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Chapter 1

“Aaron, we’re almost two months out!” Lars reprimanded. “I’ve got a boatload of Marines to wake up and they won’t take kindly to you prancing around the ship like a fairy!”

“Ooh, Captain,” Aaron mocked him. “Throw me in the brig. Flog me. Make me walk the plank!”

“You’re impossible!”

“But you love me.”

“Loving you has nothing to do with trying to work with you!” Lars snapped. “Now get your proper uniform on before the first of these things wakes up!”

“Things?” Aaron asked. He walked over to the hibernation display panel that Lars was looking at. It showed five screens designated Alpha through Echo, each with twenty hibernation units. “They’re people, too, Lars.”

Lars suppressed a shudder. “Maybe, but barely. They came out of a test tube, not a woman.”

“Never had much use for real women.”

Lars slapped his first mate and lover under his skirt on the bare butt cheek. “Maybe not, but they’ve been an important part of human reproduction!”

Aaron moaned for effect. “They can wait a few more minutes. Why don’t you punish me properly first? And this time, spank me like you mean it.”

“I’ll show you what’s what!” Lars grumbled. He grabbed Aaron and pushed the effeminate engineer up against a wall, face first. He lifted the man’s ruffled pink skirt and stared at his naked ass. “I’ve got just the punishment in mind,” Lars grunted.

“I need a lot of punishing,” Aaron moaned. He was already hard at the thought of what his lover was going to do to him.

Lars worked to push his trousers down to free himself. They’d made love earlier that day but the rough nature of it excited him. With hardly any work at all, he knew he’d be ready. He spit on his hand to ease the entry when the overhead lights shifted to a red color and a proximity alert alarm started blaring throughout the Navy troop deployment ship, Daytona.

“What the fuck is that?” Aaron growled.

“Shit!” Lars hissed and reached down to yank his pants back up. “Proximity alert—we’re on a crash course for something!” Lars turned to run but tripped, as he hadn’t retrieved his pants past his knees yet.

“I’m more of a bottom but for a butt like that I’m willing to give it a shot,” Aaron mused as he stared at Lars’ exposed ass.

“This is serious!” Lars snapped. He struggled back to his feet and got his pants secured as he stumbled towards the bridge. Aaron followed dutifully, his comment subdued by his boyfriend’s concern.

Less than five minutes later, Lars slid into the pilot’s seat on the vessel. Another chair opposite his sat at the only other station on the bridge. It was for a co-pilot but Aaron had routed all his necessary engineering controls to it so the two could be together. Over the span of the six-year voyage, the two had become inseparable in spite of the nearly constant bickering they endured.

“This is bad,” Lars muttered. “The asteroid belt surrounding the system is a lot more fragmented than we’d thought!”

“We’re going to hit an asteroid?” Aaron gulped. “Take manual control or something!”

“We’ve been at full burn for almost the entire trip here! We only started slowing down ten months ago—we’re going too fast.”

“Oh shit oh shit oh shit oh shit!”

“Seventy-three seconds until impact. Now seventy.”

“Oh shit!”

“We knew this was a risky job when we took it,” Lars said. “But it’s been a great trip.”

“I just don’t want it to be over!” Aaron whimpered. He stood up and rushed over, throwing his arms around Lars.

“Me neither,” Lars admitted. “But at least we can take it like men.”

“I took it like that earli—”

The ship twisted and jerked underneath them, throwing both men out of the pilot’s seat and off the control panel. The inertial damping couldn’t compensate for the impact and now the lights overhead and even on the displays blinked out. Distantly, they could hear a roaring sound. It changed to a whistle as they listened and then stopped completely. Moments later, the lights flickered back and both men, still clinging to each other, fell to the floor. The inertial damping kicked back in and provided artificial gravity.

“Fuck me!” Aaron groaned, rubbing his head. His skirt had flipped up to reveal his lack of underwear.

“Later,” Lars grunted and climbed back into his chair. His displays powered back on but what he noticed was all the red indicators of damage. “This is bad,” he muttered.

“You keep saying that,” Aaron observed. He crawled back to his station and started performing his own damage assessment. “Oh shit, this is bad!”

“We’re spinning laterally,” Lars announced. “Minimal course change, though. Hang on and let me plot where we’re headed. Maybe somebody already in station over the planet can retrieve us.”

“Main engines are out. All of them,” Aaron said. “I’d have to do a physical check to see but it looks like the rock we hit nailed us square in the ass without buying us dinner or giving us a kiss.”

“It gave us a kiss all right,” Lars muttered.

“Not the kind I like,” Aaron lamented. “Primary reactor’s wasted, too. No, I think it’s missing.”

“Missing?” Lars looked up, staring in open mouthed shock.

“If it’s damaged and not overridden, it’s designed to self-jettison. That explains the complete power outage until the backup systems kicked in.”

“Son of a bitch! That means no propulsion or attitude, just life support. This is nothing more than a floating rock. We can’t even send a distress call, not that it’d do us any good since we’re five light years from the nearest inhabited solar system.”

“We can still deploy solar collection sails,” Aaron offered a weak smile. “We’re in the Vitalis solar system—that should buy us a couple of years’ worth of life support.”

“We’re going to need more food,” Lars muttered.

“For only the two of us? We should be fine!”

“These ships are designed for one-way trips. Any time they suffer critical damage, the hibernation cycle stops,” Lars said.

“Wait—you mean?”

“We’re going to have over a hundred and fifty genetically engineered hungry mouths to feed.”

Aaron squeaked out a yelp and leapt up from his chair. Lars smirked as his lover sprinted for their cabin, intent on changing into something a little more manly before the first of the Marines woke up.

Lars turned back to his console, the nav computer successfully tracking their new course. He felt his stomach floating up almost as though the gravity had been turned back off. Their new course had them floating straight into Vitalis in a little under two months.


Chapter 2

“What’s your problem?” Elsa snapped. It wasn’t the damp heat in the jungle that had her irritable—in fact, she’d come to enjoy it. It wasn’t the days of babysitting the scientists that had her upset—she’d gotten used to them, and they obeyed her like lost puppies. It was Reinna, the former Navy pilot that was constantly staring at her. “You’ve been here six months but you haven’t said two words to me!”

Reinna jerked her eyes away from Elsa and stared at the ground. Elsa kept staring at her. Enough was enough; she’d ignored the looks for too long. She needed to scout around their camp to make sure she could keep them safe but waiting a few more minutes wouldn’t make a difference.

“I needed more people and you showed interest,” Elsa pushed her. “But beyond answering questions, you’re acting like a little kid! No, I think Balia has more social skills than you do!” Balia was Lizzie and Ling’s daughter. She was a little over three years old but she was acting twice her age.

Reinna looked up, her head jerking a little on her way to meeting Elsa’s gaze. “I’m just not comfortable here,” she mumbled.

“Well you’re here!” the former Special Forces gunnery sergeant snapped. “You either adapt or I’ll use you as bait the next time I go hunting.”

Reinna’s lips parted to let a gasp slip out. The real protest came from one of the scientists, the xenobiologist Dr. Bettany Tasker. “Elsa, I don’t think belittling her is going to help the matter any! This planet is extraordinary—we’re all trying to process it.”

“You all volunteered,” Elsa reminded them. “It’s a one-way trip and you knew it. I got no problem if she wants a less active job, but she keeps telling me she does. Then she blanks out and does this shit again.”

“I’m sorry,” Reinna muttered. “I’ll do better. I promise!”

“Just keep your head out of the clouds till we get back,” Elsa said. “Then maybe Tarn will take you. Not sure what good you’ll do for him either, if you keep spacing out. You’re not eating anything you shouldn’t be, are you? Some natural drug we haven’t found yet?”

She shook her head. “No, ma’am!”

Elsa grunted. “Keep an eye on things. I’m going to scout.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

Elsa rolled her eyes and moved into the wilderness. She doubted Tarn wanted her either. Oh sure, he’d love to work close to her in hopes she’d get over her inhibitions. Of all the colonists of Vitalis, Reinna alone clung to the custom of wearing excessive amounts of clothing. Several of the adults still felt uncomfortable with nudity, but since they’d lost Sasha nobody else had the skill of sewing clothing as well as she had. What’s more, it was so damn hot in the tropical jungle, clothing just made the heat that much worse. Vitalis had a way of restoring life and youth to a person—if you could survive long enough on the planet to enjoy it. Even Sasha’s full-figured body had shaped itself into something reserved for adult entertainment after a few months. Tarn had commented a few times how he imagined Reinna’s oversized chest was sure to be legendary if only she’d let it out of the hides she insisted on wearing so he could confirm it.

Elsa almost chuckled at the thought. Tarn was her mate, no matter how often he flapped his jaw about this or that woman he admired. Behind the flap of their home in Treetown, he’d be the first to admit that he’d spent years finding no one of interest to him until Elsa had shown up.

She forced thoughts of her Herculean lover aside; she had work to do. They’d left the relative safety of the jungle surrounding Treetown behind days ago in search of something the scientists could use to fashion their own tools. Bettany had discovered a resin found in certain types of trees in the jungle that when treated with fire, formed a substance almost as strong as steel. At first they’d used it with wood, leaves, and animal hides to try to strengthen them but the best use seemed to be pouring it into mold and letting it harden, then baking it in a fire. It still made for crude tools and weapons, thus the search for a real metal they could use.

But finding metal meant keeping them alive. Elsa pushed her frustrations with the top-heavy Navy pilot aside and let the spirit of Vitalis into her. She breathed in the air and focused on the scents it carried. Her stance shifted, becoming looser and allowing her to adapt faster. She adjusted the crystal bladed knife that rested in a wooden sheath on the rope that ran like a sash between her breasts and pulled a resin-tipped arrow from the quiver on her back to fit into her bow.

Elsa slipped through the undergrowth and smaller trees along the edge of the hills they’d been searching. She changed course after a few minutes, knowing she didn’t dare to leave her charges too far behind. They were sheltered and clueless when it came to the dangers of Vitalis. She had been too when she’d first arrived on the planet, but her First Insertion Special Tactics training had allowed her to survive until Tarn had found her.

Elsa stopped and moved next to a tree, blending her silhouette against it. She smelled blood in the air. A moment later, she saw a dark shape cut across a section of grass. She let her eyes widen to pull in more light but it wasn’t enough. It looked like a person but she knew better. The movements were too different. It was a hybrid, a combination of one of the toxin-spitting creatures and the unfortunate human that had served as a host for them.

She hadn’t seen a hybrid in months, ever since the ones she knew about had relocated to the north and made it clear that humans were not welcome. Elsa frowned. She’d lost two of her friends to the hybrids, Kira and Fiona. She still hoped to find them someday, even though she knew there was no hope for them. If anyone could survive it would be Kira, but in six months she’d have found a way back if she could.

Elsa pushed herself away from the tree and stalked after the creature. She’d fought and killed them before, but they were tough. They were humanoid and could be mistaken for a human from a distance, but they possessed a bony hide that resembled an insect or a beetle up close. They were stronger and larger than a human, all components that made them deadly opponents. After a short period where they’d been trying to capture humans, they now left them alone. Was the unasked-for truce over?

The six months had changed Elsa, too. She was stronger, quieter, faster, and more skilled than anyone else on the planet with her bow and knife. Kira had preferred a spear but Elsa liked getting in close. She followed the barely-there tracks the hybrid left behind, a mixture of padded heel and clawed toes. Besides the tracks, she also found proof that her nose hadn’t led her astray – a bloody bone lay discarded on the ground. She moved faster, hoping the fresh meal would make the hybrid complacent.

She found it crouching beside a spongy streambed. To the north the ground descended after a few miles into a swamp, but this far up only the rain could cause the streambed to run with water. The ocean was to the west some four days of travel by foot. The combination of tropical heat and water caused rain showers almost every day.

The hybrid wasn’t looking for water, Elsa knew. It was looking for something else. She watched it turn slowly and survey the softer ground. Was it looking for footprints? Had they learned how to track? She frowned. She knew they were smart, but this hinted at intelligence beyond simple cunning. She moved away from the clump of wild flowers and circled slowly to get closer to the humanoid creature.

Elsa stopped again when the hybrid turned. It hadn’t seen her, but now she could see it from a side view. What she saw made the hair stand on her neck. It looked like any other hybrid she had seen, a collection of mottled brown and black markings, but where the difference lie was in its chest. Her chest. This hybrid had breasts.

Moving with fluid precision, Elsa dropped slightly to balance perfectly while drawing back the string on her bow. The wood stretched as it curved, and then sprang back to its normal shape as she loosed the arrow. The hybrid turned at the sound, only to be caught by the arrow just above her right breast.

Elsa left her bow on the ground while her feet padded against the ground. The female hybrid rose to face her, revealing itself to only be a little taller than her. The male hybrids had towered over the Marine, but Elsa spared the difference no thought. She drew her knife, touching a facet of the crystalline blade to transfer some of her heat into it. The energy caused a green spark to grow in the knife until it was glowing. It also vibrated faintly in her hand with the energy reacting inside of it.

The hybrid growled at her, its mandibles spreading wide to allow its mouth to open. Elsa dropped her shoulder and then lurched to the other side at the last moment, lashing out with her knife as she did so. She felt it bite into the creature’s flesh.

Elsa flexed her knees as she landed in the streambed. She slipped on the muddy ground and threw herself into a roll. The mud clung to her skin but she came up on one knee, knife held at the ready. The hybrid was nowhere to be seen.

Elsa bit back a curse and ran, digging her toes into the slippery streambed. She leapt back up to the bank and saw the blood on the green and tan foliage. She looked up and found the hybrid trying to limp away from her. Elsa frowned—she’d never seen a hybrid retreat from a fight.

She caught up to it easily but had to dodge under a hand filled with talons that swung at her. This time, she buried her shoulder into the hybrid’s midsection and knocked it into a nearby tree trunk. It bounced off, teetering on the leg that was leaking a steady stream of blood. Elsa dodged a second swipe by spinning away from it, her knife held out and cutting a gash across the hybrid’s side.

It hissed at her again but Elsa felt no fear. The spitters had a neurotoxin that caused paralysis—she knew, she’d been the first human to ever sample it. The hybrids were no less poisonous, but unlike their four-legged parents, they couldn’t spit it—they could only bite their victims. Elsa danced away from the hybrid as its wounded leg failed to support it. There was no fear of being bitten this time.

Elsa leapt on its back before it could roll over, her heel striking it in the back of the head intentionally. She dropped to her knees, hoping to disable it by breaking its back, but was denied by the thick exoskeleton-like armor on its back that resembled a beetle’s wings. Her crystal, now a bright green from all the energy it was absorbing, plunged into the side of its neck. She ripped it out, darkening the ground with a crimson stain that grew with each remaining pulse of the hybrid’s heart.

Elsa stayed atop the creature as it thrashed and then stilled. When she was sure it was dead, she stood up slowly and looked down at herself. The crystal was nearly as bright as a torch now, giving her light enough to see the fresh mud and blood that dirtied her body. The mud was good; it replaced the natural camouflage she applied every day. The blood, on the other hand, would entice the animals of Vitalis to think of her as a meal.

She frowned but realized she had no choice. The streambed had no water in it. Her best bet was to use one of the skins to wash up back at the camp. She looked at the dead hybrid again. Was leaving the body this close dangerous? She turned back to the streambed and judged the distance.

With a sigh, Elsa reached down and grabbed the arms of the dead hybrid. She began dragging it back to the streambed. Burying it was the best way to hide its scent. Then she could bring Dr. Tasker in the morning to study it. Perhaps the xenobiologist could tell her something she didn’t already know.


Chapter 3

“Excuse me, Commander Nibbinz?” Jeremy said after clearing his throat.

“Yes?” The commander replied a half second later over the jury rigged communications center they’d repaired countless times.

Jonathon Sharp turned to the mountain of muscle beside him and raised an eyebrow. Tarn was in charge of Treetown’s defense, which included making sure everyone was able to shoot a bow and use a spear. Tarn returned the former transport captain’s glance with a shrug.

“Sir, my name is Jeremy Sinclair. I was one of the research assistants from the ruined outpost. I was wondering if my accounts were still valid?”

“What good’s money going to do you?” Tarn grumbled.

A few moments passed before the commander’s voice came over the radio. “Yes, Mr. Sinclair. They’ve still got you on the payroll since you’re still doing research and supplying us with data.”

Jeremy turned, his lips stretched in a grin. When he saw the matching scowls on the face of the other two, his smile slipped. He turned back quickly. “Commander, would it be possible to arrange transport with that account for my daughter?”

“What are you doing?” Sharp snapped.

“Please, sir!” Jeremy rushed to add. “Whatever the cost I don’t care—whoever takes care of it can have the rest of the money.”

“Excuse us, Commander,” Sharp said as Tarn grabbed Jeremy and pulled him back from the radio. “Next supply drop is four days? Hopefully your lab rats will be back by then.”

Nibbinz chuckled. “Yes, Mr. Sharp, hopefully they will. Good luck down there.”

Sharp nodded for Gresham to kill the connection. The former corporal earned the nickname Radio for his specialization in communications. Sharp saw Tarn glaring at Jeremy, who’d been backed into a corner of the small hollow carved out of the tree trunk.

“You’re here to report out on progress Bettany—Dr. Tasker—is making. Not to shove more people down our throats that we can’t adequately protect or provide for!”

“Captain, you’ve seen what happens here! You’ve seen our research, too—this place is a miracle! Taylor even grew back her toe that she lost.”

Sharp’s eyes narrowed. “Wait, what are you saying? Does your daughter have some kind of problem?”

Jeremy’s eyes went to Tarn but he found no solace there. He nodded slowly. “She has Spartan’s Syndrome.”

“That the one kids of the first jumpers could get?” Tarn asked.

Sharp swore. “That’s the one!” He turned to Jeremy and glared at him. “And you want to bring someone that disabled to this place? We’ve got perfectly healthy people that can barely survive a day out here! She’d be lucky to make the trip out here!”

“They’ve finished building the jump station,” Jeremy said. “She wouldn’t have to go into hibernation.”

“You better hope they don’t bring her,” Sharp said and jabbed his finger at him. “Or you’ll have somebody else to mourn.”

Jeremy stiffened. “Fiona’s not my fault!”

“Never said she was, but ain’t it funny that you jumped that way? Got a guilty conscience?”

Jeremy shook his head. “No, I don’t. And think about it—everybody that’s showed up, no matter what was wrong with them, they got better. Not just better—we’re all superb! Best shape of our lives. It’s a crime to deny that to the people that really need it.”

“You’re forgetting all the people that died before they got better,” Sharp reminded him.

Jeremy’s mouth opened and closed. “I’ve got work to do,” he muttered, and then he stared at Tarn until the big man backed up a step so he could slip past him.

Tarn chuckled once he’d gone. “Stupid kid,” he muttered.

“That kid’s not really a kid,” Jonathon reminded him.

“You forget, I’m probably the oldest guy here. You’re all kids as far as I’m concerned.”

Sharp glanced sideways at him. “That mean you’re robbing the cradle with Elsa?”

Tarn scowled. “Elsa’s different.”

“Yeah she is,” Sharp agreed. “For instance, I’d much rather she was here than you—she’s a lot more fun to look at!”

Tarn stared at the man for a long moment before his cheek twitched and a grin spread across his face. He laughed a moment later before admitting, “Yeah, she is!”

* * * *

Eric looked up from the matched pair of crystals he and Colin had finished measuring and testing. Captain Sharp walked in and let his eyes fall on the dull crystals. “How’s it going?”

Eric sighed. “If Colin’s right, this could be amazing.”

“Yeah, looks like it,” Sharp lied.

Eric ignored the sarcasm. “Any word yet?”

“Eric, it’s been six months. She’s never stayed out this long. She’d never stayed more than a week.”

Eric shook his head. “I’d know. Here, on this world, I’d know.”

Sharp sighed. “Eric...”

The engineer smiled. “I understand, but I’m not in denial or crazy. She’d complained before about wanting to experience more of Vitalis. To become one with the life force of the world. I think Klous and Ling may have pushed her to it.”

“She’d been bitten by dozens of spitters!”

Eric shrugged. “No spitter’s going to stop her. This world has mystery beyond anything you can imagine.”

“Like these crystals?” Jonathon motioned towards them. “What are these supposed to do?”

“We think they’ll act harmoniously when the right spectrum and wavelength of energy is applied.”

“Energy has different wavelengths?”

Eric chuckled. “Radio waves, light waves, microwaves, sensors, sound, and lots more. They’re all energy. Still can’t create or destroy it, but these crystals convert it into something else. It’s still energy—it just manifests in new ways that we’ve never seen before.”

“Okay, so then what happens?”

“We’re not sure,” he admitted. “We’ve got a hunch, though, and if we’re right it’s going to be amazing. It’ll revolutionize space travel.”

“What are you talking about? And how is that possible? Anything that leaves Vitalis and goes on a human ship ends up killing everyone on the ship over time!”

“Well, we’re not absolutely certain about that. The only evidence we have is all the transports that took back air and samples from the planet.”

“Yeah, samples. According to the fleet in orbit, the TCS Explorer had holes chewed through its hull and people that had died of malnutrition. The bacteria from Vitalis had begun to change the crew and they couldn’t eat the food that they had anymore—they needed stuff from here.”

Eric nodded. “Well, there are a couple of options. The first is mounting these in a vacuum. Even Vitalian bacteria hasn’t been able to be active in a vacuum.”

“It didn’t kill it, though,” Sharp pointed out. He remembered watching the test they’d run. The small vacuum chamber that had been delivered during a supply drop didn’t operate for more than a matter of hours. The bacteria they’d measured went into a state of hibernation to protect itself. When it could breathe and be warm again, it continued on as if nothing had happened to it.

“But the sterilization process of the crew that explored the Explorer survived and didn’t spread the contagion.”

Sharp grunted. “Okay, so mount it in a vacuum, play it a song—then what?”

Eric barked out a laugh. “A song wouldn’t work in a vacuum, but yeah, energy is applied at the right frequency and then, if we’re right, it happens.”

“What happens?” Sharp was exasperated.

“Faster than light travel.”

Sharp blinked. “What?”

“Super-luminal speeds,” Eric said, a grin making its way onto his face. “A field extends around the ship, depending on the size and strength of the crystals as well as the frequency fed into it. That field changes physics; it bends gravity and changes the rules. Inside the field, the ship is subject to relativity but the field itself is traveling through space faster than light. Only problem is we can’t test it on Vitalis—it could have disastrous results.”

“How’s that going to change space travel?” Sharp’s eyebrows lowered. “The jump stations give instant transfer from one system to another.”

“Yeah, but they’re fixed. Each station has a matching one in another system. With these crystals, you can go anywhere. Not instantly, but it can turn years into months. And nobody will know the ship is traveling until after it’s come and gone.”

Sharp stared at the crystals, processing what Eric had said. He nodded and looked up, “The TCS won’t let that out, at least not beyond their own ships.”

Eric nodded. “Probably not, but they’ll give us anything we want for them.”

Sharp chuckled. “Didn’t spend too much time around Klous, did you?”

Lines appeared at Eric’s eyes as he narrowed them. He fixed an icy glare on Sharp.

“Okay, sorry. What about the other thing you said? The other option?”

“We build our own spaceships.”


Chapter 4

Elsa rose to one knee from where she’d been digging in the muddy bottom of the streambed. “Here it is,” she said. She turned to look at the two scientists and the failure of a Navy pilot. When her eyes fell on Reinna, she sighed. Reinna wasn’t even looking at her, or at least not at her eyes. “Reinna, help me with this!”

Reinna jerked, shifting her gaze up to Elsa’s. Even though her cheeks were tanned by the Vitalian sun, they still flooded red when she realized she’d been caught. She lurched forward, her sandals slipping in the mud before she found her balance.

Elsa resumed digging out the legs of the female hybrid. She directed Reinna beside her, and then glanced at her and was surprised to see the woman was focused on the task. With a count of three, the two women pulled the corpse free of the sucking mud.

Insects slithered, crawled, and flopped off the body. In only a matter of hours it had begun to be reclaimed, but enough remained to leave no doubt of the gender of the creature. “See?” Elsa told them. “It’s female. That means one of the spitters captured a human woman.”

Bettany climbed into the mostly dry streambed and moved cautiously to it. She examined it, wrinkling her nose at the bugs that had worked their way inside the carcass. She withdrew her own knife from a wooden sheath at her side and made a careful incision into the hybrid’s abdomen. Once the opening was large enough, she reached in and began to feel around.

“How old do you think this is?” Elsa asked her.

“I have no idea,” Bettany said. She gasped a moment later and pulled her hand out quickly. “Old enough to be sexually mature!”

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JASONHALSTEAD





