
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Vitalis: Provenance

By Jason Halstead

©2013

All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, organizations, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

For additional information contact: 

www.novelconceptpublishing.com

5669 Applegrove

West Bloomfield, MI 48324

––––––––

Cover art © 2013 Willsin Rowe 

Proofread by Faith Williams

––––––––

Warning: the unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in prison and a fine of $250,000.

––––––––

Jason Halstead’s website: http://www.booksbyjason.com

Sign up to Jason Halstead's Newsletter

––––––––

Be sure to check out these other Vitalis novels from Jason Halstead:

Vitalis (Vitalis, book 1)

Vitalis: Resurrection (Vitalis, book 2)

Vitalis: Provenance (Vitalis, book 3)

Vitalis: Genesis (Vitalis, book 4)

Vitalis: Invasion (Vitalis, book 5)

Vitalis: Chrysalis (Vitalis, book 6)

Vitalis: Communion (Vitalis, book 7)


Chapter 1

Lightning stabbed across the stormy sky and arced through the small transport ship descending from orbit. The electromagnetic shields on the ship flared as the lightning danced across them, lighting up the shoreline. The transport continued to descend, undaunted by the natural forces Vitalis threw at it.

"This is a bad idea," Kira said as the ship descended. They crouched under the cover of the large tropical trees at the edge of the forest to keep as much rain out of their eyes as possible.

"That's why it's a drone ship, no humans on board," her husband, Eric, said.

The gusting wind coming off the sea blew stronger, whipping the rain into them. Eric frowned and held up his hand while Kira pushed her face and chest into it and smiled.

"Mother Vitalis doesn't like it. She wants to kill it," Kira said.

"She wants to kill everything," Eric muttered.

Kira laughed. "She let us live. Even gave us Trace and Heleen."

Eric frowned at the mention of their fraternal twins. "I thought we did that?"

"I was sterile before the Spirit touched me," Kira reminded him.

Eric nodded. "Okay, I guess there's that."

Kira rolled her eyes. She turned back to the transport as it hovered before setting down on the beach with a muffled thump of metal against wet sand. "There's no way she's going to let that thing take off."

Eric wasn't so sure. They'd been getting better at figuring out how to protect off-world technology from the brutal environment of Vitalis. The strong electromagnetic fields, positive pressure environments, and even intense scrubbing operations were some of the best ideas they'd come up with so far. All of them were in use on the TCS Titan. "I've got to get out there," he said.

Kira scowled and then nodded. "Just be careful."

"You're telling me to be careful?" Eric teased.

Kira shrugged. "I gave most of that up to be with you and our family. My life is about protecting us and our way of life now."

"Most of that," he echoed. He offered a smile to let her know he was okay with it and then tossed a gentle jab at her, "But that's okay, you need to contribute something around here!"

Kira let out a surprised laugh. "I'll contribute something, all right!"

Eric grinned and gave the tall woman a kiss. "It's a date. I'll be right back, unless you want to come with me?"

Kira snorted. "Not a chance. I've already given my gift. I have no use for off-world technology anymore."

The engineer smirked and turned away. He picked up the leaf-wrapped bundle carefully. It contained a delicate device he'd constructed over the past several months and the last thing he wanted to do was see it destroyed. He held it firmly and took off at a brisk walk through the stinging rain that pelted him with every step.

By the time he reached the transport, Tarn, Elsa, and Jeremy were already there. A small door in the sheltered cargo bay opened with a barely heard hiss of escaping air over the storm around them.

"We've got sixty seconds!" Jeremy reminded them as a box extended out of the opening and opened up. Jeremy took out the replacement communication gear they needed and then he loaded several glass jars into the box, each of them sealed with resin to protect the contents. Tarn and Elsa, both former First Insertion Special Tactics marines, loaded the packages they carried beside Jeremy's.

"That's not going to fit," Tarn said when Eric stepped up.

"I know. I'll wait."

"Wait for what?" Elsa frowned.

"This is why they're risking it," Eric said. "Go ahead and close the box."

Jeremy pulled the lid back down, signaling the Titan to retract the arms with the box on it. As the box was pulled back through the intense shielding, the transport pushed the water and tiny particles of dirt off the box to keep the interior of the transport as sterile as possible. The cargo bay door closed, prompting the three colonists to turn and look at Eric. "Guess they'll have to come back," Tarn said. "Which is fine. I want out of this damn rain!"

The door opened, making Tarn jump. Elsa laughed at him while a second box emerged and opened. Eric winked at Tarn and pulled the leaves off his package, revealing two crystals secured in a fixture crafted out of some of the first Vitalian steel. He set it inside the box with care and closed the lid.

"All right, let's get out of here," Eric said.

All four of them turned and stopped as they ran into Tarn. "Thought we were leaving?" Eric asked.

"Yeah," Tarn grunted without moving.

Elsa stepped to the side and peered past him. Kira had moved out from the trees and was walking into the edge of the violent waves that crashed into the shore. A prolonged fork of lightning struck out into the bay and lit her up. Kira stared out at sea, mindless of how the rain lashed against her flesh. She knelt down and placed her hand in the next wave as it broke against her legs.

"She's something else," Elsa said.

Tarn chuckled and broke his gaze away. "Like you got any room to talk?"

Elsa smiled and glanced down at herself. Kira had been her mentor when she first arrived on Vitalis. She'd taken the marine special operator and taught her how to survive on Vitalis. As a result, Elsa shared Kira's aversion to clothing in favor of paints and mud to use as camouflage and scent blockers.

Kira straightened and looked over at them.

"Is she glowing?" Jeremy asked.

"Probably just the lights off this transport reflecting on the water," Eric theorized.

Elsa snorted beside him. Kira was walking towards them now, walking through the waves that beat the shore with a fury. The water splashed against her but she seemed immune to the force of both the waves and the undertow. Kira stopped when she drew abreast of the transport but did not leave the water behind.

"We need to leave," Kira called to them. "I slowed her down but it won't be long."

"Her?"

Kira nodded. "The Great Mother."

Tarn opened his mouth but Elsa put her hand on his arm and silenced him. He scowled and said, "We was just doing that. Waiting on you to get done playing mermaid."

Kira looked out at the water and then back towards them. She nodded and walked across the beach to them, her long-legged strides eating up the distance quickly. "There are far more dangerous things out there than mermaids."

"But none as pretty," Eric said.

Kira blinked and smiled. "Come, before it's too late."

"Too late? For what?"

"For us to escape. We've been given some time but we must not waste it."

Elsa and Eric looked at her with furrowed brows. Jeremy nodded. "I'm done here."

Tarn glanced out to see as another stroke of lightning crossed the distance from the water to the sky. "Yeah, let's go," he said with some urgency. "Just seen something big that wasn't no wave."

That was enough for the others. They ran from the shore back to the tree line and stopped. As soon as they cleared the minimum safe distance programmed into the transport, the engines fired and blasted the wet sand beneath it. The sand dried and burned, melting into clumps of jagged glass before the Titan was high enough to engage its main engine and begin to ascend into the sky.

It soared over the sea, gaining altitude as it went. More lightning led to thunderous crashes and illuminated something long and sinuous rising out of the water. The Titan's lights showed the tubular object as it swung just underneath the ship, missing it. The Titan continued up into the sky unmolested, apart from the battering winds and rain.

"That was close," Jeremy said after whistling.

"What the hell was that?" Tarn asked.

They turned to look at Kira. She shrugged. "The Spirit of Vitalis left me," she explained. "All I know is that we've barely glimpsed the wonders of the world we live in. There's another world beneath the surface of the oceans that may be even more diverse."

"You went from being mean and bitchy to being creepy," Tarn muttered.

Eric shook his head, "Naw, you just can't comprehend her level of awesomeness."

"Awesomeness?" Elsa said with a chuckle.

"Yeah, you keep telling yourself that," Tarn grunted. "I'm just glad I'm not sticking my dick in that."

Kira raised an eyebrow and smiled sweetly at Tarn. "Me, too. Yours wouldn't be nearly as satisfying."

Elsa snorted and shook her head. "Come on, all this talk about dicks is distracting me."

Kira winked at Eric. "Not me. I know exactly what I want when we get home."


Chapter 2

"Hey, there she is! Quick, get the shot!"

Kimber heard the words through the crowded concourse. There were certain phrases that she learned to pick up over the years and anything involving her and publicity was one of them. She turned and slipped into Sola, the chain clothing store that catered to augmented women. Kimber hardly fit that group; she was all natural and intended to stay that way.

Her peers were shocked when they learned that. It wasn't because she was beautiful—she went out of her way to try to look as plain as her natural red hair would allow—it was because in her line of work, they expected her to have certain advantages. Computer interfaces at the least, if not implanted memory and subprocessors capable of assisting with the research she often did.

Other than her position as a respected Terran Coalition biologist, the only thing that stood out about her was her flaming red hair. All natural, another shocker for most of the people she met. It was rare to find a person with natural hair that wasn't a shadow of brown among the human race anymore. Well-mixed genes and a lack of proper nutrition for generations had taken its toll on humanity's diversity. It was one of the many mysteries she hoped to solve with her research.

None of that helped her with her current problem: escaping the reporters outside who had spotted her. The funny thing is that they weren't even trying to spot her; she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. They were really looking for Astra Redmond, the millionaire entertainer who happened to be visiting the same space station she was at.

"Can I help you?"

Kimber jumped and spilled some of the water she'd been sipping from her bottle. She turned and saw the fashionably dressed saleswoman who had addressed her. Her eyes twinkled as she looked Kimber up and down. It wasn't real interest, Kimber knew; it was the photovoltaic eyeliner she applied. Or maybe it had been surgically implanted. Kimber didn't know and didn't care. It made her fake, just like most of the other people around her.

"You look like you came to the right place," the saleswoman said. "So much opportunity for improvement?"

"What, because I'm not painted up like a jezebel strutting around on a stage?" Kimber let the words out of her mouth before she could stop herself. She groaned and shook her head.

"What? No! Wait a minute." The woman looked at Kimber again, her eyes narrowing. "You're not a naturist, aren't you?"

Kimber shook her head. "No, of course not. I just...I'm sorry, I shouldn't have come in here."

Kimber was back out the door and ducking through the crowd with her head down and shoulders up, trying to avoid everyone. People weren't really her thing anyhow, at least not when they were whole. She was much better with tissue samples. Those she could have conversations with.

She heard an excited yell behind her and cursed. The reporter must have asked the saleswoman about her. It was so unfair; she never asked to be famous. Never wanted it, even. She wasn't, for that matter. She was just a scientist. A scientist unlucky enough to have what looked like a twin sister.

"Psst, over here!"

Kimber looked up and saw a man motioning to a small shop that catered to clothing of a far more intimate type. The store was darker but neon flashes from inside indicated all sorts of products could be found within. What the human race had lost in genetic difference, it made up for in its appetite for variety.

"I'm not who you think I am," Kimber mumbled to him.

"I know, and yes you are."

Kimber's brow furrowed. She followed him into the sex shop and let him lead her past the customers who were openly admiring garments and tools that ranged from the mundane to the frightening. Kimber forced her eyes ahead and let the man lead her through an employee-only door into the back. There was another door out from there that was shut.

"Miss Redmond wants to meet you," the man said without preamble.

Kimber took another drink of her water. "Why? I'm a scientist."

He shrugged. "Doesn't really matter, does it? She asks, I provide."

"Are you threatening me?"

The man chuckled. "No, it's not like that. I mean I'm willing to make it worth your while. I know who you are, Kimber. That government job doesn’t pay that well that you wouldn't mind making a few thousand extra core script?"

Kimber stiffened. What was she being asked to do? "Just to meet her?"

He nodded. "She's fascinated with you."

"She?"

The man shrugged again.

"A few thousand is a lot. Are we talking three, four, or more?"

"Name your price."

Kimber shook her head. "This is insane!"

"Only insane if you turn it down," he argued.

Kimber sighed. "I've got to report to my lab in three hours. Is that enough time?"

He turned to the door and pressed his palm against the lockpad. It scanned him and opened a moment later. "Let's go," he said.

Kimber nodded and followed him, wondering just what she was getting herself into. Astra Redmond was an actress, a singer, and a dancer. A complete performer. If the stories were true about her coming up from a poor background on a station on the outer rim of the Terran Coalition systems, it meant she could do anything. Kimber felt like she was just pretending to be a scientist compared to somebody like Astra, in spite of all the successes she'd had.

Kimber's guide led her down some stairs to an enclosed hallway with backdoor access for employees to their shops on the upper concourse. She pushed her nerves aside with another gulp of water and wondered if she should have brought her needler. As a civilian contractor for the TCS, she was entitled to carry the pistol anywhere, but she seldom bothered. She was a lab rat in one of the least sexy labs in the history of mankind. There weren’t any military secrets taking place where she worked, so there was no reason for anybody to be interested in her. Not until now.


Chapter 3

Jeremy hated this part of the top-secret jobs they did, mostly because it was his ass on the line. This one was worse than any of the others, making him hate it even more. Not enough though, or at least not enough to make him turn his back on the credits his captain was paying him to do it.

Jeremy ran the diagnostic on his spacesuit's attitude vents one final time before he triggered the comm link in his helmet. "All right, I'm ready, cycle the airlock."

His suits sensors picked up the atmosphere changing in the cargo bay of the Independence immediately. The light on the wall changed from a solid green to blinking green then to yellow and finally red, indicating pressure loss as the air was pumped out. The bay doors opened, venting a final puff of thin air into space.

"Good luck, Mr. Gustafson, you are clear for transfer," Captain Shaw's voice said. Jeremy was about to trigger his vents when she added, "Jerm, be careful."

Jeremy, or Jerm as his friends called him, smiled. It was rare for the captain to let her professionalism slip while they were on a job. Even considering the fact that they were on a pet name basis when they weren't on the job. His smile faded as the implications sank in. This was a dangerous job. More dangerous than anything he'd ever done.

Jeremy vectored the thrust from his vents and left the Independence behind. Ahead of them, the hulk of the TCS Titan transport ship floated in space. The Titan's engines had failed as it lifted free of Vitalis. The thrust was almost enough to clear the planet's gravity. Almost, but not quite. The transport had managed three orbits of the planet before its orbit began to decay. The Independence made it just in time. One more spin around the planet and it would start to catch Vitalis's atmosphere. That would trigger a fiery destruction in minutes.

Jeremy arrested his movement with less than ten feet to the Titan's hull. He maneuvered carefully until he was beneath the ship and staring at the cargo bay door. All the while, he played his lights over the Titan's hull and recorded what he saw. It looked rough. The hull was streaked with dark spots and in places bulging, almost as though something was trying to burst out.

According to what the Terran Coalition command had told them, all communications with the AI on the Titan ended a few minutes after the engines failed. Jeremy could believe it from what he saw. The transport looked like it had been floating in space for decades, not days.

"Gustafson, making contact," he said into his suit's recorder. He triggered his vents and moved in closer to the cargo bay door. He paused outside of it, taking care not to touch the hull. It looked like it was rotting and falling apart. Jeremy scowled and then triggered the thermal foam in his suit.

He sprayed the foam in a rectangle around the hatch. As soon as he connected the first corner to the last and completed the circuit, the foam flared and began to superheat against the hull. Jeremy turned off the foam and triggered his vents to move away from the ship in case he released an explosive decompression.

Jeremy was too slow. The foam burned through the weakened hull in record time. The rectangular section he'd targeted ejected from the ship and clipped him as it flew past. He spun through space, crying out in shock. His suits sensors flared to life, warning of decompression and loss of control.

"Shit!" Jeremy hissed as he triggered the automatic control system. The suit slowed him down, correcting for the spin with controlled bursts from his vents. Self-repairing systems in the suit deployed a gel that sealed the gash in the thigh of the spacesuit and worked to put pressure on the cut in Jeremy's leg at the same time.

"Jerm! Come in, Jerm! Are you okay?" Ellen's voice was only two or three octaves away from panic.

"Roger, Independence, everything's under control." He paused to take a few calming breaths and then to study the readouts on his suit's diagnostic display. The shock was wearing off and his leg felt funny. Numb and tingly at the same time. He'd never been hurt while wearing a suit before but the combination of the sealant and the drugs pumped into his body seemed to be working. "Something chewed through the hull on the Titan and the emergency hatch popped free quicker than I expected."

"I'm reading damage to your suit."

"The breech is filled but I'll be back soon."

"Come back now, we'll get you another suit."

Jeremy smiled. She could be a brutal slave driver of a boss but she valued the lives of her crew more than their equipment. That was rare in their line of work. "Negative. I'll be back before you know it."

When nothing more came across the comm system, he knew that she'd muted the line so she could swear at him from the safety of her bridge. He took control of his suit again and thrust himself back up to the Titan's hull. His lights shone into the gaping hole in the cargo door and left him gasping.

"You're not going to believe this," Jeremy whispered.

"What is it?" Captain Shaw asked.

"The samples are supposed to be contained in two boxes, right?"

"Correct. Are they still there?"

"You could say that," Jeremy said. He moved so that his camera could see through the opening. "Are you receiving, Independence?"

"Negative, your camera must have been damaged too."

Jeremy frowned and brought up the camera feed. It was offline. He cycled back through and saw that it had stopped recording at the same time that he'd been hit by the door. "Sorry, I didn't realize it was broken."

"What do you see?"

"There's a box just barely attached to the loading arms. Behind it there is—there was—another box."

"Was?"

"Affirmative," Jeremy said as he tried to figure out how to describe it. "It looks like it's been burst open. There are several glass containers inside it but I can only see two of them that haven't been broken. They contain water. The others are, well, overgrown."

"Overgrown?"

Jeremy turned and looked at the larger cargo bay beyond the two boxes. The floor, walls, and ceiling were covered in greenery. Greenery that was freezing and turning brown before his eyes now that it was exposed to the vacuum of space.

"Affirmative. Whatever plant samples were in this box grew so big and so fast they broke the box open and escaped."

"Escaped?"

"The entire cargo bay of the Titan is covered in this shit. Stuff. Vegetation. I don't know what it is. It's dying now that the air's gone, but my suit says the residual heat indicates that even with the Titan losing power, it stayed warm enough in here for the plants to thrive."

"Jerm, get back to the Independence," Ellen whispered.

"I'll be right there, boss," Jeremy agreed. "I'll just grab these and—"

"No, leave them!"

"No can do, Captain," Jeremy said. "This is our contract. You know we have to complete it. I'm fine now. I'll just get this intact box and gather up what samples I can."

"Is it safe? If the Titan ship was compromised by those samples, I don't want them on my ship!"

Jeremy studied the cargo bay again before he responded. "We should be safe," he said. "The Titan had an older generation of the EM fields in place that we have. When the power died, so did the shielding. As long as our engines stay online, this stuff will be contained."

"Are you positive? What if the samples caused it to fail?"

"Unlikely," Jeremy said. He wanted to say it was impossible but he knew better. His leg was itching and he really wanted to get back to see how bad it was. The medicine administered by the suit was making him hot, too. "I'd put my money on something happening while it was on the planet or during takeoff. Didn't command say the Titan had to fight through a hell of a storm to get off planet?"

The comm unit stayed quiet long enough that Jeremy wondered if it had been damaged too. He was about to run a diagnostic on it when Ellen's voice broke the silence. "All right, but you be damned careful. Don't risk my ship and don't risk your life, you got it?"

"Got it, boss," Jeremy said. He adjusted his position and reached through the hole in the hull to grab the still closed box. "I'll have this rounded up and stowed in just a few minutes. Not a minute too soon, either. These meds are really burning me up!"


Chapter 4

Kimber jerked when she heard the magnetic locks clamp down on the door she'd just walked through. She looked at it and then turned to her guide, her lips parted to allow her to ask what the hell was going on.

"Relax," he said before she could speak. "The press doesn't know about the backdoor yet but sooner or later they'll find out; they always do. That makes sure they don't get in."

Kimber nodded but couldn't stop herself from glancing at the door again. She spun back around when she heard a chirp and saw what had been a red light flash to green on the door ahead of them. Her guide opened it up and stepped in. She followed.

The room was large by space station standards. To her left, she saw a room large enough to have a small bar built into one wall and still have room left over for a couch with a coffee table and matching chairs on either end. The entire wall in front of the couch was in use as an entertainment unit. Astra's video of her song “Omega Lover” played in full 3D on it.

"Dr. Higgs?" her guide said to grab her attention.

Kimber pulled her eyes away from the realistic holographic display and noticed the two men sitting in the chairs. Both were large men wearing suits that managed to look intimidating while being trendy. The couch was empty. She turned and looked to her right into the kitchen of the suite, where her guide was trying to direct her.

Astra Redmond rose from her table, her robe gaping dangerously as she flashed Kimber a million-dollar smile and stepped forward. She extended her hand, twisting it so that Kimber couldn't possibly miss Astra's flawless nails and skin. Kimber shook it and was amazed at how soft Astra's skin was in spite of knowing it would be. She was also impressed at the iron strength hidden beneath the perfect skin.

"Dr. Kimber Higgs, this is Astra Redmond."

"You've been quite a lot of trouble," Astra said before Kimber could attempt to stammer out a greeting.

Kimber squeaked. "Trouble?"

Astra grinned and repeated, "A lot! I've had to deal with so many rumors about wearing wigs or being in two places at once. Even conspiracies that I was secretly working for the Coalition!"

Kimber's mouth fell open.

Astra laughed. "Look at you, you're clueless! I thought you were a brilliant scientist? You are a scientist, right, doctor?"

Kimber snapped her jaw shut. "Of course! I mean yes, I am. I just don't know why I would be any trouble for you."

Astra smirked and motioned with her hand for Kimber to turn. She did and saw a hologram of her standing next to Astra. The music video had stopped at some point but Kimber had been too distracted to realize it.

Kimber knew she bore a passing resemblance to the singer but now that she saw herself next to her, it was amazing. The 3D image had been captured while she waited for the door to unlock into Astra's suite. She didn't look nearly as good as Astra but she wasn't dressed up either. Kimber believed in looking natural. Astra believed in looking amazing.

"Have you ever cut your hair?" Astra asked her before she reached out and ran her fingers through it.

Kimber gasped and shivered. "What are you doing?" she stammered.

"It's so long I didn't believe it was real," Astra said before she let her hair go. "It is, though. Amazing. How do you keep it healthy?"

Kimber shrugged. "I'm a scientist. I try to eat as healthy as possible and take care of myself."

Astra raised an eyebrow. "Ouch. You don't like me very much, do you?"

Kimber gasped. "I don't even know you! I like your music. Well, some of it, anyhow."

"Don't feel bad. Even I don't like some of it."

"Then why do it?"

"Do you have any regrets, Kimber? Maybe some guy you slept with you wish you hadn't? A job you took? A decision you made?"

Kimber's eyes narrowed. "That's none of your business."

Astra held up her hands. "Really? I wasn't trying to dig up any dirt. I just was making a point. I've done some stupid things in my life. They made for publicity and helped my career, but that doesn't mean I wish I hadn't done them. That includes 'On My Back' and 'Sex For Hire.'"

"Those are some of your biggest hits, aren't they?"

Astra sighed. "They still play them in clubs all the time. I can't stand them. I stopped letting other people write my songs for me after those came out."

The conversation lapsed and both women turned to study the side-by-side holograms. "So, uh, why am I here? I have to get to work."

"I wanted to meet you," Astra said. "I heard about this amazing look-alike and wanted to see if you were real. You are."

"You've known me for five minutes!"

Astra shrugged. "I have a feeling for these things," she said. "There's a lot of impersonators out there but that's not you."

Kimber turned back to the holograms and studied them. "It's amazing. Possible, just amazing."

"What do you mean?"

"The odds of any two people looking this similar but being unrelated. I'd have to consult my notes to be precise but it's astronomical."

"There's a lot of people across the universe," Astra said.

Kimber nodded. "Yes, but even with that, it's a very big number."

"Then maybe there's more to it," Astra offered. "Maybe we were twins separated at birth?"

Kimber's breath caught in her throat. She forced it out with a laugh. "I don't think so. Didn't you grow up in the rim systems?"

"You're probably right." Astra's tone shifted. She sounded a little softer, perhaps disappointed.

"I know I am," Kimber insisted. She'd been an orphan and was adopted by the time she was seven. Her foster parents had been great and had instilled her work ethic in her and her desire to help the human race. Biology seemed a natural way for her to go based on what she'd grown up believing.

Astra sighed. "All right, well, if you need to get to work."

Kimber nodded. "I do. Um, it was nice meeting you. I've never been this close to somebody famous before."

"Please, you work with people who make decisions affecting the entire Terran Coalition! I'm not that exciting."

It was Kimber's turn to laugh. "I shut myself up in a lab and stare at computer screens and electron microscopes. It's rare I meet anybody and if I do, it's a message attached to my latest findings."

"No generals or anything?"

"Nobody but fellow lab rats."

"That sucks," Astra said. "Hey, I've got a show tonight. Do you want to come?"

"Just because we look alike?"

Astra shrugged. "Why not? I'll get you a good seat. Do you have anybody to bring with you?"

Kimber shook her head.

"Great, you can be my date then. No, don't worry, girls don't do anything for me. But maybe this will help me deal with the press."

"Oh," Kimber said, disappointed to hear that Astra just wanted her to help her shut the media up. It made for a better night than sitting in her tiny apartment, fantasizing about being able to find the magic compound that could rejuvenate the ecosystem on Earth. "I guess I'm not doing anything later."

"Great, I'll have Kray bring you a pass later."

"Kray?"

Her guide cleared his throat.

"He didn't even introduce himself?" Astra asked.

Kimber shook her head.

"Hey," Kray said, "I'm paid to be the guy who gets things done for you. I can't do that if everybody knows who I am and what I look like."

Astra shook her head but let the matter drop. She turned back to Kimber. "Be there, okay? I'm leaving the day after tomorrow. I bet we could have some real fun together."

Kimber nodded and wondered what the singer meant.

"Great. Okay, Kray, get her back safe. She's got to get to work and I need to get around for practice."

"This way, Dr. Higgs."

Kimber nodded and followed Kray back out the door they came in. She had some important work to do today. A mutation caused by poor radiation shielding on a mining vessel had her wondering if it might offer up a way to create a more resilient cell that required less water. If she could merge that into some prototype plants she was working on, it might be a big step towards terraforming planets that couldn't support life easily or, in Earth's case, had been industrialized to the point where the natural resources were nearly gone.

She'd planned to work late, not stopping until she had her answers. Now she had plans. She, Dr. Kimber Higgs, had plans! She realized she was smiling as she walked behind Kray on her way back through the maintenance passages of the station. Now, what was she going to wear?


Chapter 5

"How long am I going to be in here?" Jeremy's barely controlled fury carried through the speakers to the captain of the ship.

"Until we're sure you're clean," Ellen said. "Nobody's happy about this, Jerm, please understand that."

"Understand it? Sure, easy for you to say, you're out there! I'm stuck inside this box! I can't even go to the bathroom with privacy!"

The captain turned to Ansel, the closest thing she had to a human doctor. "What do you think?" she asked him.

"The scanners say he's running a low-grade fever, but they can't find anything wrong with him that matches any known illness."

"Could a reaction to the sealant cause that?"

Ansel shrugged.

"What about a brief exposure to space?"

"Less than a second," Ansel said. "That's probably not even enough to give him a rash!"

"How would you know? You haven't even looked at his leg yet! He's still got the sealant on it."

"I'm not going to expose myself to something!" Ansel's voice rose as he spoke.

"You'll do what I tell you to," Ellen growled right back at him. "This is my ship and you work for me!"

"You pull that shit and you can find yourself a new med-tech," he spat at her. "You're not paying me enough to risk contagion. You can't pay me enough."

Ellen glared hard at him and then turned back to see her lover sitting on the floor and gently poking and pulling at the sealant on the gash in his leg. He glanced up and saw her staring at him. She tried to smile but he looked back down. Ellen tightened her hands into fists for a long moment and then let them go. "Can you at least put a robe or something through the airlock?"

"Yeah," Ansel said, his voice calmed by the short lapse in conversation. He pushed the talk button on the quarantine cell and said, "Hang in there, Jerm. I'll get you out as soon as the captain lets me."

"What—" Ellen's words were cut off from Jeremy as Ansel let go of the talk button. She turned on him and raised a finger to shake it in his face. "Knock that shit off right now or I'll toss you in the cargo bay with the samples!"

"You wouldn't dare," Ansel challenged.

"It's that or I space your ass!"

Ansel snorted. "Fine, I'll see what I can do," he said before he turned and started bringing up different displays and running different tests. Ellen turned and strode over to a locker and retrieved one of the generic jumpsuits typically worn over clothing by the maintenance workers. She shoved it into the airlock bin that allowed food and personal effects to be transferred and then cycled the controls on it.

"Jerm, here's something to wear, at least."
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