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Chapter 1


“Jeremy?”
Jeremy Sinclair jerked himself out of his chair. He came to an uneasy imitation of standing at attention and realized he still held the hand held display with his daughter’s picture in his hand. In the doorway stood his new boss, Dr. Synnamon Rice. “Sorry Doctor, I was…um, did you need something?”
Dr. Rice’s eyes went to the flexible display panel in his hand. “May I?” She asked. Jeremy thought her voice seemed distant. Then again, it was also icy calm. Her very demeanor was the polar opposite that her spicy name implied. Even her black hair, streaked with grey, reflected an absolute no-nonsense personality with it being pulled tightly back into a bun.
Jeremy thought about denying her. Wasn’t it enough that he had given up everything in his life to come on the mission? Discovering a new planet was exciting. Even more so because this was the first in his lifetime. All the existing systems in the coalition had been settled nearly a dozen years before he’d been born. This one was far enough away even at full burn on the military transport, the TCS Explorer, it had taken years to get there.
It would be years to get back too, not counting the time he was stuck being Dr. Rice’s lab tech on the planet. He glanced at the picture again then sighed and handed it to her. “Her name’s Jasmine, she’s my daughter.”
“Oh,” Was all Rice said as she took it from him and looked at it. Jasmine was barely more than an infant but even so it was obvious something was wrong with her. She was smiling in the picture, proof of the innocence of youth. Tubes were attached to her belly and chest, providing a necessary exchange of fluids and nutrients.
“Spartan’s Syndrome,” Jeremy heard his words and wished he could have taken them back. They sounded lifeless and pathetic. Spartan’s was a genetic disorder discovered less than a hundred years ago. It was also something that had come about at the same time, due to improper shielding of some of the earlier jump stations. Jeremy’s father had been through enough hops between solar systems and had passed along the genetic damage to him. Jeremy’s ex-wife, Bleigh, had similar damage. Between the two of them the one and only child they had was doomed before it was born.
“I see,” Dr. Rice said. “I’m sorry, it must have been difficult. How long did she-“
Jeremy pulled the display back from her. “She didn’t!” He snapped. He took a deep breath and forced the tension out of his body. “I’m sorry. I mean she was doing good when we left. As good as can be expected. She’s near the upper end of those affected, with proper gene therapy it’s possible for her to lead a normal life.”
“That was close to nine years ago.” He was thankful she hadn’t pointed out the obvious, that nobody survived past their fifth year with Spartans without significant, and expensive, therapy.
“That’s why I’m here, Doctor,” Jeremy said. “All of my checks go to her therapy. There was no other way I could make enough to pay for it. I was just catching up on status updates that had been sent while we were enroute. I’ve got about three years worth remaining, but I can do that after we’re settled at the colony.”
Dr. Rice stared at him for a long moment. “I was saying, Mr. Sinclair, that the transport is leaving for the surface in four hours. I believe most of our equipment has been loaded but…I’m going to check and make sure nothing has been overlooked. I’ll expect you’ll want to review your own items as well?”
Jeremy nodded, not sure if he was believing his ears.
“Good, I’ll leave it to you to determine how much time that will take. I’ll see you on the transport.”
Dr. Rice turned and left. The door to his quarters shut behind her, sealing him in. Jeremy stared at the door until his brain started working again. “Maybe she’s not the cold fish I’d read about,” he mused aloud. With a shrug he turned back to the display on his desk and pulled up the next message. He smiled and fought to blink past the blurriness in his vision. Jasmine was six in the picture and looked like a normal girl, even if her gaze was distant and unfocused. Modern medicine couldn’t cure everything, but this was as close to a miracle as he’d ever dared to dream.



Chapter 2


“Listen up!”
Jeremy snapped his head up again, surprised by the harsh tone. The Coalition Marine who spoke was sitting in her chair and letting her serious gaze travel over all of the science crew. When her eyes touched his he felt a sudden urge to hide. She looked angry and he didn’t want to be on the receiving end of it.
“My name is Lance Corporal Fiona Kate. I’m in charge of Fire Team Charlie. I’m also in charge of keeping you people out of our way. Orbital scans show an atmosphere rich in nitrogen, oxygen, and other trace elements that make it nice and breathable for humans. You do not need containment suits, but you will stay in this transport until you have clearance to leave. Do you understand?”
Jeremy glanced around and saw everyone staring at the Lance Corporal with expressions that he was sure mirrored what he was feeling.
“You people are supposed to be some of the smartest people out there, prove it by not doing anything stupid! Do you understand?” Lance Corporal Kate yelled at them.
Shocked into reaction, Jeremy found himself stiffening and responding, “Yes Lance Corporal!”
He noted that some of the others had responded as well but none quite like he had. Jeremy felt his cheeks warm in the cold interior of the transport, then the icy chill returned when he noticed the Marine staring intently at him. Her eyes dipped to the name sewn on his environmental suit. “You a Marine…Sinclair?”
“No Lance Corporal,” Jeremy said. “I was in the Navy.”
Lance Corporal Kate grunted and looked away from him. He felt Dr. Rice looking at him from her seat beside him.
“That’s not in your dossier,” She said low enough to keep anyone else from hearing.
He ignored her, forcing himself to continue staring straight ahead. His time in the Navy was of no interest or use to anyone, least of all him. “Good,” He said, refusing to speak any further on it. If she made an issue of it he’d do what he had to — it wasn’t like he had a choice to leave and find a new job! He was stuck with Rice and, he supposed, she was stuck with him.
The most recent image of a nine year old Jasmine filled his mind, soothing the added tension in his shoulders. For her he’d deal with his past if he must. The treatments had worked beyond his wildest hopes. She only needed annual checkups and minor gene sequencing to correct the minor alterations that took place. She would continue to need that the rest of her life, but with it she could lead a normal life free of handicap or prejudice.
“Sorry, I’m just not-“
The lighting shifted in the passenger bay to red, distracting and disrupting him. Within seconds the transport shuddered briefly, the inertial suppressors not reacting quick enough to the forces of atmospheric entry. The shuttle smoothed out after a heartbeat. Jeremy swallowed nervously even as he heard Dr. Rice let out a deep breath.
The next few minutes of the ride were quite in an eerie fashion. Everybody was looking around, both at one another and at no one. They were headed to a new planet where only a handful of other people had been before and, from the orbital scans done, little sign of those people could be found aside from the ruins of a spaceship.
Jeremy heard someone squawk as the shuttle was shaken again. It was suppressed as quickly as it started, but a new noise penetrated the strained sound of the ventilators. It was a whining noise that was slowly rising in pitch.
“Emergency Crash Protocol!”
Jeremy was moving even as his mind digested what he’d heard over the speakers in the passenger cabin. He tested his harness then started to reach overhead. He glanced to his right and saw Wesley Roberts, the assistant to Dr. Hall, staring blankly.
“Hey!” He snapped at the dazed veterinary technician. “Check your harness and cover your head!”
Wesley looked at him and nodded, then burst into action as the words filtered through. In seconds was fitting his helmet to his suit and then leaning forward to assume the ages-old crash position. Jeremy was again reaching for his own helmet when the keening noise hit a crescendo and metamorphosed into a sharp roar that made the shuttle tremble.
A new roaring noise replaced the previous one. Jeremy managed to twist the seals on his helmet in time to prevent depressurization. A hole in the wall on the opposite side of the shuttle showed a turbulent sky outside. A strange thought slipped through his mind even as he processed the smoke and flames visible through the opening, ‘ Better sky than space. ’
The shuttle jerked again underneath him. It was a brutal strike that slammed him into his seat and forced his upper body to slam into the wall behind him. His head, protected by his helmet only marginally, met the wall with equal force.



Chapter 3


“On your feet Sinclair!”
Jeremy opened his eyes long enough to squeeze them shut against the harsh light that speared into his brain. He made a gagging noise and waved his arm weakly, trying to push away whoever was trying to torture him.
“Wake up, sailor!”
Her jerked, the words reaching into a deep part of his brain that reacted in spite of years of neglect. Squinting heavily he stared down at himself and saw he was wearing his environmental suit. In spots it was stained, some of it green, some brown, and some a reddish brown that looked less like dirt and more like-“
“Stand up, damn it Sinclair!”
He looked up and saw Lance Corporal Kate standing over him. She had a standard issue plasma rifle in hand. Her Marine combat uniform, part armor and part environmental suit, was scratched and stained much like his, except she had more of the reddish tinted stains on hers. The other thing he noted through his squinted vision was that the visor on her helmet was up, exposing her face to the atmosphere of the planet. He could understand why, the visor had cracks running along it.
“What happened?” Jeremy croaked as he tested his body and climbed, slowly, to his feet.
“I lost one of my men and I’m pressing you into service until things are resolved,” Kate snapped. She pushed the rifle in his hands. “You know how to use one of these?”
Jeremy glanced down at it, then looked back up at her. He shook his head slowly. “I won’t…I can’t. I’m not in the Navy anymore. Administratively discharged, Ma’am.”
“You hit your head again, Sinclair? Don’t call me Ma’am, I work for a living!” She glared at him then lowered her voice. “I don’t care what happened between you and the Navy, The pilots are dead and so are two of my Marines. We lost three civilians in the crash too. We need to be organized and the stronger we can present ourselves, the better our chances of survival! You get me, Navy?”
He looked down at the rifle in his hands again. Turning it over he checked the manual controls on it, identifying the subtle changes that had taken place since he had last held one. “It’s been a while and I only used one on the range. What are we up against?”
“No idea, just be ready to use it if you need to. What rank were you?”
“Just a spaceman,” He mumbled. Jeremy looked past her, his eyes adjusting to the light Heavy cloud cover helped. Off in the distance he saw darker, angrier looking clouds. Storm clouds, and based on the wind on his face they were coming towards them. His gaze fell to rest on the ruined hulk of the shuttle. Gaping holes in the side and back gave testimony to how rough the landing had been. He shook his head, amazed anyone had escaped it, and turned back to look at Lance Corporal Kate.
“Well Spaceman Sinclair, you keep an eye on your people and keep them in line. Something happened to our shuttle that knocked us out of the sky. No idea what it was but I know we weren’t under fire. No idea what’s out here but we have to assume the worst.”
“Okay,” he said, nodding. He walked passed her over to where Dr. Rice and the others were sitting and standing. Their hushed conversation quieted as he approached. “Everyone okay?”
Synnamon stood up from where she sat on a rock and walked past him. He followed her a few paces until she spun to face him again. “Back in the military Mr. Sinclair?”
He shook his head, then realized he still held the rifle. He slung it quickly over his shoulder, then realized that her eyes had followed the movement. He’d practiced it hundreds of times but thought he’d forgotten it. Damn muscle memory. “They lost two Marines, she asked me to stand in, in case there’s trouble.”
“So what’s your story? Why is there no record of military service in your file?”
Jeremy looked away from the suspicion in her narrowed eyes. There was no record because Jeremy Sinclair had never been in the military. Jeremy Sinclair was only fifteen years old, by all accounts. “Doctor, it’s a long story and right now is not the time for it, okay? Please?”
Rice stared at him for a long moment, then nodded. “I expect to be told. Everything.”
He sucked in until he couldn’t hold anymore air then let it slowly. The aches in his body and his head remained firmly in place. “Fine, Everything. Now how is everyone?”
“Scared, shaken, bruised, cut, and traumatized. Including me.”
“Yeah, I bet. You’re holding up well though. We need to keep that up.”
Jeremy turned back to the others and saw them all staring at the two of them. He opened his mouth to say something when Lance Corporal Kate’s voice cut across the group. “Grab what you can carry, we’re heading for the LZ in 10 minutes! Navy, you stick with the civilians, Potter has point, I’ll be at the rear.”
He turned to look at the Kate and shrugged. She sighed then walked past him. He stared after her and realize that the next two years were going to be the longest of his life.
A distant noise floated across the wind, causing him and several others to stare into the distance. It had sounded like something out of an movie. Outside of special effects he couldn’t imagine anything that would be loud or primal enough to make a noise like that.



Chapter 4


Jeremy grimaced time and again at the noise the ‘civilians’ made as they walked through the outskirts of the jungle. The alien trees they walked through were sparse, growing no more than twenty feet tall. Far more prevalent were the strange looking bushes with thick leaves and exotic but beautiful flowers. Dr. Bronislav warned them all away from them, stressing the unknown nature of the alien flowers and how they could easily secrete a poisonous substance for self-defense.
Twice the point Marine and Lance Corporal Kate detoured them around strange mounds that rose out of the earth. Jeremy agreed, something seemed both natural and unnatural about them. After nearly an hour of stopping and starting a raised hand from the Lance Corporal caused Jeremy to roll his eyes and halt the doctors and techs. She motioned for him, drawing a deep sigh. The breeze felt nice but it wasn’t enough to compete with the high humidity. His environmental suit was overloaded trying to keep him cool and, he could tell from the looks on the faces of the others, so were theirs.
“Stay quiet, Potter saw movement up ahead.”
“Thought there wasn’t any indigenous life here?” Jeremy had read all the reports and studied the sensor sweeps. Lots of plant and animal life, but no sign of any civilization or intelligent species.
“Animals,” Kate said. “Six legged cat-like things.”
“How many?”
Kate shrugged. “He saw one but he’s pretty sure there’s more.”
Jeremy bit back the urge to laugh. He didn’t know much about animals but he’d had enough basic classes on higher level mammals to know that cats weren’t social animals.
“This isn’t a Coalition world, Navy, we don’t know shit about these things. Now you keep those civvies quiet, we’re going to recon, stand ready.”
Jeremy nodded, biting back on the derisive snort he wanted to give her. She was a Marine, they’d just as soon shoot the animals as look at them. He made his way back to his people and shook his head to stave off the questioning looks he received.
“Settle in and stay quiet, they’ve spotted some kind of animals and want to find a way around them,” he explained.
“I should go!” Dr. Bronislav said, stepping forward.
Jeremy held his hand out, touching the man on the chest. “Doctor, they don’t want us up there and you don’t want to be up there.”
“What? Why? They’re not going-“
An inhuman screech was followed by an all too human shout. A distant crackling release of a plasma rifle followed shortly. Another shot followed quickly, then more shouts and a scream.
Jeremy swore and hoisted his rifle to his shoulder. “Fall back!” He said to them. He stepped forward, hesitating. Another scream, this one clearly a human in pain, made him bite his lip hard enough to draw blood. “All right,” he said, thinking of his daughter. “This is for you, baby.”
Jeremy rushed forward, charging through the waist-high grasses to the point where he’d met Lance Corporal Kate and then passing it. The environmental suit was nowhere near as advanced as the Marines armor was, but the display on the visor did warn him of the life forms ahead.
Two Marines, one down and the other kneeling next to the fallen one. Kate was the Marine still functional, but Jeremy could see the blood on her uniform and the side of her face and neck. Two of the animals were on the ground and another was chasing itself around in circles trying to bite at the smoldering hide on its side. Two more remained and one darted forward even as Jeremy fired, and missed, the remaining alien predator.
Lance Corporal Kate screamed again, though it didn’t sound like pain so much as frustration. Jeremy glanced at her very briefly and saw her struggling with the cat — it had her plasma rifle clamped between its jaws and even had its two forelimbs around it. He re-focused on the other cat and saw that it had turned to glare at him. Jeremy felt his overwhelmed suit hum as it tried to compensate for his elevated heart rate and perspiration, then it went still just as abruptly.
The suit went dead around him, dropping heavily against him and weighing him down. His rifle dipped with the sudden dead weight, moving it enough to make the cat leap to the side then rush towards him. Jeremy cursed and yanked the rifle up an over, then yanked the trigger in an amateur move that spat in the face of every session on the firing range he’d been forced to endure.
The grasses and dirt in front of the charging cat burst up, kicking superheated plasma, molten flecks of dirt, and burning motes of grass into its face. It stumbled to a halt and batted with its front paws at its face, then tried rubbing it on the ground. Baffled by the pain and its inability to stop it, the cat turned and fled through the grasses, disappearing before Jeremy could recover his wits and shoot it again.
“Fiona!” Jeremy gasped, struggling forward against the dead weight of the environmental suit. They were designed to allow for unpowered movement in the event of an emergency, but it felt clumsy and awkward. He overbalanced and fell forward, then scrambled to roll over and climb back to his hands and knees. When he righted himself he found the Marine fire team leader staring at him with her V-bar vibrating combat knife in hand. Not only was it held in a fighting grip but fresh red blood dripped from it.
“You okay?” She asked between breaths.
Jeremy nodded, then reached up to twist the seals on his helmet and pop it off. The hiss of escaping atmosphere was a relief rather than a scare, it had already began to grow uncomfortably warm in the overloaded suit. “Yeah, suit died on me.”
“Potter’s dead,” she continued. “Cats got him. Damn shame, he was a wizard with a plasma rifle.”
Jeremy didn’t know what to say. Wasn’t being good with a rifle a prerequisite for being a Marine? “How about you, you look bad.”
“Don’t know if I should say thanks or tell you to fuck off,” Kate said. “Hurts like hell, but I’ll live. Just scratched my face.”
Jeremy picked himself up and shambled over to her. He studied the scratches and frowned, they were a lot more than scratches. “You need stitches, those are deep. Two scraped bone.”
Her answering smile had a deformed and gruesome look to it. “Occupational hazard.”
“So now what?” Jeremy asked, knowing she wouldn’t let them help her until they were out of danger. He glanced back and Dr. Rice and the others staring at them, with Private Palenko standing watch over them.
“More occupational hazards,” she muttered.
Jeremy spun to look at her. She was staring past the cluster of line of trees and bushes the cats had been hiding in. He followed her gaze and saw what had her attention, a small herd of giant four legged creatures that made elephants look like children’s toys.
“What the fuck are those?” He blurted out.
“Dinosaurs.”



Chapter 5


“Mr. Sinclair, I trust next time you’ll remember your purpose here when an opportunity such as that arises!“
“Piotr, enough!” Dr. Rice had a glare matching her words. Jeremy was glad she seemed to be on his side. “We lost one of our people back there to the smaller species, we don’t know how the large ones would have reacted to our presence.”
“Bah! They were herbivorous! You saw them, they were no threat!”
“They were five, six times as tall as we are and probably outweighed us by a factor of one hundred. Whether they wanted to eat us or not, causing them to stampede would have ended our mission.”
Jeremy found himself nodding. He’d been more in line with Lance Corporal Kate at the time that any native was a potential enemy. Now that he’d had time to think about it, he found himself agreeing more with Dr. Rice and Dr. Bronislav. Jeremy was a technician. Being a scientist had never been what he’d wanted out of life, but he was good at it and it was interesting. What had once been a cover story had become the real him.
He stretched and looked around. They were resting and eating a hastily put together meal of protein powders and flavored water, all of it from the ship. The scans continued to read positive for the planet being safe for human consumption, but so far they’d only tested the air. All of them, in fact, had their helmets off.
Jeremy continued to slug around in his unpowered suit — stripping out of it meant being naked. A tech that was slated to be the science post’s systems specialist, Anita Cuseros, had already checked out the power supply and pointed out that he’d overloaded it to the point where the breaker had blown on it and the unit had still managed to fuse itself into a melted mass of scrap.
He wasn’t the only one, one of the Marines that had landed safely had a suit that had lost power too. Freak occurrence, they’d said. His entire power pack had blown, but at least the suit was designed so that the explosion had been directed away from his body. Now the Marine was struggling to do anything — the military suits were far heavier than the civilian versions.
The good news was that the other two transports had landed without incident. Technicians, some from the ship and some contracted to stay with the science colony, scrambled to unload and erect the equipment. The first was a defensive perimeter consisting of energized walls matched with ultrasonic generators. The high frequency sound waves had been tested to drive animals away and inflict debilitating nausea on humans and the three other species of primates that survived the industrialization of Earth.
Some excitement from a section of the wall caused Jeremy to look over. A tech came jogging back, cursing as he ran. “Just blew a coil,” he called out when he saw the questioning look on Jeremy’s face. He hurried over to a large crate and pulled out a fresh one. He tossed the used one to the ground and jogged back past without a word.
“Jeremy?”
He ignored his boss. The rifle had been returned to the Marines, lessening his load. He walked over stiffly to the discarded coil and bent down to pick it up. He picked it up and checked it over, looking for obvious signs of damage. A half twist later he found it, a crack that showed scorch marks as the supercharged gas inside had blown free of it. He frowned, studying it a moment longer, then tossed it back on the trampled grass.
“Problem?”
Jeremy jumped, he hadn’t heard Dr. Rice approach. “No, just curious. We seem to be having a lot of problems with our equipment.”
“Was there something wrong with that too?” Rice asked him.
He shrugged. “I mean yeah, obviously. It’s blown, but it looks like it had a weak spot on the coil.”
“That’s a pretty standard part,” She observed.
Jeremy nodded. “I know, but statistically it happens.”
She grunted. “Don’t wander off like that. I need an assistant and a replacement is years away. The compound’s not secure yet.”
He jerked his head around to look at her. “We’re surrounded by Marines and other people! Doctor, there’s no chance of anything happening!”
She opened her mouth but was interrupted by a distant screech that echoed from the jungle beyond the swamp. After the last traces of the primal scream faded she lowered her voice and said, “I don’t think there’s anywhere that’s safe on this planet, Mr. Sinclair.”



Chapter 6


“Hey.”
Jeremy looked up from the lab supplies he was sorting and storing. Dr. Rice was leaning against a pre-fabricated shelving unit he’d already put together. He wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand and leaned back. “Something wrong, Doctor Rice?”
“Let’s take a break,” she ran her fingers through her hair to emphasize the need for a break.
He glanced back at the various supplies he’d been storing. They could wait. He grabbed his nearby bottle of water and took a drink from it then turned back to her. “You talked me into it.”
Her lips curled into a thin smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Jeremy noticed and felt himself tense up. This was more than just taking a break, she had an agenda. His stomach fluttered as he realized she was probably done waiting for him to explain the inconsistencies in his past. Almost a week since they’d landed. Deciding to take the initiative and, hopefully, control the damage, he asked, “So what’s up?”
“I’m not good with electronics but everybody’s picked up on what you’d noticed on day one,” she said. “Things tend to break here. A lot. I’ve been through three personal assistants already and most of our gear in here hasn’t even been fired up but the diagnostics when we bring them online show problems.”
He nodded. It seemed Vitalis, the name that the buoy in space had been transmitting, wasn’t friendly to technology. The buoy had marked it as a salvage claim for someone named Klous Hildebrand, captain of a small transport ship named the Black Hole. The ruins of what they all assumed was the Black Hole were several miles away. It had landed or crashed on a secluded beach. Inland their orbital images had shown a deep jungle but both the jungle and the beach were surrounded completely by mountains.
“Have the Marines found any survivors?”
Jeremy narrowed his eyes slightly at the question. “How would I know?” He said defensively. “You’re on the need to know list, not me.”
“I just wondered if you’d heard anything from that Marine. Kate, wasn’t it? The corporal.”
“Lance Corporal Kate,” he corrected. He felt a flash of irritation at Dr. Rice’s ignorance. “Fiona is her first name, not Kate.”
Dr. Rice’s eyes widened for a moment. She recovered quickly. “Mr. Sinclair…Jeremy. This is silly. We’re going to be working together for a long time. Maybe longer if they can’t get the second shuttle fixed. When it’s just us let’s drop the formalities, okay?”
He nodded. “That’s fine, but Synnamon is quite a mouthful.”
She smiled. “I’m sure we’ll manage. Tell me about yourself. We need to get to know each other if we’re going to be relying on each other. Obviously our dossiers don’t have a full picture.”
Jeremy’s shoulders tensed and his stomach cramped. She was good, she’d distracted him then brought it right back around to him. “I think they did a pretty good job.”
She smirked. “No mention of a Navy past for you. Or is that just another cover story? Are you an agent for some Coalition government agency? Or maybe a private business slipped you in? Is the story about your daughter true, or just something crafted up to win me over based on some psych profile?”
Jeremy took a step back, shocked by her sudden intensity. He’d been prepared for it but even the best of plans could go up in smoke and he knew it. He’d lived it, in fact. “Doc- Synnamon, no! It’s nothing like that. Jasmine is real. I’m real — this is who I am. I did a lot of stupid shit when I was younger, it’s behind me and I don’t like people thinking poorly of me because of it. That’s all.”
“Well whatever it was there’s no record of it,” Synnamon went on. “So either you covered your tracks well or it wasn’t as bad as you think it was.”
He shrugged. The more talking she did the less he had to. The fewer lies he had to tell the easier it would be to get out of it.
“You promised me an explanation though.”
Jeremy groaned. He had promised her. He hadn’t killed anybody, and it had been over a decade ago. Military crimes had no statute of limitations though, even if his hadn’t been treasonous. He opened and closed his mouth, then let out a sigh. “I-“
A banging on the door of the lab interrupted him. It was Private Palenko. “Jer, Doc, there’s a situation in the yard!”
The private was gone just as quickly. Jeremy looked to his boss and saw her frown. “To be continued,” she said, then walked after the Marine.
Jeremy followed, stretching his legs to match her brisk pace. They’d traded in the uncomfortable suits for jumpsuits and regular clothing days ago, something he was grateful for. “What’s going on?” He wondered aloud.
They cleared the outer seal on the lab and were immediately hit by the wet heat of Vitalis. It pressed against them like a wet blanket, nearly making them stop. A primal roar slammed into them, making them take the step back the climate had been unable to provoke.
“What the hell is that?” Jeremy wondered aloud.
“ Look!” Synnamon shouted, pointing over the makeshift barrier that now surrounded the science colony.
Jeremy followed her finger and saw something straight out of an entertainment vid. It was massive, nearly as big as the quadruped monsters they’d encountered on their first day in. This one walked on two legs, but it had arms as well. Heavily muscled arms that dipped below the edge of the barrier. It was still some distance away but it was looking at the settlement as it approached.



Chapter 7


Two pulse laser turrets whirred to life. Both rotated to bring their cannons on line with the approaching creature, but the one closer to the east facing gate shuddered and ground to a halt with a metal on metal screech. Smoke rose up from the motor housing, giving probably cause to the failure.
The third and fourth turrets had no line of site, being on the southern and western walls. Jeremy watched as Marines were running to the barricades and falling into position, their rifles at the ready. Some still held their laser rifles but the heavy gunners in the fire teams had either plasma rifles or, in the case of Sergeant Whiskers, the Marine squad leader, a modified slug thrower.
Ever since they’d learned how resistant the native creatures were to the focused energy weapons many Marines had been trying to come up with alternatives. Grenades were popular, but finite. Ballistic weapons were the next best thing but they were in limited supply.
The lone unit opened up, letting loose a powerful hum that raised the hair on Jeremy’s arms as the capacitors charged and released at roughly one second intervals. The creature let loose a roar Jeremy suspected he’d be hearing in his right before he woke up in a cold sweat for the next several weeks. What amazed him was that it kept coming at them.
Pulse lasers possessed enough focused energy to burn a hole through a quarter inch steel plate with a single pulse. The creature was smoking from where the invisible beams struck it, but still it kept on. A preliminary study conducted by Dr. Rice — Synnamon — had shown the hair follicles of the beats they had encountered and some other smaller creatures that had been acquired for study were partially crystalline. The crystallization process was theorized to break up the energy weapons destructive power much like a military grade diffusion shielding, only the organic version seemed to work better.
“I thought the ultrasonics would keep these things away?” Synnamon cried as it closed to less than fifty yards of the turret.
“I think it just pissed this one off,” He replied. He backed away as it thundered on, fresh smoke coming as new pulses struck against it. “We need to go!”
Synnamon hesitated. They stared as the cross between a tyrannosaurus and a few other creatures he couldn’t place smashed one massive front limb into the turret and tore it off the raised dais it was on. The head lunged forward, powerful jaws crushing down on it and squashing the Marine trapped inside before he even knew what had happened. Or so Jeremy hoped, he didn’t want to imagine what it would be like to feel the teeth of a beast like that eating him alive.
The remains of the turret flew through the air, rolling and hopping along the ground past the gate. The creature swung its head, cold avian eyes sweeping across the compound and the people within it. Jeremy felt Synnamon grab his arm but he couldn’t bring himself to look away from the monster.
“Godzilla,” Jeremy muttered, remembering the latest in a string of monster vid remakes that had originated on Earth.
“What?” Synnamon asked.
“Light it up Marines!” Sergeant Whiskers shouted, then led the charge by aiming down the barrel of the collector’s item he called a weapon. It was a Century Arms magnetic accelerator rifle. Jeremy had no idea what the specs were on it, but he’d heard Fiona talk about it once and she’d sounded like she admired it.
Godzilla, as Jeremy had dubbed it, roared again. Fresh tufts of fur or feathers or whatever it possessed burst free or burned up in puffs of smoke. Grenades rolled in or bounced off of it, detonating with either subsonic concussive effect or the intense kinetic energy of a incendiary blast. It smashed one of the pillars aside with an arm, then kicked in the physical layer of the wall that rose to a height of four feet.
“Run!” Jeremy said in a whisper. He felt almost afraid that speaking loudly would draw the monsters attention, ludicrous as it sounded. The explosions and sounds of men fighting and, occasionally, dying, was far louder than anything he could have done. He turned and grabbed Synnamon’s hand, then pulled her after him as he ran.
“Where are we going?” She yelled loud enough for him to hear her.
“Anywhere!” He said. “I don’t know, just not here!” Ahead of them others had the same idea, all of them civilians. Only Dr. Bronislav stood still as he watched the butchery unfold.
“There’s nothing that way but the ocean!” Dr. Rice said, yanking her arm out of his hand. “We can’t go that way, we’ll be trapped!”
He stopped beside her and looked back. For a moment his heart leapt into his throat. The creature had taken a step to the side and fallen. It rose up a moment later screaming in outrage. It wasn’t defeated, it had only tripped over one of the powered carts they used for excursions outside the outpost. Now the cart was crushed beyond repair and the goliath was limping, but that only seemed to make it more furious.
“Supplies!” Jeremy said, then he yanked Synnamon after him as he ran to the main building of the outpost. Behind them the beast roared again, adding an extra spring to their step.
“I don’t think we’ve got time!”
Jeremy glanced again and saw that it was moving again — and heading right towards them and the building he’d wanted to enter.
He hesitated a moment longer, cursing as the creature bore down on them. Synnamon yanked her wrist free of his hand then grabbed on to his arm and pulled at him. “Now! Come on!”
He let her pull him away.



Chapter 8


Jeremy felt the lump in his throat as they ran. The very ground thundered under the feet as the creature bore down on them. He couldn’t make himself look back, once he’d given in to running he was positive that the beast was bearing down on him and death was only seconds away.
The seconds stretched out and turned into minutes. Distantly he heard a crashing noise. Synnamon slowed but he pulled her with him, continuing to run. It wasn’t until they’d crossed the chest high grasses of the plain to where the grasses turned to shrubs and trees. Beyond the trees hills rose and turned into a ridge of small mountains. On the other side of those mountains the scans had shown signs of the wreckage of the other human ship or ships. To Jeremy’s knowledge, no easy path had yet been found through the mountains.
“Jeremy, stop!” Synnamon finally pulled her arm free and stumbled as she slowed. Her foot caught on something and she fell, grunting as she did so.
He took several paces until her realized what had happened. Turning nervously, he saw the Vitallian dinosaur was still in the base, wreaking havoc as it smashed buildings and hunted down the remaining humans. He wondered, briefly, if Fiona had made it out. Movement ahead of him returned him to the present. Synnamon was sputtering and trying to get back to her feet.
Jeremy rushed back to her and knelt down to help her up. She looked up at him, her lips curling into a surprised smile. She stood, favoring one leg, then turned to look behind them. Her gasp took away anything he could think to say. It was just as well, an echoing roar from the monster washed over them. He wanted to run again, but he held still while Synnamon clung to him.
She buried her face against his shoulder and let her body quake as a single sob turned into several. Awkwardly, Jeremy put his arms around her, but that only made it worse. She let go, soaking his shirt with her tears. She dragged him down as her legs gave out. They sat on the ground for several precious minutes.
“Picked a hell of a time to get romantic!”
Jeremy jerked himself away from Dr. Rice, rolling to his feet as he did so. Lance Corporal Kate stood there, dried blood on her bare arm. There was no mistaking who she was or that she was a Marine from her stance or the rifle held in her hands, even though she was out of uniform. She wore a skintight pair of shorts that were torn in several places. A loose halter top kept her decent only thanks to the straps that crisscrossed her torso. Straps that held weapons or spare equipment.
“We weren’t being romantic,” Synnamon snapped. She wiped her face with her hands then rubbed them on her pants before trying, and failing, to rise. “Jeremy!”
He jumped and stepped over to help her up. They both looked down to her leg. “Sprained I think,” she said. “I can walk, but I’ll need help.”
“Great,” Kate snapped. She turned to look back, then shook her head. “Seems safe here, we need to round up the other survivors.”
“Other survivors?” Jeremy said.
“You don’t think you’re the only ones? Bunch of damned lab rats, the ones that didn’t curl into a ball and suck their thumbs are probably still running and pissing themselves!”
Jeremy cleared his throat and looked pointedly at the monster that had settled down as it roamed about the ruined compound. It would dip down occasionally the move on. It was too far to be certain but a queasy feeling in his stomach made him feel certain it was feasting on his former co-workers. He continued to watch it, nauseating as it was, because he didn’t want Fiona to see the flush of shame on his face. He’d been running and ready to piss himself.
“Dr. Rice, can we leave you here while we scout?”
“What? No! What if it comes after me? Or another one…or anything? We don’t know anything about this planet yet. At least nothing other than everything keeps trying to kill us!”
Jeremy saw the panic on her face. She stared at him, shaking her head slightly and squeezing his hand tightly. “Please,” she whispered. “I can make it, I’ll go with you. I won’t slow you down!”
“We’re not using you as bait!” Kate snapped at her. “Get a grip Doc!”
Jeremy looked at her again. He remembered her pulling him away from the building, saving him. He remembered the times she’d dropped protocol to cut him a break. The times she’d let his excuses slide about his past. He nodded. “I’m not leaving her.”
Kate swore. “You think anything’s going to be within a mile of that creature after the noise it’s been making?” She shook her head and swore again. She yanked off one of the weapons and tossed it at Jeremy, hard. “Here, protect yourself from the bugs. Nothing else to worry about,” she muttered before turning away.
“Wait!” He cried out, stopping her. “Where are you going?”
“Looking for survivors, remember?” She spat. “Stay here, I’ll be back. If I’m not, well, good luck.”
Jeremy turned to look at his boss. She looked back at him, her eyes wide and her pupils slightly dilated in spite of the bright sun. When Jeremy turned back the only sight of Lance Corporal Kate was a few of the grasses that were still swaying from her passage.
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Dr. Rice was quiet for several minutes, aside from the occasional shudder. Jeremy looked at her occasionally, but mostly he stared around. Looking at her left him feeling awkward, as though he should say something. She shifted, stifling a whimper.
“Take your weight off it,” He suggested, then helped her limp over to the base of one of the taller trees. She sat down and leaned against it, shifting to be in the shade provided by the bushy branches.
Jeremy remained standing and turned partially away, scanning the hills and the plain to watch for Fiona or some of the others. Or worse, he remembered with a twist of his stomach. He checked the rifle he’d been given, noting that the energy pack was already down more than ten percent. It was a newer weapon than he’d ever used before, but something that was supposed to be coming online as the main rifle of the Marines. He’d heard enough talk amongst the Marines when he spent time with Fiona to learn that it used supercharged ions. A quick study showed the model number on it, X-105.
Obviously even the latest state of the art weaponry the Marines could deliver couldn’t compete with old fashioned brute force. Especially when that brute force came packaged in something larger than any animal in recorded human history.
He looked back at Dr. Rice and saw her staring at the ground. Wet tracks of tears glistened on her cheeks. Jeremy looked away quickly. He wasn’t sure what was going on, just that he felt bad for her. That creature had scared him, scared him more than anything ever had, in fact. Even with that he was still moving and thinking. She just seemed to have checked out, and that wasn’t like her.
“It’ll be okay,” he offered, realizing even as he said it how shallow his words were.
She didn’t offer a smile or a snort. She just stared at the ground.
“Come on Dr. Rice — Synnamon — once that thing leaves we can head back and regroup. Not everybody’s,” he hesitated a moment too long, searching for the right word.
“Dead,” she whispered, finishing his sentence for him.
“I was going to say gone.”
She sniffed. “Tell me about your daughter.”
“Jasmine?”
“Yes, Jasmine. That’s such a pretty name. Flowers and wonderful scents. Tell me about her.”
Jeremy frowned. What was there to tell? He hadn’t seen her in nine years. Sure, he’d been asleep for most of it, but before that she’d been barely more than an infant. “She was a baby,” he finally managed. “Beautiful and helpless and so sick. There was something inside of her though, something you could see in her eyes. It doesn’t come through in the pictures but it’s there, I know it is. I knew she had to make it, no matter what the cost.”
“I checked, you know,” Synnamon said. “There’s no record in your file of you having a wife or a daughter.”
“Ex wife,” Jeremy let slip before he could stop himself. The thought of having another kid with Spartan’s had terrified Bleigh. That and what he’d done without consulting her. She’d never have understood though, and without it…well, without it Jasmine would only be a handful of pictures and a fading memory.
“Married or divorced,” she said. He met her gaze, wondering what she was getting at. Was she going to push him? Was it time for him to come clean or was she going to ruin everything. He’d already given up his life for his daughter, he couldn’t let that sacrifice be in vain. Jeremy’s hands tightened on the rifle. She looked away and missed the gesture, giving him the opportunity he needed.
“I don’t care,” she added, oblivious to how fragile her own life had suddenly become. “I just wanted you to know that it doesn’t add up. Before, yeah, maybe I cared. But now I don’t.”
“Why not?” Jeremy asked in a tightly controlled voice. He took a few casual steps, trying to move so that he was more to her side and, eventually, behind her. She glanced at him then looked away just as quickly.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Her tone was sharp. “A woman my age taking a position like this? I’m hardly in my prime, Mr. Sinclair. Maybe I’m not that old, but I’m set in my ways and no prize worth winning. No family waiting for me, real or imagined. No, I’m alone and nobody will know or care that I died on this forsaken rock.”
Jeremy shifted the rifle as he stepped fully behind her. The angle was just right, he had a clear shot unobstructed by the tree. Her head lifted up slightly, making him pause. “Scary planet,” Jeremy said in a rush, trying to keep her clueless. “Beautiful though. Not such a bad place to die.”
She sobbed. “Hurry up then and do it.”
Jeremy’s hands hesitated even as the rifle had been rising. How did she know?
“Jasmine’s real,” He said through clenched teeth. “She’s real and I won’t let anything stop me from providing whatever she needs. Anything.”
“I believe you,” Synnamon whispered.
The tense moment turned into several before he slung the X-105 over his shoulder. “We survive long enough and we can meet the next supply shuttle that comes down. Rebuild or maybe head back up to the ship. How’s your foot?”
Synnamon let loose a gasp of air. “What? My foot? Oh…uh, it’s broke. Big toe and probably some in the ball of my foot.”
“Thought it was your ankle.”
“I didn’t want to be left behind.”
Jeremy grunted. A broken foot was a lot more complicated. They could carry her he supposed, but it might be easier if she had a cane or a crutch. He looked at the tree behind her, wondering if he could make something useful out of it.
“So you’re not going to kill me and I’m not going to rat you out,” Dr. Rice said, distracting him. “Who are you really?”
Jeremy sighed. Maybe it was time for that talk after all.
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“You two can get cozy later.”
Jeremy jumped. He turned, looking past Synnamon to the person who stepped out from behind a bush. She held a stick in one hand with a string attached to either end of it. It was pulled back, another stuck connecting the string to the piece of wood held in her forward hand. He stared at it, stunned as he fumbled to remember what the archaic weapon was called. A bow and arrow?
Synnamon’s gasp drew his attention away from the strange weapon to the girl holding it. Not a girl, he realized quickly, but a full-fledged woman. More than that too, he supposed, given that she had a hardened look to her that spoke of both incredible physical and mental conditioning.
“Point that rifle at me and you’ll find out just how fast an arrow is,” she said.
Jeremy nodded, lowering the rifle slowly then slinging it behind his back as further proof he had no intentions of crossing her. The muscles in her body were flexed holding the bowstring taut. Each careful step she took showed muscles moving beneath her skin, muscles that Jeremy doubted he even had. She wasn’t grossly large by any stretch, just lean and very powerful looking. He found himself intimidated even as a small part of him was aroused.
“Are you one of the crash survivors?” Synnamon asked. The question shook Jeremy out of the fugue of admiration he’d fallen into.
“What gave it away?” She smirked.
“The authentic leather outfit.” It was authentic, Jeremy realized with a start. He’d been so focused on how well built the woman was he’d almost failed to realize her clothing — probably because she had so little of it. Just a short leather skirt, some sandals or boots that were tied just below her knees, and a loose fitting leather vest with laces in the front displaying her midriff and cleavage. Aside from that she had her bow, a leather sack across her back with more arrows in it, a knife tucked into one boot, and another knife tied to her waist.
She relaxed the tension on the string but left the arrow nocked. Glancing past them towards the clearing and the destroyed settlement she gave a brief nod. “I saw what happened. You pissed off a Megasaur. Biggest meat eater we’ve seen around here so far.”
“Megasaur? Like a dinosaur?” Jeremy blurted out.
She shrugged. “None of us know, but it sounds like the kind of stuff we’d heard about when Earth was still young and a nice place to live.”
“Who are you? Where are you from?” Dr. Rice asked
“I’m Kira. Through those mountains in a valley. Smaller animals there, but it’s jungle and not any safer. We set up camp inland from where we crashed and it turned out to be as good a place as anywhere.” She paused. “We can keep playing this question and answer game or we can get somewhere safer. I don’t know where the Megasaur went, it just kind of disappeared. Maybe your Marines hurt it enough that it died. There’ll be other predators sure to come. Scavengers mostly, but no less deadly.”
“Is there any place safe?” Jeremy asked. He glanced around, wondering if maybe the monster that had attacked them really was dead. It had seemed so large and so terrifying he wasn’t sure it could be killed.
“Safe? No, but you’ve been here long enough to feel the changes.”
“Changes?” Jeremy asked. He and Synnamon glanced at each other. He was glad to see she was as confused as he was.
“You feel better, don’t you? Sleep less, see clearer, things are easier to hear or smell? Not getting as tired from working as you used to? Injuries healing faster, even old scars and aches disappearing?”
Synnamon gasped. Jeremy glanced at her, then paused to consider Kira’s words. He’d just run a mile or so from the colony to where they were resting and he hadn’t felt winded at all. He looked down at himself and noticed, for the first time, that his own arms looked stronger than they had before. Maybe not bigger, but better defined.
“My foot doesn’t hurt as much as it did,” Synnamon said. She reached out to gently touch it, then sucked in some air quickly. “Okay, still broken though.”
Kira came forward and knelt down on one knee in front of her. Jeremy watched her take Synnamon’s foot in her hands and gently manipulate it. His boss hissed at the pain but otherwise stayed silent. He looked up just enough to feel his own breath catch in his throat. Kira’s very short skirt had risen up on her forward leg and showed an extremely inappropriate amount of skin. Not quite enough, from his angle. He considered kneeling down to offer some help in hopes of improving his line of sight.
Jeremy shifted nervously on his feet, glancing around quickly, then looked back in hopes of fulfilling his sudden voyeuristic desires. Kira shook her head and glanced up at Dr. Rice. “A break’s a break. This place is incredible, but it’s not magic.”
She nodded and Kira rose up, then offered her hand to her to help her to her feet. Synnamon rose up, favoring her good leg, and turned quickly to grab on to Jeremy to help her keep her balance. “Thank you. I’d like to come with you, but I need to go back. I have projects I need to see. Supplies maybe — that Megasaur can’t have destroyed everything. And survivors, there must be other survivors! Corporal Kate, she was here with us, did you see her? She went to look for others-“
“Lance Corporal Kate.” He felt annoyed at himself even as he corrected her. Did it really matter whether she had the right rank or not? It mattered to Fiona, he supposed, and because Fiona had trusted him and become his friend, it mattered to him. “And I agree, there must be supplies we can take. We need to contact the Explorer, let them know what happened. They can send down help. You guys can be rescued!”
Kira’s eyes narrowed. She looked up at the sky, squinting to protect them from the bright light. “We need to be quick. What are your names? We’ll have to carry her. And whatever happens, you do what I tell you to, okay?”
Jeremy and Synnamon looked at each other before returning their gaze to her. They nodded. “I’m Jeremy, this is Synnamon.”
“Synnamon?”
She rolled her eyes. “Yes.” Jeremy failed to fight the smirk that curled his lip up. Kira’s tone had the same implication that had entered his own thoughts when he’d first met Dr. Rice.
“Spicy, I like it,” Kira said. She winked at the wounded doctor and stepped past them to stare across the grassy plane. “Think you can carry her, Jeremy?”
Jeremy nodded. He wasn’t sure how, but now that Kira had brought attention to how much better he felt, it seemed like nothing was impossible. “Climb on my back.”
“Oh, and one more thing,” Kira said. She turned her head to stare at them. He realized Kira was looking at him specifically even as Synnamon was wrapping her arms around his neck and preparing to wrap her legs around his waist. “The longer you’re here the more refined things get. Take me, I can smell things you wouldn’t imagine. I know Dr. Rice is having her cycle right now, for example. And I can even smell pheromones. You know, physical signs of emotions like fear or happiness or… lust.”
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Jeremy’s back ached and his lungs felt like he’d tried breathing on the sun by the time they reached the ruins. He let Synnamon climb down and, after a staggering step, collapsed. Groaning, he pulled himself into a sitting position and gasped for several long moments.
“You know how to make a lady feel good about her weight,” Dr. Rice quipped.
He thought about giving her finger, then decided against it. There was too much at stake and raising his arm would take too much effort. Instead he shook his head and offered a grunt.
“You’ve been eating rations, haven’t you?” Kira asked.
Jeremy grunted again. He knew he couldn’t speak coherently so he didn’t want to bother trying. Synammon came to his rescue. “Yes, why? We’ve been running tests on the local flora and fauna and it seems safe, but there are many unidentified compounds in it. I-”
“It changes you,” Kira interrupted. “Something about this place gets inside of you and makes you different. Better. More alive. The water seems to do the most, but maybe that’s because water’s in everything and it passes through our bodies the fastest.” She shrugged. “Whatever it is, once you start you can’t stop.”
“It’s an addiction?” Jeremy looked up to see the alarmed look on Dr. Rice’s face after she asked her question.
“Sort of,” Kira said. She looked around, studying them compound, then turned back to them. “I don’t know what it is or how it works, I just know how I feel. That and after we saved some other people who crashed after we did, they brought a bunch of their food from their ship. Some of us tried it and it made us sick. Everything on this planet is built to survive, even the planet itself.”
Dr. Rice frowned. “Hurry up Jer, I need to get to my lab.”
“You’re lab looks a little flat right now,” Jeremy pointed to the building with the science labs in it. The megasaur had stepped on it or done something to cave in a few walls and a roof here and there.
“Congratulations, you killed it.” Kira pointed past the science building to where they could see the top of the tail of the megasaur laying on the ground.
“We didn’t kill it, we ran like babies,” Jeremy muttered.
Kira ignored him. Dr. Rice gestured for him to stand again, finally convincing him. He had to admit, he felt better than he had any right to. A quick stretch of his back and he felt ready for another hike across the plain. He hoped the next time it wouldn’t require a passenger on his back though.
Kira kept her bow partially drawn as they hobbled through the wreckage. Broken sections of walls, machinery, weapons, vehicles, and even people lay scattered about. Already the insects had gathered and were feasting on some of the tastier pieces. Jeremy stumbled, drawing a cry of pain from Synnamon, when he saw a massive insect that looked like a cross between a centipede and a scorpion feasting on a hand. The worst part was the hand was only a little bit smaller than the bugs head.
A few moments later they used the manual override to get into the science building. Inside it looked only slightly less desolate. Some sections were largely untouched while others lay with gaping holes in the walls or ceiling. A few times Jeremy and Kira had to work together to force the wreckage out of the way so Synnamon could get through, earning a “This better be worth it,” glare from Kira. Jeremy felt the same way, but he needed friends, not enemies.
Dr. Rice’s lab was exposed to the outside, courtesy of a gaping hole in one wall. Through it the body of the megasaur lay exposed. Or at least a portion of its back and flank could be seen. It was unnaturally still, lending credence to the belief that the Marines had done enough damage to kill it at last. More surprising was that several pieces of equipment in the lab remained powered up.
“Hurry,” Kira snapped. “Something’s not right.”
“What, you smell something?” Jeremy quipped.
She snapped her head around to look at him. His grin faded when her deadly calm eyes met his. “Yes.”
Synnamon let go of him and hopped over to each workstation, calling up the reports and scanning through them. Jeremy watched her for a moment, his skin itching with his need to move. “She’s right!”
Kira looked harshly at the sudden and loud outburst from the biologist. She looked away just as quickly, returning to keep watch through the hole in the wall. “Good, can we go now?”
“Right about what?” Jeremy asked. He moved closer to look at the charts on the display Synnamon was looking at.
“I’ve been analyzing our blood samples. I didn’t pay much attention to it, I was looking for increases in white blood cells and other signs of disease or infections. I missed the benign changes.” Her voice rose with excitement.
“Changes like what?”
“I’m not sure, that would take longer. Some fundamental differences but without studying them I’m not sure. I’d have to guess the changes might allow for superior bonding and delivery of compounds. Nutrients, minerals, glucose…everything! I’d need to do some biopsies to be sure.”
Jeremy stared at the screen, suddenly interested. “A biopsy?”
“Not now. Now we need to leave.” Kira’s voice cut through their budding interest like a laser scalpel.
“The megasaur is dead, why does it matter so much?” Synnamon protested.
“Because your Marines didn’t kill it.”
“What?” Jeremy noticed Kira was still staring out of the room. “If they didn’t, what did?”
“Something I’ve never seen before. Pick up the doctor, it’s time to go!”
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Kira pulled her bow back to a ready position. The tension was minimal while she watched through the gap in the wall. She cursed and stepped through it, pulling the bow back fully and releasing in a smooth motion. Jeremy couldn’t see her target but a shriek reassured him that her target was real and that she’d hit it.
“Go! Back through the building. I’ll pull them away and meet you at the tree!” Kira hissed even as she fitted another arrow to the bowstring. She stepped away, the muscles displayed in her legs flexing.
“Them?” Synnamon asked.
“Come on!” Jeremy said, reaching for her arm. She resisted for a moment, craning her neck to try and peer outside. A more insistent grip convinced her to turn to him so he could slide her arm around his shoulders and help her back through the base. Another animal scream hastened their progress.
Down the hall Synnamon pulled on Jeremy, slowing him. “In here!” She insisted, gesturing towards a room with an open door. It had once been the office of Taylor Warren, the legal expert assigned to the mission. What drew Dr. Rice in was the window in the outside wall.
Giving in to his own curiosity, Jeremy helped her in to the office. Outside the window they saw Kira slip her bow back over her shoulder and draw the long knife at her waist free. Three small animals lay on the ground, the last still twisting and rolling. Four others rushed at her, moving along multi-segmented legs and dragging tails behind. They were small and black, measuring no longer than a foot in length, but even from a distance they could see the mandibles on their heads.
“Insects?” Synnamon asked.
“I think so,” Jeremy said. Not enough legs, plus the addition of a tail defied the classical insect body type. Then again, nothing on Vitalis adhered to the animal kingdom as humanity knew it. A noise in the distance behind them made them both jerk. Something had fallen in the building.
“Let’s go!” Synammon whispered.
Jeremy nodded and helped her move back to the hallway. They turned towards the entrance before Jeremy thought to grab the rifle slung on his back and hold it in his free hand. A hiss from Dr. Rice brought his attention from the gun to the scene in the hallway.
Two of the creatures pulled up short from the direction of the lab. They hissed, mandibles stretched wide to reveal sharp teeth in a mouth that seemed so large it was out of proportion for the head of the bugs. Above the mouth each had four eyes spread evenly along the front and side of the head. A segmented black chitin shell covered their bodies, swelling and contracting with each breath they took.
“They’ve got lungs!” Synnamon gasped.
“That’s great, can we go now?”
“We’re trapped!”
Jeremy looked the other way and see there was another of the bugs approaching from the opening in the hallway. He raised the rifle and fired. Acrid smoke curled up from the bubbling industrial plastic of the wall beside and above the bug. He adjusted the rifle and pulled the trigger again, then ground his teeth when the gun didn’t react.
“Jeremy!”
He looked back in time to see one of the two bugs pounce, followed a second later by the other one. He fell back into the room, pulling Synnamon with him. Her twisted ankle caused her to stumble, bringing both of them down.
Jeremy pulled free of his former boss, scrambling to put more distance to the doorway. He snatched up his dropped rifle, sparing enough time to note that it was ready to fire again. He had a target a moment later when the first of the bugs leapt into the doorway. Synnamon screamed even as Jeremy yanked the trigger and watched smoke and steam hiss off the Vitallian insects back. The bug screeched, mandibles stretched wide. Over the grating noise he could still hear the juices inside the bug popping as they boiled and burst.
The next bug cleared the doorway, leaping past its dying brother at Jeremy. He thrust his gun out, batting it aside. He felt the material in the gun give, then felt as much as heard the sudden hum from inside of it as the stored energy dissipated. The insect, he noted, had landed on Synnamon’s leg. She screamed and tried to flail her legs to knock it free.
The bug held on, grabbing tight with its four legs and sinking its mandibles into her thigh. Jeremy stared, at a loss for what to do while the bug worked its grip tighter. It pulled back, tearing off a chunk of flesh and feeding it into its mouth. Blood ran down her leg freely, adding to a growing puddle beneath it. Synnamon was gasping and whimpering, her cheeks white and her eyes starting to roll back into her head.
“Jeremy!” She whimpered, reaching for him.
Jeremy had slid away from her. His back was against the wall of the office. He looked around, unaware of how rapid his breaths were coming. He was trapped! One final look above him and he saw the window. He jumped to his feet and worked the release on it, jamming his fingers twice before he coordinated the safety lock and then the actual window release.
Synnamon whimpered again, breaking his frantic need to escape for a terrible heartbeat. He stared as the other bug leapt onto her and bit into her abdomen. It tore its mandibles free in a shower of blood. She grunted and reached for Jeremy again. “Please!” She wheezed.
His mouth worked but no sound came out. He wanted to tell her he was sorry. He wanted to give her hope. He even wanted to grab her hand and pull her with him. Then the bug on her leg lifted its head and stared at him with its alien eyes. He heard himself whimper and felt the nearly overwhelming urge to urinate. Jeremy jumped and pulled himself through the window head first with no thought to what awaited him on the other side.
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Synnamon’s screams echoing in his ears, Jeremy pulled himself up from the hard ground he’d slammed into. He rolled away, uncertain if the screams were real or imagined, then lurched to his knees and finally his feet. He ran, putting distance and speed first, then only later realizing he wasn’t headed in the right direction. He saw the body of the Megasaur moving, which made him skid to a stop.
He saw after only a moment that the Megasaur was dead. The movement came from inside its midsection. A bloody gash in it rippled and pulsed as yet more of the bugs crawled free of it, covered in the fallen creature’s ichor. He stared at it, unable to comprehend just what he was seeing. Something tugged at his mind, trying to quell the terror that paralyzed him. It was more than an urge, he knew he needed to look at something behind him. His muscles remained frozen, locked on the site of the six or seven insects that were chewing on the Megasaur. Were the feeding on it or doing something else?
A sharp pain in his back made him gasp. He took a step forward from the impact, then spun rapidly. Had one of the bugs gotten behind him and attacked him? Was it chewing on his back and ripping out his blood and muscle just as they had done to Synnamon?
He saw Fiona waving at him from behind a ruined truck. He glanced behind himself again, still imagining the phantom bug clinging to him, then ran towards her. He collapsed beside her, cowering behind the truck and hugging his arms around his knees while he fought to catch his breath.
“Damn Sinclair, what happened to you?” Fiona asked.
Jeremy stared straight ahead, unable to put the words to the sights he’d seen. He shook his head and fought back the tears that threatened to blur his vision.
“Is that your blood?”
He jerked, his entire body twitching at the realization that he had Synnamon’s blood on him. He stared at his clothes and saw the blood spattered on them. He opened his mouth but closed it rapidly, afraid he was going to vomit. He shook his head and bit down hard, fighting hard to breathe through his nose and find some semblance of sanity.
“What the fuck happened to you, Jer? You’re white!”
Jeremy risked a glance over his shoulder. The derelict truck was in his way, so he turned and climbed onto his knees to peer over it. He realized after only a moment that the bugs weren’t feeding, they were enlarging the gash. Whatever was causing the rippling inside the corpse shuddered, then began to emerge through the gash.
“Holy shit, what is that?” Fiona breathed. Jeremy whimpered without meaning to.
A larger version of the smaller bugs had emerged. It was nearly three times the size of the smaller drones and looked similar, save that it had an additional body part more in line with a traditional Terran insect. Unlike the Terran counterpart, this body part was in place of its tail and rose up. The mandibles on its head were different as well, instead of simple pincers they resembled the segmented limbs of a crab, only they had single blades instead of claws.
“A queen,” Jeremy whispered. He shrunk back down and stared into space.
“Come on, let’s get out of here!” Lance Corporal Kate said. “I found a few others and directed them over to where you and Dr. Rice were at. Why’d you leave, anyhow?”
Jeremy shook his head. He couldn’t talk about it yet, not this soon and definitely not this close. “Later,” he said.
Fiona stared at him for a long moment, then nodded. “All right, let’s go.” She walked away, bent into a low crouch. Jeremy followed, nearly sprawling on his face multiple times as he tried to move as fast as the awkward position would allow.
Fiona rose up into a full run a few moments later. Jeremy gave it no thought as he matched her pace. He’d tried jogging with her in the weeks past and she’d always left him gasping for breath. This time he was keeping pace and breathing easily. Focusing on the run helped him put distance, both physically and emotionally, from the science camp.
They didn’t stop until they jogged into the shorter grasses surrounding the gathering site. Kira was waiting there, as well as a few others. Jeremy noted Taylor was there first, but he forced himself to ignore her to keep the thought of what had happened in her office out of his mind. Wes Roberts was climbing to his feet to greet them, Wes had been a veterinary technician for Crymm Hall. Dr. Hall was missing. The other survivors were two marines, Private First Class Alecia Swift and Private Alex Jamison, and one of the maintenance crew, Coral Watson.
Kira’s eyes rapidly took in the state of Jeremy’s clothes. “Where’s Synnamon?” Her stride towards him was strong and intimidating.
Jeremy opened his mouth and shut it, then shook his head. He glanced down and to his left, searching for words. When he looked back up Kira was right there, her fierce stare piercing him and leaving him feeling exposed. “She’s dead,” he said. The words came out weak, so he repeated them. “Those bugs. They trapped us. I shot one but they kept coming! The rifle didn’t recharge in time so I hit one and it… They got her. They tore her leg and then they swarmed her. She screamed but I couldn’t help. There were too many!”
Kira’s response was to explode. She grabbed his shirt and yanked him off balance only to drive her knee into his stomach. Almost before the air could explode out of his mouth she’d release one hand from his shirt so should draw it back and slam it into the side of his head. Jeremy heard the pops in his neck as his head twisted from the power of her punch. He fell to the ground retching out his last meal and gagging as he tried to breath. The world spun around him even though everything was growing darker and more distant by the moment.



Chapter 14


The next thing Jeremy was aware of was the background noises sharpening themselves into words. He knew they were words, he just couldn’t make sense of them. He blinked, letting a brilliant spear of sunlight plunge through this eyes and into his brain. The cry of pain he let out silenced the warring voices and restored his own ability to understand them.
“You’re alive!”
Jeremy moaned in response. It sounded like Fiona had been the one to speak. Through the slits of his eyebrows he thought she was the blurry form standing next to him.
“You’re lucky,” Kira spat out. It was definitely Kira, there was no mistaking her voice or the anger in it. “We’re the endangered species on this planet. You do what I say, when I say it or you go your own way. You risk the life of another human and your own life is forfeit.”
“Who the hell do you think you are?” Fiona snapped back.
“I’m the one that keeps you idiots alive! The rest of your settlement is gone. In a month the ruins will be overgrown and falling apart. In a year you’ll be lucky to find any evidence this base was ever here. The creatures here don’t fear you, and your weapons don’t do much more than piss them off. If you pull your heads out of your asses I’ll take you back to my people. We know how to survive. It’s your only chance.”
Jeremy started to roll but somebody put a restraining hand on him. A shadow fell across his face, shielding him from the sun’s glare. He opened his eyes slowly and saw Wes looking at him. “Lay still, we thought you were dead. It sounded like she broke your neck when you fell.”
Jeremy started to nod then stopped himself. If his neck was broken, nodding would be one of the worst things he could do. “Okay,” he said through barely parted lips. “I can feel my fingers and toes though. I feel really loose and weird, but I can feel.”
Wes nodded and offered him a shrug, then glanced up.
“Great, so now he’s going to slow us down? Better to leave him for the animals!” Kira growled.
“What’s your fucking problem? I saw him in there, he was scared shitless! I don’t know what you think you saw but-“
“No, I don’t know what you think you saw,” Kira’s sharp voice cut her off. “When I found the two of them right here he was about to shoot her. She talked him out of it, then I let them know I was here. She insisted on going back for her logs or something. We got separated and he used the opportunity to take care of what he couldn’t do the first time!”
“He wouldn’t do that!” Fiona insisted. She raised her gun to her shoulder and pointed it at Kira. “You back the fuck down and take us to these people you’re talking about, at least until another shuttle is sent for us.”
Jeremy felt the wetness rolling down his cheeks. He hadn’t killed Synnamon, the bugs had. He’d just been trying to get them away.
“You really think that’s going to work, Marine? Technology’s got a way of failing around here, haven’t you noticed? The guy taking care of our weapons used to be one of yours. Well, he was more than that, he was a FIST. He made regular Marines like you look like a security guard on a budget class starliner. He lost them one after another, until after ten months he couldn’t even put enough spare parts together to keep one of them working.”
“You want to test this one and find out?” Fiona dared her.
Jeremy risked turning his head a few degrees to see the confrontation. He realized that Fiona must have found some clothing while she was looking for other survivors. She’d slipped on an oversized armored vest, a loose fitting pair of pants with the regulation camo print on them, and a pair of combat boots. His eyes had barely taken it all in when the two women went at each other.
Fiona’s rifle discharged its lethal beam into thin air, Kira had already slipped under it and to the side. She came up grabbing it with both hands and ripping it free of Fiona’s hands. The rifle swung around and into the ground, bending it so badly that there was no doubt the internal workings had been fried. A spark and a puff of smoke from the broken circuits added an air of finality to the weapon’s status.
Fiona was quick, she kicked out, trying to crush in the side of Kira’s knee. Kira twisted away from the kick, making Fiona’s foot glance off, then she completed her rotation and smashed the broken rifle into Fiona’s side and hip. The high tech club broke apart, showering Jeremy with pieces of the shattered circuit boards and a few larger screws that flew loose. Fiona slammed into the ground beside him, grunting at the impact.
She rolled and tried to come back to her feet but never made it. Kira dropped on her and locked her arm and her neck in her grasp. She spun the Marine around, putting her between Kira and the other survivors, then picked both of them up using only the strength in her legs. She moved with a smooth grace that should have been impossible, considering her load.
“I won’t mess up this time,” Kira hissed. She had her other hand around Fiona’s head, ready to twist it at an angle that would guarantee a broken neck.
“Stand down!” Fiona wheezed to the other Marines. “I’m the senior NCO, stand down!”
They glanced at each other then nodded, lowering their weapons. Unlike Fiona they were dressed in their regular combat uniforms, but AJ was only a private and Alecia a Private First Class. Fiona outranked them, even out of uniform.
“You going to behave or do I need to set an example?” Kira hissed at her.
“I’ll behave,” Fiona growled after a moment.
Kira let her go and stepped away quickly. The Marine pulled her vest back into position and stretched her neck before rubbing it. She glared at Kira a moment, then turned and met Jeremy’s eyes. “He’s coming with us,” she stated.
“You’re a feisty bitch,” Kira remarked.
“You don’t want to know what kind of bitch I think you are!”
Kira smiled, then took a deep breath. She let it out and nodded. “Yeah, you’re right, I don’t. This place brings out the animal in us all. It’s that or die. You’ve got ten minutes to get him ready to go, otherwise I’ll kill him myself and make sure he stays dead.”



Chapter 15


“Thanks,” Jeremy whispered when Fiona knelt next to him.
“Did you kill her?” Fiona asked.
Jeremy blinked back the blurring in his vision. “No! I…we tried to get away. They got her. My gun was broken, I couldn’t save her! I had to get away or we’d both have died.”
Fiona nodded. “I like you, Sinclair, don’t make me regret this, okay?”
Jeremy’s smile felt pretty weak, but at least Fiona nodded before looking away from his face to the rest of his body. “Can you move?”
“I think so, I feel funny, but at least I can feel everything.”
“I don’t think he should be moving, they way he looked when he fell? And the sounds we heard? I was sure she’d broken a dozen bones,” Wes said.
“If I stay here I’m dead, one way or another,” Jeremy said. He moved slowly, testing his body as he rolled onto his side. Fiona was there a moment later, helping him up without pulling or twisting him. He paused once he was sitting, then gingerly tested his neck. It felt thick and swollen, as though it wouldn’t turn very well. Rather than test it he decided to take it easy. He climbed the rest of his way to his feet then let Fiona hold him steady through a wave of dizziness. “Okay,” he said a few moments later. “I’m as good as I’m going to get.”
Jeremy looked over and saw Kira staring at him. Something flashed in her eyes before she turned away from him. “He’s up, let’s go!” She called out to the group. “Keep up, I don’t plan on waiting for stragglers. There’s something back there I haven’t seen before and I need to warn the others.”
“Think you can do this?” Fiona asked him.
“Think I’ve got a choice? I’m not waiting here!”
“Those bugs that came out of the megasaur, is that what she’s talking about?”
“Yeah.”
“You said the big one that came out was a queen? How do you know that?”
“Wait a minute, bugs crawled out of that Megasaur after it died? Was it some kind of symbiotic relationship?” Wesley asked.
“I don’t know, maybe.” The truth was Jeremy hadn’t put much of any thought to the four legged terrors that had killed Dr. Rice and nearly had him as an after-dinner mint. “Big as that thing was, I don’t think so. There were too many of them. Kira said the bugs, or whatever they are, were what killed the megasaur.”
“What, you don’t think they’re bugs? They looked liked four legged ants or cockroaches or something.” Fiona opined.
“I saw some up close, they were breathing and they expanded with each breath. I don’t think it’s a shell or an exoskeleton…”
“Lungs?” Wesley gasped. “So then what’s the hard shell on them, armored plates?”
“Why not, Terran dinosaurs had bony plates for defense.”
“So why a queen? Animals don’t need a queen.”
“It’s the Vitallian way.” The new voice surprised them all. Jeremy twisted at the waist, turning to see Kira walking up to them. Somehow she’d done a quick circuit around the group and was returning to it. “The females of any species are larger and stronger. They stay back tending the young while the males hunt for food. Some stay in a herd or hive, some gather in smaller groups or even remain almost solitary until they mate.”
“Reminds of what they used to say about Earth having a Mother Nature,” Wesley said.
“Except Mother Vitalis is a crotchety bitch that does not like her planet being messed with,” Kira said. “We’re leaving. I meant everything I said before. Marine, what’s your name?”
“Lance Corporal Fiona Kate.”
“Come with me, Kate, I want to talk with you.”
Jeremy saw the distrust in Fiona’s eyes when she sought out his gaze. He gave her a smile, holding back the sudden flip flops his stomach wanted to do. Was Kira trying to poison Fiona against him? Wes seemed to like him and he’d talked to the other Marines a few times as well, but it was always with Fiona or because of Fiona. In a pinch he knew they’d side with her. He swallowed down his nerves as Fiona and Kira walked off to stand behind another clump of bushes and converse too quietly to be overheard.
“What’s that all about?” Wesley asked.
“I have no idea.”
“Relax, if there’s a human population of almost nothing here, each one of us is too valuable to risk leaving behind.”
Jeremy found himself hoping that Wesley was right. Kira’s behavior and steely gaze made him believe otherwise though. Before his mind could wander too far Fiona came back through the grasses and winked at him. He felt his heart slow in his chest even as a headache was building in the back of his head.
“I thought she was hitting on me for a minute there!” Fiona said in a hushed voice. “She started out talking about how impressed she was that I stood up and how everyone was looking up to me to see what I did. It was kind of creepy!”
Wesley chuckled. “Are you kidding? She’s got the body of a goddess! A little scary maybe, but I like a good scare.”
“Trust me, she’s stronger than she looks. She whipped me around like I was a rag doll. Anybody else and I could have gotten out of that hold. Her body is like liquid steel!”
Jeremy watched Kira heading back towards the far side of the clearing. Even at a distance he could see the muscles rippling with each step she took. She’d made him hit the ground faster than gravity should allow, he had no doubt Fiona knew what she was talking about. “So what did she want?”
“She kind of apologized for roughing me up,” Fiona said with a shrug. “She said she needed to establish who was in charge though, and that meant putting me in my place. Now she wants me to take up the rear guard and make sure nobody follows us and that everybody keeps up. Everybody, even you.”
“Told you!” Wes said, grinning at the former lab assistant.
“Lucky me,” Jeremy said. He did feel lucky though. Anything to get him away from the doomed research settlement was lucky as far as he was concerned, even if it did require his neck to eventually be fused together.
“Let’s go!” Kira called out loud enough for everyone to hear. Jeremy turned his body to look at the ruined base, worried her voice might carry. He saw no sign of pursuit, but the waste high grasses would have hidden the passage of the smaller predators. He turned and took the first of many steps forward. The thought of waiting any longer sent a shiver down his spine.
Whatever came next he was sure he could handle it, as long as he never had to go back and face those bug-like carnivores again.



Chapter 16


With the help of Wes and AJ, Jeremy made it down a series of three steep chimneys in the rocks. At the base it opened into a small valley. Wes helped him over to a shaded spot on the ground, then stood back so Jeremy could catch his breath.
He was sweating from the exertion, but felt his body racked with chills. Everything was tightening up on him. It had started in his neck and shoulders but now even his fingers felt stiff and his hips and knees seemed sluggish. He lay back and stared up at the bright blue sky, marred only by the occasional passing of a birds too large to be classified as birds.
Kira’s face appeared in his vision. She stared down at him and scowled. “You going to die after all?”
He licked his parched lips and grunted. She frowned, then glanced around. “All right, go ahead and suck wind for 15.” She bent over him and stuck out her hand. “Come on, you’re slowing me down.”
“You gonna kill me?”
She scowled. “Tried once but it didn’t work. That must mean you got a purpose for being here.”
Jeremy felt his brows knit together in confusion. A purpose? Was she a religion nut or something? He took her hand and marveled at how easily she pulled him up. He tried to stagger after her but even that wasn’t good enough for her. She turned back and swept him up in her arms like a baby, then carried him the short distance to a depression in the ground near a rock wall. Jeremy protested but she ignored him.
“Here, drink this,” she said, setting him down abruptly.
Jeremy fell, his hand landing in a cool puddle of water and splashing it onto his side. He looked at it and licked his lips. He was thirsty, more thirsty than he could ever remember being. The water was little more than a large mud puddle, even though it looked clear and relatively free of debris or bugs. “Bacteria? Diseases?”
“The good kind, drink it and shut up.”
Still he balked. She let out a frustrated sigh and knelt down next to him. She cupped her hand in the water and brought some up to her face, then drank it. “There, see, it’s not going to kill you!”
He stared at her for a moment then rolled himself painfully over and repeated her gesture. Almost as soon as the cool water ran over his lips he felt the pain in the back of his head lessen. He drank it down then stuck his hand back in for more. He repeated the gesture time and again until he lost track of how many times he’d filled his palm. He rolled away from it at last and rubbed his full stomach, marveling at how much better he was already feeling.
“Come on,” Kira said, motioning to him even as she turned to walk away.
Jeremy scowled at her and considered telling her off. A glance up her toned legs changed his mind. He stood up and followed her, not realizing until he’d reached her that he was walking almost without any pain or stiffness. “What was that?” He gasped, coming to a stop.
Kira motioned him closer and this time he followed without hesitation. He tried twisting his neck but the strain persisted there. He let it go and saw that she’d stopped next to Fiona. “Okay, what’s going on?”
“The longer you put it off, the worse your body will feel. You’ve breathed the air and that’s pulled some of this place into you, but it’s only enough to start the changes. Once you take in the water and the food here you’ll start feeling better.”
“Dr. Rice said her blood samples had shown changes…”
“Yes, and it would have happened a lot faster if you hadn’t been drinking bottled water and packaged food.”
“We’d have had to soon, the supply shuttle from the Explorer didn’t show up yet this week. I heard something about the crew getting sick so they were waiting a few days until they felt better,” Fiona said.
“The entire crew?” Jeremy asked. “How could the entire crew get sick?”
Fiona held her arms up. “Beats me. Something about picking a bug from the planet and it spreading around since nobody had any immunities built up to it.”
“So why weren’t we sick?”
“Because you were in contact with Vitalis still,” Kira answered. “It’s not a bug or a bacteria, it’s an improvement. We’ve seen it in ourselves and we saw it in the survivors of the next ship that followed us.”
“What’s going to happen to the people up there?” Fiona asked, glancing up at the sky as though she could see the starship that had brought them.
“I don’t know. Maybe they’ll get better without any more exposure. Maybe they’ll stay the same. Maybe worse.”
“Worse?”
“Maybe,” she said. She glanced away at the others, who were looking back at them with undisguised curiosity. “Look, I can use you Fiona. I’ll need you and your Marines. I’m the best we’ve got at surviving here. It’s because of the life I used to lead — a life I didn’t really know about.”
She paused, noting the confused expressions on Jeremy and the Lance Corporal’s faces. She sighed. “I’m not a psychologist or anything, but I guess I had a couple of personalities. The good girl, me, knew nothing about what the other girl did. I-“
“Wait, you were the good girl?” Jeremy asked.
Kira scowled at him. “You want to hear this or not?”
“Sorry.” He couldn’t stop the smirk that came on his face. As miserable as the past several hours had been, Jeremy found himself feeling a lot better. He felt almost energetic, in fact.
“Emily was the other personality. She controlled me most of the time. She was a bounty hunter and…well, she did other things too. I would wake up in strange places, on new worlds, space stations, or even starships. I’d have a new job and sometimes even felt different, but I never knew what happened. I called them black outs.”
She paused for a moment, her mouth opening and closing a couple of times as she abandoned a few attempts. “I found out about myself on our way to Vitalis. Emily was tired of being who she was. I created her when I was a little girl, but I guess I didn’t need her anymore. So now it’s just me and I’m still learning a few things about myself every now and then.”
“Why tell us?” Fiona asked. Jeremy saw her glance at him and he allowed himself a smile. He had the same question, but he’d already interrupted her once.
“I want you to trust me. At least as much as you can right now. There’s me and then there’s Tarn. He was the First Insertion Special Tactics Marine I’d mentioned. He was our security officer, now he handles security and I handle reconnaissance and hunting, among other things. Tarn’s going to want you and the other Marines to work for him.”
“You guys don’t get along?” Fiona asked.
“He’s gotten a lot better since he got here. We had a few disagreements that got sorted out and now we’ve grown to respect each other.” Kira lightly punched her fist into her palm, indicating exactly how they’d sorted out their disagreements. “I’d like you to work for me instead. You’re loud, slow, and clumsy, but I can get you in shape.”
Jeremy laughed at the open mouthed expression on Fiona’s face. She turned to glare at him, then looked back at Kira. “With a compliment like that, how could I refuse?”
Kira smiled. “Great. Let’s get these folks rounded up, we’ve got a long walk ahead of us. After this valley there’s wide plain, lots of animals on it. Most of them you can see, but there are plenty of smaller ones that can sneak up on us. We’ll stay close together, I know a safer path. Takes a little longer, but with all this noise and stink it’s the best way.”
“Stink?” Fiona asked, flaring her nostrils as she tried to smell what Kira spoke of.
“You don’t smell right yet. Another month or so and you’ll be part of Vitalis. Until then, anything downwind of you will know it.”
“Wow.”
Jeremy nodded in agreement with Fiona. Kira started to turn away but Jeremy spoke up. “Wait!”
She turned back, one eyebrow raised.
“I…um, I just want you to know I didn’t um…” He trailed off, his mind still fighting against the recent memories. He sighed and looked at Fiona, only to find her just as curious as she met his eyes. “All right, I was in the Navy a long time ago. My kid was born with Spartan’s Syndrome and I had to have money to get her the best treatment I could. I stole military supplies and sold them. Made enough to cover what the Navy wouldn’t and when things started going bad for me, I skipped out. Bought a new identity and everything, then took some courses on biology. The last of it I used to bribe my way into being picked for this mission. I knew if I stuck around they’d track me down sooner or later — this way my paycheck could go to Jasmine and I wouldn’t be a disappointment when they found out.”
Fiona stared at him, lips parted again. Kira chuckled and said, “Got that off your chest? Good, now let’s go.”
“Is she really your ex-wife?” Fiona asked. Jeremy caught Kira rolling her eyes.
“Bleigh? Yeah, she found out what I was doing and wouldn’t have a part of it.”
“Smart girl,” Kira commented. Fiona and Jeremy ignored her.
“So you did all of this because of your daughter?” Fiona asked.
Jeremy hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah, pretty much. I saw her staring at me and knew that I needed to be a lot better than what I was. She deserved a chance, you know? I had to find a way to give it to her.”
Fiona’s blinked her eyes and sniffed, then she nodded. “Well, I guess they’d throw the book at you back in the Core Worlds. No court out here though, so we’ll keep that to ourselves. One thing though, I don’t ever want to hear who you used to be. Far as anybody here needs to know your Jeremy Sinclair, got it?”
Kira turned away, shaking her head. Jeremy watched her go, then turned back to Fiona. “What’s her deal? If she used to be a bounty hunter, why does the law matter to her?”
Fiona smiled. “That’s not it. She’s mad at herself and doesn’t want to hear anymore. From what I saw in her eyes, she’s afraid she might end up admitting that she was wrong.”
“Wrong about what? Me?”
“Yeah, she might realize you’re not such a bad guy after all.”
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