
  
  
Praise For Clarissa





“Speculative science-fiction that really does veer off into worlds, scenarios and experiences previously unknown. The melding of genres, then pushing the boundaries to see where it takes both the readers and the author – trademark Drinkwater.”


Cheryl M-M's Book Blog




“The world building is fantastic. An action packed read that keeps you on the edge of your seat.”


Splashesintobooks




“From the moment the alarm sounds I was tense and on edge. What follows left me in awe of Karl Drinkwater’s creativity.”


Jera's Jamboree




“What an enjoyable ride this book was! Action, mystery and a sassy main character which is everything I want in a sci-fi story.”


On The Shelf Reviews




“Clarissa explores themes of otherness in a number of ways. A little girl in a world of adults. A person of color in a very white society. A prodigy with poor social skills. An alien species making contact. Drinkwater reminds us that otherness brings both dangers and opportunities.”


Scintilla
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Black And Cream




Blackness. It is not full black because some light shines through eyelids. They are thin skin, and light is so powerful it fights the dark and make swirls and whooshes of red-purple, which is just illuminated blood pumping. If you see the swoosh you must be alive. 

I don’t open my eyes.

The seat contains comfort-mould foam constructed of motile bubbles so tiny you could count them forever if you had super eyes, and still not get an accurate total. It wraps around me, all soft and warm.

I don’t like it. I want my old chair, from my apartment with Opal. It was hard plasteen and did not mould and did not self-heat, and it wobbled because one leg was bent, making it three millimetres shorter than the others. I would swap this chair for that one in an instant. Less than an instant. Maybe three tenths of a second.

I feel the current seat beneath me and remember what it looks like, and in the blackness I swap it, and instead imagine I am sat on my old chair. And suddenly it does feel harder under my bum. I changed the world. I can do that, too. My big sister told me so.

I sit with my eyes closed in my hard chair and it’s good. Though I can still hear them.

“I hate going under.” Deep voice.

“Big man like you?” Woman’s voice.

I won’t open my eyes. There is nothing I want to see. Certainly not evil people in sharp-cut cream-coloured suits that almost match their skins. Anyway, in my head I can see more things than my eyes could ever show me.

I remember the layout around me, and picture it. Beyond the chair I sit on is a low table supporting three glasses, three drinks of different colours. Mine has one straw. The liquid is LemonFizz. It has no lemons in it and is not yellow. What it has is uncountable bubbles from carbonation. It is one of the basic elements of spicy taste alchemy. Fizzy is the spicy of air. Vinegar is the spicy of water. Chilli is the spicy of fire. Mint is the spicy of earth. Spicy taste alchemy. I made that up.

“Well, it’s not fear, obviously … I just don’t like the lack of control in a full knockout. I’d rather have ten subcutaneous implants, without anaesthetic, than be put into a coma.” Him.

“Don’t have the procedure then.” Her.

Beyond the drinks are the two people. Societal Services Agent Gloria Lefos (which she pronounces funny as “luhf-oh”), posh-voice-snatchy-arm-woman, age estimate: old, maybe twenty-nine. Also Societal Services Agent Aris Bradden, dark-hair-silly-muscle-man, age estimate: supermax old, maybe thirty-one.

“It took a long time to get into the top-tier credit category, I don’t want to lose the privileges. And a free Monograd Dual-ventricle Cardiosystem Booster won’t be a bad outcome.”

“As long as you don’t leave the service and have to return it.”

I don’t keep my eyes tight-squeezed shut because that is tiring. I just want the Agents to ignore me. They are horrible. They kidnapped me.

“Repo extraction’s a myth.” Corporate-lookalike-man Bradden.

“If you say so.” Pale-skin-woman Lefos.

This atrium is a vast catering hall. Tables of different sizes everywhere, along with benches, staircases, curved seats, huge illuminated globes dangling from ceiling cables. Our table is one of the smaller, posher ones, where you have to go up steps to get to it, and you look down on everyone eating below.

I sit in whooshing darkness but there is lots of noise. The starship’s lounge is huge, with people at every table, or stood in groups, or walking past us, all talking, all making a racket. There are announcements over the loudspeaker system, and the clinks of glasses, and footsteps, and the scraping of chairs, and a cough from a few metres away (a repeated cough, that person should cover their mouth). The sound echoes imply reverberation that matches the height of the ceiling which I calculated before I closed my eyes forever.

Some people serve and some are being served, food as well as drinks. One aroma might be pizza because there is a smell – sticky like cheese, hot like tomato, airy like dough – that brings new images to the darkness. Memories of lying on the floor with my sister and taking slices from the box, slices that are triangles but with one side convex-curved. That is a happy image and I can see it clearly, Opal smiling at me with strings of cheese stretched between her mouth and the pizza slice so that I laugh, because shapes can be twisted to new shapes which means the shapes don’t follow rules. Or maybe they do but my sister is able to break the rules, which is also funny. We look alike but she is older, so that is what I will look like when I am four years older too, though she will have moved on by then. It is a race I cannot ever win, but because it is Opal and I love her I do not mind if she always comes first, and I just follow her. That smile of hers is better than the pizza. Move on, this hurts, internal belly twist like something torn from me, like a video of an operation which makes you scrunch your face up even though it isn’t happening to you.

“I’ll be glad when I can stop babysitting idiots and get back to my unit.” Him.

“Shush.” Her.

“The freak’s asleep. The dose I gave her can cause secondary relapse. Still, civ-ships do have perks that mil-transports don’t. We could go to the rec area next. There are aisles of gambling machines and a casino.”

Other smells. There is a scent that might be something they wipe the tables with, a nose-stingy aroma of cleaner. And also the smell of people. It merges, and noses are not as accurate as eyes for distance and triangulation, but some people smell bad, and some smell clean. Grumpy-Agent-man has a smell of sweat but it is fresh, which is better than old sweat. The room is too warm for him. Many bodies in a room can affect the temperature. Pointy-nose-blonde-Agent Gloria Lefos has a different smell, it reminds me of acetone. I know the A-words well because when I last read through the Citizen Cyclopedia (the unlocked adult version, thanks to some cracking softs I found in Opal’s datastore), I only got as far as acrylic acid, and recency is freshness. That is true whether you are considering memorised definitions, or old-people perspiration.

I prefer the first of those two things.

When these Evil Agents broke into our apartment with their security guard, a fight broke out. Opal told me to hide but I was too slow, and that is my fault. Opal did her best and hurt the armoured man with a heavy tool. She also elbowed short-hair-white-skin-Agent-man in the face, making him bloody-nostril-black-eye-Agent-man, which I much prefer. Though he then became even-angrier-red-face-Agent-man, and he hurt Opal in return before they managed to cuff her wrists behind her back. Grabby-arm-Agent Gloria Lefos restrained me as I copied Opal’s struggling and yelling (but not her bad words, because Opal always told me off if I copied those).

The point is, we fought, rather than surrendering with tears. Which is a funny reversal, in a way, because Opal had grabbed some CryBaby off the security guard’s belt and sprayed it in his eyes, so that he ran to our bathroom to splash cold water on his face. The puffy red swollen eyes were an improvement. If his thin-skin eyelids would be closed for a day, so what? It’s not so bad. I close mine all the time, I don’t know what he was shouting about. He shouldn’t have broken into our flat. He shouldn’t have hurt my sister. They shouldn’t have split us up.

Opal didn’t want to be a soldier, but they said she has to be one. I don’t want to go to Corporate Academy, but they said I have to. All because Mummy and Daddy are dead. Yet we were doing fine. Opal got me pizza and made noodles. I could play with RearroBlox as much as I wanted, as long as I did online school first. The high view of the other skytowers could be changed to anything I wanted when I closed my eyes.

We weren’t harming anyone!

I did try to escape from the Evil Agents when we were boarding the ship, by doing an Opal. I kicked him in the shins and ran away, shouting that the Agents were evil kidnappers. I hoped one of the adults in the queue would help. But either they didn’t believe me, or they didn’t want to lose their place in the queue, because they all just watched with these big blank faces while he grabbed me (grown-ups have longer legs, that’s not fair). I wriggled but she just held up ID and told everyone they were UFS agents, and he slapped some kind of sticky patch on my neck that knocked me out. By the time I woke up, dizzy with a dry mouth, we were already on the ship in our private suite. He was sat on a chair facing my bunk and she leaned against the wall with her arms folded. They both looked supermax serious.

“We’re already in Nullspace,” he’d said. “No getting off until the end. No escape. And so we have two choices. One: we can keep you in this room for the whole journey. That’s no fun for anybody, because one of us has to stay here guarding you all the time. Cramped up with a smelly kid in this room is sure not my idea of fun.”

“I’m not smelly. You are.”

But he ignored what I said and carried on. “Or you can behave, and we can act like normal people, and smile, and explore the ship, and you don’t try to run or scream or act like an animal. Deal?”

I didn’t answer. Just copied the woman’s posture, and folded my arms super-tight, to see how he liked it.

“I’ll take silence as agreement. But just so you know, if you try anything, then it’s straight back here. And, in case that sounds like fun …” and here he held up a pouch, and it flipped open, revealing patches and liquid vials, “I’ll use one of these on you and you’ll be in a coma for the whole trip. I’m pretty good with sedatives, so it’s unlikely to kill you, but …” He shrugged.

And that’s how I’m here as a hostage. The Agents wouldn’t even tell me which of the ship’s destinations is ours. I wish it was them who were dead instead of Mummy and Daddy.

And in this blackness that is really a whooshing swirl of blood and a universe where I can change things and create what I want, I cry out to Opal in my head. And I think I catch her calling back but it could be my tricky imagination, it sometimes makes me see things that Opal says aren’t real, so who knows? Who knows? And it’s faint, and far away, but if it is her then a line drawn between two points is the definition of a connection, so I feel calmer. I do not tense up my face in any way. I might look asleep on the outside, but I am very awake on the inside.

Oh yes.

My name is Clarissa. I am ten years old.

And they will all be sorry when my sister comes and rescues me.
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