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Chapter 1

Fire blasted the rock and sent glowing motes of dirt scattering across the rocky valley. Jeremy watched, dazzled by the spectacle, until a hand grabbed him by the shoulder and yanked him back behind the cover of rocks.

“Careful,” Fiona said. “Wouldn’t want your daughter’s first sight of you to be a nightmare.”

“Sorry,” he mumbled. He was, but he didn’t really care. Since he’d asked the favor, and included his entire life savings to pay for it, he had trouble thinking of anything other than Jasmine. She’d be fourteen now. Old enough to be a young woman. A young lady cursed with a genetic disease called Spartan’s Disease that Jeremy had no idea he and his ex-wife carried. He glanced at Fiona and offered a weak smile. “Just anxious.”

Fiona nodded. “If everything you’ve said is true, you’ve given up a lot for her.”

Jeremy looked at the woman and narrowed his eyes. “It is true. Nothing else mattered to me except doing everything I could for her.”

She searched his face and offered a tight-lipped smile. “I’m sorry, but you told me a lot of stories when we were together. It’s hard to know what to believe. And it’s hard to trust you.”

Jeremy glanced over the rocks and ducked back down. The shuttle was only a few feet off the ground but he didn’t dare risk watching the final touchdown. “Yeah, well, I didn’t know how much I could trust you either. You and Kira were tight and she never liked me.”

Fiona smirked. “She thought you were whiny. You kind of were. Elsa never had a problem with you.”

Jeremy shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Nobody knows what to make of Kira anymore. And you, you’re way up here in the mountains with these, uh, people.”

Fiona smiled. “They are people. My people. My children.”

“That still freaks me out,” he admitted. “I mean, I know Sasha gave birth to a few of them but there are so many now, even after Klous ran off with a bunch.”

Fiona sighed. “That’s too bad,” she said. “I miss you. And I wouldn’t mind having more children. Pure human children, that is. The Vitalians grow so fast. I’m a grandmother and my firstborn is only two and a half years old.”

Jeremy’s eyes widened. She’d disappeared for months and never came to Treetown anymore, but she still had a thing for him? “Whoa, I’m not—uh, I mean, I just—damn, you don’t waste any time, do you? I thought you couldn’t trust me?”

“You’ve let your guard down, and I see how worried you are about your daughter. I think we’re all seeing the real you now. I like the new Jeremy a lot more than the Jeremy you used to pretend to be. And wasting time? If Vitalis has taught us anything it’s that we have to cherish and make the most out of each moment we have.”

He chuckled to hide his discomfort. He didn’t like talking about himself; he’d made too many mistakes and done too many stupid things. Trying to help Jasmine was the only way he could make up for them. Dreaming of helping her kept the nightmares away. The Terran Coalition’s top researchers could help her and even turn some genes on and off, but it was expensive and not a complete solution. She’d still never be what she could have been if Spartan’s hadn’t interfered with her life from the beginning.

On Vitalis, things were different. Life was different. Jeremy and the others had all undergone changes. Kira, Fiona, and others had gotten pregnant and born children when they’d had their reproductive systems suspended by human geneticists. Jeremy had seen scars fade, his own and others, and everyone’s health improved beyond belief. There was no sickness of disease on Vitalis in the five years he’d been there. Aging seemed almost pointless—Tarn, the oldest human on the planet, looked like he was barely thirty years old in spite of being close to three times that. If there was any place in the universe where she could be helped, Vitalis was it.

“I’m going to be busy,” he mumbled. “Caring for Jasmine will take a lot of time. Between that and helping out Bettany and Colin, I wouldn’t have time for—”

“Jer, stop,” Fiona said. “I didn’t ask you to marry me. Just think about me, okay? On this world, things have a way of working out. I’m sure your scientist friends wouldn’t mind if you took a little time off to visit me.”

“Yeah, they work out or you get killed.” Jeremy snorted. “And why would I have to visit you? Wouldn’t it make more sense for you to visit me?”

“My people are good, but they are young. I don’t dare leave them that long. They may have matured in months compared to the years it takes me and you, but the oldest are still only a couple of years old.”

“That’s a poor excuse.”

Fiona laughed over the sound of the ship’s engines. “I would have thought that way too. Not anymore, though. They are children the size of adults with as much education as we could give them. Since Sasha left, things are getting worse. I need her help.”

“Have you told her that?”

“She fled back to Treetown. I haven’t had a chance.”

Jeremy nodded. “I heard she’s afraid to go back. Afraid of some of the Vitalians being upset that Klous left and took some of their people with him.”

“They’re not,” Fiona said. “They’re glad Klous is gone. He was the kind of man you liked, you feared, or you hated. All of us who remain either feared or hated him.”

“Which were you?”

“I was waiting for a chance when no one was looking so I could push him off the mountain.”

Jeremy blinked and then laughed. He opened his mouth but the crunch of metal striking rock ended their conversation. The roar of the engines cut out, enveloping the two humans in a blanket of silence. Farther down the wide trail to the mountain landing, a handful of Vitalians and humans waited.

“Are you ready?” Fiona asked him before she adjusted her ornate necklace.

Jeremy caught a glimpse of Fiona’s full breasts beneath the necklace and was reminded of a time when he’d been much closer to them. He pushed the thoughts away and turned to glance at the ship over the rocks. Seeing skin was a common enough thing; even had the climate and lack of resources not made clothing a luxury on Vitalis, there was just something about the place that made them all feel better without it. Most of them wore a loincloth for protection, but even those were sometimes left behind.

Fiona pressed her hand against the crystal at the end of her spear and shared her energy with it until it was glowing brightly under the early afternoon sun. She planted the spear and stood, and then offered Jeremy her hand. “Come, let me meet your daughter.”

Jeremy nodded and let her help him up. He didn’t need the help but he’d never passed on the chance to touch or even be close to Fiona. They’d had their problems—no different than any of the other couples stranded on Vitalis, save that most of them had been his fault, not hers. In spite of their history, he couldn’t think of anyone he wanted to be there with him more than Fiona. He flashed her a grateful smile and stepped around the ridge on the path to the landing.

Jeremy waved to the ship and waited. Waves of heat distorted the air as it rose from the baked ground. A blast of air washed over them and then they heard the hiss of machinery. Seconds later they saw the large cargo bay door split apart and slowly open. A ramp extended and dropped until it rested on the ground.

Jeremy and Fiona glanced at each other. “Should I go in?” Jeremy asked.

“I can’t believe they’re risking exposure like this,” Fiona said. She shook her head and looked at Jeremy. “Um, I don’t know? Maybe she needs help?”

Jeremy started forward when a person wearing a spacesuit pushed a chair that floated on suspension lifts. A smaller person in a matching suit sat in the chair. They stopped at the edge of the ramp and stared down at Jeremy and Fiona. Jeremy’s breath caught in his throat.

“Say something,” Fiona hissed.

“What? Oh!” Jeremy stuttered and caught himself. He waved again and said, “Jasmine? Is that you? I mean, of course it’s you. I can’t—oh, screw this, I’ll come and get you.”

“No. Stay there.”

Jeremy froze and stared up at the person who was pushing Jasmine’s chair. It was a woman. A woman whose voice was muffled by the speakers of her helmet but still sounded familiar. “Bleigh?” he breathed.

Fiona turned to face him. “Bleigh? As in your ex-wife, Bleigh?”

“You don’t think I would let her sail across the universe on her own, do you?” the caretaker snapped.

Jeremy stiffened. “No, I, uh, I guess not. That would be irresponsible. Where’s Trevor?”

“Gone. Gone for three years now. It’s just me and Jasmine.”

“Well, um, welcome to Vitalis.”


Chapter 2

––––––––

Bleigh turned and looked past the welcoming committee to the lush forest north of the mountains. After several moments passed, she admitted, “It’s beautiful.”

Fiona cleared her throat, reminding Jeremy that she was next to him. “Oh! Uh, Bleigh, this is Fiona. She’s, um—”

“Your wife?” Bleigh asked with a clipped voice.

Jeremy coughed and Fiona chuckled. “No,” Fiona said. “I’m the leader of Hilltop, the village here in the mountains. You’ll be going with Jeremy to Treetown, which is south of here on the other side of the mountains.”

Bleigh looked around again. “Quite the spaceport.”

Fiona raised an eyebrow while Jeremy winced. “That ship you’re standing on has more technology in it than the rest of the planet does,” he admitted.

“And how, exactly, is that supposed to help your daughter?”

Jeremy heard Fiona suck in air to respond but he beat her to the punch. Fiona was a Marine; he knew firsthand there was only so much she would put up with and she had probably reached her limit. Bleigh wasn’t a bad woman; times had just been hard for them. Hard for him to handle and that made it hard for her to handle him. It always seemed to come back to him, he supposed.

“Look at us, Bleigh,” Jeremy said. “I mean really look at us.”

They could hear the frown in her voice when she spoke. “You look good, I suppose. If you think I’m going to run around in my underwear, you’re dead wrong!”

He shook his head. “You wear what you want. You landed here in the mountains to make it easier on Jasmine.”

“Yeah, because traveling through mountains in a chair is easy,” she pointed out.

Jeremy winced at her sarcasm and saw as much as felt Fiona shift beside him. “No, that’s not why. It’s cooler up here. In Treetown it’s hot. Very hot. You get used to it and even learn to like it, but I wanted to make this as easy on Jasmine as I could.”

Bleigh stared at them a moment longer and then pushed the chair forward. They descended the ramp and stopped when they stepped onto the blasted rock. The ramp rose behind them and was sucked back into the ship. The doors shut behind them.

“Hurry,” Fiona urged. “You don’t want to be there when they take off.”

Fiona turned and motioned for them. Jeremy started towards the chair but Bleigh shooed him away with her hand. She pushed the chair after them and stopped when she saw the half-dozen Vitalians standing with three humans on the trail. “What—who—”

“Bleigh, relax,” Jeremy rushed to get in before she freaked out. “This is Reinna, Barry, and Coral. They live in Treetown too.”

“And the taller ones are my children and grandchildren,” Fiona said. “Arkon and Jorah are my two oldest sons. Talia and Synta are my daughters. Britt is Arkon’s daughter and Mara is Talia’s.”

“Children? Grandchildren?” Bleigh asked. She turned to Fiona and looked her up and down. “I’m sorry, you looked so young. I thought—”

“Bleigh, stop,” Jeremy advised his ex. “What you know doesn’t matter here. These Vitalians are less than three years old. This place is like nothing you’ve ever experienced before.”

Bleigh turned to regard Barry with a bow stretched across his meaty chest and only a loincloth to protect his modesty. Or her modesty, as was more likely the case. She turned to the two woman, one a Navy pilot who had put her years of flight training behind her to take up spear and bow, and the other the Jill-of-all-trades who helped keep Treetown and Hilltop functioning. Both were as scantily clad as the men, though Coral was less formidable with only a knife tied in a fur sheath at her hip.

“Put some clothes on,” she muttered under her breath.

The engines of the shuttle began to rumble as the machinery warmed up and prepared for takeoff.

“Are they really leaving?” Reinna asked, stepping up and craning her neck to see past the chair towards the shuttle. “Won’t they all die if that shuttle docks?”

“What?” Bleigh blurted out. She turned on Jeremy and raised a pointed finger at him. “What did you get us into?”

“I don’t know,” Jeremy said to Reinna. He realized how his words could be mistaken and quickly turned to his ex-wife. “I mean, I don’t know why it’s leaving. I do know that you’ll be safe here. More than safe. Just wait, you’ll see. You need to get out of those spacesuits first, though.”

The shuttle ignited its engines and blasted superheated air out of the valley as it rose up into the sky. They watched it go, expecting some disaster to strike as it often did. The shuttle rode four trails of smoke that were swept away by the winds until it was just a speck in the sky.

“I’ll be damned,” Barry muttered.

“I won’t take that bet,” Coral teased the large Marine.

Reinna smirked but kept her eyes up to the sky. She sighed and looked around to see her friends staring her. She shrugged and offered a fake smile.

Barry whistled. “Do that again.”

Reinna’s brow furrowed. “What? Look up?”

“No, shrug. I like seeing how things move in different ways.”

Reinna’s cheeks flushed and she shook her head. She sighed and flipped him off.

Fiona forced the smirk from her lips and said, “Come, I have huts made ready for you. You’ll stay in Hilltop tonight. When you’re acclimated, you can return to Treetown.”

Jeremy looked at Jasmine and then up at Bleigh. He motioned towards her and asked, “Can I, uh, talk to her?”

“Let’s wait until we get to this hut,” she said, her voice dripping with doubt.


Chapter 3

Tarn swore as he rolled under the log beam to avoid being trampled by the short-legged herbivore. Stumpy legs or not, the creature outweighed the massive man by several hundred kilos. Tarn kept rolling to put more distance between himself and the animal before climbing to his feet.

A laugh greeted his ears. He turned, scowling, and saw the pilot of the crashed transport ship that had delivered the latest batch of clueless Marines to Vitalis. “Do you know what you’re doing?” Lars asked him.

Tarn’s scowl deepened. “This is stupid,” he grumbled. “We done fine hunting for our food. Trying to pen these bulldogs in and make cattle out of them is dumb.”

Lars walked up to the edge of the wooden railing and studied the animal. The bulldog, called that because of its short legs and lack of a proper neck, had a fine coat of iridescent fur that made it shimmer in the sunlight. A bony ridge behind its head offered some protection but its greatest asset lay in its powerful legs and size. A herd of the two-meter tall animals could trample down nearly anything in their path.

“I don’t know, I think they’re kind of cute,” Lars said. He reached over the higher limb that served as a railing to pet the bulldog. It made a grunting noise and swung its head towards him. He jerked his hand back and earned a laugh from Tarn.

“Yeah, real cute,” Tarn said.

“We just don’t know how to domesticate them yet,” Lars suggested. “Maybe they just need to know we love them?”

“For dinner.”

“Tarn! Maybe they’re upset because they understand you? You should try to be nice to them. Feed them from your hand and rub them on the, uh, head.”

“I’m good at shooting, eating, and screwing,” Tarn said. “Don’t have to be in that order.”

“Oh!” Lars said. The pilot’s eyes dipped to the loincloth Tarn wore and then away.

Tarn noticed the color in the man’s cheeks and he scowled before turning away. Lars had lost his partner when his ship crashed and with the small population available on Vitalis, he hadn’t found anyone who shared his preferences. Lars had turned into a good worker, though, so Tarn did his best to not get upset when the man ogled him.

“Go give ’em some grass then,” Tarn said. “I just came by to check things out. Sure wish I knew where Shorty and Riley were at. They’re supposed to be tending these things.”

“I’m sure they’re around,” Lars said with a knowing wink. “Probably getting in, and out, and back in to trouble.”

Tarn scowled at the far from subtle innuendo. Not that he blamed them; he tried to convince Elsa to fool around every chance they had. Lucky for him, she either agreed or beat him to the punch and suggested it first. Of course, he couldn’t let Lars know he felt that way—he was one of the leaders of Treetown. People expected him to be a hardass. “A job’s a job,” he muttered. “If we’re going to pen these things up like this, that makes it easy for other things to eat them too.”

“You worry too much,” Lars said. “Let them have some fun. Isn’t life here hard enough without busting their chops?”

Tarn turned on him. “You remember where we found you? Trapped in caves surrounded by things that wanted nothing more than to tear you into bite-size pieces they could sink their mandibles into?”

Lars stiffened and the color drained from his face. He nodded and looked away before saying in a subdued voice, “I still have nightmares.”

“Good!” Tarn snapped at him. He saw Lars twitch from his rebuke and realized he needed to lighten up on the guy a little. “Look, I don’t want anyone afraid to sleep, but it’s good to be reminded what’s out there. We killed all of them hybrids, and Kira says the spitters are gone too. But that don’t mean there ain’t something else out there. We still have to watch out for the prowlers, screechers, chickasauruses, and all the other shit we know and don’t know about. It takes all of us working together to keep our little slice of happy safe and sound, but it only takes one of us screwing up to let Vitalis take it all back.”

Lars turned around to face him. “You don’t think I know that? I do, trust me! Every day I’m reminded of just how dangerous this place is. Every day, I see people working together and they’re laughing and having fun even though they’re working. Every day I’m reminded that I lost the person who made me happy. No, not lost—he was taken from me. By the monsters out there!”

Lars walked up to the Marine and poked him in the chest with his finger. “I know what it takes to survive here, and I know when a person begins to wonder if it’s even worth it anymore.”

Tarn watched as Lars turned away and stalked off towards the bundles of long grass that had been gathered for the small herd of bulldogs they’d managed to catch so far. Tarn frowned and then shrugged. It sounded like Lars had gotten the message, so that’s what mattered. If his panties were in a bunch, he’d get it figured out soon enough. Or something would eat him. Either way, as long as it didn’t jeopardize the safety of Treetown, Tarn wasn’t worried about it.

The former Marine turned away from the pens and glanced over at another fenced-in area that stood empty. That’s where Elsa was, on a hunt with Kira and her two brats trying to knock out some Vitalian deer and bring them back. They’d manage it, he was sure. Elsa could do anything she put her mind to. Kira, well, Kira was something else.


Chapter 4

––––––––

“This is our new home?” Bleigh asked as she walked into the one-bedroom building. It was primitive in every aspect, from rock and mud walls to the roof made of branches, weeds, and animal hides. “This isn’t a home, this is a cave!”

“It’s only for a day or two,” Jeremy tried to soothe her. “I didn’t expect you to come. I thought it would just be Jasmine.”

The look she gave him through the glass of her helmet spoke more than words could share. “Just Jasmine? While you ignored her and spent time with one of those naked sluts?”

Jeremy closed his eyes and sighed. “Bleigh, stop. You don’t know anything about this place.”

“Oh, I think I know plenty!” she snapped. “You’re the same piece of shit you always were, aren’t you? The same smooth talking, lying, two-faced son of a bitch who—”

“Enough!” Jeremy barked at her. She stiffened and stared at him, quiet for a merciful moment. He glanced at the hide that was pulled halfway across the door and turned back to her without touching it. “All right, I lied a lot in my life. I’ve done a lot of stupid things. I know that, and I’m trying to make up for them. I’ve been trying for a long time. Ever since Ja—”

They both turned to look at the girl sitting in the suspension chair. Jeremy swallowed and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “What matters is that you’re here now. We’re all here. You don’t have to like me. You don’t have to be around me. Just let me help her. That’s all I want. That’s all I’ve wanted for a long time.”

“I don’t understand you,” Bleigh said. She turned and gestured at the house but he knew she meant more. “All of this—why? Why bring her? Why here?”

“Take off your helmet,” he urged.

“Why, so I can be poisoned like that woman said the people on the ship would be?”

“She didn’t say that. I’m breathing, aren’t I? Fiona, Reinna, Coral, Barry—none of us have suits on.”

“No, you don’t,” she snipped at him. “Or anything else!”

“So pop the helmet and breathe the air. Real air, not the reprocessed stink of air on a spaceship or in a space station. This air is alive!”

She reached up and paused. Her hands trembled before she clenched them in fists. “Damn you,” she whispered. “Damn you for all of this!”

“What is wrong with you?” he snapped. “I’m giving you a gift! I’m giving you a life like you’ve never dreamed! Sure, it’s hard here but it’s so much more than that. Just stop bitching and take off your damn helmet for one minute. Long enough to breathe.”

“Fine,” she snapped. “It doesn’t matter. I’m stuck here anyhow.”

Jeremy bit his tongue to stay silent while she twisted the locks on her helmet and then released the seals. She lifted it off her head and held it at her side. Her nose twitched and her eyes narrowed.

“Now stop holding your breath,” he counseled.

She let the air in her lungs out and breathed in through her mouth. Her eyes widened. She did it again and then took in a deep breath through her nose. Somehow her eyebrows went up even higher. A strange look crossed her face and furrowed her brow. Jeremy was about to ask if something was wrong when she sneezed.

Bleigh straightened and smiled. “Wow,” she whispered between breaths. “It tickles my nose.”

“The air?”

“The smells,” she whispered while turning around. “I don’t even know what to make of it! It smells so...beautiful! So alive!”

Jeremy grinned. “It is. And you are too, now.”

Bleigh turned to Jasmine. “Oh baby, you have to smell this,” she said.

Jeremy grinned and stepped closer to her, anxious to see her for the first time in years. He knelt next to her chair but was stopped by Bleigh’s hand on his arm. “What?” he asked, trying to hide his frustration.

“Her treatments,” Bleigh said. “The money was used up getting us here. They said it was a death sentence, no sense in wasting more time and medicine on her.”

“What?” Jeremy asked. “What does that mean? What are you saying?”

Bleigh’s earlier grin was gone. She clenched her teeth and swallowed before saying in a trembling voice, “The treatments were barely doing anything for her anymore anyhow. It didn’t matter. She’s fourteen, Jeremy. Fourteen with a disease that nobody else has survived past twelve!”

Jeremy sank back on his calves and stared at the little girl in the space suit. Her helmet was polarized so he couldn’t see her face. “Why?” he whispered. “Why come?”

Bleigh’s gloved hand went to her mouth. She covered her lips and turned away, unable or unwilling to talk.

Jeremy rose behind her and grabbed her shoulder. He spun her around so fast she would have lost her balance and fallen if he hadn’t steadied her. “Why, damn it!”

She stared into his eyes with tears glistening in hers. “You’ve been every kind of bastard to me, but I know how much she means to you. You’ve been gone a long time. Years. I thought you ran away at first, but I followed you as much as I could. I figured it out. Everything you did, you did it for yourself at first, then you did it for me, and I didn’t realize you were just too stupid to know I would have been happy with a simpler life. An honest life. You thought I wanted more, and that was my fault as much as yours.”

Jeremy stared at her, taking in her confession and feeling as though it was slowly coming together. All the mysteries of his life that he cared about were being revealed to him. He just had to be patient and hear her out.

“Then I—no, we had Jasmine. Everything changed and I didn’t understand. The things you risked were more dangerous. More stupid. And I wasn’t the reason why anymore. I could feel it. I saw it. And I didn’t get it. You left and never came back.”

“You kicked me out,” he reminded her.

Bleigh shook her head. “No—I mean yes, I did, but you’d already left me. I wasn’t your special girl anymore.”

“You were jealous of our daughter?” Jeremy asked her.

“I didn’t understand,” Bleigh explained. “I was, but I didn’t know that I was. I just saw all the things you’d done and it didn’t make sense how you’d changed. It took me a long time to figure it out.”

Jeremy sighed. “And you said I was stupid.”

She nodded and wiped the tears from her face. “So I’m sorry I hurt you. I’m sorry I pushed you away and didn’t talk to you. I’m sorry I was stupid too.”

“You’re forgiven,” he said and offered her a smile.

A shadow darkened the doorway of the hut as the fur was yanked aside. “Hey, is everything all right in here? I heard some shouting and—oh.”

Jeremy and Bleigh turned their heads to see Coral standing in the doorway. She looked back and forth between the two and cleared her throat. “Um, okay. Awkward. Looks like you two are doing fine. I’ll, uh, I’ll just go find someone else to interrupt.”

She stepped out of the doorway and yanked the fur across it all the way, plunging the room into shadows.

Jeremy almost missed her lips twitching in the darkness as his eyes adjusted. “It doesn’t mean you did the right things.” She picked up where they’d left off before the interruption.

“Of course not,” Jeremy said, relieved to see that his ex still had a touch of the pretentious bitch inside of her that he knew was there.

“So when the Navy came and told me about this opportunity, I figured it was the right thing to do.”

“That was a big gamble,” Jeremy said. “I’m glad you did it, but I don’t know if I’d have done the same in your shoes.”

Bleigh glanced at Jasmine and then turned to him. “She’s dying, Jeremy. There’s no stopping it. With treatments, she had a year. Without them, a few months. I don’t know how much time she has left. I brought her here for both of you. I wanted her to know her father before she died.”


Chapter 5

“Trouble in paradise,” Coral said as she walked in to the large hut Fiona claimed as her own. It was the executive residence, complete with two bedrooms and a large central room for meetings.

Fiona looked up from where she sat in a chair made from animal hides and tree limbs and tilted her head. “What trouble?”

“Hi Coral, I haven’t seen you in forever. How have you been? Love the braids. You’re looking good,” Coral faked Fiona’s voice and said. She shifted back to her normal tone and answered herself. “Oh, I’m good. Thanks Fifi! You look awesome for having six kids and leading a village all by yourself!”

Fiona laughed and stood up. She walked over to Coral and pulled the woman into a hug. Coral gasped and stared at Fiona’s necklace when they parted. Small slivers of crystal that had been worked into the elaborate neckpiece were glowing where they’d been pressed against both their bodies. “I haven’t been called Fifi in years,” she said.

“You know how to give a girl a tingle,” Coral joked. “Better than those clumsy Marines we rescued awhile back, anyhow.”

Fiona smiled. “I’m glad I can make somebody happy.”

“Uh oh, what’s going on?” Coral asked as she moved over to the large stone table in the room and sat down on a wood stump.

Fiona shook her head. “Nothing. It’s just been hard since Sasha left. I have my children, but they’re so young and don’t understand.”

“They’re full grown, at least,” Coral pointed out. “And I have to say, you made some fine-looking kids, even if they are a little hairy.”

Fiona smiled. “Thanks. It wasn’t my choice, though. They turned out okay in spite of that.”

“The father?”

“He’s outside,” Fiona said. “I named him Adam. He considers himself my personal bodyguard. But I think he’s getting old. I’ve caught him sleeping a few times when he never used to.”

Coral frowned. “You’re the only one who has tamed any of the hybrids. We killed all the ones we ran across. I guess there were dozens or hundreds or something underground. Nobody knows how long they live. The spitters are pretty much all dead, I think. I don’t know if it was natural causes or starvation.”

“Don’t worry, there are more out there,” Fiona said. “Somewhere. We just haven’t found them yet. I’m sure there are worse creatures, too. This world is massive and we’ve only settled a tiny piece of it.”

Coral nodded. “Elsa and Kira want to explore more of it but Tarn wants everyone to stay put.”

Fiona shook her head. “I miss those two. They were like my sisters,” she admitted. “I don’t see them enough.”

“You should come back to Treetown,” Coral suggested. She saw Fiona shaking her head and hurried to add, “Just to visit, of course.”

“That might be complicated now,” Fiona said.

Coral scooped up a handful of pale orange berries out of a wooden bowl. She’d heard the berries grew on trees in the mountains and had a bittersweet taste to them with a hint of citrus, but she’d never been around when they were ripe. She munched on them and crunched the soft seeds between her teeth. “Jeremy and his lovely lady-friend?”

Fiona nodded and then frowned. “He said she was his ex-wife. She acted the part.”

Coral nodded. “Yes, she did. They were pretty intense when I went to check on them. Heard some shouting, so I stuck my head in and there they were—”

Fiona rose up from the chair and turned to walk over to where her personal collection of weapons rested on a stone bench against the back wall of her hut. “Intense?” she asked as she picked up a knife and ran her hand along the crystal. It lit up quickly, adding to the light from the propped open hide window in the main room. She set it down and started to reach for a spear before she stopped herself.

“Getting a little intense in here too,” Coral observed.

Fiona sighed and shook her head. She turned and went to the crystal hanging from the ceiling. She took it in hand and held it until the light grew bright enough to turn pink. “No, I don’t think so. I mean I’m worried for him, but that’s all. He’s a complicated man, but he has a good heart.”

“Around here you need more than a good heart—you need a good head and a good arm too. Strong legs help.”

Fiona smiled. “Too true, but he’s survived here for years. He made it through the destruction of our base when we landed and survived the spitters. He even took a kick to the head from Kira that we all swear broke his neck. No, Jeremy is a survivor. I think if he puts his mind to something, he’ll find a way to get it done.”

Coral finished chewing another handful of berries and said, “Well, that’s good, I guess.”

“Is it?” Fiona asked.

Coral’s hand stopped as it reached for the bowl. “What do you mean?”

“We live in a place where sometimes the ends don’t justify the means. If he’ll do anything to achieve his goals, what happens if those goals put others at risk?”

Coral pressed her lips together and frowned. “Well, that kind of stinks,” she said. She sighed and pushed the bowl of berries away. “I’m hungry. Where’s Reinna and Barry?”

“Don’t worry, you’ll be too busy to eat in a few minutes anyhow,” Fiona said.

“What? Why?”

“Those berries,” the leader of Hilltop said. “Never eat more than a few at a time or they’ll clean you out.”

“Clean me—oh!” Fiona grabbed her belly as it rumbled loud enough for Fiona to hear.

The matriarch laughed and clamped her lips together. “Sorry, but you’d better hurry to our latrine.”

Coral clutched her stomach with her hand and groaned. “You could have stopped me earlier!”

Fiona watched the girl rush out of her hut and laughed while shaking her head. She could have stopped her, but it was just another lesson of life on Vitalis, and she was tired of telling people what to do.


Chapter 6

“A-Cup! Come help me with this.”

Reinna looked up from the mountain lake she was perched over to where Barry was struggling to move a log out of a mountain stream that fed the lake. She looked back down in the water and scowled as she caught the flash of a fish’s tail as it snatched the bait out of the net she’d dropped in the water. She yanked on the net even though she knew it was too late. Scowling in disgust, she tossed it on the edge of the rock and rose up from where she’d been smashing her almost ridiculously large breasts into the stone.

“What’s the matter? Big strong Marine like you can’t handle a little log?”

“Little? It ain’t little! I can handle it, except for it being wet and slippery.”

Reinna shook her head and hopped down from the boulder she’d climbed on. She made her way over to the stream and stopped on the other side of it. “Okay, stud, you want this out? I thought Fiona said something about trying to dam the streams to make more fish ponds up here?”

“Um, just trying to move it,” Barry said. “Now wrap them pretty Navy fingers around my big log here and let’s see how wet I can get ya.”

“Wow, that’s bad,” Reinna said with a laugh. She shook her head and spread her legs before squatting down. She started to reach forward when she realized she might be sticking her hand in something she didn’t want to touch. There’d been more than a few injuries and even casualties from people not being careful.
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