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Chapter 01




We are the same, you and I. We differ in body, but in mind, you and I are brothers. 




      [image: image-placeholder]

“Let me be quite clear. As far as you’re concerned, I am your judge, jury, and if necessary, executioner. If I were you, I would choose my next words most carefully.”

The little weasel who spat out that ultimatum sat across the table from me, his hands clenched on the smooth, silver-gray, metal surface. Steely eyes bore into mine with an intensity that made the room shrink, become smaller, more suffocating. A lesser person might have been intimidated, but not me—not after all I’d been through.

I didn’t know this guy; I had never seen him before. A stranger until an hour ago, he and his gorilla sidekick yanked me half-awake from a hibernation pod and forced me to shower and dress, after which I was frog-marched by a pair of goons into this dim, oppressive little cubicle.

I suspect I may have already been conscious, or partially so, for some time before being removed from the pod. When waking from cryo, one’s memories tend to be a little fuzzy for a while afterward, but not this time. I don’t know why, but I was fully aware the instant I woke, and believe me, I was not a happy little bunny.

The room resembled a cell far too much for my liking. It was cramped, three meters square, and constructed from the same lifeless gray metal as the table. Canned air with a faint, metallic smell hissed from a ventilator grille on the ceiling. 

I didn’t like it.

I’m not as bad as I used to be, but I still have difficulty handling small spaces. I wouldn’t say I was claustrophobic though, not after everything that’s happened to me.

There were no windows, and a solitary door. Beside it stood Magilla Gorilla, not quite as happy-go-lucky as his namesake, armed with a military-grade laser rifle of a type I had never seen before. He exuded an inhuman stillness and lacked even the slightest trace of humanity. No smile, eyes fixed straight ahead, lips drawn.

And he smelled.

Bad!

I couldn't shake the suspicion that he might be a humanoid robot, ready to unleash chaos at his handler’s command. Or at least blow my brains to kingdom come.

But he wasn't. He was human, and I pondered whether he would be foolish enough to discharge the laser in this confined space. Imagine a focused energy beam bouncing around inside a steel cube with nowhere to escape.

Quite conclusive, really.

I turned my gaze back to the worm seated across from me. He was a short man with a bald head, no neck, and a hawk nose on his little, rat-like face. No trace of a sense of humor there. The small spaceship badge on his uniform jacket indicated he was a Space Force officer. He had no other insignia, nothing to show rank or division, but at least his dress told me I was most likely on a spaceship.

My inquisitor remained silent, his eyes piercing mine. He held all the cards, and he wanted me to know it. He was waiting for a response, one he had warned me to consider carefully.

I obliged.

“So, who the fuck are you?”

Now, don’t misunderstand me. I don’t usually react rudely, and I rarely ever swear, but considering the circumstances, it felt appropriate. But it’s not me. I’m quite a reasonable guy.

Ask anyone.

But if there’s one thing I loathe, it’s little, rat-faced, hawk-nosed worms trying to put me down with an ‘I’m God and you’re not’ attitude.

Rat-face glared at me, eased back in his chair, and shook his head as if addressing a small, troublesome child who had misbehaved. An audible sigh filled the already oppressive air.

"I would have preferred you be more cooperative, Commander. I'm not sure you appreciate the gravitas of the situation you're in. I suggest you—"

“You’re right,” I cut in. “I don’t. I have no idea where I am, how I got here, who you are, or if the smelly anthropoid over there is a human or a robot.”

Magilla stiffened a little more, if that was at all possible.

“If you want cooperation,” I said, “bring me up to date first, instead of announcing yourself as God."

The weasel peered at me for a few seconds and sighed again, his fingers tapping erratically on the metal tabletop.

“Very well.” He hesitated for much too long, as if contemplating how to shape his next words. “I apologize for the guard’s odor. I dragged him from a workout session to assist with this interview.”

The guard’s face froze.

My interrogator paused for a moment more, gathering his thoughts. “You’ve drifted through space for a considerable time in an emergency gig. It suffered a reactor malfunction and the drive shut down. We intercepted it by accident several months ago and found you inside. We woke you an hour ago, and here you are.”

“Why wait so long before waking me?”

“We wanted to make sure of what we had discovered first. We’ve spent the time exploring and analyzing the gig’s memory banks. We kept you in a semi-awake state until you regained your normal faculties.”

“Find anything interesting?” Of course, I had a pretty good idea of what they found.

“Oh, yes. We discovered a great deal. Do you know that vehicles such as the one you were in contain an automatic backup of the records from the vessel they belong to? A ‘black box’ in case the mother ship is destroyed. This one also contained a smart-ass version of a full shipmind. Something you don’t see every day, I think.”

For a moment my heart thumped. Could the gig have recorded all of the events I’d been through? No, it could not have, not everything. But it could still have stored a considerable amount of incriminating information. I knew that full well, considering small spacecraft of all kinds were my stock in trade.

“So, Commander,” Rat-face continued. “Let's try this one more time. You will answer my questions fully and accurately, yes?”

“Why are you treating me like a criminal?”

My interrogator’s lips stretched into a smug smile. “Oh, I’m sorry, didn’t I mention it? You’re being held on suspicion of treason, aiding and abetting the enemy, and mass murder.”

Those words hit like a gut punch. Treason? Mass murder? It was a shock, I can tell you, like a stab to the heart. As far as I was concerned, I’d saved every human, and, for that matter, all life on every world in the galaxy. What kind of way was this to treat a goddamn hero?

“Who are you?” I asked.

“That is of no concern at the moment.”

“I have the right to know my accuser. Who are you? And why is BoBo standing over there armed to the eyeballs?”

Rat-face lifted his eyes to the ceiling and sighed. “Oh, very well. I am Admiral Abelard, and you are on the star cruiser Cooke, Fourth Fleet. Our mute companion is Midshipman Windsor.”

An admiral? He didn’t look it. Where was his insignia? And he was not dressed in an admiral’s uniform. For that matter, why would an officer of that rank concern himself with something like this interview?

“Okay, thank you. Why am I being accused of murder, and ... all the rest?”

“All will be clear in time. For now, you need to accept that you are in considerable trouble, and your future, or lack thereof, depends on the answers you give me.”

I didn’t have another smart response. This was serious; I got it. But I still wasn’t sure what my accuser expected. He could have given me the benefit of the doubt instead of treating me as guilty without a trial.

Not the best start.

“All right,” I sighed. “What do you want from me?”

Abelard stared at the table for a moment before looking up. His attitude seemed to have moderated a little. “This is a little difficult, I must admit. The log from your gig contained enough information to indicate your involvement in illegal, or at least suspicious, activities, but we lack the details—what was behind what happened, why, and how. That’s what I need you to tell me.”

I sat back. I had been involved with an alien—I remembered quite well—but not in murder. I could never do that. I’ve been responsible for deaths in the past, but only ever the Lette, the alien race we’d been fighting for decades.

Never directly.

Not humans.

At least, not without good cause. I’m a nice guy. Really!

“Where do you want me to start?”

“That’s the problem. We know nothing about the events leading up to the destruction of the Guiding Star, or how you came to be in the gig. Why don’t you start from the beginning? Tell me your story, in full—every detail.”

I smiled. “How long have you got?”

Abelard glared at me again.

“It’s complicated,” I explained, spreading my hands wide. “It’ll take hours to go through the whole thing.”

“I have all the time in the world, Commander. My job is to find the truth of this matter, and that’s what I’ll do, regardless of how long it takes.”

I nodded. I still didn’t like the little toad and was incensed at being treated in this manner. But he was military, and a senior officer; I’d met his kind before and I could tell from the attitude. I was stuck in this room until I played ball. BoBo would see to that.

“Okay, how do we play this?” I asked. “If you expect me to sit in this abysmal room and talk for hours, you’d better think again. It will take much, much longer than a few hours.”

For a moment Abelard paused, seeming to search for a way around my intransigence. His beady little eyes lit up, and a faint curve appeared on his lips. Clearly, he’d figured out a way to indulge me without wasting his time sitting in this little room.

“Very well. You’ll be taken to a cabin equipped with a terminal. It will be set to record everything you say, so you can tell your story in your own words, at your own speed. The whole thing, mind; leave nothing out, not the slightest detail. The last ten minutes have shown me you can’t give simple or straight answers, so we’ll record it all and edit out the bullshit before I make my report. If I’m not satisfied, we’ll come back here and start again.”

I sensed a distinct threat in that statement. “Bullshit? Really?”

“Really!”

I did not like this guy. Not—at—all. Still, I’m always happy to talk, so if ‘everything’ was what he wanted, then everything I would give him.

Every—insignificant—little—thing.

“Every little detail? I can ramble on when I get started.”

“Accepted.”

I smiled again. He would regret those words. Normally, the memories of an event fade from the mind, but not this time. I’m a reasonably smart guy, but this was way beyond the norm. I didn’t understand why, but I could recall every detail of what I went through. Every word spoken, every nuance, every emotion, and every soul-destroying, horrific moment that I experienced—it was all there, forever locked in my brain. I could remember everything, far more than was normal. I have no idea how, but I kid you not.

My interrogator was going to get more than he bargained for.

“Fine. Let’s get on with it.”








  
  
Chapter 02




I was never quite sure when I awoke. 

I didn’t know whether I had been asleep or unconscious, although later I did learn it was somewhere between the two. I suspect I’d been in some kind of torpor for a considerable time, possibly days or weeks; sometimes half-aware, sometimes not, and never completely awake. I didn’t dream, but sensed when I was aware and when not.

Gradually, the periods of partial wakefulness lengthened.

I slipped into full consciousness uncertain of exactly when it occurred, like when you wake at night in a darkened room and realize your peaceful sleep is over, that the thoughts flowing through your mind are real, and not the flights of fantasy from your subconscious wanderings.

Everything was as black as pitch, and at first I thought it was night, my eyes shut tight against the abyss.

I was freezing. The cold gnawed at my flesh, creeping into my bones like icy tendrils.

I opened my eyes.

Still dark.

A shudder ran down my spine, and I could hear my heartbeat pounding in my ears. This was not right. It was the kind of moment when, if you’re not careful, you can lose control with little effort.

I mean, things are never truly dark. Not completely, at least. At night your eyes adjust to the smallest amount of light, and you can always see something, however vague.

I couldn’t see a damned thing.

It wasn’t natural.

For a moment, I thought I was blind.

It was then I became aware of another disturbing fact: I couldn't hear anything; dead silence.

Sound is something else that's never total. There is always something, some noise filtering into your most profound moments of peace.

Even in the deepest quiet of night there lingers the subtle drone of human existence, the murmur of voices, a distant laugh, movement, or perhaps the hum of faraway machinery. Or the sounds of traffic, or a railway train, reaching your ears across kilometers of still, night air.

Nothing!

Was I also deaf?

No. I could hear the irregular, panicked rhythm of my breathing.

Thank God for that; at least I was still alive.

Or was I? Did one breathe in the afterlife?

I focused on my physical position. I lay on a comfortable gel-cell mat, a forgiving, cushioning pad that cradled and wrapped around my limbs and torso like a too-soft mattress. The pillow supporting me gave way as I tried to turn my head to one side.

You might imagine how I was feeling by now.

I was in a world of silence, with only the inky black of nothingness. No sight, no sound, just the soft mat beneath me, and panic-stricken thoughts racing through my mind. I breathed in irregular gasps, the heartbeat in my ears racing.

The only direction in which I could move my arms without resistance was up. I raised a hand, reaching into the unknown abyss, not knowing what I might find, or worse, what might find me. There is something about total darkness that makes the mind conjure the worst.

My fingers rested on my head, and I discovered I was wearing some kind of skull cap, with wires extending to somewhere unseen.

Raising my hand higher, I hit a hard, unyielding surface. A few minutes more of exploration was enough to send my thoughts into a spiral nosedive. The dread intensified, flooding my mind as my heart skipped a beat. My breathing became shorter and more rapid as I gasped for air.

Claustrophobia?

I was inside a box, about a meter across and perhaps thirty centimeters above my nose. The realization struck with the force of a lightning bolt—I was buried alive, in a suffocating black coffin from which there was no escape.

I struggled to convince myself I had nothing to fear. A logical explanation had to exist for all this.

It had to.

With more urgency than apprehension, I groped in the darkness, my fingertips tracing unseen surfaces, seeking the limits of my prison. I realized I was hyperventilating, my breathing coming is short, sharp gasps. The storm within became a tempest, threatening to drive away any last vestiges of my sanity, swallowing my identity, and…

My identity?

Who...?

I desperately searched for an answer, something to grasp, a life buoy for a drowning man.

Who was I?

Where was I?

How did I get here?

Nothing!

I could remember nothing at all.

I was alive and awake—so much at least, was apparent. I breathed. I had self-awareness but no conscious memories, no idea of who I was, and not the slightest clue as to my name. My identity was lost to the insatiable hunger of amnesia.

A flicker of comprehension sparked within, a dim light floating on a sea of uncertainty. I was human—obviously—and humans survive by logic and reason. Well, some of us do, at least. The thought was something for me to grasp. With that in mind, I gradually pushed back against the futility of my panic and tried to calm down.

I took a deep breath and exhaled again. The movement sent a shock of pain through my chest. My stress levels were still just a notch short of outright terror.

Calm yourself, Zane, a voice in the back of my brain urged.

Zane!

I was Zane.

Zane who?

For a considerable time—I don’t know how long—I lay still, breathing in, out, again, forcing myself to relax and think rationally. I don’t think I achieved much, but I settled enough to at least try to assess my predicament.

I was not dead, so why would anyone put me in a coffin and bury me? I don’t know how I knew, but medical science had advanced sufficiently for such things to never occur. As far as I was aware, coffins had sensors to detect the smallest traces of life for weeks after interment.

How did I know that?

Somewhere in the depths of my less-than-cooperative brain, the gentle but persistent voice told me I would find a way out if I just tried. I reached up again, and with shaking fingers, started to explore my prison, centimeter by centimeter.

More pain.

The surface was smooth and even. Above my face I discovered the slight irregularity of a seam. I traced it with a finger and realized it was a separate panel set into the top of my enclosure, but so cleanly as to be barely detectable by touch. A tap on the surface sounded like plastic, so it was almost certainly a window.

Vague recognition crept into my mind, perhaps memories from a distant past, an experience buried deep in my subconscious. Hibernation pods had windows, so the face of the person sleeping inside could be monitored visually if necessary. Was that it? Was I waking up from cryo-sleep? If so, where were the attendants who should have been with me?

Reaching to one side, I ran my fingers over the surface, looking for something, anything. Directly over my right shoulder I felt a bump on the roof of my prison, a soft, raised blister.

A switch?

I pressed as hard as I could.

A dazzling light drove away the darkness and seared into my vision, forcing me to recoil and squeeze my eyelids shut until my face hurt. Then I opened them a little, and then more as my eyes became accustomed to what was in reality a weak light from above and to one side.

I turned my head to see a small screen, now alive with readouts and touch controls. It had activated the instant I hit the switch.

The faint voice once again echoed in the back of my brain, its words carrying a certain wisdom and confirmation denied me by my aberrant conscious mind.

Yes. Hibernation pod, it whispered. You’ve been in cryo-sleep.

The term carried an odd familiarity. I couldn’t remember my name, so how could I know about that? For several minutes, I wrestled with the dichotomy of knowing anything at all about a sophisticated device like a cryo-pod while being clueless about myself. Whoever I was, fragments of technical knowledge lingered in the recesses of my subconscious.

I knew what the device was. I understood what it did and how it functioned, a beacon of understanding rising in the murky waters of my confusion. Had I, in my lost life, been someone with knowledge of such things?

No! I was that person still. I just couldn’t remember who.

Was I perhaps drawing on deeply buried experience? If I were indeed suffering from amnesia, there was a reasonable chance it would go away. Something told me temporary memory loss was a common side effect of any unusually long period spent in hibernation. It rarely lasted more than an hour or two, so my memories would return.

Nevertheless, my mental state made it harder to cope. Positivity was proving a little difficult to come by. I needed to focus and be more self-confident.

The walls of my enclosure surrounded me, the tiny screen a bright but silent sentinel on the roof of my confinement. There was no obvious latch to release the lid from the inside. 

I studied the screen. All pods contained one, due to the infinitesimally small possibility of anyone waking before intended. The standard arrangement included an emergency button to warn someone the subject was awake, and another to open the lid if nobody responded.

The readouts gave details of the environment outside, ensuring the pod did not open somewhere unsuitable, like into the vacuum of deep space. There would also be a control to activate wake-up routines should they not do so automatically, to make sure the sleeper was able to exit safely.

Apart from my confusion, a sense of extreme tiredness, and the fact I was freezing, I was in reasonable condition, I think. Washed out, but not too bad, considering.

Still puzzled as to how I could know all this, I looked for the activation controls. They weren't hard to find. In the top left corner of the panel were three small touch switches: green, red, and blue. The green button bore a broken circle with a small dash across the break, the universal symbol for ‘Push me first, Stupid’.

So naturally, I pushed the button.

A soft sigh reached my ears as a draft of warm air began to flow through the pod. Seconds later, a gentle female voice spoke in standard Federation dialect.

“Please lie still. Keep your head in the support. Face straight up. Hold your shoulders square and against the pad. Do not move until advised to do so.”

Naturally, I did what I was told. Who was I to argue with a disembodied voice that may or may not have been trying to help me get out of my prison?

Almost immediately, I felt a warm rush as something flowed into my side and spread through my body. I was being infused with whatever was necessary to raise my internal temperature and return muscle function to normal. I understood how that worked. All of a sudden, the period of semi-consciousness and torpor before my actual waking made sense.

Several tubes were attached to my torso, connected to my circulatory system to inject life-support chemicals and nutrients. And, of course, to filter my blood to remove wastes and provide oxygen to my red cells. With luck, some of that would reach my useless brain and restore my memory.

Waking from cryogenic sleep always begins with preparing the body for reactivation. Masses of chemicals are pumped into the tissues, everything from stimulants to vitamins, minerals, and other goodies designed to kick-start muscles and bring internal systems back to normal. This had no doubt been going on for some time, considering how I felt.

The soup would also contain sedatives and muscle relaxants to keep me semi-sedated, stress-free, and calm during that period. That didn’t seem to be working too well now. There would also be a process to flush the cryogenic muck out of my blood and tissues.

After what seemed an eternity, I felt the tubes pop from their attachments. The connectors would still be part of me, and would need to be surgically removed at a later date. Not to worry. A cold chill on my side told me that something, no doubt an anti-infection barrier of some kind, was being sprayed onto my skin. Then the cap on my skull popped away.

I still couldn’t recall my name.

Except the first—Zane!

That’s me—Zane.

The disembodied voice sounded again.

“You may now attempt to move. Be careful at first, and do not overexert. Make only slow movements and allow your body to adjust before exiting the pod. This is a patented message by the LMR Corporation, creators of the finest cryogenic suspension units. Thank you for using our product.”

Seriously? Were they giving me the hard sell?

The panel blinked. Three readouts displayed the conditions outside the pod. The pressure was 1013 hectopascals. Perfect. The air was nitrogen, oxygen, carbon dioxide, argon, and a few other unmentionables; all acceptable. The temperature readout said sixteen degrees Celsius, a bit chilly but okay.

How did I know that? It all sounded like a normal environment to me, but I suppose it wouldn’t have made any difference. I was desperate to get out of this box.

Easing my hand across to the panel, I pushed the red button. Something told me this was the emergency wake-up warning, so in theory, someone would come to release me within minutes. I lay back on the soft padding and waited.

And waited, and waited…

Nobody came.

A burgeoning thought entered my mind. If nobody answered the call, I could at least let myself out. The issue of where I was remained something I would have to deal with later.

Not the best start to my escape.

I felt those first stirrings of panic starting to boil over again and fought them back. I moved to push the third, blue button, but hesitated.

No, not yet. I needed to calm down a lot more before I took that step. I was warmer, and the nutrients coursing through my bloodstream were supplying masses of energy to my muscles.

Didn’t do my memory much good though.

Remaining still, and focused on relaxing, I tried to think soothing thoughts, but nothing came to mind. That would take time, I guessed. I lay there, breathing in, then out again. After a while—I don’t know how long—I ran out of patience, reached across, and pressed the blue button.

I heard a click, and the lid above me swung up and away with a soft shushing sound.

Everything was pitch-dark.

The cold external air slammed into me, and in seconds, I was freezing again.

I couldn't see a damned thing, and there was a faint metallic odor in the air. A low-level hum reached my ears, soft and regular, like the background sounds of a spaceship interior.

The dim panel did little to illuminate beyond the confines of the pod; once again I was looking up at a black abyss. The panic I thought I had laid to rest surged again, and my heart began pounding harder. Despite the cold, I swear there was sweat beading on my brow. I sat up, far too fast and with little regard for the unheeded advice from Miss LMP.

That’s when I realized I was stark, motherless naked.








  
  
Chapter 03




For a moment I sat motionless and stared into a vast pool of darkness. The pod screen’s glow was not sufficient to penetrate far, at least not enough to shed any light on what might be above or around me. I might as well have been looking out into open space. 

No, perhaps not; no stars.

A shiver rippled across my skin.

As my eyes adjusted, I could see the vague shapes of steel support beams above, the light too feeble to reach into the shadows. I was in an enclosed chamber, a massive one. Pressing down onto the pad with my hands, I steadied myself and leaned across to peer over the sides of the pod, apprehensive as to what I might find.

Nothing.

Total waste of time. The little screen light didn’t let me see more than a meter or so. Most of the  illumination went straight up to dissipate into the vast space, so little below me was visible.

I took another look, expecting to find myself staring into a bottomless abyss.

I wasn’t disappointed.

I peered at the surrounding darkness, hoping my eyes would adjust, and for a moment, thought I could make out something massive and blocky just meters away.

Common sense said the pod had to be standing on something solid like a floor or platform. Lifting myself onto the edge, I took a deep breath and eased one leg over and down, praying there was a surface within reach. My muscles objected in no uncertain terms and resisted my every effort. I prayed things would change as I moved about more.

When my toes touched a cool, metallic surface, I breathed in sharply; the pod was low enough for me to climb out. Swinging my other leg across, I dropped onto my feet and stood tentatively on what had to be the floor of the vast chamber. I tried to ignore my pounding heart.

Two long, parallel rows of green LEDs lit up, leading away into the darkness. That, at least, I understood. Guide lights, telling me which way to walk. The lines were a meter apart, and beyond them, I discerned the blocky shape of another pod, this one still closed. Several others were visible in the dim glow from the guide lines.

I was in a hibernaculum, a facility for cryogenic hibernation units. This was how passengers, both military and civilian, normally traveled on long space voyages.

Was that it?

Was I a passenger on an interstellar ship, and these my fellow passengers?

Sliding my bare feet across the slick floor, I leaned over the neighboring pod and tried to see through the window on the top. I couldn’t make out much—the faint light from the floor revealed nothing of the person inside, but for a vaguely human head shape.

The lid was covered in a fine layer of condensation. Somehow, I knew places like this were climate-controlled to prevent moisture build-up, so wherever this one was, it was not working properly. Someone was falling behind on the maintenance.

And where were the attendants?

Why was I alone?

Stepping back, I stood straight and tried to stretch. My body felt tired, a little sore, and not as well as I might have hoped. How long had I been in the pod?

The cold air was eating into me, enough to give me goose pimples. Naked and alone in a vast, dark space was not what I would call an ideal situation, and the panic from my first few moments of wakefulness had not fully departed. Thinking about it caused a sudden resurgence as the isolation gripped me.

I took a steadying breath and decided to follow the floor lights.

What other option did I have?

The chill clung to my skin as I followed the chain of footlights to what I hoped would be an exit door. Pod after pod floated by before the guidelines took a turn to the left.

Only meters to my right, there was a high wall, dark and featureless. I was at the end of the chamber.

Each step sent shivers through my body as I followed the pale green lights. After what felt like an eternity—I suspect only minutes in reality—I reached a short set of steps leading to a small platform.

And a massive door.

A touchpad, not unlike the one in my pod, sat at eye level on the door surround. Its electronic display glowed just enough to illuminate the area. I pressed the square labelled  ‘activate lights’.

Without warning, the chamber lit up.

My eyes took several minutes to recover, and for a moment, panic threatened to overtake me again. The pod and floor LEDs had been nothing in comparison to this conflagration, and I wasn’t ready. I had expected, at most, that the switch would illuminate only the doorway bay.

When I managed to open my eyelids without squinting, the sight was breathtaking. The chamber was enormous, over a hundred meters in length and maybe forty across. The ceiling was several meters above. The most unsettling thing was the lines of hibernation pods, dozens upon dozens of them, stretching away toward the rear wall.

What a spectacle.

Hundreds of units, perhaps a thousand, in this one chamber.

The little voice in the back of my mind told me I had to be on some kind of transport vessel. The steel support structures of the chamber betrayed the truth. This was a spaceship, and I was indeed in a cryo facility.

How did I get here? Was I a passenger on my way to some unknown planet? If so, why was I awake? I should not have been revived until reaching my destination, so something was wrong.

I needed to get out and find the crew. They would have the answers to all my questions. Locating them was imperative.

They would be able to tell me who I was.

I took another breath and glanced down at my pale, naked, goose-fleshed torso.

What a pathetic sight.

For the first time, in the full blaze of light, I realized my entire body, other than my hands, feet, and face, was coated with a grayish, gel-like substance. It was sticky to the touch, and smelled slightly, although of what I could not decide. Was it something to do with the cryo process?

I had no idea. I was sure my memory would return in time, but for now, it was refusing to play the game.

I reached out and pressed the square on the panel marked ‘open door.’ I needed answers, and I have to admit my fear was starting to give way to anger at being in this situation. Waking when I should not was the result of someone failing in their duty and not maintaining the facility properly.

I intended to have words when I found them—strong words.

I decided to move on before I went postal.

The door remained closed, even though the light indicated it was open. Another malfunction?

Then, after a moment’s pause, it glided smoothly into a hidden cavity. A wave of relief washed over me; it had just been stuck. The idea of being trapped in that vast chamber, naked and alone, was more than I could bear. I shuddered and moved on.

Beyond was a long, straight corridor with doors spaced at regular intervals. I guessed these were maintenance, medical, or utility bays, the sort of thing you would need to operate a hibernaculum of this size. Shuffling along on bare feet, I headed for the nearest door. The lights behind me turned off as the door to the cryo-chamber closed with a soft sigh.

I still felt cold, but not as bad as before. My footprints on the floor indicated it was covered by a film of condensation. That was not as it should have been; yet another indication that the environmental controls were not fully functional.

The well-lit corridor was broad, the walls constructed from metal, probably steel. They were painted white, the only thing that distinguished them from those of a military vessel.

How did I know that?

Something about the place was almost eerie, not like the ships I had been on before.

There!

Memories were slowly seeping from my subconscious, returning as I had hoped. I was familiar with spaceships. A vague recollection of having served on them filtered into my mind, but of what type or where, I could not grasp.

I was in a service area, impeccably clean, with a faint hum of machinery disturbing the otherwise dead silence. I would have expected someone to be here, but no.

Nobody.

Just me, padding along on my bare feet, covered in muck.

The first door was unlocked and opened easily. I entered a chamber filled with control consoles and screens. Hardly surprising, I thought; this would be the control room for the hibernaculum, where the passengers asleep in the chamber could be monitored. I don’t know how I knew this, but it seemed obvious.

Empty!

There was a ‘1’ stenciled on the door, so there were probably other hibernacula. How big was this ship?

Stepping back into the corridor, I walked from door to door, testing the latch on each. I needed something to cover my nakedness. I don’t know why it bothered me, as I was clearly alone in … wherever I was … but sooner or later, someone was bound to find me. Knowing my luck, it would be a beautiful woman.

I glanced down again at my body. God help me.

Common sense said there would be rooms where people from the pods could recover, clean up, and be issued clothing. Damn if I could find them. Most of the doors were locked, and those that weren’t led to rooms either empty or with purposes I could not imagine. This was not my area of expertise.

What was my area?

I didn’t care. Clothes and food—that’s all I wanted.

And a shower.

Someone to talk to would have been good as well.

I came to a bay where the corridor split in several directions. A huge chart sat on the wall, and it took only a glance for me to realize its purpose. I vaguely recalled being, as a child, on a space liner with so many decks it needed maps everywhere so people would not lose their bearings. Well, that’s what I was looking at.

I was on an ark platform, a type of spacecraft designed for the colonization of planets. According to the name at the bottom of the map, this one was called the Guiding Star. How original.

The map indicated it was enormous, several kilometers in length and divided into three main units. The accommodation and work module was in the middle, engineering at the rear, and the general logistics unit with the main hangar deck and general storage at the front. Each unit was separated from the others by long tube structures containing access corridors, transport facilities, and services. According to the map, there was a colossal circular disk set across the tubes just forward of the engineering module. It had to be a radiation shield, so this ship had nuclear engines.

Somewhere in the dim recesses of my uncooperative memory, I had an understanding of how these platforms worked. When a new planet was colonized, it wasn’t practical to dump everyone on the surface and then leave them. These colossal vessels were designed to serve as a base in space while the job of colonization was underway.

I had never been involved in such an operation myself, but I understood that creating a new colony was a lengthy process. I had read about it as a child.

First, the planet would be mapped from orbit. Next, shuttles would be sent down to confirm the best place for a settlement, followed by construction units to prepare the ground. These would set up the first structures: an airfield, the power station, temporary water manufacturing plants, accommodations, and workshops.

All this would be done by a dedicated advance team, and only then would the first actual colonists be permitted to descend. The rest would slumber on in the safety of the chamber I had just left and others like it, until their turn came.

Some of those poor souls would be in cryo for months before sufficient facilities existed on the surface to receive them. Considering they may have already been asleep for a voyage of who knows how long, I don’t think it would have worried them too much.

In my youth I had wanted to be part of such an adventure, but never got the chance. Even though I could remember little of my recent life, those older memories kept surfacing.

Was that it? Had I finally taken that great step?

I took another glance at the chart. Marked clearly was the ubiquitous red arrow saying ‘You are here’. For a few minutes, I ran my eyes over the diagrams as I battled to form a course of action in my mind.

I was only interested in the main module. I needed to find the crew, and the most likely place was the bridge. According to the diagrams, it was in a pimple at the top of the ship, above deck one. I had to find my way up there and sort this mess out.

But not in my current state of attire. I expect it might have been a bit much for a naked passenger to wander onto the bridge deck. If I got that far.

I needed clothes.

I studied the diagram to find a nearby service room. Several cabins marked colonist preparation were located in one of the corridors leading away from the intersection. It took me less than a minute to locate the nearest, and luckily, the door was unlocked.

Inside, I found benches, seats, and storage lockers. Behind them was a bathroom facility with shower cubicles and toilets. That’s what I needed: a damned good, hot shower to wash the muck off my body. And a good… well, I'm sure you understand. How long had it been since I last went?

The shower was an absolute priority. I presume the gel on my skin was intended to protect me during the hibernation process. The faint, unpleasant odor was only now starting to disturb my senses. The cubicles worked, which was a blessing. 

For what seemed forever, I remained in the small, white booth, reveling in the sheer luxury as warm water streamed over my body. Real water! On a spaceship! Can you believe it?

I made a discovery that made my muscles go weak, something I had noticed earlier but which hadn’t registered until now. After I had toweled off, I stood in front of a mirror and considered myself in all my magnificence. The view shocked me to the core.

A massive scar stretched down the right side of my torso, from the chest almost down to my hip. I could not believe what I was seeing. At some time in the past, I had suffered a serious—very serious— injury, one which, by all appearances, should have killed me.

My mind reeled. My God! How did I survive such trauma? I had no right to be here, I thought, running my shaking fingers down the tortured skin. Seeing the scar was a shock to the system, but not as much as realizing the pain and suffering I must have undergone at the time, or the fact I could recall nothing of it now.

Unbidden, a few more disjointed memories returned. I had been—was—a pilot, or mechanic, or something like it. Something to do with fighting ships. Had I been injured in a battle? Or was it just an industrial accident?

I took a deep breath and tried to steady myself.

The scars aside, I appeared to be in reasonable shape. As far as I could tell, I had come through the trauma well.

Male, obviously—I figured that out the first time I glanced down—and about 1.9 meters tall. I had dark brown skin and green eyes. My hair was also brown, and longer than I would have expected for a person working in space. Somehow, I knew this resulted from an extended time in hibernation. For some reason, hair and nails don’t stop growing in cryo.

I found a selection of garments in the lockers: men’s and women’s underclothes, a choice of jumpsuits—all the same style but in different sizes—and a range of ship-shoes; all typical onboard wear. And the colors! I had a spectacular choice—orange or blue. The blue struck me as much nicer; the orange looked more like a prison uniform.

Once dressed, I sat on a bench and contemplated my situation.

I had to find the crew.

The silence clung like a dense fog, amplifying the absence of what should have been a throng of passengers. This vessel was a vast, deserted, haunted labyrinth, with me its sole, lonely wanderer.








  
  
Chapter 04




The Bridge! 

My choice was clear. That was where I needed to be. If the crew were anywhere, that's where I’d find them. I wanted answers to the questions that had haunted me since my awakening.

Who was I?

Where was I?

How did I end up here?

Why was I here at all?

How could I get out of here?

I wasn’t sure why, but the niggling voice in my head told me I should not be in this predicament at all. I had to escape and return to where I belonged, but where that was, I had no idea. One thing was sure: I didn’t want to be trapped in this cold, silent, metal goliath.

No, not silent.

The faint, background hum I’d heard earlier was present everywhere. It had to be the sound of the auxiliary mechanisms keeping this place alive: the air conditioning, the lighting, and the artificial gravity that tingled in my bare feet whenever I placed them flat on the floor.

You know what I mean: low-level noise your brain tends to ignore after a few minutes, leaving you with a false sense of silence until something draws your attention back to it.

The lights flickered momentarily. Another maintenance issue?

I hoped this wasn’t the case. I couldn’t imagine being stuck here in the dark. This ark was enormous, a massive beast located I knew not where in space. I prayed it wouldn’t become a colossal tomb.

Or was it one already? That’s how it felt.

I decided to move on.

The first thing on my agenda was to find my way to the top of the ship. The accommodation levels were there, and access to the bridge would be somewhere on the uppermost deck. The wall chart I’d found earlier would show me the way.

The corridors stretched like arteries in all directions, vital pathways winding through the endless innards of a vast leviathan. That's when I became truly conscious of how enormous the vessel was. I expect it was like wandering lost in those colossal mega-liners that once cruised eternally across the oceans of ancient Earth.

I smelled a slight metallic odor and felt an unpleasant chill in the air. My feet were now clad in soft, slipper-like shoes, but every step echoed along the hollow passageway. The scuff of leather soles on bare metal decks shattered the eerie quiet, amplifying my sense of isolation. As I walked, my attention was drawn again to the flickering overhead lights. Before long I came to another foyer and a second wall map. Directly opposite were the doors to several elevators. I had found the way up.

I stepped up to the new chart and studied the tiny, maze-like diagrams.

This time, the ‘You are here’ arrow showed me the exact position of the elevators within the ship. I was at the center of the vessel, the best possible location for someone lost and with no idea where to go. The charts were my salvation, my guide through the labyrinth that might otherwise have swallowed me whole. It wasn’t too hard to track the elevator shafts through the other decks.

Thank God for small mercies.

I recognized my reflection in the glass covering the diagrams. What an unimpressive sight I made—a sorry-looking figure with uncut, damp hair and wild eyes that searched for something unseen, wearing a blue jumpsuit that was anything but a perfect fit for my gangly frame.

Sad. I mean, really sad.

The door of one car stood open in silent beckoning, ready to take me to the top deck of the ship, where, according to the map, most of the crew accommodations and facilities were located. From there, I could find my way to the bridge. As I approached in the eerie silence, the steel doors of the open lift shuddered.

The lights, including the one inside the elevator car, kept flickering; it was such a minor thing, but it gave me a reason to hesitate, my mind awash with momentary pangs of doubt.

Come into my parlor, said the spider…

What if the power failed while I was inside? Images of confinement and isolation while trapped inside a box played in the recesses of my brain. Would entering the car mean trading a colossal tomb for a small, suspended, metal coffin?

Something, some unknown purpose, had brought me out of the prolonged slumber of hibernation. For the briefest of moments the voice in my head questioned whether the fate of the ship might be resting upon my shoulders in some way I was yet to comprehend.

I had to go up!

As I stood on the verge of entering, a familiar unease entered my mind. The claustrophobic sensation I had experienced earlier returned in a torrent. My hands felt sweaty. I wiped them dry on my clothing and tried  to ignore the images of dire consequences that flashed unbidden through my mind.

The prospect of uncertainty, of being trapped in the dark, quickly overcame the allure of a swift ascent. These ship elevators were sealed units which, unlike planet-bound ones, had no way out except by the doors. With a full crew on board, nobody was ever in danger of getting stuck for long in the event of a failure.

I was alone.

I had no wish to become lost in inky blackness, with no chance of salvation.

A shiver crawled down my spine.

I was never going to enter that box.

In the end, fear won. I couldn't bring myself to take the easy route. Instead, I turned away, my decision made by the oppressive anxiety that threatened to engulf me. The elevator's silent, beckoning call faded as I opted for the safer choice. I would use the stairs.

The entrance to a stairwell stood to one side of the elevators, and the ubiquitous decompression doors were unlocked.

These had internal manual overrides, so I was more comfortable with the fact that I would not be trapped in an emergency. The stairwell stretched up in a helix, and the map on the wall showed sixteen decks above me, with two more below. That wasn’t unusual considering the size of the spacecraft, but I faced a long climb.

I began to ascend, intent on reaching the top. The stairway became my escape route from the veiled, probably imaginary threats that haunted me from the depths of the ship. The endless winding of the stairs served to ease the claustrophobic grip that had for a short time threatened to paralyze me.

At each level, I glanced out to check if anyone was in sight, with a quick shout of “Hello?” just to be sure.

Nothing!

My attempts to communicate sent echoes along the corridors, a cadence that should have warned anyone of my presence. My footsteps were the only sign of life in the heart of the vast vessel.

I may have momentarily given in to fear, but I refused to let it dictate the course of my mission. Each step upward was a deliberate act of defiance, driven by a determination to defeat the anxiety gnawing at my soul.

The ship was still cold, more so than it should have been. The higher I climbed, the more the pervasive chill bit. When I ran my fingers over the walls of the stairwell, they left lines that betrayed that same film of moisture on the surface that I had noticed below. More evidence that all was not well.

Deck after deck passed into my wake, with still no sign of life. I began to wonder if the vessel was abandoned but cast the thought from my mind. I knew this was a colonization ark, explaining the hundreds, perhaps a thousand, super-chilled souls in the hibernaculum. Surely no crew member would abandon them to fate in such a manner.

Would they?

The stairs ended at a broad thoroughfare, a white corridor lit by overhead lights. These didn’t flicker; this was a living area, so logic would place it on a different circuit system than the work areas below.

On either side of the hallway were doors, each numbered with Roman numerals, indicating they were most likely accommodation units.

I decided to take a quick peek. I had no idea if the rooms were locked, but a simple tap on the access panel of the nearest door caused it to slide open.

The room was a crew accommodation cabin designed for one occupant, a utilitarian haven with basic furnishings that hinted at transient occupancy. The walls bore no traces of personalization, no lingering essence of those who might have lived there in the past. The air was sterile, the room unoccupied.

I gazed around, taking in a very ordinary bed neatly tucked against one wall, a single chair, and a compact desk adorned with a lone computer terminal. Functional but not palatial. The silence, something I was coming to realize was omnipresent in every part of the ship apart from that damned hum, was palpable.

The desk drew my attention, its surface littered with a scattering of cards, the purpose of most of which was beyond my knowledge. Some were clearly keys. If they were for the use of the occupant, then presumably each gave access to some area within the ship. I picked up one and ran my fingers along its edges, cool and smooth beneath my touch.

Plastic.

The room itself offered no answers. It was unoccupied but waiting, untouched, a scene of domesticity, a frozen testament to the ship’s normal operation. Any living pulse that had once animated this place was now gone, a thought that sat in my mind with an unsettling, ominous quality.

The key cards, however, had promise; they might be useful. With a determined breath, I pocketed several of them and left, returning to the silent corridor.

A little further along, the walkway opened into a vast common room with a galley and dining facilities. The space was enormous, presumably intended to service many hundreds of people at a time.

The hunger pangs returned, my stomach growling loud enough to echo through the empty hall, or so it felt to me.

A short search revealed the galley was deserted, the only edibles safely locked away behind glass. You know the kind of thing I mean—little cubicles containing ready-made servings. You run your card through the slot, and the door opens for you to remove your meal of choice.

The items inside—I wouldn't call them food—looked vaguely edible. Not moldy or anything like that. The machines were all automatic, and as long as the system was running, they would be regularly restocked with fresh meals, probably yeast-based.

I decided I would pass on food for now. I was starving, and with luck, one of the cards in my pocket would allow me to access the machine, but later. For now, the tiger in my belly just had to remain at heel.

I needed to reach the bridge.

Another wall map stood at the far end of the mess hall; that’s what I figured the place was. This one showed the way to the command deck, located above me at the top of this section of the ship.

Again, a problem.

I found the elevator, but there was no stairwell in sight. Logic said one must exist, but I supposed it was somewhere other than the central accommodation areas and not marked on the map for security reasons.

That left the elevator.

A lump rose in my throat. I punched the button and waited as the door slid open, then stepped in, turned around, and stood motionless, staring at the corridor walls opposite.

As soon as I hit the inner button, the door would close.

I would be stuck in a box again.

I wondered if my irrational concern was an artifact of the long time I must have spent in hibernation, and if it would wear off. Or maybe it was an integral part of my personality, the ‘me’ I couldn't recall. By now, my memories should have been returning, but no such luck.

I waited for what must have been several minutes before I pushed the solitary button on the wall and closed my eyes. I felt nothing. Either the elevator had not moved, or the whole process was so smooth as to be undetectable. The bridge had to be no more than a few seconds away, so after an agonizing half-minute, I opened my eyes again.

The elevator door slid aside just as I did so. My breath caught in my throat, and I felt a disquieting tightness in my chest. My pulse raced as I peered into blackness, into the endless void of space.

Not good for someone in my delicate state of mind.

Then I realized I was still breathing.

I gave a long sigh. I was not about to step out into oblivion after all. As the initial shock subsided, I realized the cosmic tableau that greeted me was not a reality but a breathtaking illusion. It was nothing more than a massive, window-like holoscreen.

I dropped my eyes to the floor. Desperate to leave the elevator, I stepped forward and took a deep breath.

I had entered a world of technological marvels. Consoles adorned with blinking lights and holographic displays surrounded me, each a small part of the intricate networks that governed the ship. Glowing trails flashed across the console screens, a symphony of electronic wonder that danced with the pulsating heartbeat of the vessel.

My heart rate had slowed. I was more at ease here, as if this place was familiar.

Was that what I was, a crew member of a starship, or even just a cargo hauler? No haulers had bridges like this, being far more basic. Only starships, capital warships, and passenger liners had this kind of setup. Somehow, I was sure of that; I had been in places like this before.

The bridge was about twelve meters across and ten meters deep. At the front, directly opposite the elevator door, was the vast holo-screen with its disturbingly realistic image of space. The primary control console, the domain of the pilot and navigator, sat at the center of the deck, while behind was what I presumed to be the command seat. Situated around the walls were other consoles, along with various structures that were completely unfamiliar.

The layout was one I knew to have been the starship standard for centuries.

For a moment, I stood gazing out at the vast expanse. With the bridge located on top of the central module, the screen view looked out over the top of the hull and beyond. Ahead was the primary hangar, set well forward of the accommodations for reasons of security and connected by two long, cylindrical access tubes, each at least twenty meters in diameter and several hundred meters in length, just as shown on the wall charts.

Beyond the field of shining metal, a vast, brown, gray, and white orb hung in the void, so close I might have reached out a hand to touch it. The ship was in orbit, in an inverted orientation that made the planet appear to be above, rather than below.

Was that world the ship’s destination? Had all the crew moved down to the surface and left the vessel on automatic control?

That was unacceptable.

Common sense dictated a minimal presence should always remain on duty, until the day the Ark was no longer required by the colonists and would return to its home base for another mission. That would take months, the passengers remaining in hibernation until taken down to the growing colony in small groups.

My eyes wandered over the luminescent control panels. Everything seemed to be working, little lights winking and figures occasionally scrolling down screens. The ship had to be on automatic control, but that was little consolation. The command deck was a nerve center, the place where the ship's destiny was molded and shaped by its crew. A crew that was nowhere to be seen.

The absence of actual personnel was terrifying.

If any part of the Ark should be occupied, this was it.

The silence was deafening.

I was determined to solve the mystery of my being here, and this bridge should have provided answers. I was alone in a vast metal labyrinth, orbiting an unknown planet. Just me and however many poor souls were entombed in the cryo-pods on the lower decks.

I tentatively approached the consoles, the fear that had clung to me in the elevator giving way to a new sense of purpose. With a deep breath, I took a seat.







OEBPS/images/32e5377b-ac28-4a07-9e77-a67e5ca29786.png






