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

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

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

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

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

2232, February –TCS reinforcements arrive in system and deploy a special operators platoon of FIST soldiers (First Insertion Special Tactics). Only a handful make it to the planet’s surface and survive.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

2236 – The surviving Commandos receive their first mission: return to Earth and liberate it from those who seek to misuse the planet and her people.
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“Are you going to spend all of your time in here?”

Carmin didn’t need to open her eyes to greet the newcomer to the ship’s hold. She’d felt her as soon as she entered the room. The resonance from the crystals had changed, singing a different song that only she could hear.

“I’m comfortable here,” she responded.

“I can tell,” Lance Corporal Natalie Brink said. “We miss you, though. Well, I miss you. Liza too.”

“I’m still here,” Carmin said. “Just...occupied.”

“You should join us.”

Carmin opened her eyes and turned her head to look at the woman. She looked her up and down, taking in the worn olive tank top that was stretched tight across the woman’s high and firm breasts. Her regulation pants were tight against her thighs and hips, courtesy of the evolutionary growth they’d all experienced during their voyage to Vitalis and back. Her feet were bare on the metal deck. Carmin smiled. “You’re looking well.”

“I feel incredible,” Natalie admitted. “Like I could do anything. But don’t worry, I know who’s responsible. I won’t ever forget that.”

“Vitalis,” Carmin breathed. She smiled and uncrossed her muscular legs so she could rise. Her movement was fluid, unfazed by the stiffness that should have crept into her joints after sitting motionless for hours.

“Yes, but that’s not what I meant.”

Carmin tilted her head. “Then who?”

“You, Carmin. You’re the reason Liza and I are alive. Hell, maybe all of us.”

Carmin considered the praise. “I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit. Vitalis accepted you and made you what you are. The crystals and the very life that our kind is so terrified of. We were all tested and those of us who were worthy were accepted and given this gift of strength.”

Natalie nodded. “I know, and I believe you. I’ve seen and felt it; I’d be stupid to ignore it. But that doesn’t change the fact that I wouldn’t have made it to Vitalis in the first place if it hadn’t been for you. You put up with my bullshit to the point where it needed to be beaten out of me, then you built me back up and made me feel like a person again. A person who mattered.”

“You do matter.”

“I know, and so do you.”

Carmin smiled. “You don’t need to tell me that.”

“I do,” Natalie disagreed. “Because you spend every waking minute in here instead of working with us. We’re stronger, faster, and recover better now, but we still need you to train us and guide us. Simms has taken an active role, but he’s impatient and doesn’t have the same way of dealing with us. You make us remember we’re a team, Carmin. The lieutenant almost acts like he’s trying to make us compete so we tear each other apart.”

“You’re not a team,” Carmin said. “You’re brothers and sisters now.”

Natalie snapped her fingers, causing the muscles on her forearm to flex and shift under her skin. “Yes! That’s what I’m talking about. Just like that, you’re already doing it again. Please, Carmin, come back to us.”

“We’re less than a week from Earth,” Carmin said. “There’s not much time.”

“How can you know that? You’ve been in here so much.”

Carmin smiled and glanced at the circle she’d arranged the crystals in around where she sat. There were many others gathered and sitting in piles throughout the hold, but the ones she’d gathered were the more perfect specimens.

“The crystals, of course,” Natalie said. She smiled and shook her head. “Never mind about that. Just come back and work with us.”

“You’re not wearing your boots.”

Natalie looked down and wiggled her toes. “I like letting them breathe. Besides, you’re one to talk—when’s the last time you wore a stitch of clothing?”

“It interferes with the crystals,” Carmin explained. “And it doesn’t last. Terran clothing falls apart too easily.”

Natalie turned to her side and lifted her arm to show a hole in her shirt on her side. “Tell me about it.”

“Throw it away,” Carmin urged her. “You are beautiful without it—you don’t need it.”

Natalie smiled. “Thanks. I am beautiful, way more now than I ever was before, and I could turn most heads back then too. But, I’m not trying to get any attention anymore. I’m here for us. All of us. To do what we’ve been sent to do.”

Carmin nodded. “Yes. Earth.”

“Lieutenant Simms says we have to win Earth back. How are we going to do that? It’s a big place and we won’t exactly have any reinforcements.”

Carmin shook her head. “I don’t know what he has in mind for that. I’m just as anxious as you are to find out.”

“Come to the gym with me,” Natalie asked again. “It’ll pass the time and you can help me out. Besides, everyone will be glad to see you. You’ve spent way too much time in here lately. People are starting to wonder.”

Carmin nodded. “All right, let’s go.”

“Uh, you should probably get dressed first.”

Carmin looked down at herself and shrugged. “Why? No one will notice me next to you.”

“Ha! As if. You look like you could have eaten me—and not in the good way.”

Carmin smirked.

“I’ve wondered about that, you know...”

Carmin tilted her head. “If I’d eat you? I like you, Nat, but unlike almost everyone else, Vitalis never gave my sex drive a jump start.”

Natalie’s eyes widened and she waved her hand. “Noooo! Not that, damn! I meant, um, why our bodies changed so different? You’re a wall of muscle that could probably wrestle a chickasaurus into submission.”

Carmin chuckled. “Is that your polite way of saying I’ve got no tits?”

“No! You do, by the way. Have boobs, I mean. They’re small but your pecs more than make up for that,” the lance corporal rambled. She took a breath to regain her focus and went on. “I meant why do I look like this and you look like you do? I mean, I’ve got a dream body. Strong, but with perfect curves and bigger boobs and everything. It took me years of working out and having the right procedures done to come close to this, and after a few weeks on Vitalis suddenly I look like this?”

“Vitalis strengthens us in the ways that we seek to be strengthened,” Carmin suggested. “It takes what is strong and makes it stronger. Your greatest strength has always been your ability to adapt and to make the most out of a situation. And yes, you used your charms many times to that end. Vitalis enhanced what you had, just like it made me physically stronger because that’s always been something I prided myself on.”

“Yes, but no drugs or surgeries or gene therapy or anything. Well, I guess it’s like genetic engineering, since it changes us on a genetic level.”

Carmin nodded and turned to grab the tattered pants she’d worn into the hold. She held them up and looked at the holes in what remained of the fabric. “Not much point to these, but if it makes it easier for everyone...”

“Remember when you made us all run naked through the halls of the carrier that brought us to Vitalian space?”

Carmin smiled. “Win-win scenario. We worked together better and the crew got one hell of a show. Pity we don’t get a carrier lift this time around.”

“Yeah, we could use a little more space away from one another.”

Carmin frowned. “That’s not the team I worked with. We were good together.”

“Simms...” Natalie sighed and shook her head. “He’s driving us hard and I don’t like it.”

“No more naked training?” Carmin asked with a teasing smile.

Natalie didn’t return her smile. She looked worried instead. “No, not at all. Just hard work and a lot of fighting. He lets us wear what we want, at least, but he spends most of his time in his power armor. There wasn’t enough parts left to repair any of the other suits, so he took the only working one.”

Carmin nodded and pulled her pants on one leg at a time. She snagged her toe in a hole in her left leg and ripped the bottom half of the leg free. She scowled and tore the right leg with her hands before stepping into it and pulling it up. She turned to her discarded tank top and pulled it over her head, ignoring the snapping threads as it stretched across her broad back and shoulders.

“All right, let’s go set things right.”

“Uh...your shirt? I can see your nipple.”

Carmin looked down at a hole in her tank top where the top edge of her areola was visible. She shrugged. “So? With any luck, it’ll rip off completely.”

Natalie laughed, releasing some of her tension. “You’re an exhibitionist!”

Carmin smirked. “The only thrill I get from being nude is being free. I think that makes me something else.”

Natalie shook her head. “Whatever. Come work me out like you still hate my boobs.”

Carmin sucked in a surprised breath. “How many times do I have to tell you I don’t hate your boobs!”

“Don’t let Liza hear that,” Natalie teased. “She’s still hoping she gets a shot at you, you know?”

Carmin groaned and glanced back at the crystals behind her. As much as she found herself excited and looking forward to spending time with the Commandos again, she couldn’t deny the longing to return to the peaceful radiance of multi-colored Vitalian crystals.
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The hulking man’s muscles rippled under his designer suit as he fought to control his fury. “Miss Everheart, this way please,” he said in the nicest voice he could manage. His eyes tightened behind his Verati-enhanced sunglasses when he heard his Slavic accent in his words. It only came out when he was frustrated.

Faramor thrust her shoe in the air. The elaborate heel was expensive, like everything she owned. “Not until I find my other shoe. They can’t expect us to just leave like this! It’s inhumane!”

“Miss, the local defense forces has had to pull back. They can’t protect your father’s estates any longer.”

Her eyes narrowed and her perfectly sculpted nose flared. “My father’s estates? My father doesn’t live here. I do! This is my house and I won’t give it up to a bunch of diseased savages!”

Something snapped inside the man’s head. He snatched the shoe out of her hand and broke the decimeter-long heel off with a snap inside his massive palm. “Your father pays for your mansion, your cars, your clothes, your servants, and your bodyguard. He pays me to keep you safe, whether you like it or not. Now either you come with me this instant or I pick you up and carry you out.”

Faramor gasped. “You...you broke my shoe! You are so fired, Evan. I’ll see to it you can’t get a job working security anywhere! That shoe cost more than you make in a month!”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he grumbled as he stepped closer to her and towered over the sitting woman. His sunglasses fed the data they analyzed into his Verati optical system, telling him her body temperature, height, weight, range from him to a millimeter, subsurface scans for concealed weaponry, and even what color underwear she was wearing under her very expensive slash-cut shirt and matching skirt. Today’s choice of underwear was powder blue.

“Don’t you da—” Faramor shrieked as he grabbed her and picked her up like a child. He threw her over his shoulder and ignored her hands as they pounded against his back. What he couldn’t ignore was the smirk that slipped onto his face.

“All right! I’ll go—just put me down!” she said when he reached the door and flashed his encoded ring in front of the scanner.

Evan bent forward and lowered her until the toes of her searching feet touched the plush carpet. She backed away and crossed her arms, glaring at him. “I don’t have any shoes,” she complained.

“You don’t have a bra either,” he said. “But at least you wore underwear today.”

She gasped. “How dare you! You know you’re not supposed to use that feature on me!”

“It can’t be turned off,” he lied. “Grab some shoes. Something sensible, this time.”

She snorted and turned to head to her closet. She stepped over the clothing she’d tossed on the floor in search of the clothes she wore and picked out an expensive pair of athletic sandals. They were open-toed and covered in expensive threading and jewels, but the straps would be secure enough on her feet.

“I’ll have you know this isn’t the kind of shirt you should wear a bra with. The open sides and back would look so trashy.”

Evan watched her without comment. The shirt and skirt had two layers to them; the inner layer was an iridescent blue and the outer layer was sparkling silver. Both had cuts in them that were designed to almost never match as the two layers moved. A glimpse of skin could appear at any given time, but it would only be a glimpse before it was covered.

“Besides, I’m only twenty-two and my boobs aren’t that big,” she continued.

“And you’ve spent so much time off-planet, gravity hasn’t bothered them yet,” he finished for her. “I’ve heard you say it before. Now let’s go.”

“Wait! I need a bag... I can’t—”

Evan took a step toward her and raised his arms to reach for her.

Faramor squeaked. “Okay! Okay, I’m going. But you’d better lock this place. If somebody steals anything, I’m going to be pissed and you will be in so much trouble!”

“If you’re alive, it’s worth it,” he said.

Faramor stared at him a long moment and then nodded. “Fine. Let’s go.”

Evan turned to the open door and looked out into the hallway. It was empty. The estate’s staff had already fled. The ones who had remained had finally given up. Even the exorbitant salaries Mr. Everheart paid weren’t enough to risk their lives any longer. Especially on a world where money seemed to matter less and less every day.

He gestured for her to follow and led the way through the massive house to the front door and then looked toward the garage, where Faramor’s cars were sitting. He scowled and turned back to the open gates at the end of the driveway.

“Wait, where are you going? The cars are over there,” she protested when he started walking toward the gate.

“Roads are overgrown or blocked.”

“What? Since when?”

“Regional defense forces put up blockades to slow down the savages.”

“That’s...that’s horrible! Why would they do that? We haven’t even evacuated yet. Call them up right now and demand they send someone. An airlift, even. Yes, that’s right. Let’s go back inside and wait for that.”

“Nobody’s coming to save you,” he growled. “I’m all you’ve got, Miss Everheart, so let’s go.”

“But it’s not fair! We didn’t have enough time!”

“They’ve been warning us for weeks,” he snapped and then forced himself to take a deep breath and relax. “Look, we should have been out of here awhile ago. I let you keep us here too long—that’s my fault. Now it’s yours. Let’s go. I don’t have any more time to waste arguing.”

Faramor sucked her mouth shut and nodded. She looked around a final time and let out a sigh that carried a touch of a moan in it. “I’m coming back here. When it’s over, I mean. I’ll come back and put everything right.”

Evan shook his head and reached out to take her hand. She gulped and let him pull her down the driveway toward the open gate and overgrown vegetation that had been spreading throughout the region since the ship from Vitalis crashed fourteen months ago.
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“Officer Pandora Smith, reporting in at checkpoint four,” the officer said as she coasted the cruiser to a stop.

The radio popped a couple of seconds later with the operator’s response. “Copy that, Officer Smith. Expect next checkpoint at sixteen twenty-five.”

Pandora flipped the switch on the console and turned to her partner. “Ten minutes to the next gate and we’ve got thirty minutes.”

Her partner sighed and pulled the release on her door. The air hissed as the cool internal pressure leaked out. “Let’s go see if there’s anybody we need to harass.”

Pandora frowned. “Shannon, we’re not here to harass people!”

Shannon shut the door behind her, forcing Pandora to climb out her door. Pandora glared at her while Shannon looked around the hastily erected gate on the road and the handful of men and women who guarded it.

“That’s what they think,” Shannon said. “Even now, with people robbing each other blind and monsters sneaking in and kidnapping people, they don’t want to see us.”

“When did you become so jaded? You used to like your job.”

“Yeah, back when the world made sense and the worst thing we had to worry about was somebody overdoing it with chems. The world has changed, Pan. Look around. We’re fighting back this jungle that’s threatening to overrun the city, and even that isn’t safe. People think they’ve got better things to worry about than getting a ticket from us.”

Pandora shook her head. “I don’t believe that. Sure, some of them might, but it’s our job to keep people safe, even from themselves.”

Shannon snorted. “I have to hand it to you. Three years and still naïve like a rookie.”

“Not naïve, optimistic,” Pandora countered. “I’ve seen the same shit you have. I choose to believe that people want to do the right thing and can, if we help them.”

Shannon sighed. “I’m not having this argument again. Come on, let’s go check on the gatekeepers.”

Pandora frowned and followed her partner. Unable to let it go, she added, “I still believe in you.”

Shannon’s sigh carried over her shoulder. “You’re just afraid nobody can get you off like I can if you leave me.”

Pandora gasped. “That’s not true!”

Shannon spun. “Wait...have you been sleeping around on me? Who else fucks you as good as I do?”

“Jesus, no!” Pandora sputtered. “I meant that’s not what I’m afraid of. You are so sick and twisted sometimes!”

Shannon showed her a devilish grin. “Usually you love how sick and twisted I am.”

Pandora blushed. “Stop it,” she mumbled as they neared the defenders standing on the makeshift ramps behind the semi-trailers that had been flipped on their side to serve as barricades. A bus sat across the road, blocking the road. If they needed the jury-rigged gate opened, someone could hop in the bus and start it up, and then drive it forward or backward.

“Officers,” the gate leader greeted them from his platform. “Nothing to report—just these damn vines practically growing in front of our eyes.”

Pandora looked around. Butchered vegetation lay on the ground near the trailers and in some places green stains painted the metal.

“Mind if I come up?” Shannon asked.

The man motioned with his hand. “Sure, just watch your step.”

Shannon climbed up the ladder to the platform and reached up to adjust the controls on her sunglasses. She looked out over the road that led south out of Bend through the valley and then scanned the tree-covered sides of the hills.

“I’ll never get used to all these trees,” the man said. “I heard it used to be like this, hundreds of years ago, but it don’t seem right to me.”

Shannon smirked. “There’s not much of anything that seems right anymore.”

The man chuckled. “Can’t argue that.”

Pandora turned away from their exchange and watched the woman on the other side of the gate. She was watching the gate leader and Shannon and not paying attention to the outside. Pandora frowned but didn’t say anything. Shannon was right about one thing: the last thing the people left in Bend wanted was the police coming down on them. Especially since the defense force considered themselves above the police.

She turned and noticed the man and woman sitting in the shade beside a building. Secondary guards and immediate backup if needed. The decision to double the gate guards had come after a group of mutated men broke through a month ago and killed six refugees and kidnapped three more. The attempt to rescue them had resulted in the rescue party never returning.

Pandora raised her arm to wave when she heard a peal of thunder overhead. She winced and turned to look up. The sky was clear today; where was the thunder coming from?

She spun around until she saw the trail of white vapor across the sky. Red and black smoke flared from the front of whatever was descending from the sky until it slowed enough for the friction flames to fade and reveal a transport ship.

“Holy shit,” one of the guards cried out. “Supplies!”

“They stopped sending supplies months ago.” The woman joined him from the shadows of the building and followed the ship across the sky above them.

“Reinforcements?” the man asked.

“They’re coming right for us!” the woman on the far tower cried out.

Pandora’s heart leapt in her throat. It was coming in fast. Were they crashing? She studied the ship and shook her head. “No,” she called out. “They’re too high—they’ll miss.”

The retro-thrusters on the ship fired, flaring in intermittent intervals and adjusting the ship’s course. It roared past, flying less than four hundred meters above them, and flew on to the south. Pandora backed up so she could watch it as it dropped lower and lower and then slipped behind the bus.

“Where’d it go?” she asked.

“It landed, I think,” Shannon called out. “At least fifteen kilometers from here.”

“What was it?” the gate leader demanded. “That was a Navy transport, I could tell that much.”

Shannon looked at Pandora. “Better call it in.”

Pandora nodded. “I bet everyone in the valley heard it.”

Shannon climbed down from the platform and said, “Yes, but we had eyes on where it went.”

Pandora wet her lips with her tongue and walked to their cruiser as fast as she could. She climbed into the driver’s seat and flipped the radio on. “Base, this is Officer Pandora Smith reporting in at the south gate. We just saw a TCS Naval transport fly overhead and land approximately fifteen kilometers south of the gate.”

The radio had nothing but dead air for several seconds, long enough to make Pandora think something was wrong. Just as she was about to toggle the switch and try again, the operator’s voice returned. “Copy that, Officer Smith. You saw it land?”

“My partner did. Officer Barret had a better vantage point.”

“Copy that. Can you investigate? We have no reports of incoming vessels.”

“Roger. We will investigate. Smith out.”

“Officer...be careful. Remember the last mystery ship that landed.”

Pandora grimaced. She flipped the switch off and climbed out of her open door. Shannon was walking toward her. “Have them open the gate,” Pandora said.

Shannon’s mouth dropped. “Open the gate?”

“Our orders are to investigate the ship.”

“No shit?”

“No shit,” Pandora said. When Shannon stood there with a confused look on her face, Pandora shook her hands. “Shan, we need to go!”

Shannon jumped and nodded. “Sorry, I didn’t—right. Bring the car around. I’ll let them know.”

Pandora climbed back into the car and pulled the door shut. Every shift she had on Earth had something different and terrifying, but none of them came close to this. She swallowed past the lump in her throat and forced a breath in and out of her chest before she increased power to the repellers and caused the cruiser to ascend to seventy percent of a meter above the ground. She waited until one of the guards climbed into the bus and moved it forward.

Shannon climbed in the passenger seat and pulled her door shut. She looked at Pandora and wiggled her eyebrows at her. “Let’s go.”

“Are you ready for this?” Pandora asked her.

“I don’t know,” Shannon admitted. “So hurry up and get out there before I come to my senses.”

Pandora swallowed again and stepped on the accelerator, propelling the police cruiser through the gate and out into the wild lands.
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“I can’t believe this,” Faramor said as she stared at the broad-leafed bushes and creeping vines that spread across the ground. “It’s so...so green! I mean, this is like a holo-movie!”

“Keep it down,” Evan snapped. “This isn’t a movie, this is real, and there’s no telling what’s hiding in this shit.”

“Oh! You mean, like, aliens? Do you think they’re in there? Are they green too?”

Evan sighed through his nose. “Miss Everheart, please be quiet. I have heard reputable accounts of men turned savage, packs of feral pets that are violent, and worse. That doesn’t account for paranoid survivors who are going to shoot first and ask questions later. Every noise you make is a noise that could draw one of them to us.”

“You don’t have to be a dick about it. I was just asking a question. Besides, you’re the one talking now.”

Evan ground his teeth together and kept walking. He swung his head left and right, searching for threats and occasionally even turning to check behind them. So far there was nothing out of the ordinary, aside from the jungle that had sprung up over the past six months in an area that had been barren before.

Even the northern regions of Earth where the ground was still somewhat arable wouldn’t sustain the kind of growth Bend had seen. The reports he’d heard told of other areas where Mother Nature was reclaiming the land and water. Except it wasn’t Mother Nature: it was whatever the invading ship from Vitalis had brought with it. Some kind of biological disease that affected every living thing it touched. The odds were good that Evan was infected too and he didn’t even know it. That’s why the entire planet had been quarantined.

“It’s hot out,” Faramor whined. “How much farther?”

“A little under ten kilometers.”

“Ten! That’s...that’s, like, forever! How are we going to get there? I’m not dressed for that kind of a walk! It’s going to ruin my shoes.”

“Perhaps you should have bought a more expensive pair.”

“I tried! These were the top of the line! They’re the athletic line, but they’re not for actually being athletic—more for attending athletic events.”

Evan grunted and kept walking. “Save your strength for walking. One foot in front of the other, that’s how you get there.”

“But...but it’s so far!”

He glanced back at her and said, “There, you took a step. It’s closer already.”

“Ha-ha, very funny.”

He flashed her a smile and returned his attention to the road. Three cars had plowed into each other up ahead, blocking much of the road. Vines and leafy tendrils wound in and around them, tying them together. He reached into his suit and pulled out his twelve-millimeter Colt Horseman pistol.

Faramor saw him draw the weapon and gasped. “Oh no! Do you see something? What’s wrong?”

“Just a good place for somebody, or something, to hide,” he said. “Stay behind me.”

“The cars? Um...okay.”

Evan gripped his pistol in both hands and kept his eye on the shadows between and under the cars as he walked past them. Faramor moved around him, keeping him between her and the wreckage. In seconds they were moving beyond them without being any worse for wear.

Faramor laughed. “You had me worried for nothing!”

“This time,” Evan said. He turned to look at her and walked backward as he spoke. “Next time it might not be so—”

Faramor tilted her head as her bodyguard trailed off. “So what?” she asked.

His response was to stare behind them.

Faramor spun around, following his gaze. Her lips opened to ask again but a gasp was all that slipped from her lips.

“Get behind me!” he snapped as several figures emerged from the jungle. They were dressed like savages, with their clothing stretched taut across their bodies in some cases. In others, the clothing was missing and replaced with what looked like camouflaging war paint. For all the savage simplicity, they carried military-grade weapons. “Now!”

“Oh my shit!” Faramor babbled. “They have guns! And...and...they’re so big! Are they—”

“Fara, shut up,” Evan hissed. He moved back to step in front of her and held his pistol out so it could be seen. “Keep going. To the refugee camp.”
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