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One man. One AI. One broken ship. Three thousand lives in his hands.

Jordan Peterson is supposed to be a steward—a glorified spaceflight attendant—on the interstellar colony ship CS Palomino. Instead, he wakes from cryogenic sleep alone, disoriented, and faced with a catastrophic systems failure. Cryopod Section Three is gone. Fifteen hundred passengers and crew are in immediate danger. And the only help available is the ship’s AI—Lexi—whose avatar lies buried in wreckage.
Thrust into leadership he never trained for, Jordan must rely on grit, determination, and Lexi’s guidance to restore the ship's vital systems before time runs out. But as he battles fatigue, vacuum, and impossible odds, questions arise: Was this truly an accident... or something more sinister?
*Project Terra* is a tense, intelligent sci-fi survival story about rising to the occasion when no one else can.
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Chapter 1: Awakening

[image: ]


Darkness, blissful peace, no worries, hmm... I shouldn’t be having these thoughts. I shouldn’t be having any thoughts at all. Prior to being sealed in my assigned cryopod, I am told that I will go to sleep, then be awakened at the end of a forty-three-year journey, from Ko-ro-ba to a blue planet in the neighboring star system—Terra. It will seem as if I have just awakened from a night’s sleep, as if hardly any time has passed.

How long have I been sleeping? Days? Months? Years? Surely not more than the forty-three years it takes to reach the colony world. Unless... best not to think about that; best not to think at all, and drift back into darkness.

Suddenly, bright light shines through the window of my cryopod’s lid; its glare blinding me. The fluid in my pod drains, much like that of the amnionic fluid in an artificial womb prior to delivery. When it finishes draining, the lid unseals, and opens. The air is cold, but not nearly as cold as the fluid that has been surrounding me. I instinctively reach up, grasp the mask that is covering my face, and pull, removing it and pulling out the endotracheal tube attached to it. I take my first breaths in a long, long time, filling my lungs with ship’s air, then drop the mask, and climb out of the cryopod on wobbling legs. Fatigue and balance issues are common symptoms of long time cryosleep sickness. Okay, it has been longer than days, or months since I was last awake. It has been at least years, more likely decades.

I look around. As far as I can tell, I am the only one who has been awakened. My cryopod, is the only one that is open in this section, containing five rows of fifty pods, on three levels. There are four more identical cryopod sections to this one, totaling three thousand seven hundred and fifty sleepers of which two hundred and fifty are crew. The rest are volunteers to set up the first colony on Terra. Surely there are more crew that have been awakened in the other cryosleep sections?

I’m startled, and jump at the sound of a female voice announcing. “Specialist Jordan Peterson, report to the bridge!” It is repeated three times, as if I didn’t hear it the first time. Someone on the bridge knows that I am awake.

I announce, “I’m coming! Give me a minute to dress.” I open the storage locker next to my pod, and remove a towel, coveralls, and boots, then dry myself, and quickly dress. I leave the cryogenics section, going through the airlock into the central corridor. It is deserted. With the crew awake, there should be activity with people going to and from their duty stations, the mess, or crew quarters. The passengers will be the last to be awakened after the CS Palomino reaches the end of its journey.

I head forward, keeping a lookout for the nearest travel tube station. It is easily over seven hundred meters to the bridge, close enough to walk, but far enough that I’d rather not if I don’t have to. The lights suddenly go dark, and are replaced by red emergency lights. The lights flicker, and then come back on—day bright. Something is wrong.

A chill runs up my spine, and I change my mind about riding a travel tube car. If power is lost, I could be stranded inside it with no way out. How long would it take for another member of the crew to come to my aid, and rescue me? No way, I’m not going to chance it. I quicken my pace, passing branching corridors, the mess, galley, and crew quarters—passenger temporary quarters are located close to the hull where there are viewports to see out into space. It takes me a few minutes to reach the entrance to the bridge. Its blast doors are standing wide open, inviting me to enter.

It is against protocol. The blast doors are kept closed to ensure there is no unauthorized entry, myself included. The security system compares the biometrics from a palm scan, retina scan, and voice patterns against those stored in its database before granting entry. Only bridge officers, and senior engineers have access to the bridge without an escort.

Why are the blast doors open? Is it for me? I am expected. Still... my rank, specialist grade four, and duty position, steward, in no way qualifies me to enter the bridge unescorted. I sweat it out for a few moments, hoping a senior officer comes to escort me inside. “Specialist Jordan Peterson, you are expected. Please, enter the bridge—at once. Do not keep me waiting. It is urgent that I speak with you.” It is the same voice that has summoned me to the bridge.
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Chapter 2: A Voice Named Lexi
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The lights flicker and dim, and the blast door slams shut. Had I stepped through it at that moment, I would have been crushed, or split me in two. The lights brighten, and the door opens. I swallow the bile rising in my throat, gather my nerve, and quickly step through the open door before it slams shut again. I am still whole, and alive.

The lighting inside the bridge is dim to better see the graphic displays at each duty station, all of which are currently empty, including the command chair. The open viewports look out into space, showing an unfamiliar starfield. Red warning alerts strobe, and damage control screens display schematics with critical damage in red, damage requiring urgent attention in yellow, undamaged areas in green, and a darkened section—cryogenic section three. Seven hundred and fifty lives are lost without the sleepers knowing what has happened to them. What happened?

A female voice says, “I see that you are aware of the situation. Good, it saves me giving you a lengthy explanation.”

I spin around to see who has entered the bridge behind me. There is no one here other than myself. “Who are you? Show yourself.”

“I am Alexis, the CS Palomino’s AI. You may call me Lexi for short. I am unable to comply with your request. My avatar is in cryogenic section three; she was inside it doing routine inspections of the cryogenic modules within it, when it was struck by an unknown
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