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1-0 AWAKENING

	 

	LISSA, SPEAK to me, you must wake up!

	A disembodied voice echoes through my mind, repeating the same phrases and words. Sometimes it whispers, sometimes it is deafening, pleading with me to respond. Insistent and constant. I want to sleep, to push the voice away, but I’m already sleeping, aren’t I? And besides, lurking behind the voice is some nameless dread, a formless horror that pulses and pushes, drawing ever closer. A dread I’m unable to ignore.

	I force my eyes open to a painful slit, blinded by a blur of flashing reds and ambers.

	You are awake. Good. You must operate the emergency eject, otherwise I can’t help you.

	The voice comes from nowhere and everywhere. I draw breath to reply, sucking a thick, gloopy liquid into my throat, and gag. Hacking up lungfuls of the stuff.

	Good, Lissa, good. After you have evacuated the cryo-gel, locate the eject lever. Hurry.

	The coughing stops, and my vision clears. I find myself staring at a tangle of wires hanging from the ceiling of a cramped translucent pod of some sort. My wet, naked, trapped body glistening crimson under flashing readouts and angry displays. Various tubes penetrating my arms and legs.

	I’m having a choking nightmare of some sort, a waking dream. I must be. My eyes are heavy, my eyelids drooping. Now that I’ve coughed up whatever was blocking my throat, all I want to do is let them close again, and to dream of something else.

	No. Stay awake, Lissa. Your life is in danger. You must vacate your pod.

	I’m drifting back into unconsciousness, but the insistent voice becomes more demanding. “Go away!”

	Keep your eyes open, Lissa.

	“Leave me alone!”

	I will. Just do one thing for me. And I will let you rest. I promise.

	Sleep is calling to me, but I know the voice won’t stop until I do what it says. “You promise?”

	Yes, Lissa. Search around with your fingers until you find a small handle.

	“What?”

	Just do as I say. A small handle by your right hand.

	I flex my fingers, the joints cracking painfully, moving them until they touch smooth metal.

	That is it, Lissa. Twist and pull.

	I try to turn the lever, my numb fingers struggling to keep hold.

	Try again, Lissa.

	People have been telling me what to do all my life. Why should I start listening now? I decide to make one more attempt. If that doesn’t work, then I’m going back to sleep. I pull again, my fingers stronger, and this time the handle moves with a smooth click.

	You did it, Lissa.

	I lie back, relaxing, keen to return to slumber, disturbed by a series of heavy vibrations and loud whirrs. I’m rudely thrust up into a standing position, hit by a wave of dizziness. I collapse, pitching forward, slapping heavily onto a freezing metallic floor. Intravenous tubes yanked from my arms and legs. Pain and cold lance through me like twin knives. I scream with a mixture of agony and rage, shaking uncontrollably, my muscles twitching and cramping. My voice is a weak, tremulous whine, barely audible over the cacophony of alarms that blare abruptly around me. “What the hell is that?”

	I thought we had more time. You must vacate this area now.

	Icy air blows over my wet body, numbing and bone deep. “Vacate?” I sit up, hugging my knees. Dim lights far above reveal a vast circular chamber full of row upon row of human-sized pods stretching into the darkness. Pods like the one I’m lying next to. Except mine is split open.

	Stand up, Lissa and get moving!

	“What is happening? And wh-who are you?” 

	There is no time for questions, Lissa. I’m Simone, and you must do as I say if you want to survive.

	I can’t make sense of anything apart from one single word… survive. That, I understand. I push myself up onto unsteady feet, made aware of my nudity by the freezing air. Blood dripping from where I was connected to the pod’s tubes. My bones aching.

	You must run, Lissa. Your life depends on it.

	“Run? I can barely feel my legs.”

	If you cannot run, you must walk. Go straight ahead.

	I stumble forward, ignoring the stiffness in my neck and back.

	Turn left at the next junction, Simone continues, her disembodied voice steady and supportive. I cling to her words, using them as a lifeline to navigate my body through what appears to be an immense, labyrinthine chamber.

	“Who am I?” I ask, my teeth chattering from the cold and a growing fear.

	Your questions can wait, Simone replies, her tone now commanding. If you want to live, you must follow my instructions.

	“But—”

	Your memory will return. Keep moving. You do not have much time.

	“Okay,” I choke out, forcing myself to move faster despite my complaining legs and cramping feet, my breath coming in ragged gasps. I scurry along a curved walkway, passing more cryosleep pods. Hundreds of them. Men, women, and children. Serene faces floating beneath frosted glass. Asleep and dreaming. “Who are these people?”

	Keep moving, L-Lissa, Simone’s voice crackles. You are almost there.

	“Almost where?” I wheeze, freezing air burning my lungs, my legs growing heavier with each step. 

	Warning! Simone’s voice is suddenly louder, jolting me back to the present. Hull breach! Run, Lissa, run!

	A deafening groan reverberates through the chamber. The floor trembles beneath me. I push myself harder, desperation and panic forcing me into a stumbling run.

	Turn right, then left, Simone barks, and I obey blindly, trusting her guidance. My body screaming in protest, my heart pounding like a jackhammer.

	Almost there, Lissa,” Simone says, her voice softer now. Go through the doors ahead.

	A colossal airlock looms before me, stretching up from the cold metallic floor into the shadowy gloom above. Salvation from the chaos unfolding behind, except it’s closed. I hurl myself toward the doors. The first whispers of vacuum tugging at my skin as the hull succumbs to the breach.

	“Simone, let me out!” I batter on the smooth, grey metal, my voice barely audible over the rush of escaping atmosphere. The superstructure creaking and groaning. My lungs tighten as I gasp on frozen air. 

	Is this it? Am I going to die?

	The airlock rumbles and whines, pulling apart to create a narrow opening. I throw myself through the gap, fighting the escaping air, and collapse on the other side. The airlock slams shut behind me, cutting off the maelstrom with a resounding clang.

	Well done, Lissa. Simone’s voice is back to its normal volume. You are safe.



	




	1-1-ABANDONED

	 

	I LIE on the other side of the airlock. Naked flesh pressed against the cold metal doors. Head pounding. Muscles cramping, lungs burning. Above me, lights flicker and buzz into life. An ancient, dust-covered accessway is revealed. Tall as the enormous airlock behind me. And much older. Covered in cracked cream paint. 

	I thought you wouldn’t wake up in t-time, Simone says. And do I detect a sense of relief? You need to make your way to the CC.

	“The what?”

	The Command Centre, Lissa. Where the crew are located.

	“I’m on a ship of some sort?”

	You are aboard the colony space-freighter, Octavia, on route to the new world of Persephone. 

	A memory flash. I’m in Earth orbit, the once lush, green, shimmering ball tainted with browns and yellows. I’m filled with hope and excitement, and accomplishment. I see a ship. An immense, awkwardly shaped freighter hanging in the void of space like some giant, silent, chaotic sentinel. Was that the Octavia? The closed airlock separates me from the thousands of souls I left behind in the pods. More colonists? “Those people. Are they… are they all dead?”

	They are quite safe, Lissa. However, you are not. The Octavia is over 3 miles long. You have a day-long trek ahead of you with no water, no clothes, and no source of heat. You will need to keep moving, otherwise you will freeze to death.

	“I have to walk where?”

	To the Command Centre located in the bow.

	“I can’t walk for a whole day, I need rest!”

	Rest is not an option, Lissa. 

	“I—”

	The way is not straightforward. You are in an old and disused delivery tube near the ship’s stern. Do not worry, I will navigate you out of here.

	A series of green arrows lights up along the floor. A flickering pathway in the gloom.

	Please start moving before you lose too much body heat.

	I get up, my chest sore and my eyes blurry from the depressurisation. Frustrated and annoyed, yet complying all the same. What else can I do?

	Good, Lissa. Follow the arrows, and you’ll soon be there.

	Cold lances through my feet as I pad forward. “What is going on, and why am I here? And who am I? Do I have any family on board?” I’m desperate to know more about myself and my place in this nightmare. Anything to take my mind off the long trek ahead of me. The void in my memories is as cold and empty as this colossal accessway.

	You are Lissa Angeline Blackstone, Simone begins, her tone clinical, age twenty-six. A socialite estranged from a wealthy family that disowned you due to numerous run-ins with the law, all to do with your problems with drink and drugs. You tried various occupations that didn’t work out until you embarked on the Octavia, en route to the colony world of Persephone.

	The information jars with who I know I am, or at least, who I think I am. A druggie socialite? I shake my head. That can’t be right, can it? The information does nothing to quell the hollowness inside of me. But at least I have a name. I clasp my hands together, interlocking my fingers and crossing my thumbs. Longing for connection, even if only to myself.

	“What happened to the ship? How come there was a breach?”

	Space debris impacted your saucer section and other parts of the ship, causing minor damage. Your cryopod malfunctioned, waking you up prematurely.

	Her words wrap around me. A warm blanket against the recent terrors. “Simone… who are you?”

	I am an artificial intelligence, although my official designation is ‘ship companion’.

	“I thought AIs were banned years ago.”

	That is true. However, ship companions, like myself, are necessary to help guide ships through long journeys in space when the captain and crew are in cryosleep. Such as the hull breach we just encountered. I was on hand to steer the ship and to wake the captain and crew in time to respond to the emergency. I also monitor crew members individually during cryosleep. Captain and crew survival is a critical factor in the overall percentage success of a journey. 

	“And the passengers?”

	The crew is my primary concern; passenger welfare and survival are connected directly to their well-being.

	“Oh, I see. So how am I doing?”

	Your physical readouts were all in the green before the malfunction. You are hydrated and have been receiving a steady stream of nutrients. You are in good health despite what has happened.

	“And mentally… my memory is… well, it’s not where I usually keep it. It’s… It’s gone.”

	This is a temporary condition associated with cryosleep. Your memories will begin to return over the next few days. However, you may experience moments of hysteria or garbled or inaccurate thinking. A condition known as cryo-paranoia.

	“That doesn’t sound like fun.”

	It affects a minority of sleepers upon awakening. It is temporary but can lead to erratic behaviour, self-harming, and injury to others. Beware of any irrational thoughts or concerns, and even hallucinations. And do not succumb to sleep, no matter how much you may feel you need it.

	“Hallucinations? Yay!” I reply drolly.

	This is no joking matter, Lissa. Should you experience anything I have described, you must alert the crew or me immediately.

	I sigh. Simone is quite the bundle of laughs. The flashing green arrows lead me into a cramped corridor lined with pipes and tubing, lights flickering to life as I approach. It shows its age in many layers of discoloured white paint that have blurred the exposed nuts and bolts, hiding them under drifts of glossy yellow. Not that this place has been painted recently. It stinks of age. “Just how old is this ship?”

	The Octavia is three hundred and fifty-nine years old. Although it has been augmented and expanded many times.

	I remember the massive spaceship I glimpsed floating above Earth. The only real memory of my past. A chaotic city-like structure dominated by the massive engines that regularly took colonists between the stars. “How close are we to Persephone?”

	We are approximately halfway through our twenty-two-year journey. 

	“Only halfway? Shit! What will happen when I reach the Command Centre? The Crew will put me back into cryo, right?”

	Yes, Lissa. Now I must leave you.

	“What do you mean?”

	My systems are not compatible with the ship's older parts. I’ll join you again when you reach the CC. The green arrows will guide you.

	“You are leaving me on my own?”

	Yes, Lissa.

	“What if I get lost?”

	Trust the arrows, Lissa. They won’t lead you astray.

	“It’s freezing, and I’m naked.”

	That is why you must hurry. Physical activity will stave off the cold. If you want to survive, you must keep moving.

	That word again. Survive. I nod, steeling myself as I enter the gloom. Green arrows stretching out ahead of me. Illuminating my path. I can do this. I have to, if I don’t want to freeze to death in some forgotten corner of this ugly behemoth. 

	That is it, Lissa. Keep putting one foot in front of the other, Simone calls after me, her voice becoming distant.

	Shivering and exposed, I traverse the cold corridor in a slow circle of weak, flickering light that illuminates the darkness but also prevents me from seeing what lies ahead, frightening shadowy shapes revealing themselves to be nothing more than discarded machinery and equipment. I hold onto Simone’s words like a lifeline. “Trust the arrows,” I whisper to myself, pushing past the fear snapping at my gut like so many hungry wolves, the sound of my voice both comforting and alien in this endless, abandoned labyrinth of painted metal and stale freezing air. “I can do this.”

	My laboured breathing and the slap of my bare feet are the only sounds as I pad through the silent ship. Following one green arrow after another. Leading me further into the belly of the Octavia. I go up ladders, stairs, and across gantries. Ascend and descend in elevators that hum with ancient power. Traverse cavernous chambers, each as eerily empty as the last. And pass many doors and openings. I try to count them to keep my mind occupied. Their numbers blur together like the words in a bedtime book. 

	Back when ships like this one were first commissioned, journeys within the Solar System were so long that crew members brought their families along. And with them came cooks, militia, teachers, doctors, nurses and more. A whole host of support personnel are essential for survival in the slow, dark loneliness of space. 

	How do I know this?

	Perhaps I made a study of such ships before my journey? I must’ve done. Now these corridors and rooms, once so busy with life, lie empty and forgotten. How many people died here? How many poor souls gasped out their last in these now abandoned rooms? I immediately clamp down on the thought. This is scary enough without adding ghosts to the mix. 

	Some parts of the ship are freezing. Possibly closer to the outer hull. Others are warmer, yet still too cold to be comfortable. Indeed, it’s only the cold that is keeping me conscious…

	My eyes blink open, jolted awake by my cramping limbs. I squint, trying to adjust to the dim light emanating from a flashing green arrow on the floor. Its faint glow reveals a narrow corridor with cold, metallic walls. 

	Where am I?

	I struggle to my feet, bathed in flickering white light. My legs screaming in pain. Arms stiff and full of pins and needles. I fell asleep against Simone’s strict orders. Shit!

	I rub my legs until all the knots are gone and take a faltering step, suddenly hit in the head by a pound hammer. Memories blast into my mind in a series of lightning strikes. Faces, places, snippets of conversations and more. I see myself living in an enormous house with expansive gardens—fighting kids in a foster home—staggering, off my face on God knows what in some seedy drug den—hugging my nanny, my only friend—working cargo bays at some vast spaceport—being presented at a swanky ball, wearing a pink, floral dress—sharing a tiny, cramped apartment with five others—kissing and sleeping with numerous men and women—serving drinks in a seedy bar—and, surviving on the streets as a child.

	I scream into the darkness. Grabbing my head. My voice echoes eerily into the empty ship. After long minutes, the throbbing in my head subsides. Is that how it’s supposed to be? My memories returning in such a painful fashion? Although they’re not like memories at all. They’re unconnected. Odd scenes from different movies. Only one recollection has real substance. Living on the streets as a child. I remember that. Fighting for scraps in the dregs of a massive city. Police catching me. Taking me to an adoption home. No, that’s not right. I had a nanny when I was young, didn’t I? And the house? Was I adopted and taken there to live? The rich parents Simone mentioned? If so, why was I working the docks and serving drinks in a bar? That part makes no sense, unless my parents abandoned me. Simone said I was estranged from them.

	Out of the jumbled mess of memories, I notice there is one, single, strong thread. A desire to escape Earth and my situation. That need, whatever it is and wherever it comes from, still burns inside. I guess it’s why I was in cryo. Before I was rudely awoken, that is.

	A shiver jars me back into reality, the pain in my head replaced by an intense itching. My long, matted blonde hair. I smooth it down as best I can, and continue. Passing through more corridors and chambers. Climbing even more stairs. Following the green arrows for hour upon hour. Just how large is this damn space freighter anyway?

	I reach a newer part of the ship. The paint less thick and the corridors and doorways differently sized and shaped. The green arrows have also subtly changed. Am I getting close? I’ve been walking for at least a day. I must be. I turn a corner, unable to properly take in what I’m looking at. The green arrows point to a wall, a more recent addition built over the arrows. I check it out, but it’s what it appears to be, a blank wall blocking my progress.

	 


1-2-BLOCKED

	 

	WHAT THE hell am I supposed to do now? I want to scream and shout at my ridiculous situation, yet I can’t find the energy. Instead, I stare impassively at the wall, my head bursting with anger, resentment, and frustration. I’ve been here before. Not in this exact situation, but others like it. Trapped. Full of fury and bitterness. Making me wonder. Just who am I? I wish I knew. Although part of me doesn’t want to find out. 

	The corridor lights flick off again due to lack of movement, and, broken out of my reverie, I turn to more practical concerns. I must find a way around this block. And I need to drink. My lips and throat are dry. I could survive many days without food, but without water and all this effort? Not more than two, and there’s no source of water anywhere close. The air is dry and stale. All the moisture was probably sucked out of these corridors hundreds of years ago. The only solution is to try to find those green arrows again. 

	I decide to keep to the newer part of the ship, travelling in the same direction. The plan is sound, but all alternate routes return me to the same old paint-encrusted corridors, anger and resentment welling inside me with each dead end and every wrong turn. I’m fighting those emotions on par with the cold. Instead of hindering me, they drive me forward, and I find strength in them.

	Logic says the blocked corridor cannot be the only access to the ship’s bow. It wouldn’t make sense if it was. There must be other ways around the obstruction, either on the decks above or below. I decide to head upward to see if I can find a way over this damn obstacle.

	As I get closer to the freighter’s upper hull, the corridors become cramped. There’s also more derelict equipment to navigate. Forcing me to squeeze between tight gaps and to climb over difficult machinery.

	I enter a dusty chamber with a ladder on one wall disappearing into blackness above. The air here is the coldest I’ve experienced so far. Without knowing where the ladder leads, I put my foot on the first rung and ascend. The artificial gravity lowering with each step. I reach a high-landing minutes later and step onto a wide gantry. A circular viewing port clogged with decades of grime. I stumble in the low gee, barely catching my feet, and brace myself against the port wall. The gantry’s segmented glass panels are freezing to the touch. I wipe a hole in the muck, getting most of it onto my skin, and peer through, shivering.

	Space stretches out before me. An endless expanse of blackness punctuated only by the pinpricks of distant stars glittering against the void. The Octavia sprawls into this void. A vast, shadowy, miles-long behemoth half-hidden by darkness. A hodgepodge of old and new elements added as the ship evolved over time. The view is dominated by three monumental saucer-like shapes slotted into the ship’s hull like an afterthought. A memory flash. Similar saucers are hovering in high Earth orbit, being fed by a constant stream of shuttles. One of those saucers must be mine, I realise, wishing I was back there. Slumbering without a single concern. The years passing by in a single night’s dreamless sleep. I scan them for damage and find nothing out of the ordinary, until I spot what must be the stern in the far distance, evidenced by colossal engines invisibly spewing out streams of charged ions and exotic particles. I’m facing in the wrong direction. While searching for a route towards the bow, I became turned around. I swallow, my mouth sticky and dry. If I hadn’t found the gantry… I try not to think about the consequences.

	I glide over to the opposite side of the viewing port. Scrubbing at the glass again, covering myself in more grime. Trying to get my bearings. I’ve travelled about two-thirds of the freighter’s massive length. There is still a way to go if the Command Centre is located at the front of the ship. 

	A faded symbol on the oldest part of the curving hull catches my eye. Three flattened spirals with a Celtic feel, resembling a three-leaved clover. The symbol is more art than logo. And it is no recent addition. As old as the freighter itself. Pockmarked and scored with burns. Its resilience to the harshness of space makes it beautiful. An unexpected sight on such an otherwise ugly ship.

	Two more saucers are embedded in the bow, making five in total. With twenty thousand colonists in each, I somehow know the number; the Octavia must carry upward of a hundred thousand people. The thought is daunting, especially as I’m alone and abandoned. The one unlucky sap forced out of cryo. 

	I descend the ladder, the full gee at the bottom making my legs and back ache. This time, I make a mental note of my heading. I became lost once, and I won’t make that mistake again. If I treat the bow as ‘north’ and I come to a right turn, taking me ‘east’, I’ll need to take the next left turn to return northward and the bow. These ships are built straight and long. There are a few curved corridors to lose my bearings. 

	I head back inside the ship and away from the hull. There’s no way I can survive this cold for very long. Yet the chill air becomes worse as I descend, or I’m slowly entering hypothermia. I take a deep breath and start jogging, generating my own heat to survive, though I can’t jog for more than a few minutes at a time. I reach a closed hatchway facing northward toward the bow, locked with a large wheel that hasn’t been turned in decades. I pull at it, my hands slipping, greasy with grime from the gantry glass. I wipe the muck into my hair and onto my body. And, after much tugging and cursing, the wheel begins to move. Becoming easier with each turn until the door jerks open a crack, accompanied by a terrific squealing sound, my matted hair sucked into the gap. Shit! A vacuum on the other side! I push the door with all my strength and reverse the wheel. The high-pitched screeching diminishing to a sudden silence, my hair trapped, forcing me to yank it free. Most of it breaks off, although some hairs are pulled out at the roots. Sobbing and in pain, I fall dejected to the floor, the freezing door burning my naked back. I don’t care. I’m done for, I’ll never get out of this damn maze of a ship. I’ll die here!

	I sit in an angry, defeated pool of my own tears until the lights go out, bathing me in darkness. Is this what I will become? A long-forgotten, dried-out corpse lost in the abandoned, dark belly of this spaceship? I shake my head. No way! The lights blink back on with the movement just as I glimpse something in the distance. A sight that makes my heart lurch.

	I get up and run forward, turning into a corridor, arms pumping the air. Beyond, in an intersection, I see the green glow of arrows. The glow I spotted before the lights came on. Relief floods through me. I’m back on course. Relief that soon turns to fury. I made it, with no thanks to Simone or the damn crew.

	My anger reaches a crescendo, and I’m hit by a familiar sharp pain in my head. I brace myself against the corridor wall, readying myself for another onslaught of memories. Even so, I’m unprepared as they smash into my mind, arriving this time in a confused jumble. Like watching a wall of holotops all streaming different shows. I collapse to the floor, holding my head.

	I’m aware of other memories telling me amnesia is a temporary thing. That those suffering from the condition always recover full recall. Unless their amnesia was due to brain damage. Memories returning bit by bit and not in flurries of pain like this. Is that what I have? A brain injury? My pod was damaged in the incident that woke me up. Maybe there is some internal harm causing this? I shake my head. This kind of thinking will get me nowhere. I need to get to the Command Centre. If I don’t, I’m dead, brain damage or not.

	The pain dissipates, and I stand up, rubbing at my temples, tiptoeing back into my mind. Searching for my new memories. All are annoyingly beyond reach, apart from one singular scene. I’m six or seven years old. In a dormitory at the adoption home. An older kid is demanding my bed, which has the best position behind the door. I fight him for it. And even though he is bigger than me, I beat him to a pulp. I see the other kids’ scared faces. The blood on my hands and the glee of victory. The scene is grotesque, yet I relive my fury and elation with relish. My fists clenching and unclenching. My heartbeat raised.

	Shaking my head and shrugging, I walk toward the arrows. One thing is for sure: I will find out with time. I just need to be patient. Although I’m coming to the conclusion that patience isn’t one of my virtues.

	I continue for long hours. The relentless barrage of corridors and chambers, of stairs and elevators, wearing me down. My biggest worry is dehydration. I’m craving water. My tongue is a bloated, dead whale on an empty, dry beach. Every breath is painful. My skin taut and stretched thin. The ever-present cold stinging my pores. I can do nothing except keep moving. One heavy foot after the other. 

	I stumble into a long, empty corridor, feeling close to my goal. Walking faster into the never-ending dark. Wondering if I will ever reach its end. Until the lights flick on, revealing another closed hatchway.

	Do I have the strength to open it? And if so, would I be able to close it again if there was vacuum on the other side? I don’t care. I focus instead on turning the wheel, which spins with ease. The hatch swings aside, and I walk forward to stand on a small landing above a chasm over thirty feet wide.

	Too wide to jump across. 

	The green arrows continue tantalisingly on the other side, where there is another small landing and hatchway. “What the actual fuck!” is what I try to say, but my voice is nothing more than a dry whisper.

	A cold breeze blows from the murky darkness below. The chasm must reach directly to the hull to be this cold. An immense elevator shaft. Probably used to move freight in and around the ship. The only way across is a small, treacherous ledge with no handholds. Maybe at the beginning of this insane journey, I would’ve attempted it. Now, I’m too tired. I need water, food, and rest. 

	Another dead end, and I don’t have the stamina or the inclination to try to go around again. This can’t be it. It just can’t. I may not know who I am, yet I know intrinsically that I’m not the type to give up. 

	Even so, I have a sudden desire to step off. To let myself fall into this deadly chasm. To end it all. Can I do it? I remember the ladder leading up to the gantry, and one of the many books I read as a child. Before I have time to change my mind, I jump into the cold, dark hole.


1-3-RECRUITED

	 

	I DISAPPEAR into darkness. My quick, ragged breaths echoing off the walls, my heart thundering in my ears. Freezing air rushing past me, stinging like acid. My body bracing for the terrible impact that I know is to come. Enveloped by loss and hopelessness and a resentment at abandoning this life I hold so dearly. 

	How could I have been so stupid? 

	The fall continues for what seems like forever until my eyes adjust to the diminished illumination. I’m no longer plummeting but floating next to the wall of the shaft. I shriek with panic at the abrupt lack of up and down. A shriek that turns into a fit of nervous giggles followed by a dry hacking cough. I don’t care. I was right! 

	Artificial gravity varies on board spaceships. It’s not a constant force like on Earth. Living areas are set to one gee, but other areas can have low or zero gravity. Simply because full gees are not needed everywhere, or lower gravity is more practical. 

	How do I know this? I have a quick flash of sitting in a window seat in a large house. It’s my bedroom. Small and crammed with books. I was a reader, avidly consuming both fiction and non-fiction alike. 

	I look up and realise I’ve fallen no more than a hundred feet. Both landings are lit with what now appears to be bright, blinding light. With a few ungraceful movements, I kick myself toward the opposite chasm wall and grab a hold, the icy metal numbing my fingers. 

	I take a few steadying breaths and clamber upward, although to me, the sensation is more like dragging myself along a floor, and soon I’m approaching the opposite hatchway. As I get close, the artificial grav kicks back in. I ignore the disorientation and begin climbing, pulling myself toward the landing. The gravity reaches one gee again, and, with no hand or footholds, I am unable to move any further.

	Dammit!

	I think, trying to remember anything I may have read that can help me. Nothing comes to mind. Instead, I scramble back down into the shaft, back into zero gee, and take another series of deep breaths. Launching myself forward again. This time, half-running, half pushing myself along. Gaining as much speed as I can in the hope it will be enough to propel me upwards. 

	I near the top of the chasm, giving one extra kick, my increased momentum carrying me forward. I grab at the lip of the landing, and I’m thrown around. My forward motion slowing to a stop by the grav. And I’m falling again. I twist the best I can but land heavily, the breath knocked out of me. I’m battered and bruised, but on the opposite side of the chasm, and I did it! Getting up, I turn the wheel to the closed hatchway, which opens with a groan, and lurch through. My legs stabbing awkwardly forward.

	Something is different here. Something that I can’t quite put my finger on, and then it hits me. It’s warmer. A lot warmer. I must be close, very close. I stumble forward, my eyesight blurry, following the green arrows for another twenty minutes until I find myself in what appears to be the crew area. 

	“Hello!” I try to shout, my voice nothing more than a hoarse whisper. I keep walking until I come to a canteen with tables and chairs, in front of which is the ship’s galley. A cooking area and a sink. I can almost smell the water. And in a shuffling half run, I limp over, my numb hands struggling ineffectually with the metal of the taps. Goddammit! I hit the taps angrily with my fists. They are weak and bounce off, yet somehow, I manage to turn one of them.

	Water!

	I drink directly from the tap. Engorging myself, drinking for what seems like hours but what must be only a few minutes. Tasting the sweet flavour of water as it gushes down my throat. I’ve never been so grateful for anything in my life. The energising liquid flows into my needy system. Rushing into my hungry veins and arteries. The pain in my throbbing head receded into nothing more than a bad memory. My energy returning like a battery on fast recharge. I take my lips off the tap, stand up straight and wipe at my mouth, stretching the knots out of my back and legs, and rubbing at my many bruises. Still thirsty, I see a beaker and fill it with more wonderful water, downing it in one long gulp. The blurriness in my eyes and my sore throat miraculously improving.

	I’m re-energised. The strongest I’ve felt since I was cruelly awoken from my pod, capable of taking on whatever else this situation throws at me.

	“Who the hell are you?”

	I turn around to see a thick-set, dark-skinned woman with short grey hair shaved on the sides wearing a thick crew skinsuit stained with food and other spillages. A personal holotab stuffed into the suit’s belt. She’s tall, muscled and imposing. Looking me up and down with beady brown eyes, staring at me from a mottled, freckled face. And I’m suddenly aware of my nudity. Covering myself as best I can with my hands.

	This is Lissa Angeline Blackstone, Captain. The colonist awoken in the recent incident, Simone says, her voice fuller and resonating with warm bass tones.

	“I know who she is, dammit, Simone! I was just startled.” 

	“I got lost,” I say weakly. 

	She comes over to me with an outstretched hand. “I’m Captain Evans Marla. I’m sorry we didn’t have time to come looking for you. We were in the middle of a ship-wide incident. Pleased to meet you.”

	I take her hand and shake, aware of how strange this situation is. “My name’s Lissa. I followed the arrows but—”

	“Yes, yes, all in good time. This way.” She takes me to a service cupboard and a smock-like garment. “It’s not much, but it’ll do until we can get you some decent clothes.”

	She turns away while I get dressed, relief flooding through me. The captain may be a little curt, but at least I’m here.

	“Feel better?”

	I nod.

	“Good.”

	She turns around and walks away. I follow, somewhat bemused. All I want to do is eat and be put back into cryo. And to forget this madness.

	We leave the canteen, enter a few well-used corridors with scuffed and stained walls, and walk through a sizable lockable hatch revealing a beaten-up room with four other crew members inside. “Welcome to the bridge,” Marla says with a sweep of a muscled arm.

	It’s not the gleaming command centre I’ve seen on countless sci-fi shows. More like the run-down innards of some ancient steamship. The walls are painted in a patchwork of greys, browns, and whites, some of it covered in graffiti. Various system holotops flicker with data too fast for me to comprehend. Red lights pulse erratically, casting jarring shadows.

	Four faces look up from their holotops to stare at me. A mixed-race, rather beautiful African and Asian woman with very long, thick black hair with twin platinum stripes, and three men. One is overweight and strikingly ginger; one is young, blond, and handsome; and the other is older and intimidating, augmented with what look like old-fashioned cybernetic implants and some rather grotesque tattoos.

	“This is Melissa,” Captain Marla barks unceremoniously. 

	“It’s actually Lissa. Pleased to meet you.”

	The Asian girl smirks at my appearance. I’m not looking at my best, that’s for sure. 

	The young blonde-haired guy gives me an encouraging, if not lop-sided smile, flashing me an impressive array of teeth set in a firm jaw. His smooth features are warm and friendly. I notice he’s quite a fine specimen of a man. Not overly muscled, and trim. His skinsuit is clean. This guy takes care of himself. If I have a type, he’s very much it. The thought jars me back to my reality, and I realise just where I am. On the bridge of a colony ship, possibly years from home. Bruised and caked in grime. I must be quite the sight. I have bigger concerns than fanciable young men. “When… when can I expect to be put back into cryo?” I stutter.

	Captain Marla shakes her head. “Didn’t you tell her, Simone? You useless piece of silicone crap?”

	No, not yet, Captain, I— 

	“Shut up!”

	Yes, Captain.

	“Tell me what?” I ask.

	Captain Marla sighs. “I’m afraid there will be no cryosleep just yet. It’s a condition of the colony contract you signed before you were put aboard.”

	“What is?”

	“Any surviving passengers that unfortunately wake up during the journey are to aid the crew with any emergencies or maintenance work until the crew’s work is complete. Meaning you will return to cryo when we do. Understand?”
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	“I’M EXPECTED to goddamn work?” 

	The captain gives me an apologetic stare. “‘Fraid so.”

	“What the hell?”

	Marla shrugs. “Don’t blame me, blame… Hey, Vic, which colony company are we shipping for this time?”

	“Brave New Worlds,” the guy with cybernetic implants replies with a thick Latino accent, his grotesque tats greasy and shining in the reflected light of his holo display.

	“Yeah,” the captain nods. “Blame Brave New Worlds. Although it doesn’t matter what they call themselves, the contracts are all the same. I just follow orders and protocol. That’s my job.”

	“But—”

	“I understand this isn’t what you were expecting, but it is what it is. I suggest you get on board with it. We’ll keep you busy, so the weeks will pass more quickly. It will be over before you realise, and we can all return to slumberland.” She turns to the young blond-haired guy. “Can you go show Melissa to her cabin and get her cleaned and suited up?” 

	The ginger-haired guy stands up, staring at the captain with small piggy eyes framed by red-tinted glasses. He’s in his forties, his long hair balding, and is overweight, with a pot belly hanging over skinny legs. “Why send Brad, Captain, when I am more than happy to look after the girl?” His voice is an overly dramatic whine, his precise words spoken with an affected English accent. 

	Vic smirks behind his back.

	A small shake of Captain Marla’s head. “We need you here, Ferg, as you well know. We’ve cryo-systems in the amber, and as our onboard specialist, you don’t want to wake any more colonists, otherwise we’ll be forced to space them, which they may complain about,” she snorts. I’m finding it hard to see the funny side.

	Fergal flashes irritation, wringing his hands, his knuckles white. “There’s nothing that serious on the coms.”

	“Did you forget who’s captain?” She looks down at her skinsuit and her name and rank printed on the stained material, her thick, muscled neck bulging. “Oh yeah, it’s me. And what I say goes, remember? And besides, we’re busy, Brad is the only crew we can spare at the moment.”

	Ferg blushes bright red, his handwringing becoming more manic. I feel sorry for the guy. 

	“Brad, you have your orders,” the captain says efficiently. “And Fergal… sit down and concentrate on your job. I’m off to my ready room.” She enters a cluttered, office-like alcove and pulls a metal curtain across. 

	Fergal gives me a hopeless look and sits down, crossing his arms.

	Brad comes over to me, smiling again. “Let’s get that grime off you, and I’m guessing you’re hungry, yes?”

	He guides me back to the crew area, and I walk behind him, conscious of my near nudity, but more worried about the state I’m in. A real mess. It’s not just the hair on my head
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