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CHAPTER ONE
Awakening
THE WOMAN didn’t know if she was breaking through a chrysalis or sensing her final glimpse of light through a shroud of death. The light was diffuse, milky white. She could hear moaning. Distant guttural murmuring emanated from the edges of her consciousness. The last wisps of a half-forgotten dream slipped away through overwhelming physical sensations. She felt her chest heaving, her hands groping, her head tilting back, her toes fisting as she squeezed her buttocks and tensed her leg muscles. Every joint ached. The sounds were closer now. They were synchronized with her rising shoulders. She could feel something between her lips. Dry lips. Parched throat. A leathery tongue slapping against hard plastic. She was making the sounds.
She pushed her hands down, touching the cold skin of her hips. She could feel the hard bone of her pelvis, the soft muscles of her upper thighs. A chill ran marrow-deep through her body. She began to shake uncontrollably. She felt cold metal touching her skin. She reached up and felt something hard against her numb fingers. She reached down to herself again, searching for her body. She felt her navel and slid her hands down toward her groin. There were tubes between her legs. She felt a rush of fear, then shame. Someone had placed them there. Someone had touched her. She felt violated. She tried to scream and felt something choking her. Her reaching, groping, probing fingers found her mouth and the tubing that passed down her throat. She gagged involuntarily, then grabbed the insulting canula and ripped it out.
Something moved in her stomach, and she tasted acid in her throat. There was a retching cough intermingled with the moans. She felt pressure at the base of her spine as she tried to sit up, but she could not. She managed to roll to one side, her body heaving, jerking, and twisting as bile rose into her mouth. She pulled at the tubes between her legs and then became aware of the pungent odor of urine. The liquid chilled against the cold metal of her coffin, sending another shiver up her spine. She opened her mouth and drew in a ragged breath. Air irritated her throat. Her chest heaved again, her lungs burning like two white-hot bladders bursting with molten lava.
There was the sound of latches surrendering their grip and a rush of air as it coursed over her body. She felt like she was on fire, every nerve firing as harsh gaseous fingers pressed against her hypersensitive skin. She reached forward again; the gauzy light was brighter now. Her cocoon had opened, and she was aware of a larger space. Her body floated upward. She remembered gravity and wondered where it had gone. She yielded to weightlessness and allowed her body to hover, tethered by a few remaining tubes and wires.
* * *
“Something’s wrong with this one, Hip.” The voice was masculine, nearby.
“What have we got?” It was another male voice, this time deeper, mellifluous.
“It’s a woman.”
“I can see that, Carter.”
“But this is Jameson Stryker’s pod.”
“She doesn’t look like a Jameson.” The voice named Hip groped the woman’s groin. “Definitely a woman.”
“Sex change?”
“If it is, you can’t tell it from the real thing. We’ll ask her when she wakes up.”
“Damn! Here’s another dead one.” The voices moved away.
* * *
The woman floated near a cushioned bulkhead in a wide, circular cabin. The walls were white with recessed lighting panels that flooded the space with a soft glow. Someone had dimmed the fixtures, and the compartment took on a dreamlike quality. Her vision was clearing slowly. There were almost three dozen people suspended around the perimeter of the cabin. They were practically naked, dressed in odd utilitarian undergarments, which failed miserably at protecting each person’s privacy. Two men were suspended near a large hatchway. They were clothed in azure jumpsuits and soft soled footwear. They were obviously in command: adults surrounded by a bevy of oversized infants in swaddling clothes.
The woman didn’t know where to look. She felt awkward, gazing at the bodies of strangers. She glanced down at herself and then realized she was dressed as they were. She adjusted her loose-fitting panties. Too much of her was on display. She looked at her arms. She was skin and bones. What had happened to her? She felt totally disoriented but didn’t sense any danger. She had no idea where she was or how long she’d been there. Perhaps she was still dreaming. She yearned for the inevitable sensation of falling that would jolt her from her slumbers, but it never came.
The two jumpsuits floated into the center of the cabin. A man with long, slender fingers and deep-set eyes sucked in a breath. He was going to be the first to speak, obviously the leader. The woman looked at his eyes. She could tell he was on the verge of panic. He fidgeted with his fingers as he struggled with his words. The second jumpsuit was an older man. He was a portrait of serenity. She could tell he was in a far better place than his companion. The nervous man glanced at him, and the calm jumpsuit smiled and nodded, urging him to speak.
“Ah, my name is Carter Lund,” he began. “This is Dillard Whitford, our ship’s physician.”
“Call me Hip,” the calm man interjected. He smiled and scanned the cabin, making friendly eye contact with each person. Then he looked at the man called Carter and nodded again. A few of the undead appeared to understand what the man was saying. Most were still drifting in the extended netherworld between sleep and wakefulness.
The woman saw another flash of fear in Carter’s eyes. “We have lost a lot of people.” He gestured toward the hibernation pods, which occupied almost every square meter of the cabin walls. “There were sixty four of us put into hibernation. The ship’s intellect found a suitable planet for us to colonize and woke us up. Unfortunately, thirty-three of us didn’t make it.”
The woman did a quick head count; there were twenty-nine people circling Carter and the doctor. “Captain Chamberlain died in hibernation with the others.” The man looked like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car. “I was his first officer and will be assuming command of our expedition.” Carter’s voice cracked. He paused, glancing again at Hip. He was obviously scared to death. A cold ribbon of fear slipped down the woman’s spine. This man was out of his depth. She needed a leader with confidence, someone to provide a firm handhold in the face of the unknown.
“Our first task is to bury the dead.” The woman saw the color draining from Carter’s face. “We have two landing vehicles to take us down to the surface. We only need one of them now, so we are going to place the dead in Lander B.” The woman shuttered at the thought of handling dead people. The urge to vomit returned, but her stomach was empty.
“Once we’ve moved the bodies, we’ll begin our preparations for landing. We’re in orbit over our new home.” Carter managed a nervous smile. “We are going to spend the next few weeks recovering from hibernation and regaining our strength. Then we’ll take Lander A and descend to the surface. We’ll start our new lives.” A few people nodded in understanding.
“It’s a miracle we’re here. Our journey was much longer than we expected, and some of our systems have failed.” Several more people shook off their befuddlement.
“I’m pretty handy with a hammer if you want to beat this bucket back into shape.” Carter twisted to face the person who was speaking. The man was built like a wrestler, with thick arms and legs drawn together in a compact torso. He had beady eyes, which betrayed a bright, but undisciplined mind. His lips were curled up in a sarcastic smile. “That is, if the engineering crew don’t mind me pounding on their precious hardware.” The man farted as he let loose a deep, guttural laugh.
“You are…” Carter wasn’t sure what to make of the man’s offer.
“Stub Andrews, mechanical engineer, sir.” He added the ‘sir’ in an offhanded, sarcastic manner. He had noticed Carter’s anxiety, too.
“Do you have any experience with intellects? We’re having a few issues with the ship’s memory.”
“Intellects are like women, Captain.” Carter’s eyes narrowed. “They put out after you put somethin’ into ‘em.” Stub thrust his hips forward. Everyone got his meaning.
“We’re a community here, Stub. I don’t want any trouble from you.”
“Just makin’ jokes, boss. Don’t mean nothin’ personal by it.” The man glanced at a couple of the women. “I’m a pretty funny feller.” The women turned away nervously. Carter dismissed the man with a thank you, eager to move on to another question.
“Where are we, Mr. Lund?” A bony woman across the cabin spoke with a hoarse, gravelly voice. She coughed.
Carter twisted toward her. He waited for her to catch her breath. “We’re all on a first name basis here, Olivia. Just call me Carter.”
The woman nodded. She had penetrating eyes and a scowl that telegraphed her displeasure. She glanced at the other colonists. They were half naked, looking like they’d just come out of cold storage. She adjusted her panties and t-shirt in a vain attempt to achieve a modest level of decorum. Then she squared her shoulders. “We have a right to know where we are.” She paused, brimming with presumed authority, and added, “Carter.”
The nervous first officer wilted momentarily. “We don’t know where we are, but our ship’s intellect has guided us to the planet which lies three hundred kilometers below us. It will sustain life. In fact, it’s a warm planet. I hope you like a tropical climate, Olivia.” She sniffed derisively.
“Why are we here?” The woman heard her voice say the words. Everyone looked at her. Stub Andrews undressed her with his eyes. She felt exposed, wishing she could take back her question.
Carter was grateful for a reason to turn away from Olivia. He paused, a look of incredulity on his face. “You don’t remember?”
The woman didn’t remember. She felt a flash of shame. She felt small, inadequate, stupid. “I’m a little fuzzy,” she murmured. It was the only truth she knew.
“I like fuzzy,” Stub muttered.
Carter pivoted in his direction. “I warn you, Stub. Keep your comments to yourself.” The heavyset man grinned.
Carter turned back to the woman. “Let me refresh your memory. Astronomers detected an asteroid that was on a collision course with Earth. There was no hope for the planet, so we launched ten pod ships, in the hope of preserving the human race. We were put into hibernation, and the pod ships were instructed to find planets where we could live. Our intellect has a digital record of the world’s knowledge. We have everything we need to establish a colony.” The woman could feel Carter’s confidence swelling. “We are the seeds for a new society, a new world. We are humanity’s hope.” There was nodding around the cabin. Stub scratched his butt.
Carter’s words didn’t refresh her memory. The woman couldn’t remember the asteroid or the plan to save humanity. Was this man telling her the truth? She strained her mind to remember Earth. She could imagine snapshots of scenery. She understood concepts and language, but she had no recollection of any personal experiences. She couldn’t remember her parents or growing up. She didn’t know what she’d studied in school, whether she had been married, or if she had children. Her mind began to ache as much as her muscles and joints. “How long?” she asked.
Carter hesitated. His eyes darted around the room. He glanced again at Hip, who gave him a serious look. It was obvious the doctor didn’t want to tell them how long the hibernation had been. “We expected to be under for about seventy years." Carter began.
The woman shuttered. Seventy years was almost two generations. She felt the cabin begin to spin. The reality was too much to bear. She had not only lost her memory, she had slept through a lifetime. She felt as if a thief had come in the middle of the night and snatched the very thoughts from her head and then as an afterthought, ripped away years and decades of her life. She glanced at the men and women around her. She felt nothing. Her emotional memories were missing, too. Had she loved someone? Did she hate? Was she a kind person? The emptiness in her chest expanded like a supernova, and then collapsed into an emotional black hole. Her life was trapped deep within her, unable to escape the strong forces that had fractured her consciousness.
“…but it took a lot longer for the ship to find an Earth-like planet.” Carter’s voice was shaking, his panic lurking just under the surface. He spread his arms and slowly turned in the zero-g, making eye contact with each person. Finally, he came to rest facing her and whispered. “We’ve been in hibernation for over five hundred years.”
The woman didn’t remember anything after that. There was no way to accommodate this new information, nothing to give her stability or reassurance. She had no recollection of her past. She didn’t know her name. She didn’t know where she was, and she didn’t recognize any of the zombies floating around her. Now she was being told she had been asleep for half a millennium. She tucked herself into a fetal ball. Her stomach churned. The cabin began to spin out of focus. She felt herself choking as everything went dark.
CHAPTER TWO
Strangers
THE WOMAN woke up in a small chamber festooned with medical equipment. The man called Hip was studying her with a skilled doctor’s eye. He pressed something to her arm, and she felt a fleeting pinch as something shot into her vein. She jerked her arm away, but it was too late. “That’s something for your nausea,” he said kindly. She could feel the drug take effect. She studied the man’s face. He was a good person. His eyes were warm and he exuded personal concern. “Don’t worry about being confused,” he murmured. His voice was deep, soothing. Hip attached a sensor to her wrist, taking note of a display attached to the bulkhead. “When Carter woke me up, I had everything turned around, too.” The doctor folded his arms and hovered next to her. “What’s your name?” he asked softly.
The woman flinched. It was like a loud siren went off in her head. She pulled at the smock that covered her body. She hunched her shoulders and stared down at her knees.
“I thought so,” Hip whispered. He put a calming hand on her shoulder. “Don’t try to remember. If you knew your name, it would have been on the tip of your tongue.”
The woman was silent. She watched the doctor study his instruments. There was an emotional wall around her. A deep inner voice whispered to her. It told her to watch her back, choose her alliances carefully. Something commanded her to take nothing at face value. Did the feelings come from some form of training? Had she been hurt somehow? Was the memory of some past violation kicking in subconsciously and making her paranoid? She hadn’t a clue.
“Here’s what we know about you…” The doctor disconnected the woman’s wrist sensor. “We found you in a hibernation pod that didn’t belong to you. Does the name Jameson Stryker mean anything to you?” The name hung in the void of her mind. There were no associations triggered by it, no faces or voices, no connections whatsoever. She kept looking down at her knees. She shook her head. “Well then,” the doctor went on. “We’ve got to call you something. Everyone will be interested in you, and you’re going to need a name.” The woman began to shake. She wanted to hide, to disappear. “Since your hibernation pod had Jameson Stryker’s name on it, why don’t we call you Jamie? Would that be okay?”
Jamie. The word meant nothing to her. What the hell, it was as good a name as any. She nodded slowly and said, “Jamie.”
“Good. I think it’s a nice name,” Hip offered. “Not as good as your real name, I’m sure, but it will do until you figure things out.” The doctor grew serious. “While we’re on the subject of Jameson Stryker, I’ve got to ask you a personal question.” Jamie looked at the doctor, panic rising again from the pit of her stomach. She had enough questions for herself and damned few answers. “Is there any way your real name might be Jameson Stryker?” Jamie didn’t understand the question. Her face was shrouded in confusion. “That’s a man’s name, and you’re obviously a woman.” Hip gave her a gentle smile and squeezed her shoulder again. “Did you have a sex change?”
Jamie’s heart stopped. What was this man asking? She glanced down at herself unconsciously. Hip watched her. Their eyes met and she shrugged. Had she been a man? God, this was awful. She wasn’t sure. It’s one thing to have no memory, but to forget one’s gender? A tear pooled in the corner of her eye. She shifted her hips in the zero-g. Her body oscillated slightly. “Look, Jamie,” Hip offered. “I’m your doctor. What you tell me will remain between us. You can be honest.”
Jamie swallowed and then tried to lick her lips with a dry tongue. She nodded slowly, “I did.” She thought she was lying, but she wasn’t sure.
Hip gave her a knowing smile. She wondered if he could see through the lie, but he didn’t challenge her. “It was one of those advanced jobs, wasn’t it?” he asked. “They modified your skeletal structure and re-plumbed your anatomy.”
“Spared no expense.” Jamie played along.
“Where did you have it done? Brigham and Women’s?”
She shrugged. “I don’t remember.” She felt the urge to pee.
“I examined you when you were coming out of hibernation.” Hip orbited around her. “You don’t have any scars.” He gazed at her with a professional eye, nodding in appreciation. “It was a perfect piece of work.”
Jamie didn’t respond. The whole exchange was bazaar. She willed her bladder muscles to relax. Maybe she was schizophrenic. She must have an alter ego that was holding her memory captive. Getting a sex change operation wasn’t something a person forgot. Had she been this Jameson Stryker?
“Have we met?” she managed.
“A long time ago, I think. I sat in on the pre-flight physicals.”
“Then you know things about me." Jamie cleared her throat. “Medical things.”
Hip’s cheeks reddened. “Not exactly. I’m afraid I don’t remember a lot from those physicals. I wasn’t the one conducting them, and I haven’t been able to access your medical records.” He exhaled, offering Jamie a whimsical smile. “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you everything all over again.”
Good luck. “Now?” she asked. Jamie couldn’t remember a single thing about her medical history.
“No.” Hip patted her arm. “There’s plenty of time for that.” Jamie sighed. The doctor could see her nervousness. “You’re going to fit right in, Jamie. We’re all feeling overwhelmed.” Jamie saw a brief, faraway look in his eyes. “Your past isn’t as important as your future.” Jamie sensed a deep sadness in the man, as though a bandage had been lifted, revealing a profound wound. Who was he trying to convince? It didn't matter. In that moment, she’d give anything to remember who she was.
* * *
The interior of the pod ship was mostly white. Every flat surface was lined with equipment racks tucked between quilted bulkheads. The hibernation chamber was the largest cabin on board. The dead had been moved to Lander B, their empty pods a silent reminder of the risks they were all facing. The large cabin would be their bunkroom and common area until they left the safety of the pod ship for the alien world below.
Jamie hung motionless at the entrance to the hibernation chamber. She wasn’t sure she wanted to sleep in her pod. She tried to imagine her inert body lying there for five hundred years. The thought was too big for her. She felt pangs of fear, wondering if a short nap would result in another lost century. She felt the futility of friendship. Even if she could remember loved ones, they were all dead, swept away by the ages. She pulled her arms to her chest, careful to avoid any momentum that would send her body across the chamber. She hugged herself tightly. The emotional wall grew thicker around her. Loneliness enveloped her like an impermeable membrane, making it hard to breathe.
Jamie’s companions were hovering by their pods. Each was pouring through items contained in personal effects drawers built into the faces of the units. Victoria Willis was an Amazonian woman with a ghost-like demeanor. She seldom spoke, but was aware of everything around her. She was their security chief. She was a strong woman who had spent years undergoing intense physical training. Jamie translated past her, and Vickie looked up. The woman warrior gave her a dismissive stare and turned her attention back to the items from her drawer.
Jamie continued along her trajectory across the hibernation chamber. A slender man with long delicate fingers nodded to her. “Pay no attention to her,” he said, gesturing toward Vickie. “I don’t think she’s human. She was probably hatched out of an armory on some experimental military base.” Jamie grabbed a handhold to stop her forward motion. The man had bright red hair and green eyes. “I’m Russell Wolf.” He stuck out his hand. Jamie surprised herself as she reached out reflexively and took it. Their palms met. Fingers touched. The man’s hands were very strong, yet gentle. The sensation almost staggered her. She hadn’t touched a human hand for centuries.
“Jamie Stryker,” she heard herself say. The name would do.
The man’s smile broadened. “Everybody calls me Rusty because of my hair. My folks always told me it’s red ‘cause they left me out in the rain.” He didn’t give Jamie a chance to laugh. The man must have told the story so many times, he offered it without thinking. “You really don’t remember all that stuff about the asteroid, do you?”
“My mind feels like it’s full of cotton.”
“I know what you mean.” Rusty was gripping something tightly in his free hand. The man had pulled back into himself. He exuded a profound sadness for a brief second, and then his big smile returned. “Don’t worry. You’re going to be just fine.” Jamie nodded her thanks and pushed off toward her hibernation pod. What was he hiding? She remembered the doctor’s brief melancholy. Rusty had been broken, too. It was a comfort. She wasn’t alone in the dark labyrinth.
Parker Davies’ pod was next to Jamie’s. She was a slender blonde woman with short golden hair and perfectly formed breasts, which floated under the thin fabric of her jumpsuit. Her nickname was Bliss. She exuded sexuality. Her striking femininity was like a magnet, drawing men toward her like cosmic dust in a strong gravitational field. She was erotic as hell. Bliss seemed oblivious to the effect she had on men. She treated them like brothers, moving in close, punching their shoulders, touching their faces. She drove them crazy. Jamie thought it was an act.
Bliss hung by the pod, her legs pointed toward the ceiling of the chamber. Her torso hunched over her open drawer. She was cradling an old photograph in her hand. Jamie paused by her side. She could see the picture over Bliss’s shoulder. It was the image of a family: a father with an arrogant smile, a mother with a tired face, and two young girls. The family resemblance was unmistakable. Jamie looked at Bliss’s father. His hand was on his daughter’s knee. It didn’t look like a fatherly touch. “Your family?” she asked softly.
“Yeah,” Bliss whispered. Jamie saw a slight tremor in the woman’s hand.
Jamie looked at the older child. She could tell it was Bliss. There was a hint of discomfort in her eyes. “You have your father’s eyes.”
Bliss stiffened. “Everybody says that, but it isn’t true. I’m more like my mother, you know?”
“Sorry.”
“No!” Bliss pleaded. “Don’t worry about it. You couldn’t know. My dad and I didn’t get along.” She clutched Jamie’s arm. “I wish he wasn’t in the picture. He didn’t know how to raise daughters. We sort of brought out the animal in him, you know?”
It was more than Jamie wanted to hear. She changed the subject. “Your sister is pretty.”
“Thanks.” Bliss paused. “She was great. She’s dead of course.” Bliss still clung to Jamie’s arm. “Do you miss your family?”
“Yes, I do.” The words tumbled from Jamie’s lips without her thinking. “I’m afraid I don’t remember them very well.”
“You don’t remember your parents?” Bliss was confounded by the thought.
Jamie kicked herself. She didn’t want anyone to know about her amnesia. She measured the emotional distance between them. Bliss seemed harmless, even delicate. Jamie liked her. “I’ve been having trouble remembering things.”
“You’re lucky, honey." Bliss gave her a hard, sisterly look. “Some memories you don’t want to remember, you know?” She released her grip on Jamie and looked back at the photograph. Jamie saw the frightened child inside the voluptuous beauty.
Jamie moved to her left until she was in front of her hibernation pod. She stared at the drawer. She wondered what was in it. Perhaps there would be clues to her past, reminders of who she was. She braced herself on a handhold and unlatched the drawer. It slid toward her. The drawer was like an old safety deposit box with a hinged metal lid. The moment was overwhelming. The items in the box would be links to her past. A photograph like Bliss’s might trigger a catalytic memory and bring everything back to her. She might see the faces of her parents and remember her name. She slid the catch and opened the container. It was empty.
* * *
Hip made it clear that no one was ready to go through the rigors of landing on the alien planet below them. Everyone needed several weeks of physical training to bring their bodies back to optimal condition. Jamie struggled on a device that resembled a stationary bicycle, pushing her leg muscles to their limit. She always rode a bike near the wall where no one could sit behind her. Each session, she rode further than the one before. She could feel her strength returning, her muscles recovering their tone.
Jamie focused on her body and the large blank screen in her mind where her memories were supposed to be. She didn’t like talking with her fellow travelers. They would ask her questions she could not answer. She lied to avoid the awkward silences induced by her ignorance. She was tired of pretending, so she kept to herself.
Jamie pumped harder against the pedals. Her muscles burned. She thought about the day when Hip asked her about the sex change. She knew she had lied to him. She had no proof, no personal knowledge to back up the feeling, but she was certain of it. She needed the comfort of a few absolutes. She had always been a woman. She was using a borrowed name. Jamie wondered if Jameson Stryker would mind. For the first time in centuries, Jamie laughed. The man had died five hundred years ago.
Rusty with the red hair was on an exercise bike ahead of her. Jamie watched his hips oscillate as he pedaled the machine. He was stripped to the waist. She could see the bumps of his spinal column marching down his back and disappearing beneath the waistband of his shorts. She watched his body move. Shouldn’t she feel something? If she was truly a woman, Rusty’s beautiful body should have triggered some kind of sexual response. She felt nothing.
Vickie the security chief was on the bike next to Rusty. She pedaled effortlessly. She was never out of breath. She watched the woman’s smooth movement and then glanced back at Rusty. She could see the subtle differences in their pelvic structures. Vickie’s hips were wider. Her legs pumped up and down at a slightly different angle. Jamie wasn’t aroused by either of them. She hoped a physical urging might help her unravel the mystery of her sexual preference. Lingering doubts began to replace the fleeting certainty she had felt.
Jamie slowed her pace, allowing her muscles to cool down. Her exercise period was drawing to a close. Her fingers shook as she unfastened the harness. She pushed away from the handlebars and floated out of the room.
* * *
Jamie was hovering in the wash area a few moments later. An enclosed capsule surrounded her while water sprayed over her body. A suction unit below her feet removed the water as quickly as it entered the chamber from above. The shower felt like being caught in a river of wind-driven water droplets. The chamber had a perforated floor, offering her a footing as the force of the water pushed her body toward the drain in the weightless environment. She luxuriated in the cleansing stream and then punched a button. The water droplets were replaced by a soothing blast of warm air that cascaded over her wet hair and down through her toes.
* * *
Jamie entered the dining cabin. She was dressed in one of the ubiquitous blue jumpsuits. Her hair was still damp, an occasional globule of water drifting away as she moved her head. She propelled herself across the cabin and grabbed a handhold by the beverage dispenser. The synthetic hazelnut coffee was quite good. She filled a bag and rotated in place, scanning for a quiet place to enjoy her daily indulgence.
Thomas Paul was hovering on the other side of the cabin, sipping a bag of warm tea. He caught Jamie’s eye and smiled. There was no avoiding him. “Come and join me,” he offered. Jamie preferred being alone but didn’t want to offend. She drifted over and gripped a handhold to stop her motion. He looked at her hair. “How are you doing on the bike?”
Jamie was surprised. She didn’t like people checking up on her. “Have you been stalking me?” she asked with an accusing glare.
Thomas laughed. It was a disarming chuckle. She couldn’t help but smile. “I saw your wet hair and thought you’d just come out of the shower. That usually happens after exercise.”
Jamie ran her fingers through her hair nervously. It was simple logic. She nodded.
Thomas took another pull on his bag of tea. “How’s your conditioning coming along?”
Jamie rubbed her leg unconsciously. “Okay, I guess. I'm doing better than the first week. I never want to go through that again.”
“You’re not kidding. I thought I was going to die.” Thomas’s eyes sparkled. “So, what’s your story?”
Jamie stiffened. This was why she avoided small talk. She tried to remember some of the lies she had told her other companions. Sooner or later, she would be exposed by her inconsistencies. She was sure of it. Her body moved in the weightless environment, a tell revealing her emotional facade. She reached up and gripped a handhold. “What do you mean?”
“Everybody has a story. You know… birth, growing up, success, failure, hopes. What brought you here?”
Jamie could feel her pulse rise. “I didn’t like the idea of being around when the asteroid hit the Earth.”
Thomas almost spit up his tea. “That goes without saying,” he said dryly. “I mean, where were you born and what was your family like? Did you have a husband?”
Jamie didn’t know how she was going to deflect the man’s probing questions. “I’m average,” she heard herself say. “There’s nothing unusual about me.”
“I doubt that,” Thomas looked at her deeply. “Everybody’s interesting. You just have to listen. Why are you so evasive? Were you running from something?”
Jamie hadn’t considered the possibility. Had she forgotten her past because it was horrible? Had she been the victim of some kind of psychological torture? She gave Thomas a befuddled look. It was easy, given her amnesia. “Maybe,” she said. “I could be running from nosey people who try to pry their way into my life.” Thomas frowned. “You’re the holy man, aren’t you?” Jamie wanted desperately to shift the conversation away from herself.
Thomas laughed, shrugging off the insult. Jamie noticed how emotionally agile the man was. “I guess you could call me that.”
Jamie had an instinctual disdain for religion. She didn’t know where it came from. She wondered if there was a bad experience with a church in her past. She couldn’t remember. Jamie had watched Thomas dispense more than his share of pabulum to the other travelers. She hated simplistic answers to difficult questions. She did have a respect for mysteries. After all, she was struggling with one of her own.
Thomas didn’t notice the skeptical expression on Jamie’s face. He was filled with enthusiasm. “In a couple of weeks, we are going to set up housekeeping on a new world. We may encounter alien life. I’m here to remind us of our spiritual values. My goal is to proclaim the Lordship of Jesus. This is an amazing opportunity to spread the Word of God. We might bring a whole new species to a saving knowledge of Christ. We may lead an entire civilization to heaven.”
Jamie thought he was reading from a script. It was as if someone had pumped the words into his head, and he was regurgitating them by rote. “What if the aliens are happy the way they are?” she asked.
“That is impossible, Jamie. No one can be happy without the Lord. God fills the emptiness in every life, alien or otherwise.”
“I think you’re wrong about that.” Jamie regretted the comment, even before she finished saying the words.
“Are you a religious person?” The conversation was shifting toward her again. She swore at herself.
“Sure,” she lied. Jamie was fairly certain she wasn’t religious, but she knew she’d have an easier time agreeing with him. If she said no, he’d probably try to convert her. After all, she couldn’t remember. Maybe five centuries ago she had been a nun.
“Is Christ your Lord and Savior?”
Jamie recoiled at the question. It was none of his damned business. She decided she hadn’t been a nun. “What do you mean?” she parried.
“Are you certain of your place in heaven?”
This was getting worse. Jamie didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t remember what she believed. She wasn’t drawn toward prayer. She couldn’t recall any transcendent experiences. She had her doubts about the existence of God or heaven. “It’s a very personal thing. I’d rather not talk about it.”
Thomas gave her an intense, knowing look. “It is personal, Jamie. It’s between you and Jesus. You must surrender to Him, if you are to enter the kingdom of heaven.” Jamie looked into his eyes. He was saying words from the script again, words from some spiritual director’s handbook that were deemed appropriate for frightening unsuspecting people into faith. The man didn’t have a clue.
Jamie took a long swig from her coffee bag. “It’s time for me to turn in,” she said. “Nice talking to you, Thomas.” It was another lie.
“Rest well, Jamie.” Thomas tipped his flask toward her. It was like a one-sided toast. “And remember, sooner or later you will have to come to terms with Jesus.”
She nodded and launched herself toward the hatchway. She couldn’t wait to get out of there.
CHAPTER THREE
Descent
CARTER LUND liked to end each waking period with a meeting. He called it “checking in.” Everyone would gather in a circle like they had done on the first day. Carter wanted them to share what was on their minds. He went around the circle, urging each person to say a few words. Jamie always declined. He would ask her if she had something to share and then wait, hoping the uncomfortable silence would compel her to speak. It never worked. Jamie hovered resolutely in place without a word. Eventually, he would move on to the next person, and they would say something to avoid the prolonged attention. Better to say something trivial than endure the scrutiny that came with silence. Jamie wasn’t trying to be stubborn; she didn’t know what to say. They had come out of hibernation nearly four weeks ago, and she still couldn’t remember who she was. What in hell was she supposed to share?
Carter finished his interrogation and folded his hands. Hip floated by his side. The doctor wore a worried scowl. “Hip has some bad news for us.” Carter deferred to his companion.
“For the last few weeks, we have been trying to address an issue with the ship’s intellect. It hasn’t put us in immediate danger, so we haven’t said anything until we understood the scope of the problem. It seems our library is offline. We can’t access any of the ship’s memory.” He paused to let his statement sink in. Jamie smiled to herself. Now there were two of them with amnesia. Several of her fellow travelers had concerned looks on their faces. Olivia Jepson frowned. She wore her disapproval like a war medal, as if she enjoyed it. Bliss was fussing with her hair. She was in another world. Stub was on the other side of the cabin watching her. Nothing was more important to him than a sexy woman.
Hip kept his voice calm. “The ship was jammed full of information before we launched. We were carrying digital copies of every published book. I spoke with the artificial intelligence, and she has no idea where they are. We’ve checked the intellects on both Landers, and their storage wells have been filled with routine flight data. The intellect can remember back about three hundred years, but that’s it. We have lost the collected history of the human race.”
Everyone was stunned by the news. A large part of their mission had been to preserve human knowledge. Without the vast store of information in the ship’s intellect, they would have to begin again, building a foundation from the precious little knowledge each could remember. The measure of lost history, science, mathematics, and art was staggering. Stub belched and scratched his groin.
Olivia Jepson raised her hand. She looked like a stern schoolteacher who had caught an errant child misbehaving on the playground. “That is totally unacceptable,” she chided. Her voice had an edge to it, like chalk on an ancient blackboard.
Hip nodded. “I agree. It’s not good.”
Olivia’s voice became more severe. “We were depending on that knowledge to establish our new society.”
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