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Awake

			The first feeling was cold. An aching cold that seemed to be working its way inwards. Worst in the fingers and toes, exposed and delicate. Delicate: not a word that would usually come to mind, but there it was. Breathing hurt; there was pressure like someone sitting on his chest or being dunked underwater for that bit too long. Sucking in the air felt blissfully good but sharp and painful.

			Eyes, he had those, that much he knew. He moved them around beneath their lids but opening them seemed too much. Everything was too much.

			Fingers and toes, move them, you can do that, and breathe. Remember to breathe. You’ve got this.

			Working through the ache, he moved carefully and slowly, bit by bit. The pain got worse as it travelled through his muscles, like they’d been asleep. Pins and needles followed the pain and a tingling numbness.

			Was that good?

			His mouth didn’t work yet, and his eyes were still too heavy. The pins and needles faded in turn, and he was cold again, but it was different now. It still hurt but was reduced to a dull ache. He wasn’t sure how long he lay there, cold and heavy, waiting for movement to return. His lips parted, cracking as the skin stretched. He tried to wet them with his tongue, but that, too, was dry and heavy. He tried to speak, and a strange croak escaped his throat.

			There was a faint sense of panic lurking in his mind, trying to burst forward, force action and struggle, but slowing his breathing, he pushed the instinct away. Patience was key here. Feeling and mobility were returning—no point hurting himself more, or risk putting himself in danger until he could gauge where he was.

			Patience, he repeated to himself. Just breathe.

			Time slipped away, though whether it was minutes or hours, he couldn’t tell. He may have slept, but again, he couldn’t be sure. There was a light beyond his eyelids now. Though he still couldn’t open them, there was a sense of brightness there. Was it morning? Or were his eyes simply seeing what was there all along?

			He tried his voice again.

			“Hello?” it rasped, a harsh whisper. He tried again, “Hello?”

			There was a sound, like a grunt, followed by a gasp, and he knew he wasn’t alone. He could hear fast breathing coming from somewhere to his left and a scrabbling of frantic movements. There was a second of fear, of what or who was there beside him, but perhaps they were just like him: cold and hurting, unable to move and probably scared.

			‘It’s okay,” he croaked. It wasn’t okay; nothing about this was okay. Everything felt foreign and painful, and, God, the cold. But you don’t say that to the mystery person panicking beside you; you tell them, “It will be okay.”

			“Just breathe,” he tried to calm his voice, to make it less broken and strained. Each word came slightly quieter than the last. “I can’t see you or move, but I’m here. It’s okay.” That was all he could manage to say, his voice fading to nothing.

			There was a whimper and a cough, and then the gasping breaths slowed. In and out, intentional, and meditative. He waited, focusing on his own breathing and putting his energy into opening his eyes. If he could only see where he was.

			He searched his thoughts, trying to find a solid memory, something to explain where he was or what led to this point, but there was nothing but muddled echoes of thoughts, grey and blurred. Like looking into the dark through a dirty window. Gradually, his eyelids parted, revealing more grey, but formed now. A dome, panelled, and opaque. Light filtered through, but what was beyond it remained unknown.

			Ever so slowly, he began to turn his head towards the person beside him. It was an achingly slow process. He was incredibly stiff as if his body had forgotten how to move.

			How long have I been here? he wondered, still trying to find a solid memory. Finally, his head completed its rotation to the left, and through bleary eyes, he made out the silhouette of a woman.

			*     *     *

			On the other side of the domed space, the woman fought to control her panic. She couldn’t move, her whole body hurt, and there was a cold that permeated every cell.

			Like ice, the thought came to the surface, like being submerged in ice.

			She had a memory, broken and hazy but persistent: a man lying on a metal slab, rigid and pale, with surgical incisions across his abdomen and chest. Another one from the illegal organ trade, a voice had said, covering the body. It’s happening more now. That’s the third this week.

			Oh, fuck, she thought, the panic rising, I’m going to die. They’ve taken my kidneys and left me here, and I’m going to die and be put on a slab in the morgue for some stranger to mark me off the pop. list and throw me in the incinerator. Oh fuck, oh god, this can’t be happening.

			She could hear her heart pounding in her ears. If she could just move, and get help, maybe she had a chance, maybe she would live.

			With your organs chopped out? a bitter voice in her head asked. You’re just going to get up and walk away from this with your belly cut open and your insides missing?

			Despair settled into her chest. She felt hot tears burning from the corners of her eyes. She was dead, or at least dying, alone and—

			“Hello?” The cracked voice sounded from nearby, raspy and quiet. It came again, “Hello?”

			She gasped, the sudden rush of air making her choke. She wasn’t alone; someone was with her. She tried to cry out for help, but nothing came out. She tried to move but all she managed was a slight shift in her limbs. She tried again, her throat burning from the attempt, but still no sound.

			She coughed as the quiet voice continued, “It’s okay. Just breathe.”

			She followed the instruction and focussed solely on her breathing. Slowly, counting to four on the inhale, then again on the exhale. In through the nose, she reminded herself, out through the mouth. Breathe.

			There was more whispering, but she couldn’t make it out, and then it trailed off. As she breathed, she began to realise she didn’t hurt the way she did before. There was still the cold and an aching stiffness, but it wasn’t the same as the stabbing pain she’d had on first regaining consciousness. Was she still dying? Or was this something else?

			She began investigating the feelings through her body; she could wriggle her toes and clench her fists. She tried moving her body in different ways, and though it felt odd, it definitely didn’t feel like it did before.

			She didn’t realise she’d opened her eyes at first until she blinked them after staring too long. She was inside something. It seemed small, grey and domed, with light filtering through. She didn’t remember how she got here, but at least she wasn’t in an ice bath without her kidneys. That was enough of a relief that her current predicament was beginning to feel manageable.

			It was time to try and move; she pulled her feet towards her, lifting her knees, then tipped them to the right, using the gentle momentum to help her roll the rest of her body onto her side. Just that motion left her exhausted again, and she lay still in that foetal position with her forehead pressed to her hands, resting and regaining the energy to lift her face and look around. When she did, she saw a man sitting on the ground beside her, about a metre away. Hunched over, with a flop of light hair covering his face. He was naked.

			She glanced down at her own body and flinched; she, too, was completely bare. She rolled her hips a bit further and slid her arm back towards her body, covering herself. When she looked up again, the man was turning towards her as if in slow motion, every movement drawn out. He blinked at her, and then his mouth twitched like he was trying to smile.

			“Hello,” he croaked, then coughed. It was the voice from before.

			She attempted a reply, but nothing came out. She tried again and managed a slight rasp. Perhaps if she had something to drink, wet her throat a little. At the thought, an unimaginable thirst came over her. Suddenly, water was all she could think of. Pushing herself upright, forgetting to cover herself, she cast her eyes around the space, looking for anything to quench this thirst.

			She looked toward the end of where they lay; it was a padded layer fused to the floor, just large enough for a person to lie flat. There was an indentation marking the shape of her body. How long have I been here? How long—

			She shook her head to clear the jumble of thoughts. Focus, she reminded herself as she looked beyond her feet. There lay several objects wrapped in a sealed synthetic material. Two large rectangles took up the most space. Beside them were two long bulky packages and then several identical-shaped parcels in a smaller size. At the end were five plastic containers: rectangular with a handle and a small, lidded spout. Condensation dripped down the side as whatever was inside them thawed.

			Water, she thought desperately as she crawled towards them, barely registering the strange slimy substance surrounding where she lay. She only had eyes for whatever lay inside the plastic canisters. They were lashed to the floor, along with the other items, which seemed odd; it wasn’t as if they were going anywhere. She released the thick straps and dragged forward the nearest heavy can.

			“What are you doing?” croaked the man as she clawed at the lid, unable to get a secure grip. He had not moved from where he sat, legs still stretched out before him.

			She squinted at him, wondering if he was more than physically slow, and mimed lifting a cup to her lips.

			“How do you know it’s safe?” he asked, blinking slowly.

			She shrugged at him, frustrated at being unable to communicate but more frustrated at the stupid lid on the stupid water. It had to be water. She glared at it and hit the top of the canister with her fist, flinching as a sharp pain from the contact shot through her hand. Calm down, she scolded herself. Take another look. There it was: a slight tab protruding beneath the cap. She plucked at it with fingers that weren’t quite doing what they ought to, releasing it from its hold on the jerry can.

			The coil came away, and she was able to open the lid. Crouching low, she tipped the can towards her, drinking gratefully, her nakedness forgotten as she gulped the icy water. Thirst quenched, she felt relatively human again. She tried her voice, but barely a rasp escaped. She turned to the man, who stared hungrily at the water. He clearly wasn’t going to get to it without help. That was okay; she couldn’t talk, but she could help this man. She glanced down at her bare skin a moment, considering covering herself, but shrugged. They’re just bodies, after all. And at least she had her kidneys.

			Dragging the heavy can across the floor, leaving a trail of condensation. She lifted it over the gel substance that surrounded the man and onto the mat he sat on. That effort alone had her muscles burning. There was no way she could lift the can again, so she beckoned to him to lean down to the water, which he did, painfully slow.

			“Thank you,” he croaked upon sitting up.

			She nodded and replaced the lid on the drink.

			“Who are you?” he asked, peering into her face as though he thought he might already know the answer. How could he, though, when she didn’t know the answer herself?

			She searched her mind for something that might tell her who she was or how she had come to be here in this strange domed room. But there was nothing. When she strained her mind, she was only taken back to the memory of the man on the metal slab, the sheet being pulled over his greying face and a chemical smell that burned her eyes. She shook her head, as much to clear the unpleasant thoughts as to say she didn’t know.

			“I’m not sure, either,” the man told her. He smiled, his mouth pulling to the side, with a gentle understanding. He brought his hand up to his face and pushed his hair back through his fingers. It was interesting to watch, as if he’d been slowed down somehow. Yet, the motions seemed natural, like he did it a hundred times a day and didn’t even know he was taking an age to complete it. “Do you know where we are? How we got here?”

			She shook her head again. Her thoughts were too loud and too fast, wanting to burst out through a voice that wasn’t there. She felt a sense of overwhelm bubbling in her chest. A panic was stirring, and she didn’t feel ready to deal with it, not here in this place where there were more questions than answers.

			The man with the kind face watched her as her eyes flicked around the room. There was a twitchiness in her movements like she was trying to hold herself in. She chewed a lip, cracking the dry skin and then wincing.

			“Do you think,” he said, trying to divert her attention, “there might be clothes in one of those?”

			Her eyes steadied and locked on his for a moment, then she nodded. She was back. With a task to do, she crawled over to the sealed black lumps against the side of the dome. Reaching for the smaller ones, she ran her fingers over them, searching for an opening or somewhere to dig her fingers into to create one. Suddenly, she paused, looking down. There was writing on her arm. A tattoo? She didn’t recall having a tattoo, but then again, she didn’t recall much of anything.

			“EVE-053” was printed onto her skin in bold black ink. Eve. Was that her name? It didn’t feel like her name, but she supposed a name didn’t really feel like anything if you didn’t know it was yours. She rubbed at the writing, which looked to have been there a while, and held it up to the man.

			“Eve?” he read, squinting. “Is that your name? What does the ‘53’ mean?”

			She just shrugged, unable to respond even if she had known the answer. She pointed to his arm, where a matching “ADAM-053” was inscribed on his skin. She mouthed to him, “Are you Adam?”

			He stared at it a moment, having not noticed it until now, then slowly shook his head. “I don’t know,” he replied. “I don’t think I feel like an ‘Adam’ . . .” he trailed off, confused by her grin. Was she laughing at him?

			She held her hands to her chest, shaking her head, and mouthed words too fast for him to catch. “You don’t feel like ‘Eve’?” he asked, trying to understand. Watching her hand gestures brought his attention back to the fact that they were both still unclothed. He quickly averted his eyes, blushing.

			She raised her eyebrows, intrigued by his modesty, half-expecting him to ogle her rather than turn away. Shrugging it off, the woman returned to exploring the sealed cases. She moved on from the small ones to the misshapen oblongs beside them. There! She dug her fingers into a sleeve on the front of the packaging, removing a small, curved blade. Like for cutting sutures, she realised, though she wasn’t sure how she knew. Worry about that later, she told herself, digging the blade into the thick plastic. There was a quiet hissing as air was sucked into the vacuum within.

			Inside was a large backpack, long with pockets all over its exterior and thick padded straps. ADAM-053 was embroidered on the front. At the top was a rolled item, possibly a sleeping bag or bedroll of some kind. Impatient to find her own pack, she slid the first one across to ‘Not Adam,’ who began opening it, pulling out solid black boots and grey coveralls.

			She turned back to her task, carefully cutting open the second parcel to reveal another pack. EVE-053 was emblazoned on the front in thick black stitching. She glared at the writing, taunted by it, frustrated that everything insisted on calling her that when she was almost certain she was, in fact, ‘Not Eve.’ Blowing out an exasperated breath, she began dressing. There was underwear—basic briefs and a crop style bra—and thick socks, and the same grey coveralls that had been provided to ‘Not Adam,’ all conveniently in her size. There were all sorts of other items in the pack: a compass, a water flask, and a pocket knife. There was a spare set of underwear, for which she was relieved, again in her size. Rope and, well, she wasn’t sure what this other thing was; it was like a blunt key attached by a short chain to a little stone rectangle. She put it away and continued her investigation.

			What she was really looking for wasn’t there—food. Her stomach growled loudly, insisting it be fed. She upended the remaining contents of the pack, just in case there was something hidden in a pocket, but no, there wasn’t. She had almost forgotten Not Adam’s presence until he spoke, startling her.

			“Let’s check these other ones,” he said, indicating the remaining parcels, both the very large and the rather small.

			Not Eve—as she had begun to refer to herself—passed Not Adam the small blade from the first parcel, picking up the second one herself. She shuffled on her knees across to the large rectangular shapes while he, still slow, reached for the first of the small, boxed shapes. She ripped off the thick black covering on a bulky rectangular trunk secured with heavy latches. Peeling away the remaining covering, she tugged upwards on the latch, releasing the secondary clasp underneath. Inside, she found large, sharp-looking tools: axes, saws, and metal receptacles that she thought might be for cooking.

			She felt a nudge and looked over to see the man holding out a small item. The familiar sight set her stomach screaming as she tore off the wrapper and sunk her teeth into the pale bar. She flinched, finding it tough, her teeth sliding off. Trying for a smaller bite, she chewed slowly, the bland substance jaw-achingly dense.

			They ate in silence. Finally dressed and satiated, they began to scrutinise their surroundings. The greyish dome of hexagonal panels arched over them, just high enough that the woman’s head brushed its highest point while the man had to duck. It was as though colour had been sucked out of their tiny existence: grey clothes, grey walls, grey floor, grey bars of food, and grey cargo trunks. There was no door, just curved walls all around.

			Now that the adrenaline of their awakening had worn off, they both became once again aware of their aching bodies and a slow, persistent weariness creeping up on them. It didn’t seem like they were going anywhere, and although she knew she should be troubled by their captivity, the motivation to escape was absent. All she wanted was sleep.

			Still unable to speak, the woman simply began rolling out her sleeping bag in the place she had woken up. The ring of gel had almost completely evaporated, but she still took care to avoid the sticky substance. About to lie down, she looked over at the man who was still fumbling with the clips holding his sleeping bag firmly to his backpack. Crawling over, she indicated for him to move back and deftly unfastened the bag and unfurled it across the floor.

			“Thank you,” he said wearily and began his slow journey to his bed.

			He peeled back the top layer, revealing a padded base. At least it looked quite comfortable. He looked up to say as much to the woman but found her already fast asleep. Shrugging to himself, he lay down and quickly drifted off.

			*     *     *

			“Listen to me very carefully, you bitch,” the man said, leaning over her, his hand planted on the wall above her head. “No one is going to believe you. No one. I will destroy you. You will never see a living patient for the rest of your career.” He leaned in closer still as he hissed, “Do you hear me, bitch? You’re finished.”

			He paused, waiting for her to argue. He wanted a fight; he likes it when they fight.

			“Yes, Doctor,” she said straight-faced, pushing away the tightness in her chest.

			He sneered and opened his mouth, ready to attack, but was interrupted.

			“Sage?” a gentle voice asked from behind the man. “You okay?”

			She leaned around him, looking into the worried face of Amethyst. Her heart bubbled with relief. This girl was always in the right place at the right time or every time Sage was getting herself into trouble.

			“Yeah, Amie, I’m fine.” She smiled, an actual genuine smile for her best friend. “The ‘Good Doctor’ here was just leaving.” She looked him in the eyes, daring him to argue. “Weren’t you?”

			He pushed himself off the wall and stalked away without a word.

			“What was that about?” Amie demanded, taking Sage’s hand and leading her away.

			Sage shook her head. “I’ll tell you everything tonight. Fill me in on the morning shift. What have I got to look forward to?”

			



	

ADAM and EVE

			The floor lurched. Sage sat bolt upright, shaken from her dream. What the hell was that? she asked herself, looking around. The man was slowly pushing himself upright from his sleeping bag. Had he felt it, too? There was a pause, and then the world tipped, and they dropped, rocking as they came to an abrupt stop.

			The confusion hung in the air as they both tried to make sense of the situation. What was going on? Again, they tipped, feeling their stomachs drop as they plunged downward, and then stopped again. It was darker now, and there was an intense rushing noise, building to a roar whenever they felt themselves fall. Sage dragged herself to her feet, stumbling across the room, then steadying herself on the wall. She smacked against the taut, grey material on the next roll of the floor, grabbing at it to keep herself upright.

			Surprisingly, her fingers found a hold, a thin seam that ran down the wall of the dome. She hadn’t noticed it before, and she could barely see it now in the dim light, but she could definitely feel it. It feels like—she ran her fingers along it as her body swung around with the movement of the floor—it feels like a zip!

			“Hey,” Not Adam called out behind her, but she ignored him, continuing to seek with her fingertips. “Hey!” he repeated. She could see him moving slowly in the shadows close behind her.

			Following the line up to the top, she found what she sought. Tucked into a fold in the material was a clasp. She gripped it tight and began to pull, only to find a large, warm hand wrapped around hers, holding it in place.

			She spun, looking up into the shadowy face of Not Adam. The rocking of the dome made him lean in close to her, his arm stretched up over her head, still holding her hand. Her mind flashed to her dream: the leering face of the doctor, his threats, his breath on her face, the way his body smelled . . .

			She slammed outwards with her hands, pushing the man backwards, right as the floor rippled again, sending him flying across the room. He landed atop the cargo trunks, thankfully closed to protect him from the sharp equipment within.

			Sage wasn’t sure which of them had released the zip in the end, but the moment the doorway pulled open, frigid ocean air burst into the capsule, buffeting the inner walls and making the whole dome rock even more. Salt stung her eyes as sea spray bombarded her while she struggled to find the clasp on the zip. Gripping with wet hands, she pulled the clasp upwards, fighting against the wind, which was determined to fling the flap of the entrance back open. The door securely closed, she leaned back against the wall, letting out a long, slow breath.

			“Ouch,” the man grunted as he sat himself upright. He stayed where he was, assessing the woman opposite him. Would she lash out again? She had slid down the wall and sat with her knees tucked to her chest. She looked . . . sad. She looked sad and confused. Not like she was going to hit him again. “Hey,” he said, trying once more to get her attention. “I think we might be on a boat.”

			She looked up then, as though suddenly aware of her surroundings. “Boat?” she mouthed, testing the word. The water and wind outside were slowly making sense.

			He nodded. “I think we’re going over waves,” he told her. “I’m sorry I grabbed you before. I just wanted to tell you before you opened the door.” He paused. She was nodding, more to herself than him, he realised. “That’s what I was trying to tell you . . . about the boat thing,” he repeated, still unsure if she was listening. “The waves feel pretty rough. I think we should stay inside until it dies down.”

			She got up then and moved across the small space, standing in front of him. He felt himself tense up. “May I?” she mouthed, pointing to the space on the box beside him. He nodded and she sat. She tapped his shoulder to make sure he was watching her face. “I’m sorry,” she told him silently, wishing she had a voice to say more. She wanted to tell him that she wasn’t trying to push him. She was trying to push the other man, the nameless doctor with the cruel eyes, who made her feel scared and angry and alone, but that she wasn’t a violent person, and she would never usually hit someone, especially someone she just met, who, until now, had done absolutely nothing wrong. But all she could do was repeat, “I’m sorry.”

			The man patted her hand, still on his shoulder. “It’s okay,” he said, giving a small smile. “This is all so confusing. If we just knew what was going on, or damn it, if we even knew who the hell we are—” He stopped. She had grabbed his hand and was writing on his palm. Four letters. She repeated it twice, then looked up to see if he’d understood.

			“Sage?” he asked, peering at her closely.

			She nodded and pointed to herself.

			“Your name is Sage?” She nodded again and held out a hand with a smile. He took the offered hand and shook it gently. “Good to meet you, Sage.”

			*     *     *

			The man and woman stood hunched in their domed shelter as it rocked on the waves. They were gentler now, just a steady rise and fall. The storm that had accompanied the rough seas had passed. The boat’s occupants swayed to their rhythm.

			Outside, they had found no answers, just an endless expanse of water, stretched to the horizon in every direction. They had stared at that great stretch of blue, mesmerised, as the sun dipped towards the water marking the end of their second day aboard the boat, until the promise of night sent them back into their grey refuge.

			Now, by the light of a small lantern, they looked for answers within the shelter. They took stock of the supplies they had before them. There were two cargo trunks. The first was filled with tools: axes, saws, a hammer, and a large first aid kit. The second held camping gear: a tent, cooking equipment, a water purifier, and an assortment of books. Two travel backpacks held personal items, changes of underwear, compasses, pocket knives, and other smaller items. Then there was the food and water. On counting, they found they had twelve weeks of nutrient bars. There were five casks of water, which gave them approximately six days until they’d need to rely on the water purifier in the trunk.

			Whoever had left them out here had obviously meant for them to survive, but other than the food and water, none of it would have much use out on the open water.

			“We need to find land,” the man whispered, his voice still husky. “We need to find out what’s out there.” If there’s anything out there, he added to himself.

			The woman nodded. She pointed to her chest, then the door, and then gestured to her eyes. She would go out to look. Then, she pointed to him and indicated his sleeping bag—he should rest. He shook his head slowly. “No,” he said, “you still can’t talk.”

			She raised her eyebrows at him. “You’re still slow,” she mouthed, moving her hands with exaggerated gestures. She wasn’t wrong. His whole body felt like it was moving through tar. It took him three times as long as her to do anything physical, and his eyes still burned, making everything slightly blurred. She may not be able to speak, but her mobility was better than his.

			“What if you see something or need help?” he asked. She held up the whistle that had come in their packs. He nodded—that would work. “Alright,” he agreed, “but use some of the rope to tether yourself to the raft. That whistle won’t do you much good if you go overboard.”

			She gave him a thumbs up, then pointed sternly to the sleeping bags. “I’ll rest,” he promised. “But wake me if anything happens or if you see anything.”

			He watched her pull on her jacket and gloves. She gave him a little wave, then unzipped the opening and was gone from sight. He lay down on his sleeping bag, his body heavy, lacking the energy to even pull it across to cover himself. I’ll close it up in a moment, he told himself as he shut his eyes, but he was fast asleep within seconds.

			*     *     *

			Outside, the cold ocean air stung the woman’s exposed face. She hunched further into her hood and inspected the horizon in each direction. The sun dipped low to the west, but the boat turned slowly as it travelled over the swell of the waves, leaving her with little sense of direction. It was circular, with inflated rounded sides, made of dense grey rubber, the same material that stretched across the floor beneath her feet and inside the dome. Grey all over, and each side looking nearly identical to the next. The door was the only distinguishing feature on the floating vessel. The dome itself was a thinner material, synthetic and hard, fused to the deck. Its hexagonal panels blocked the view of what lay inside while letting the light through. Like some sort of one-way window.

			Sage sat, her back pressed to its curved surface, staring into the distance for any hint of land. She adjusted the rope tied around her waist, attaching her to the external supports of the domed shelter. She yawned so wide her jaw cracked. Shaking her head, she got to her feet. Sleep was too tempting down there; moving around would help. She paced as far as she could to the right, along the thin stretch of rubber deck, until her rope was taut, then turned and walked in the other direction, keeping her eyes on the horizon. It was becoming harder to see as the sun disappeared, leaving a sky streaked with peach and burnt orange in its wake.

			Her mind was still a fog as she tried to remember how they came to be here, adrift on the sea. Other than the memory of the dead man and the unpleasant doctor, there was little else, and she would rather not dwell on either one of those. Her name was Sage, and judging by her memories, she worked in a hospital. A nurse, she realised. Not a doctor. Her uniform was different, like the other woman’s. Amie. There was a bubbling of warmth in her chest when she thought of her, and also an ache. A deep hurt that didn’t yet have a name.

			It was no good, she realised, ceasing her path around the boat’s small deck. She still didn’t have any answers, just more questions and a heaviness in her chest. So, she did what felt most natural with the uncomfortable feelings and pushed them to the back of her mind; deep enough, they were just echoes. She would let the man do the remembering for them both. There was no point exploring her past right now; it was better to focus on the present.

			She shivered and rubbed her gloved hands together, settling back down against the edge of the dome. Pacing had kept her awake, but now her legs had begun to ache as though they had forgotten how to move so much. She stretched them out before her and dug her fingers into the muscles, noticing how angular they were. The skin seemed to hang loose, the muscles themselves lean and exposed. I feel half-starved, she thought, with a sense of curiosity. Like I’m wasting away. With that thought, she pulled the half-eaten bar from the pocket on the side of her thigh. Peeling back the wrapper, she put the dense, tasteless food to her lips, then tore off a chunk with her teeth. It wasn’t any easier to chew than it had been before. She should have brought out some water. Her stomach growled loudly after the third bite, and she decided it was best to stop before she became nauseated.

			She leaned back and tipped her face up, basking in the beauty of the stars overhead. This felt new and somehow miraculous. She knew what stars were, but she felt like she hadn’t seen them for the longest time. She watched them gradually change position and the crescent moon rise and begin its arch across the sky. There was still no sign of any land or other boats across the water, though in the darkness, they could be floating right by, and she would have no idea.

			Her eyes and head were getting heavy now. She had sat outside for as long as she could manage. It was time for the man to take over.

			Sage untied herself from the raft and re-entered the domed shelter. The man was fast asleep, his sleeping bag open. One hand rested on his chest while the other arched above his head. At least he should be well rested to keep watch, she thought as she tried to shake him awake. “Hey,” she croaked, barely audible, startling herself with the sound. A knot of tension in her chest released as she tried her voice again. “Hey.”

			He didn’t rouse, so she shook him more firmly this time. His head lolled to the side while she frowned at him, her exhaustion increasing her impatience. He was out. If she hadn’t seen the rise and fall of his chest, she might have thought him dead. She pulled the whistle from her pocket and, leaning in a little closer than necessary, gave a sharp, short blow.

			His eyes flew open, and he sat bolt upright, knocking her backwards onto her behind. His eyes flicked around, frantic and confused, until they settled on her, sprawled on the floor beside him. He blinked slowly, then shook his head as if to clear it.

			“Hello again,” he said, his voice still rough but clearer.

			“Hi,” she replied, then winced at the sound.

			“You talk now,” he observed as he stretched. “Is it my turn on lookout?”

			She nodded. Her voice may be back, but it stung to use it. She crawled into her sleeping bag, watching as the man pulled on his coat, still slow, but vastly improved from the sloth-like motion of earlier. She zipped herself in as he unzipped the door to outside.

			He turned back to her and gave a half smile. “I remembered my name. It’s Ethan.” And then he was gone, sealing the door up behind him.

			Ethan, she repeated to herself as she fell asleep.

			*     *     *

			“Ethan!” the man growled from the doorway. “Turn that garbage off! I don’t want to hear it!”

			“But Dad!” the boy exclaimed. “They’re launching the new Mars rocket! They say it’s really going to work this time, and then we’ll be able to live on Mars, and everything will get better! Tommy from school says this one is so much better than the last. His uncle worked on it and everything!”

			The man—Dad—came into the room and sat beside a young Ethan. “Trust me, boy,” he told him, gentle but firm. “The answers to our problems aren’t out there. If they spent half as much money fixing the Earth as they did stripping it of resources to get to space . . .”

			The boy waited, watching his father. His father stared back; his face twisted into a grimace.

			Offering a small smile, Ethan patted his father on the arm. “It will be okay, Dad, you’ll see.”

			The older man pushed his greying hair back off his face and put on a smile of his own. “Alright then, kid, let’s see what they’re up to. Tell me about this new rocket.”

			



	

Boat

			Ethan paced the circular raft, his tether rope trailing behind him. He kept thinking back to the dream with the man he knew now to be his father. The talk of space and rockets was familiar in a vague way. The more he leaned into the memory of it, the less sure he became of what had happened. He had been only a child in the dream. He could picture the spacecraft from the dream, but others, too, flicking in his mind, and then there were the explosions. Fire and screaming, the smoke and pieces of hot metal raining from the sky. The two seemed to exist simultaneously in his mind. But perhaps it was just the confusion. Perhaps it wasn’t actually explosions and just the launch of the rockets. He pressed his palms into his eyes, willing his mind to focus. It didn’t.

			Disheartened, he cast his eyes back to the water. This task was just as frustrating as the elusive memories of his past. So far, there was no sign of land in any direction; they were simply floating on the current. A map in their trunk showed a south-facing coastline, so heading north seemed the logical choice, but their bodies were not yet ready for such a vigorous task. They had granted themselves one more day of rest before taking up the oars secured to the deck and rowing north.

			Ethan wanted to feel excited about that, but with no sign of land, there was no indication of where they were starting from or if they were even on that map to begin with. It seemed futile, but so, too, was drifting across the sea until their food and water ran out. They needed to find land. He knew that but was honestly dreading having to take up the oars tomorrow and begin their search. He was just so tired. Three days of rest was not enough. They still tired quickly, and the persistent confusion of missing memories was exhausting, combined with the ache of their bodies—no, three days was not nearly enough. But there was no avoiding it. The longer they drifted, the further they may go out to sea. Tomorrow, on their fourth day, they would begin rowing.

			Tired of his path around the boat and this train of thought, he sat with his back against the dome, squinting as the sun bounced off the water. He ran his fingers through his hair. These depressive thoughts were unfamiliar to him, and he didn’t like them. He was a get-it-done kind of guy; he knew that much about himself if little else, and that’s what he would do: he would get it done. He would shake off this negativity and face what came head-on.

			With renewed determination, he kept his eyes on the horizon, willing the shadow of land to appear, but it did not. It was becoming hot as the morning wore on, the ocean spray offering a light reprieve. Soon enough, sleep threatened, the gentle rock of the boat and the sound of the waves making his eyes heavy. He shuffled to the edge of the boat and dipped his hands into the water. Scooping with both hands, he tipped the cool, salty water down the back of his neck, then doused his face and hair. Pushing the wet strands off his face, he blinked, suddenly wide awake. There was something in the water.

			With each roll of the waves, he caught a glimpse before it disappeared over the crest. Circular, grey, familiar, but also different. He craned his neck, waiting for it to appear again. Yes, there it was. He sprung to his feet and dashed to the door of their domed shelter. Flinging it open, he found Sage fast asleep.

			“Wake up,” he hissed, shaking her gently. “Sage, wake up!” She glared at him with bleary eyes and groaned, trying to roll away. “Come on, Sage, get up! There’s another boat!”

			*     *     *

			Water lapped at the edges of the upturned raft, sending ripples across the stretched grey rubber of its underside. It rose in and out of view with the swell of the waves. Frantically, they rowed towards it with aching arms, their planned rest cast aside as they desperately sought the boat before them. Somehow it always seemed just beyond their reach, just one wave over, travelling faster on the current without the dome catching in the wind.

			Each time they butted up against it, they dropped their oars, reaching with desperate fingers for its edge, just as it tipped over the crest of the wave and rushed down to the trough and out of reach. Over and over, they caught up with the boat, only to have it slip beyond their reach. By the fourth try, they were both starting to tire and taking longer to catch the drifting vessel with each attempt.

			“I’m going to jump for it,” Ethan announced, checking the rope tied to his waist. Finding it secure, he coiled up its length and repeated his check on the end attached to their raft.

			“You’re going to what?” Sage demanded, pausing her oar mid-row.

			“We’re not going to reach it this way,” Ethan stated. “We either give up and wait to find land, or I jump.”

			Sage thought quickly. “If there’s supplies in there, we need them.” She nodded, untying herself from her tether. “Take mine, too. That way, you can attach it to the raft, and you’ll still be secured to this one if anything goes wrong.”

			“As soon as I jump,” Ethan said, accepting the second rope, “grab onto something. The boat may lurch, so hold on tight.”

			“Let’s do this,” Sage said, picking up her oar, grey eyes sparking with determination.

			“One last try,” Ethan replied, doing the same.

			Together, their oars bit into the water in time to their chant, “row, row, row,” each keeping pace with the other. They gained on the capsized raft faster this time, the notion of success driving them forward with a burst of energy. They were going to get it this time.

			Ethan prepared himself to jump. He would need to time it perfectly. The other boat would slow as it started its ascent over the wave; that’s when they’d get closest. As their raft coursed down the front of the wave and hit the trough, Ethan leaped forward, the two lengths of rope spooling out behind him. He landed heavily on his belly with a wet splat, his momentum sending him sliding forward toward the far edge of the raft. He pressed himself to the cold rubber surface, clinging on to stop from flying straight off again. He quickly lashed the free rope in place with hands that shook in trepidation, securing their boat to the one he lay atop. The knot pulled tight, and he let out the breath he’d been holding since the jump. Relief flooded his body, and for a single moment in time, he felt everything would work out.

			The overturned raft reached the crest of the wave, and the rope pulled taut across its surface, lifting the front edge off the water. Instead of sliding down the front of the wave, the backward drag from the slower craft, combined with an ill-timed gust of wind, flung the raft near vertical. For what felt like an eternity, the boat perched on its end atop the wave. Ethan hung from the edge, his legs flailing in the air below him, until with a sickening drop, the boat tipped backwards, landing right way up and careening down the wave.

			Ethan was tossed from its surface and into the frigid water, crashing through the surface of the waves and tumbling through the current below. He was dragged and pushed, the rope digging into his belly. There was no up and down, only tumultuous motion and a burning in his chest as his lungs screamed for air. He spiralled through the water, trying to see as the saltwater burned his already sensitive eyes. He couldn’t see, he couldn’t think, he couldn’t breathe. He was going to drown.

			Forcing himself to think and not give in to the panic, he felt for the rope at his waist, gripping it as he was hurled beneath the waves. He slid his hands up and pulled, kicking his legs and working his way up, hand over hand, moving as quickly as he could. Through burning eyes, he could see the shadow of the raft above and felt the tug on the rope bringing him out under its rim. He reached up to grip the side of the raft, its smooth rubber slipping beneath his fingers. Suddenly, he felt hands. One gripped his arm while the other twisted into the back of his coveralls, hauling him upwards, and once again, he fell forward onto his belly.

			Suddenly, there was air. He sucked it in with gasping breaths, opening his eyes to the wild and desperate look on Sage’s face, which he knew matched his own. He lay atop her, her arm still wrapped over his shoulder and clinging to his clothing. His body shuddered as oxygen surged through it. His whole body burned, his muscles trembling, coughs racking his chest. No amount of air seemed enough. Sage’s grey eyes softened, filled with relief as they locked with his, and he noticed the way they changed colour in the light, a flicker of blue in their depths. She released her grip on his clothes and moved her hand down his back, patting gently to help ease another coughing fit.

			“That’s it,” she told him. “Just breathe.”

			She waited until his breathing eased and his shaking stopped before giving him a gentle shove.

			“Off,” she told him, not without compassion. “Let’s make sure that boat is secure. I don’t think either of us wants to go through that again if we lose it.”

			Ethan rolled off her and dragged himself to his hands and knees. No time to rest, he reminded himself, nodding. Work to be done. He crawled to where the rope stretched out across the water, flexing his hands to warm them. His lungs still ached, his eyes streamed, and his stomach rolled. He wanted to curl up in a ball and never look at the ocean or that damn boat again. Instead, he grabbed the rope beside Sage.

			“Together,” she told him. “Ready and pull!”

			As one, they dragged on the rope, digging their heels into the inner rim and leaning back. Moving their hands along the length, they pulled again. The boat slowly crept closer, arching across the swell. The coil of rope between them grew—half its length now within their own raft. “Wait,” Sage said, and they paused, rope gripped tightly. “Let’s tie this off somewhere,” she said, looking around.

			“I’ve got it,” Ethan replied, his voice rough. He shifted his hands below Sage’s, making sure she could comfortably take the weight of the rope before releasing one hand. The rope tugged but held as Sage tucked her arms in close to her body and leaned further back from the edge, gritting her teeth with effort. Ethan worked quickly despite the pain in his hands, looping the coils through the handhold nearest them and creating a multi-layered knot. “That should hold,” he said, pulling firmly on the tethered end of the rope.

			Sage only grunted, focussing all her attention on her hands, refusing to give in to the ache in her fingers. Her jaw hurt from clenching her teeth, and her back was on fire. Relief came as two hands came into view, taking hold of the rope and its burden.

			“Let’s take a second,” Ethan told her, catching his breath. “Then we’ll go again.”

			She nodded, releasing her chaffed hands and massaging her palms. She twisted side to
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