metal ladder and pulsed upward. 
She started to climb as swiftly as she dared and hoped she didn’t hit her knee on the metal steps.
“Spectacular ass!” she heard from behind.
Whether intentional or not, she slipped, and her foot smacked him in the face as she snatched a handhold.
“Son of a bitch!”
She felt both pity and justification. 
“Don’t distract me.”
She finished ascending, and the glow directed her to the right. 
She took off down the hallway and passed through another bulkhead hatch. The hall curved left, leading to another intersection. This time, the passageway lights thrummed to her right, and she took the path. The doors at the end parted as she rushed in. 
Three individuals inside stopped mid-sentence and stared at them with blank expressions.
Andrea gave the bridge a cursory glance. The dim illumination didn’t reveal much, but lights on the console edges glowed a dark red.
“Finally! Someone else on this tub,” one man said. 
Andrea eyed him, noting his full, closely-cropped beard and short hairstyle. He, too, was fit, more muscular than anyone else in the present company.
“Who are you?” the woman standing between the two men asked. 
Andrea’s eyes roved over to her. She recognized the woman from the picture in her room. The woman was short with a hearty frame, and Andrea might’ve considered her stocky if it wasn’t for her curvaceous nature. Her blonde hair touched her collar, and her green eyes held a silent plea.
“I’ve seen you,” Andrea said.
“What?” the bearded man asked. “You remember her?”
“No, but I’ve seen her.”
“Who are you?” the woman repeated.
“I’m Andrea, this…,” she paused when her eyes fell on Rhett. “This is Asshole.”
“Nice one, Chestnut,” Rhett replied.
“Your nose is bleeding,” the man with the beard noted.
“And you’re about to be, too,” the last member said to the big man, “if you don’t let go of my hat.” 
He appeared older than everyone present, clean shaven with burred dark brown hair. His flawless skin covered his high cheekbones. Abnormally large dark blue eyes glowered at the bearded man. Between them, Andrea glimpsed the wadded cloth the two men warred over.
“Really? This is what you’re fighting over? A hat?”
“It’s mine,” said the second man.
“No, it’s not.”
“I don’t know why they are fighting over it either,” the woman interjected, her voice filled with mock-disdain. 
She held up her arms. 
“Before you two showed up, it was just two men and one woman. There are better things to fight over.”
“Give me the hat,” Andrea ordered, holding out her hand. “I’ll keep it until we can determine whose it is.”
“Why would I agree to that?” the bearded man asked.
“Because I’m the only one that can find out everyone’s identity.”
“Really?” the girl squeaked, interest piqued. 
She traversed around the two men and sidled up to Andrea. 
“What do you say, boys? Want to find out who we are?”
The bearded man glanced at the other and let go of the hat. The older man still clutched the cloth, but Andrea didn’t care. The fighting had stopped for the moment, and that was the most important issue. Pushing her luck to make the older man comply wasn’t a battle she wanted to face. 
Besides, it was a fucking hat.
The bearded man faced her. 
“How do you know who we are?”
“I don’t,” Andrea conceded. “But I can find out.”
“How?” he inquired.
“SAVI?”
“Yes, Chief Regent?” the prompt computerized voice answered. Andrea laughed to herself when the three from the bridge flinched, looking for the origin of the voice.
“It seems that the members on the bridge don’t remember who they are either. Can you help us? Can you display the entire crew in commissioned order?”
“Yes, Chief Regent. Direct your attention to the forward display.” 
The viewer screen flickered to life, a soft white replacing the stationary, alien symbol. A close, zoomed-in picture of Andrea’s face manifested before it zoomed out and shifted to the top left of the screen. 
“Chief Regent Andrea Hessner, CR-4, commanding officer of The Demon.”
Her profile disappeared, and the face of the woman on the bridge appeared. With the zoomed in picture, Andrea detected that her eyes had a slight, almond shape to them. The image slid to the top left. 
SAVI’s voice resumed.
“Sub-Regent Kodi Kembly, CR-3, first officer of The Demon.”
“Damn, two women in charge?” Rhett snarked. “You’re bad enough, Chestnut, but your ass makes it forgivable.”
She rolled her eyes, knowing that he attempted to infuriate her. 
It was working. 
The picture changed to an individual Andrea couldn’t identify, an exotic man with a dark complexion and vibrant, hazel eyes. She found herself attracted to the man, more out of familiarity than romance, but she dismissed the notion as déjà vu. 
“Caretaker Mason Boudry, CR-3, third in command.”
The image faded and was replaced by the man still clutching the hat, but the picture showed him with longer hair than his current burred cut. 
“Engineer Soren Goski, CR-3, fourth in command.”
His image faded and the bearded man’s face appeared. Atop his head was the fedora they fought over. 
“Ward Carlin Ossaro, CR-2, fifth in command.”
Rhett’s picture appeared—more like a modeling shot than a facial scan. 
“Navigator Rhett Daspar, CR-1, sixth in command and resident asshole.”
Andrea giggled and Kodi guffawed.
“Funny, SAVI,” Rhett retorted.
A movement to Andrea’s left drew her attention, and Soren, the man who clutched the hat, passed it over to Carlin. She caught his muttered apology.
“Wait a minute,” Kodi piped in. “There were six profiles, yet only five of us present. Computer, where’s the sixth person?”
When no answer came, Kodi glanced at Andrea with uncertainty. 
“It’s not called a computer; it’s SAVI.”
“What’s SAVI mean?” Carlin asked as he put on his fedora.
“Synthetic Automated Vessel Interface,” Rhett supplied. “Or as I’m starting to think: Shitty-Ass Virtual Irritant.”
Kodi chuckled and glanced his way. Her gaze lingered a moment before she remembered her question. 
“SAVI, where’s the sixth member?”
“Unknown.”
“Why does its voice sound like that?” Soren, the man with huge, dark blue eyes asked. 
Andrea supplied SAVI’s earlier explanation. The engineer shrugged. 
“Makes sense, I guess. I would’ve liked a female voice, but that’s just me.”
“That can be arranged for your quarters,” SAVI offered. “Would you like that change made?”
“Hell, yeah!”
“As you wish, but I don’t think Emma will appreciate it.”
“Who’s Emma?” Carlin blurted. 
Now that he was closer and Andrea could see him better, she found him handsome, far more so than Rhett, but the hat had to go. The three-inch brim extended straight out and did not curl up on the sides. While it may look fetching on others, the antique headpiece rubbed her the wrong way.
“Emma is Engineer Goski’s synthetic.”
“What’s a synthetic?” Rhett inquired.
“A life-like creation tailored to the specifications of the buyer.”
“What does my synthetic do?” Soren pondered.
“Anything you wish. Most people use them as housekeepers or for other trivial tasks,” SAVI explained.
“What about the sixth member?” Andrea spoke up, steering the conversation back to the absent person. “How can you not know what happened to him? Is he dead?”
“I detect no deceased lifeforms aboard.”
The five of them eyed each other as the information sank in.
“When was the last time the Caretaker was aboard?” Andrea pressed.
“Two months, three weeks, four days, and seventeen hours ago.”
Kodi, the blonde-haired woman, fidgeted, then spoke, “SAVI? If the fate of the sixth member’s unknown and you detect no deceased lifeforms aboard, speculate the outcome of Caretaker … what’s his name?”
“Mason Boudry,” Engineer Goski offered.
“That’s a good memory,” Kodi remarked. “SAVI, speculate: what happened to Caretaker Mason Boudry.”
“Speculating.”
When the answer didn’t come right away, Carlin Ossaro took the initiative to engage the crew. 
“What the hell’s a ward?” 
Everyone either shook their heads or shrugged.
“To answer your question, Ward Ossaro, your duty is that of ship’s security. Extrapolating possible outcomes of Caretaker Boudry. One found. Caretaker Mason Boudry was left on the uncharted planet.”
“Planet?” Andrea exclaimed.
“What the hell have we done?” Kodi gasped.
“What happened to him?” Carlin asked. “Better yet, what happened to us? I can’t remember anything.”
“Neither can I,” Kodi said.
“Me either,” Rhett confirmed.
“I don’t think any of us can,” Andrea concluded. “SAVI, what happened to our memories?”
“Unknown.”
Rhett kicked the paneling on the wall. 
“What the fuck do you mean ‘unknown?’”
“Hey, calm down!” Carlin said.
“Why don’t you shut up? Go sulk in the corner with your stupid hat.”
Carlin took a step toward him, but Soren put a hand on the big man’s chest. 
“It’s not worth it. Just let him vent. I’m sure we all feel that way.”
“I got a bigger question, our ability to talk,” Kodi said. “I mean, if our memories are gone, how are we speaking now?”
“A relevant question, Sub-Regent Kembly. I have a theory,” SAVI responded. “There may be a subversion of the cerebral cortex of the brain in correspondence with a detected energy surge approximately one hour and thirty-seven minutes ago.”
“An energy surge? From where? Engineering?”
“Unknown, but the surge came from within the ship.”
“How can it be unknown?” Rhett asked. “We’re aboard a vessel that travels through space and the computer system that keeps us alive is shitty-ass software incapable of discerning energy? What if we pass through a star?”
“The reason,” SAVI answered, “for the unknown error this time, Asshole, is because it originated from a foreign source not endemic to the ship.”
“Now the computer’s talking sense,” Carlin muttered as he scratched his beard.
Kodi leaned into Andrea. 
“Why did SAVI call him that?”
Andrea whispered back. 
“SAVI’s programming is picked by me. Earlier, I dubbed him Asshole. It kinda stuck.”
A tight smile drew across Kodi’s face, but she didn’t say anything else.
“Okay,” Goski said, “so, we’re looking for something foreign. Can’t be that hard, right?”
“SAVI?” Andrea queried. “Can you expand on the theory of the energy surge?”
“Certainly. The surge altered, edited, or erased specific portions of your memories, but left motor skills, speech, and muscle memory intact. If you noticed, you don’t have difficulty talking, walking, running, or decision making. Upon hearing about the energy surge, you wish to investigate the cause, a logical step.”
“Did it alter you?” Rhett addressed the unspoken question.
“Negative.”
“How do you know?”
“Because you’d all be dead.”
“There’s a cheerful thought,” Soren muttered. 
His face held a somber expression, which fitted the older man.
Andrea’s eyes narrowed. 
“Can you tell me more about the unknown planet?”
“There are few relevant details regarding the planet. Information has been restricted.”
“On whose authority?”
“Yours, Chief Regent.”
Andrea’s heart sank.
“That’s fucking perfect,” Rhett snarked. “Great job, boss.”
“SAVI, release information regarding the planet on my authorization.”
“One moment. Enter security code to gain access.”
The group let out a collective sigh. 
“SAVI, our memories are blocked or erased.”
“Indeed.”
“So, if they’re gone, I don’t have the access code to unlock the information.”
“I see.”
“Can you unlock it for us or find a way for us to access it without the code?”
“That’ll take time to search for the proper procedure. Estimated time: several days.”
“Why so long?” Ward Carlin Ossaro broke in.
“I must search all records, files, directives, and manifestos regarding security access with loss of memory.”
Andrea let out a groan.
“Okay, so we’ve got time,” Kodi piped in. “Let’s go find out what sent out that energy surge.” 
She smacked Rhett on his backside as she walked past. 
“Come on. The sooner we start, the sooner we’re done.”
The group surged forward with Andrea bringing up the rear and shaking her head.
Kodi … you shouldn’t have done that. You’ll only encourage him.
Chapter Four: The Search
For the first hour, they roved in a slow group from room to room. The bridge was located on the first deck, as was the recreational room that doubled as a mess deck. Upon exploration, they found a small personnel lift that ran to each deck of the ship. The same color scheme carried through each hallway and room.
The second deck housed the medical bay, armory, commanding officer’s quarters, and a communal shower room. They combed through the medical bay until Rhett pointed out that the Caretaker hadn’t returned with them, so whatever caused the power surge was unlikely to be in there. 
Though logical, Andrea wasn’t as confident. The only other thing of note was a tubelike structure in the medical bay, and everyone agreed that it was probably for surgeries.
When they neared Andrea’s quarters, Rhett sighed. 
“I’ve already been in there,” he said. “If you want to search again, that’s your prerogative. Why don’t we split up? I’ll take a group with me downstairs.”
Andrea nodded and didn’t mind parting company with her personal antagonist. 
“Sure, volunteers only.”
“I’ll go,” Kodi said.
“Me, too,” Soren added after a moment of deliberation.
Irritation flashed across Rhett’s face.
“It doesn’t take three people to search a room that’s been given a once-over already,” the engineer explained.
“I’ll stay with the Chief,” Carlin said.
Andrea was more than happy with the arrangement. She’d be rid of Rhett, and Kodi wouldn’t be alone with him. Andrea had the handsome ward to keep her company. 
She savored the small victory.
The trio departed, and Andrea ambled to the door. Her hand hesitated over the pad, but her mind drew a blank. 
“SAVI?”
“Yes, Chief Regent?”
“Is talking to me distracting you from your search?”
“Negative. I’ve allocated a portion of my memory to assist you, the crew, and run the ship when you’re not present at your stations on the bridge. A partition is running the search.”
“Good to know. What’s my access code again?”
“You’re in the presence of Ward Carlin Ossaro. Do you still wish for me to reveal your pin?”
Andrea hesitated a moment. Did she? Handsomeness aside, thus far, the big man hadn’t made any lewd comments or proven to be less than courteous or trustworthy. 
“Yes.”
“Access code: three, one, two, four, three.” 
She entered the numbers into the panel and the doors parted. 
“Do you wish to change your code now?”
“No. I’ll forget anyway.”
“I encourage you to change it for security reasons.”
She peered up at the bearded man, her eyes searching his cloudy dark-blue gaze. 
“If I can’t trust the ward with the security code to my room, how can I trust him with the safety of the ship?”
“A logical assumption based out of emotion,” SAVI relented. “Very well.”
“Are the rest of the crew quarters locked with access codes?”
“Yes, Chief Regent.”
“Suspend current security parameters. They won’t be able to access the rooms during the search.”
“Very well. Task complete.”
“Thanks.”
Andrea hesitated outside her room, starkly aware of the man standing behind her.
“I can wait out here if that would make you more comfortable?” he offered.
She shook her head. 
“No, it’s alright.” 
As she padded into her room, Carlin hovered at the edge of her awareness but didn’t crowd her. The doors shut almost noiselessly behind them. She scanned the room with both a sense of strangeness and familiarity.
“Not much for decor,” Carlin muttered. 
She glanced back at him, and he had the decency to appear embarrassed. 
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be. This vessel could be temporary, or a unique, long-range ship for the mission? Either that or we’re not allowed to bring many items. I wonder what the other rooms are like.”
“I’ll show you mine since I’ve seen yours,” he promised as he stepped to the chest of drawers. 
She caught a wince flashing across his face. 
“Sorry, that didn’t come out right.”
“No, it did—but I like where your mind was headed.” 
She smiled at him and turned to the nightstand by her bed.
Did I just say that out loud? Kill me now.
Sitting on her bed, she opened the drawer. 
Inside lay a small data pad with a thumb scanner on the bottom. Thumb-plate pressed, the pad unlocked and revealed the last thing she opened. An image of her with another woman filled the screen. Andrea noted her own face and less-than-broad smile. The other woman appeared similar to her, but far prettier, the whites of her teeth sparkling bright. She had blonde hair, and her eyes were a strange muted orange color.
She frowned, wondering who she was, why her eyes were so strange.
“Uh,” Ward Ossaro said from behind her. 
She stood and regarded him as he closed the drawer. 
“You should be the one going through the drawers.”
“Why? Did you see a thong?”
“Well,” he murmured, looking uncomfortable. 
His lips twitched. 
“Yeah.”
“I’m sure you’ve seen them before—seen thongs before!—not necessarily mine.”
He chuckled but didn’t say anything.
“It’s no big deal.”
“Glad you’re so casual. I wouldn’t be.”
“Well, you’re not Rhett, that’s for sure.” 
Her brows shot up when she mentioned Asshole’s name.
“Daspar? The weasel-looking guy? What did he mean by saying, he’s seen it before?” 
He stroked his beard, waiting for her answer.
Andrea rolled her eyes. 
“He said that to make you jealous. He says shit to get a rise out of people.”
“Did he wake up in here with you?” 
Carlin’s eyes darted to the bed, then back to her.
“No! He was in the shower. I met him in the hallway. Later, after he was dressed, he came in here.”
Carlin nodded but didn’t say anything. 
He examined the drawer. 
“You sure?”
“Oh, come on, it can’t be that bad.” 
Heat touched her cheeks.
The ward opened the drawer and withdrew a stringy, dark purple garment that would have left little covered. 
“Still sure?”
With another roll of her eyes, she smiled and motioned with her hand. 
“Go for it.”
She turned back around, sat on the bed, and stared at the picture. She and the other unidentified woman looked more similar than not. Were they friends? Siblings? She couldn’t guess how long she stared at the picture, but Carlin came and hovered over her shoulder.
“Is she familiar?”
Andrea glanced up. 
“No. Then again, looking at a picture of myself seems like staring at a stranger.”
Carlin sat on the bed beside her. He seemed so large next to her, his shoulders almost a half foot taller than hers. He held out a hand for the pad, and she handed it over. 
He peered at it for a moment.
“There are a lot of similarities, too much to pass off as coincidence. Must be a sibling, but who’s older? You both look the same age.”
“A twin, perhaps? We must have been born not far apart, otherwise you’d see an age difference.”
“You sure you don’t sense anything when looking at her?” 
Andrea shook her head. 
“What about when you see me?”
She stared into his dark blue eyes. She noted his skin tone, a dark olive. His brown hair lighter than his eyebrows. Her eyes roved over the bridge of his nose, thin and somewhat straight. Maybe he broke it. 
She sensed something about him, but wondered if it meshed with his own thoughts or desires. Still, compared to Rhett, she felt at ease around him and could let her guard down, evident now that he knew the pin to her room. 
Will he even remember it?
With reluctance, she shook her head but kept his gaze. 
Only then did she notice their close proximity and how warm her clothes felt. When the trance broke for her, he caught his eyes blinking rapidly. His breathing also seemed heavier and slower than before. He posed another question. 
“What about the rest of the crew?”
“Well,” she said at length, standing. “I sense a closeness to Kodi, but perhaps that’s biased because she’s the only other female on ship, which brings up a curious question: why were there only six of us? Surely there’s supposed to be more?”
“I was thinking the same thing, too, back when SAVI was showing us the profiles. Such a small contingent?”
“I heard a recorded video from a guy named Vice Admiral Barris, but he didn’t say anything about the crew.”
“What did the message say?”
Andrea motioned for him to follow, and she led him to the desk. When she neared, the display flickered to life and she pushed the blinking icon again. The now-familiar face filled the screen. 
“Chief Regent Hessner. Long range tracking has detected a previously uncharted segment of space with multiple celestial bodies …”
She moved away from the desk. 
Her feet carried her back towards the bed, but on the other side. A standing wardrobe locker sat nestled against the bulkhead and the edge of her bed. Hoping that something within would jar her memory, she reached for the handle and pulled it open.
Several sets of utilities much like Rhett wore hung within in addition to several pairs of casual attire. A few small personal items like a hair brush, hair ties, and other trivial adornments sat on the top shelf. She climbed to her tiptoes to peer above the lip of the shelf. A small, bejeweled box sat in the far back, almost as if she tried to hide its existence. 
Reaching, she pulled it near and opened the lid. She almost slammed it shut again. The contents sent her mind racing, and she gave a sharp inhale. A furtive glance at Carlin told her that he didn’t pay her any mind. With silent quickness, she placed it within the locker and closed the door.
Andrea turned in a circle and let her eyes roam the room. She didn’t see any of the box’s items strewn about the chamber, and she breathed easier, but it did confirm that she was sexually active, but with whom? A flicker of doubt crept in as she spied a small trash bin near her desk. She crossed back to Carlin and glanced within, but the bag lay empty. 
Relieved, her eyes returned to the screen as the message finished.
“In the event you engage a hostile force, details are embedded in this transmission from Warmaster Hessner. Vice Admiral Barris out.”
Carlin stood to his full height and drew a deep breath. 
“We need to find out what this Warmaster Hessner sent. Same last name as you, perhaps a parent?”
She shrugged. 
“I haven’t checked the other logs.”
Carlin reached down for the screen but drew his hand back. 
“Perhaps you should do the honors since it’s directed to you. In fact, you may not want me here when you do. I wonder what happened during the Pinshi incident.”
A blank expression flickered across her face, and she shrugged. 
“Your guess is as lucky as mine.”
“Want to view the log from this Warmaster Hessner?”
Andrea grew pensive for a moment. 
“Yes, of course, I do, but it isn’t as important as finding out where we are, what we were doing, and why we have a missing crew member. What happened to our memories?”
The ward nodded. 
“Agreed. And, you might want your second officer here in the event you uncover anything pertinent.” 
His words dropped off, and she held his gaze for a long moment. Why did he seem familiar enough that she was comfortable around him? Were they involved romantically? Did residual feelings surpass the erasure of obscured and fickle memories? There was something about him, or did she let his attractiveness hinder her judgment?
“Chief Regent Hessner?” SAVI said, breaking the moment.
She blinked a few times and remembered what they were supposed to be doing. 
“Yes, SAVI?”
“There’s an incident forming in Engineer Goski’s quarters. You should investigate.”
She let out a heavy exhale. 
“This is going to be bad.”
Chapter Five: Emma
“I swear by the rivets holding this ship together,” Carlin rumbled, “if he’s done something to the sub-regent, I’ll tear his arms off!”
Andrea struggled to match his long strides. The ward rushed forward like a gathering storm, a magnificent thunderhead waiting to erupt. His boots thudded through the corridor. 
Andrea understood the feeling. 
She’d never forgive herself if Rhett took liberties with Kodi—and she wouldn’t put it past the sleazeball. Then again, Goski was with them, and she was sure that he wouldn’t let anything untoward happen. That was the only reason why she let them go off together in the first place. 
Honestly, she preferred the groups as they were, though keeping the second-in-command nearby would’ve been ideal.
The doors parted as Carlin hastened through. He halted a step inside, his back stiff. 
Andrea hustled the last few steps in case the ward started caving Rhett’s skull in. Truth told, she didn’t know if she’d stop it right away. He did deserve it.
The chief regent rounded past Carlin and stopped just as fast. 
Inside the room, Kodi sat in a chair watching the two men, Soren Goski and Rhett Daspar. The engineer stood in front of another woman, and his face flushed red and livid.
“What’s going on here?” Andrea asked.
“This asshole,” Goski said, jerking his thumb at Rhett, “thinks it’s okay to mess with other people’s property and pay no mind to any shred of civility.”
“It’s a synth!” Rhett screamed back. “It’s not like she has feelings!”
“That’s beside the point!” Goski snapped.
“Somebody tell me what happened!”
Both men launched into a shouting match, and the Chief Regent held up a hand to stop them. She turned her attention to Kodi. 
“You tell me what happened.”
Kodi shrugged and glanced back at the other two before talking. 
“We were searching the rooms, and we came across this one. The synth, Emma, welcomed us in, but she wasn’t clothed. At first, we thought it was another crew member, but she called Goski “master,” and we knew otherwise. Rhett started touching her—”
“Fondling!” Goski interjected.
“Touching, fondling, groping,” Kodi snapped, “whatever you want to call it!”
Andrea turned back to Goski and the synthetic behind him. 
“Soren, can you move?” 
Reluctantly, he moved aside, and Andrea gawked at the synthetic in its entirety. 
She was, indeed, without a stitch of clothing. She had long, cascading, bright, blonde hair and must have been tailored to Soren’s specifications of near-perfect beauty, at least how he saw it. 
Andrea’s eyes flickered to the synth’s tapered and enviable waist, then to its smooth, long legs. 
“My God, Soren, I can see why you’re protective. She must have cost a fortune.”
“Yeah, she did,” Rhett quipped. “And he didn’t buy her for cleaning and ironing, either. I mean, look at this, Chestnut.” 
Rhett stepped forward and grabbed a breast, letting it jiggle in his hand. 
“This shit feels real.”
“Asshole!” Goski yelled, lunging at Rhett. 
Carlin appeared between them in an instant, restraining Soren. Rhett, seeing the engineer held back, used both hands to fondle the synthetic’s breasts. 
“You can fuck this thing!” Rhett said, laughing.
Carlin saw, and let Goski go. 
The older man lunged across the deck and delivered a right haymaker, connecting with Rhett’s jaw. The blow knocked the navigator backward, his head crashing into the desk.
“You deserved that,” Andrea said with a cold voice.
Rhett’s hand went to his jaw, and he winced. 
“Worth it, Chestnut.”
“Are you that hard up that you’d fondle the synth?” Carlin boomed.
“What does it matter? She’s not real!”
“That’s beside the point,” Andrea said, taking control of the conversation. “She’s not yours; she belongs to Soren. Think of it as another person’s clothing or valued item—you wouldn’t take or borrow without permission.”
Andrea stepped closer to the synthetic, eyeing it. 
Emma seemed incredibly real. Andrea could even see faint, blue veins under the skin of her upper bosom and towards the collarbone. 
“Damn, Soren, tell it—tell her—to put some clothes on. And everybody get out.”
Soren ordered Emma to dress, and once presentable, Andrea asked Soren to leave as well. When the doors closed, she turned to regard Emma.
“Do you know who I am?” she asked.
The synthetic stood still and rigid, the epitome of a robot. The mannerisms sent a tremor of jitters through the officer. If Andrea didn’t need answers, she would have fled from the room. It was uncanny, almost real but not. 
Emma’s head swiveled just a touch in Andrea’s direction, the eyes moved last to track her. 
“Yes,” Emma replied. 
Her voice was soft and sweet, almost melodic with a touch of smokiness. 
“You’re Chief Regent Hessner, commanding officer of The Demon. I’ve known you for years. It’s always nice to talk to you.”
Andrea didn’t know how to feel about the comments. 
Could synthetics feel? She doubted it, otherwise Emma would have reacted when Rhett groped her. But her comment did kindle hope. With her hands behind her back, Andrea paced. 
“Emma? When was the last time you and I had contact?”
“Two days, four hours, twenty-two minutes ago.”
She stopped and spread her hands. 
“Do you recall what I said?”
The synth stood still, and her eyes went long spells without blinking. 
It unnerved Andrea. 
No matter how real her eyes seemed, the nature seemed off. Perhaps she was designed that way. Emma looked so real that the manufacturers may have programmed abnormal behavioral patterns. Andrea eyed Emma’s chest for a moment and wasn’t surprised to see it rise and fall with simulated breath. 
It was too damn close to the real thing.
“Yes,” Emma replied, “you were quite distraught over your current course of action. My master, Soren, shared in your plight. He felt you didn’t have a choice.”
With her hands, she gestured while speaking. 
“What was this action?”
“Fleeing the unknown planet.”
Andrea’s heart stopped. 
“What happened on the planet? Do you know?”
Emma shook her head, a stiff movement. 
“I don’t know what transpired there. Soren wouldn’t discuss it—I believe he was under your orders not to—but he was angry … and sad.”
Andrea nodded slowly. She could understand angry, especially if she ordered him not to speak about it. She crossed her arms. 
“Why sad?”
“Sadness would be speculation at this point. Once you returned to the ship, he didn’t make love to me for three days.”
“He—what?”
“Soren didn’t—”
“Yeah, no, I heard you the first time. I just didn’t think … never mind.” 
Andrea shivered. How could Soren, or anyone, have sex with a thing? 
“Is there anything else you can tell me?”
“I detected unusual behavior in the crew.”
“Explain.”
“When Soren didn’t return to his quarters at the appropriate time, I went looking for him. It was against your orders, but preservation of human life was at stake. I found various crew members comatose throughout the ship. Strange, is it not?”
Andrea nodded absentmindedly. 
Emma gave answers but opened doors to so many more questions. 
Andrea wanted to talk in private in case she revealed anything damning or dangerous, especially in front of Rhett, but nothing she just learned would be considered either. 
“Thank you,” she muttered before remembering she was a synthetic being.
“You’re quite welcome. I hope you come back soon. I enjoy our talks.”
Andrea’s brow furrowed as she exited the room, noting once again that the synthetic used words to express feelings. 
The doors parted, and she found the ward with his hand around Rhett’s throat, his face purple and his body pressed against the bulkhead.
“Carlin! Release him!” 
The big man complied immediately, but fury etched every line in his face. 
“What's happened now?”
“This asshole made a less-than-courteous comment. I felt the need to remind him of respect.”
“Who did he slander this time?”
“You!”
It wasn’t the answer she expected and it caught her off guard. She wasn’t surprised that Rhett
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