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Vitalis Timeline


2219 – Transport vessel Rented Mule fails to deliver cargo to asteroid mining station. Ship not responding to hails; all crew presumed lost.

2224 – Distress signal from Rented Mule recovered by the Terran Coalition of Systems Navy. Rescue mission planned and then scrapped. Replaced with exploratory science mission.

2228, February – Transport vessel Rented Mule crashes on uncharted planet.

2228, December – Salvage vessel Black Hole encounters uncharted planet in pursuit of the Rented Mule. Salvage marker deployed, naming the planet Vitalis. 

2231 – TCS science mission arrives in Vitalian system and establishes a research station near the crash sites of the two previous vessels. The research station is soon overrun by native animal life and all communications are lost. The TCS ships in orbit lose communication shortly thereafter and never leave orbit.

2232, February – TCS reinforcements arrive in system and deploy a special operators platoon of FIST soldiers (First Insertion Special Tactics). 

2232, March – Limited communications are established with the survivors on the planet. A handful of the FIST operators survived. Reports of hybrid animals are transmitted up, indicating that some Vitalian life is able to merge the DNA of captured humans and incorporate it.

2232, May – Two children are born to a woman who was impregnated by a sentient Vitalian being. The children are not entirely human. They are true natives of Vitalis and are the first Vitalians.

2233 – Jump point established in Vitalis system. A secondary nest of hybrid animals is discovered when a TCS Army unit deploys to Vitalis. Most of them are destroyed, but so is the hive of hybrids. Many more fast-developing Vitalians have been born as a result of this hive.

2234, September – A rogue scientist is able to secure a transport vessel and take it to Vitalis, only to have that taken from her by colonists seeking to escape the quarantine placed on the planet. Using technology enhanced by the natural resources of Vitalis, faster-than-light travel is developed without the need of existing dual-terminated wormhole travel.

2235 – The escaped transport vessel releases contagious material taken from Vitalis into the orbit of Jupiter and Europa. Both planets undergo massive biochemical changes. Jupiter remains a gas giant, although now with a different composition of gases. Europa becomes a life-bearing water-world, although the life may not be hospitable to humans.

2235 – The transport survives the TCS blockade around Earth and crash-lands on the planet. The surviving crew and Vitalians spread out, seeking to infect Earth as quickly as possible and return it from the barren world it has become to the Eden it once was. 

2235, March – The terminally ill daughter of one of the surviving researchers on Vitalis is delivered and, using barely understood Vitalian resources, is changed and enhanced. She makes a full recovery, and then some.

2235, July – The invaders who landed on Earth are attacked and their leader is defeated by a human woman. The Vitalians bow to her as their new queen. There is no stopping the bio-infection from spreading across the Earth, but the Vitalians no longer seek to destroy the human population and replace it. The new leader also begins to discover the power of the Vitalian crystals the old queen used, including interstellar communications.

2235, August – With the quarantine of the human home world, Earth, the TCS has discovered that they do not have the knowledge or technology to fight against the Vitalis infection. A new unit is built with the utmost secrecy, a joint forces team designed to go to Vitalis and let themselves be enhanced. If they survive, they will possess the power of Vitalis and understanding of what Vitalis can do, allowing them to use that power as a weapon against it.

2236 – The surviving Commandos receive their first mission: return to Earth and liberate it from those who seek to misuse the planet and her people.

2236.5 – Humanity needs to unite in order to prepare for the upcoming war against the ultriarch. Unity, however, comes at a price.




Chapter 1

Aros looked down at the silver-haired bimbo and grinned. Odds were she was no better than any of the other girls begging for his attention, but she’d stood out just enough in her sprayed-on club wear and frosted hair to catch his attention. He liked shiny things, and this girl was all kinds of shiny.

“You play your chips right, you’re gonna come out of this all right,” he told her. “I’m not easy to impress, but I’ll give you a tip: I don’t like it when a girl tells me no.”

The girl giggled and pressed herself against him in the lift. “Don’t worry, I’m try-sexual. I’ll try anything, as many times as it takes.”

He laughed and leaned back against her to keep her from pushing him into one of his bodyguards. “As many times as it takes for what?”

“Until I like it,” she purred and rubbed her painted nipple against his palm. She gasped and gave him an extra nudge, pressing the hard points into his flesh and feeling his fingers responding and pressing against her breast.

“I like your attitude. That’s the way a winner thinks.”

Her thigh rubbed against his crotch. “I’m very competitive.”

He grinned wider and then noticed the lift had stopped moving. He glanced at his bodyguard on the right and gave him a nod. The guard released the button holding the lift door shut and stepped out as soon as the doors slid apart. He surveyed the hallway and stepped to the right. The other guard moved to the left and ignored the panoramic scene of the molten planet out the space station window.

Aros walked out, holding the girl tight against him. He flashed her another smile and turned to his right, heading toward his suite. One guard moved ahead and the other stayed behind, keeping him between them but giving him enough room that they didn’t interfere with the way the amorous couple flirted with each other.

Less than a minute later, Aros escorted his chosen companion through the doorway of his suite. The lights flickered on, showing that no expense had been spared in the almost gaudy decorations. He felt a swell of pride in his chest at how the lower-class slut must be feeling, surrounded by his wealth. Her outfit, both the painted-on parts and the half top and phantom skirt she wore, probably cost her a week’s wages. If she was half as good as she promised, she wouldn’t need to worry about that again. As long as she kept pleasing him, that was.

“Here we are,” he said. “Do you prefer the bedroom or—”

The girl threw herself on him. She mauled his neck and ground herself against him, rubbing him like she was in heat. “Anywhere,” she panted. “Everywhere!”

Aros staggered back in spite of her tiny figure compared to his thick body. He let her fumble with the catches on his clothes, undoing them with frantic haste. When she’d fumbled the release on his belt for too long, he chuckled and put his hand on hers.

“Slow down, Frosty,” he teased her. “We got all the time we need.”

“Frosty?” she asked. “My name’s Thea.”

He leered at her. “I like Frosty, like your hair. Will you be Frosty for me?”

She licked her silver-edged lips and smiled. “I’ll be anything you want me to be, baby.”

Aros chuckled. “I like that.”

“But you have to do something for me,” she teased while her fingers deftly unbuckled his belt.

“I’m the one in charge, don’t forget that,” he told her.

“Oh, I would never forget that,” she promised. “I just want you to give me this big bulge, and I want it as many times as you can do it.”

His worries eased. “You read my mind. Just don’t get possessive. No quicker way to lose my favor than that.”

She slid down his body, dragging her lips along his untucked shirt and pulling his belt out so she could kiss it. “Never,” she promised before she took the belt in her teeth and pulled it free of his pants.

“That means you know your place. I could use a piece on the side I can trust to keep to herself.”

Thea rubbed her cheek against the bulge in his pants and moaned. “Anything, baby,” she vowed. “I like to share.”

His breath caught in his throat. What she was saying was music to his ears. “Promises, promises. Let’s see if you’re as good as you say you are.”

She kissed him through his pants and slipped her hand under the half sleeve covering her right breast. She peeled the adhesive free and then unwrapped it from her belly and waist. A deft flick of her fingers released the illusory phantom skirt, letting it fall to the floor. “I am,” she promised. “As a matter of fact, do you want your guards to watch or can they join in? I’ve always wanted to try three men at the same time.”

His breath caught in his throat. He looked at one of his most trusted bodyguards, Krad, and saw the man did an excellent job of ignoring Frosty’s offer. “Leave us,” he said. “Wait outside.”

Krad and his accomplice, Pritor, moved without a word to the door and stepped through it.

“I don’t share—you do,” Aros established.

Thea moaned and clung to his legs. “Yessss,” she hissed. “You smell like such a man! I’ve been searching for you for so long... Own me and make me yours!”

He stared at her, his lips parted in amazement at how perfect she was. Sure, she could use bigger tits, but he could take care of that in no time. There were plenty of procedures that would take care of that problem. What mattered was that she was worth the investment, and so far she was more than worth it. The worst part about her was going to be pretending she didn’t exist when he was forced to spend time with his wife.

“What do you want, stallion?” she asked him. “Do you want to use me, or do you want me to guess what you might like? I’m good at guessing.”

Aros ran his tongue over his teeth. Normally he did what he wanted to his women. He was beginning to realize there was nothing normal about Frosty, though. He leered at her and said, “Go ahead, show me what you’ve got in mind.”

She nibbled his aching bulge through his pants before moaning, “I hope you like being worshiped and spoiled.”

Aros grinned.

Thea pulled herself away and wrapped his belt around her neck before she crawled on all fours with the sensual grace of a long-extinct jungle cat. She flared her hips with each step, letting him see everything she had to offer until she reached the edge of his bed. She paused then and reached back, sliding the tip of his belt along her curves and crevasses. She caressed herself with an intimacy that took his breath away and left him aching to have her.

“All this is yours,” she purred. “Take me. Make me hurt so good.”

Aros staggered forward, his lips hanging open and all thoughts gone from his mind except the need to possess her. He fumbled with his pants and pushed them down below his knees. He stood proud and straining, harder than he could remember being in years.

“Yes!” Thea hissed when she saw his trembling length. “Ruin me for other men and make me yours.”

Aros dropped to his knees behind her and shuffled forward, guiding himself with one hand and reaching for the perfect toned globe of her butt with his other.

Thea shivered and contorted. Her shoulders dropped and a wave of motion swept down her body. Her hips rocked back and up and then her right leg struck up and out. With the grace of a dancer, her foot extended up, her painted toes grazing his shirt before the bottom of her foot struck his chin and snapped his head back.

Aros crumpled to the floor, stunned senseless. Before he could do more than blink and begin to process what had happened, Frosty had spun around and wrapped herself around him. The belt that had been around her throat—his belt—was wrapped around his. Comprehension began to dawn on him as she pulled it tight and used her leverage and surprising strength to strangle him.

He fought back, of course. He was twice her size and no stranger to violence. All he had to do was get an arm free, but her legs were wrapped around him with the resilience of a steel cable. He fought on, not believing such a tiny girl could do this to him, but the seconds ticked by and his strength began to fail.

Desperate, he pushed off with his legs and tried to roll onto her. Thea anticipated his move and let her right leg loose from where it pinned his arm to his side. She swung her foot up and down in a heartbeat, driving it between his legs and crushing the swollen organs she’d put so much effort into stimulating.

Aros convulsed, a tiny squeak of air slipping out his constricted throat. Tears ran from his eyes as he tried to curl into a ball or otherwise protect himself. His struggles slowed and then ceased within a few more seconds as his consciousness faded away.

Thea let go of the belt and rolled to her feet. Her chest rose and fell as she sucked in grateful breaths. Her eyes darted around the bedroom, going to the drawers and cabinets in the walls before she turned and walked into Aros’s office. She searched his desk carefully, touching his computer only when she was convinced there were no traps in place.

Satisfied at last, she reached up and peeled off the colorful sheath she’d sprayed on her left breast. She held it up to the light, studying it carefully before pressing her thumb into the inside of it and wrapping it around her digit. She pressed it to the biometric scanner on his station and smiled as it read the imprint he’d made when he’d groped her boob in the lift. His monitor flashed to life before her.

Thea produced a smooth cylinder she’d smuggled into the room and popped it open. She removed a data chip from inside and then pulled her hair back from her left ear. She pressed the chip against the subdermal data port behind her ear and moved her right palm to the I/O port on Aros’s computer. Data flickered across the screen as she fed the computer instructions at the speed of thought. The images and text on the screen flowed faster than the human eye could process, but not so fast that her cybernetic replacements couldn’t read them. She translated and saved the information, offloading it to the data chip. In seconds, she’d retrieved what she came for.

Thea returned the chip to its capsule and with little more than a twinge of discomfort, she returned it to its hiding place. She walked back into the bedroom where Aros slumbered in a puddle of his own drool on the floor.

“You’re a very bad man, Mr. Metzel,” she said as she picked up her skirt and worked a release on the band that served as the hem. She pulled a string free that was so narrow it could only be seen when the light flashed off it just right. Until she flicked her wrist and sent a wave of motion down the string. A reddish glow started at the middle point and spread down the wire until it faded away a few centimeters from her fingers. “It’s a pity you won’t know who paid for your death, but I suppose to you it won’t really matter. Oh, and one more thing. My name isn’t Thea and it certainly isn’t Frosty. It’s Tessa.”

Tessa moved behind him and braced her knee against the back of his head. She pulled his head up enough to slide the energized garrote around it, and then she gave a tug that applied the perfect amount of pressure to part the skin and tissue of his throat. She pulled the cord free and backed away as blood began to spurt onto the floor from the arteries that were too major to be cauterized.

Tessa watched the man bleed for a few seconds, ensuring he didn’t wake up in his final moments and cause a problem. Convinced he was finished, she gathered the rest of her clothes and took them to the suite’s kitchen. A quick check of the cabinets provided the chemicals she needed. She collected everything in a bowl and then peeled off the sprayed-on decorations on her legs and feet and added them to the bowl. A splash of alcohol, a sprinkle of salt, and a twist of a citrus-flavored juice provided the reagent necessary to break the material down. Her belongings bubbled and hissed as they decomposed and turned into a gray sludge in the bowl.

Tessa wrinkled her nose at the smell and washed the inert mess down the drain. She tidied up the kitchen and took a deep breath. Only one thing left: getting out. And that meant dealing with the two guards outside.


Chapter 2

She took a deep breath and waved her hand over the door sensor. It flashed a subdued white light before the door slid open. Both guards turned in surprise and stared at her. Their eyes widened when they saw her standing completely nude in the open doorway.

“Sorry about this,” she said and offered a demure smile. “Mr. Metzel is dead tired and I could use some help. I guess I really drained him.”

“Help with what?” Krad asked.

“Getting him into bed, of course,” she said. “Such a powerful man. He really gave me everything he had.”

Krad frowned and followed her when she backed up a step.

“Look, Frosty, you seem like a nice enough girl,” Pritor said. “He’ll have a new girl next week. His wife’s the only one he keeps around, and only because he has to.”

Tessa flashed him a dazzling smile as she stepped out of the way for them. “He just hadn’t met the right girl yet. Just you wait and see—I took his breath away.”

“Come on,” Krad growled at his partner. They walked back into the suite and passed the kitchen and den. Pritor sniffed the air as they walked and glanced at the kitchen. Tessa quickened her pace and unwound the garrote from around her finger.

“What the—” Krad blurted out when he saw his boss’s body lying on the floor. He reached into his jacket and turned around, only to find Tessa on Pritor’s back while blood spurted down his chest.

Pritor clawed at his throat, cutting his fingers on the razor-thin wire instead of dislodging it. Tessa rode him like a bull, leaning back and forth and steering him so that she kept his thick body between hers and Krad’s. 

Krad’s hesitation ended as quickly as it began. He scowled and fired his pistol, sending an overcharged energy burst into his doomed partner’s chest. Pritor jerked as the pulsed laser vaporized his kinetic armor-lined clothing and carved holes in his chest. With Tessa’s guidance, she twisted and pulled Pritor back until the capacitors in Krad’s pistol drained. Unable to hold his shot on target, the energy failed to burn through the bodyguard and strike her.

Tessa let go of the garrote and leapt away, driving her knees into the small of his back and sending him toppling toward Krad. She hit the ground and rolled, scampering around the corner and into the kitchen. She slid behind the island and waited.

Krad pushed Pritor to the side, ignoring the dying man’s frantic attempts to get his attention. He advanced on the kitchen and slowed, expecting the tiny assassin to be anywhere. He’d seen her duck behind the island, but she was a pro. Even with her naked and unarmed, he knew better than to rush in.

“Your boss is dead,” Tessa called when he didn’t show up as soon as she’d expected. “You can’t save him. There’s nothing left for you here. You can just turn around and walk away. If you like, I could even arrange one hell of a severance package.”

“You don’t fuck with people in this business and walk away in one piece,” Krad replied. “I had a good thing here and you ruined it. Now I’m going to ruin you.”

“So you’re saying we can’t be friends?”

Krad snorted. He opened his mouth to retort but he never had a chance to speak. The barely muffled sound of a conventional gun fired from his right, catching him in the side and twisting him around. He spun and tried to bring his gun to bear against the new threat, but a second and third shot slammed into him. His collarbone splintered from the impact of the second bullet and his cheek bone shattered as the third bullet clipped the right side of his face. 

He threw himself back, pain overriding his training. His arm rose to shield his face, but it only served to block his vision before two more bullets hit home, one punching through his jaw and the other just forward of his temple. He fell like a sack of meat and poured out a few spurts of blood until his clenching heart realized nothing was telling it to beat anymore.

Tessa emerged from behind the island and bounced over to pick up her garrote. She rushed to the sink and washed it clean before winding it up around her finger like a ring again. She turned as her savior walked in to the room and stopped to survey the scene. Instead of talking, he pulled in a breath and expelled a fit of wet coughs.

“Took you long enough,” she said when he quit coughing.

He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand before reaching across to his artificial left arm and popping out a cylinder from his forearm. He tucked it into his pocket and replaced it with another. Finished, he tugged the sleeve of his jacket back down to hide the dull gray metal of his lower arm and leave only his artificial hand on display. His left leg matched the arm from the knee down but was concealed by his pants and a boot. “I’m old. Don’t move as fast as I used to. Speaking of moving, we need to move. My bribes won’t hold the security away from this area for long.”

“Clothes?” she asked.

The scarred and bald man reached into the pocket of his suit jacket and pulled out a bundle. He tossed it to her and turned away. “Hurry up.”

She unwrapped the bundle and pulled the dark-blue sheer dress over her head. It clung to her body and covered her from chest to mid-thigh. The other item in the small bag was a matching pair of flimsy slippers that she tugged onto her feet. She stomped her feet down, triggering the growth of low heels that lifted her up almost three centimeters.

“Okay, let’s go,” she said. “You didn’t touch anything, did you?”

He coughed once and turned toward the door, shaking his head to answer her question. “No. Did you?”

“Lots, but my skin doesn’t leave evidence, remember?”

“One of my better purchases,” he agreed and then had to pause while he contained the rumble of a small cough. “Did you get the data?”

“Where’s your breather?” she asked, ignoring his question.

He waved the question away. “I didn’t have room for it. What about the data?”

She frowned. “You have to take better care of yourself. As for the data, I know you just wanted leverage to keep anyone from coming back for vengeance, but I found some really dirty stuff. We should turn this over to system security. I found the usual dirt on the people he’s got on his payroll as well as some detailed lists of his smuggling contacts.”

“Smuggling is nothing—everybody’s in on it. Nothing to be gained there,” he said as he led her down the unusually empty hallway.

Tessa shook her head and whispered, “This isn’t guns or chems. This is people. Slave trade stuff.”

The man’s face hardened as they walked. He shook his head. “Not our problem. We shut him down, that’ll have to do.”

Tessa sighed and fell silent.

They turned in to a hallway on their right that led toward the upper tier of restaurants, shops, and administration buildings. In seconds, they were able to blend in with other people heading on their daily walks. Another minute passed and a distant alarm sounded behind them. People started looking about, curious, and then security forces began to respond by running down the halls toward the dead man’s quarters.

“I wonder what that’s about?” Tessa mused.

“Probably some thief from a lower deck managed to sneak up here,” the man responded. He hacked into his elbow and then cleared his throat.

“Your cough is bad today,” she pointed out.

He shrugged. “Comes and goes. Doesn’t help that I’m being seen with a pretty girl.”

She rolled her eyes. “Stop it!”

His eyes sparkled as he led her into Domani’s, a restaurant normally reserved for the upper crust of the Solenari system. The human maître d’ greeted them and let his eyes sweep up and down their choice of clothing. The lines at the corners of his eyes spoke of his disapproval, but he kept his opinion to himself.

“Zack Namarin, party of two,” the man said.

The maître d’ glanced at his screen and sighed through his nose. He forced a smile and said, “Yes, I see you have reserved our Vulcan booth. An excellent choice. I hope you and your lovely young lady will enjoy yourselves.”

Tessa giggled. “We’re not together,” she said. “Not that way, I mean. He’s my father.”

The man smiled without being amused. “I see. That’s wonderful. Right this way.”

They followed him down a hallway to a booth that had a window overlooking the burning planet below. As they watched, a mining ship crossed the red surface on its way to the refinery in orbit around the station. They were seated and shown the digital menus to facilitate their orders.

“A real human host,” Tessa mused. “This place really is high society.”

Zack smirked. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s to enjoy the perks of life while you can.”

Tessa reached across and put her hand on his. “Stop it. You’re not dying.”

He smiled. “Yes, I am. Maybe not today, but it’s coming sooner, not later.”

She dropped her eyes to the drink menu and stared at it until the burning left her eyes.

“Hey Tess, good job, by the way,” Zack said after several tense moments of silence had passed.

“I was trained by the best,” she said. “Besides, men don’t think straight when a woman takes her clothes off. Even one like me.”

Zack snorted and then had to endure a coughing fit. “Don’t make me laugh,” he chastised her. “It hurts.”

“So find a new doctor. Get another opinion!”

He shook his head and waved her concern off. “Speaking of second opinions, if you don’t believe me when I say you’re beautiful, what about Jeppard? He’s totally smitten by you.”

Tessa blushed and shook her head. “He’s...complicated.”

“Love is,” Zack said.

“Anyhow, what about that worthless space-dog, Aros? The news must be confirmed that he’s dead by now. Did you get the second part of our payment?”

Zack lifted his arm and tapped his hand across his bracelet. A hologram appeared above it, allowing him to interact with it and bring up the display he wanted. He grunted and smiled. “Yeah, just came through. We can afford dinner now.”

She laughed. “Good. I’ve flashed my goodies enough for one day.”

They fell silent as they ordered drinks and looked the menu over. Tessa whistled a few times as she saw the prices on the menu. When they finished ordering, they sat in silence and stared out the window at the fiery orb floating in space.

“Hard to believe something so beautiful can be so dangerous,” Zack said.

Tessa chuckled. “Not really. Most of the planet is molten; only about sixty percent of the crust is solid. No chance of anyone surviving more than a few seconds in that kind of heat without a mining rig.”

“I wasn’t talking about the planet.”

Tessa turned and saw the intense look in his eyes. She blushed and looked away. “Stop it.”

“I can’t,” he said. “I give you shit all the time, but I want you to know how proud I am of you. I couldn’t be more proud if you were my own kid.”

She shrugged the praise away. “Yeah, well, if you still had your own kid, you’d never have wasted any time on me.”

Zack sighed. “That ship sailed a long time ago. This is my life, and I’ve accepted it. Only thing I worry about is you these days.”

She laughed. “Why worry about me? You’re the one who wastes all his money on me instead of yourself. You could probably have new lungs and another eighty years of life if you’d invested half your money into yourself.”

“Ain’t no cure for what I got, darlin’. I made my deal with the devil a long time ago.”

“You were dying,” she said. “The TCS abandoned you and you did what you had to so you could survive! Nobody knew about the side effects. Maybe there’s new things they could do now. New therapies...”

“Tessa, stop,” Zack pleaded. “Just stop, okay? I don’t regret anything. Sure, I could swap out my organs and buy myself more time, but this shit is degenerative and it adapted to my DNA. Anything else, it would tear apart even faster. I’d rather enjoy what I got left than be in misery for a few extra years.”

She pressed her lips together and sighed through her nose. “You’re being stubborn.”

“Takes one to know one,” he pointed out.

She stuck her tongue out at him and barely pulled it back in by the time the server arrived with their drinks and meals. Tessa glared at him while the plates were delivered and then fell silent as the aroma of real food hit them. They fell on their plates and, for a few peaceful moments, enjoyed their company in silence save for the clinking of silverware.

The meal might put a dent in the profit of their latest job, but it was worth it. Besides, there was always another job waiting for them. Another dirt bag who needed to be exposed or punished. Another example to try to prove two wrongs could make a right. Another chance to convince him that his life meant something to her beyond a sense of debt for all the help he’d given her over the years.

“I can die a happy man now,” Zack said as he pushed his empty plate away. “Real bread and meat. Amazing!”

“I’d rather you lived a very long time as a happy man.”

He sighed and managed a slight cough. “Give it a rest, kid. Finish up. I’ve got stuff to do and you need to go spend some quality time with Jeppard. I’ll be disappointed if you’re not walking with a limp tomorrow and his eyes aren’t crossed from the screwing you give him.”

Tessa gasped, too stunned by his lewd phrasing to come up with a response.

“What? It’s what you deserve and what I’d do to you if I was fifty years younger.”

She shook her head and blotted her lips on her cloth napkin. “Jeppard was just a cover while we were on this station. He’s not the kind of man I would end up with. He doesn’t even know what I—what we—do for a living. He really believes I’m an analyst for the mining company, running annual reports.”

Zack grinned. “Don’t fault him because you’re a good saleswoman. Besides, with your smile and body, a man would believe anything to get close to you.”

“You’re a dirty old man!”

He grinned. “Took me a long time to get to this point—I aim to enjoy it while I can.”

She looked him up and down and then glanced at her plate. She’d eaten enough and even if she hadn’t, her appetite was gone. “I’m finished. We can go.”

“Anxious to get to it?”

“Just stop!”

He cackled, which led to a fresh fit of coughing as they exited the restaurant.


Chapter 3

“Hey, Thea, where’ve you been all night?”

Tessa’s smile flashed across her face and was gone. She stepped into his small apartment and let the door shut behind her. Jeppard’s smile disappeared when she pressed herself against him and kissed him.

“Whoa, apology accepted!” he joked when she broke the kiss.

“I have to leave,” Tessa blurted out.

“But you just got here... I’ve been trying to call you for hours.”

Tessa shook her head. “No, that’s not what I mean. I have to leave this station.”

He blinked. “What? Your job is over? I thought you said it could last months, maybe indefinitely?”

“Things have changed. Zack’s sick and I need to take him to get treatment,” she explained. It wasn’t a complete lie—in fact, if she had her way, it would be true.

“He’s been sick. It can’t suddenly have gotten worse,” Jeppard said. “I don’t understand why you’re so hung up on him. He’s not family, just a friend. Let him go do this on his own. You can stay here, with me. I’ll take care of you. I make enough. We’d need a bigger place than this, but—”

Tessa shook her head. “I can’t.”

“Why not? Sure, we’ve only been together a few weeks but it’s been unreal. We could have a great future!”

“You don’t know me, Jeppard. I’m not...I’m not the kind of girl you want to be with.”

“You don’t know that,” he argued. “I’m crazy about you! We get along perfect. We’ve a real connection—you can’t deny that.”

Tessa sighed. “I can deny it. A little, at least. Look, I can’t stay here. It’s just not safe for me.”

“Not safe? What are you talking about? Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“Something like that.”

“So the story about Zack being sick was just a lie?”

She shook her head. “No, he is. More than ever and he needs to get treatment.”

Jeppard put his hands up to his temples and rubbed them. “I’m really confused. How can I not know you, but everything you’ve told me is true?”

“It’s safer that way. For you, I mean. I just stopped by to say good-bye. I figured I owed you that much.”

“What? No, wait...you can’t just leave me like that! That’s not fair!”

“Life isn’t fair, Jeppard. It’s cruel and cold and the only way to get anywhere is to work your ass off. Don’t expect people to do right by you, even if you do right by them.”

“So don’t trust anyone,” he bemoaned.

“That’s right.”

“I trusted you,” he said. “I still want to. Let me come with you. If you won’t leave Zack, then I’ll help you with him. Until he recovers or dies, if you want.”

She sighed again. “You’re making this really hard.”

“Good! I like you, Thea. No, I love you. I know, it’s too soon, but you’re perfect!”

Tessa winced. “You don’t love me. You love the way I make you feel because of how I’ve been acting. The real me isn’t like that. Thea’s not even my real name.”

He gasped. “It’s not?”

“No.”

“What is your real name?”

“I won’t tell you that. I don’t want you looking me up and I don’t want anyone else finding out.”

He stared at her, blinking back tears. “So who are you, really? What’s the point behind all this?”
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