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2210 – A human colony ship that was launched in 2175 discovers a new system complete with a habitable planet that orbits a star similar to Sol. The only problem is they have to navigate a large black hole in order to reach it, and the relativistic nature turns a week-long voyage into one that spans 36 years.

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 establish 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 that was impregnated by a sentient Vitalian being. The children are not entirely human. They are true natives of Vitalis and are the first Vitalians.

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

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

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

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

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

2235, July – The invaders that 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 to knowledge or technology to fight against the Vitalis infection. A new unit is built with the utmost secrecy, a joint forces team designed to go to Vitalis and let themselves be enhanced. If they survive, they will possess the power of Vitalis and understanding of what Vitalis can do, allowing them to use that power as a weapon against it.

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

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

2246 – The crew of the colonization ship, Aphrodite, locates it's new planet and attempts to establish a colony on it without realizing they aren't the first colonization attempt that has been made here.

2246 – The earth has flourished under the contagion of Vitalis and the re-opening of interstellar travel. Two camps of humanity remain – the enhanced (as they’ve come to call themselves) and the uninfected, with the uninfected numbers shrinking rapidly. There are no cures to the Vitalian “plague”, only avoidance while it grows stronger and begins to evolve.
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Chapter 1
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Private First Class Bolan Hill stepped over the remains of a vine as thick as his thigh. He scowled at the decomposing vegetation and glanced around. The entire area was covered in Charred, shredded, and exploded remains of vegetation. Not normal vegetation one would see in a history vid. This was a garden straight out of a horticultural nightmare.

“I can’t believe I had to win a lottery for this!” he said.

The woman in front of him, Specialist Veronica Bush, turned her head enough to say over her shoulder, “You won the lottery, we lost.” 

“Ha ha,” he mocked her. “This is just a giant fucking salad, why all the mystery and fear?”

Instead of answering him the fire team commander, Corporal Anita Centers called out to them, “Hold up! I’m getting fresh orders.”

“Hope it comes with some ranch dressing,” Bolan muttered.

Veronica scowled at him but Ken Stirling, a second class private and the final member of the fire team, snickered.

“Don’t encourage him!” Veronica snapped.

“Lighten up, Vonnie,” Ken said. “You remember what this place was like when you got here.”

“Yeah, it was a fucking deathtrap,” she said. “Even if you killed the monsters before they got you still had to watch out for the plants.”

Bolan kicked over a rotting log and exposed a handful of purple and red hued bulbs. “Oh yeah, these look terrifying. What is it, some kind of eggplant?” 

Veronica saw him pluck one of the first sized mushrooms and hold it up. She lunged for him. “Don’t—”

Bolan turned toward her, moving just enough to spoil her aim. She bumped into him and caused him to drop the purple bulb. It felt on his boot and exploded in a powdery mist that coated them both all the way to their helmets.

“What the fuck?” he mumbled. He squinted and stared through the reddish haze.

“Shit!” Veronica swore. She stripped off her rifle placed it on the ground before kicking it away from her. Her pistol followed suit. “Ken, keep an eye out until it wears off.... I can’t believe this is going to happen.”

“What are you talking about?” Bolan asked as he turned to face her fully. His eyes widened as he noticed how beautiful she was. He’d always known she was a striking woman, even if she shaved her head reddish brown hair every morning and was nearly as tall as he was. She was ripped way beyond any woman he’d ever seen in person before too. Most people accepted the enhancements the Vitalian infestation gave them. Not Vonnie. She struggled daily to enhance her enhancements.

“If you’d paid attention to the classes you took when you got here, you’d know,” she growled at him.

He stared at her. She was angry at him, but he didn’t care. The red powder made her glow in the evening sunlight. He gasped as he felt himself grow and harden in his pants. He reached down to adjust but touching himself nearly made his knees buckle.

Vonnie shook her head and reached up to release the buckles on her body armor. She stripped it away, revealing her form fitting bioweave tank top that monitored her vitals and transmitted them to her squad leader. Her chest and abs were clearly defined, including her swollen nipples that made obvious dents in her undershirt.

“Oh thank the crystals,” Bolan murmured as Veronica unfastened her tactical pants and let them fall down her legs. Her hips and legs were covered in the same figure hugging bioweave all the way to her knees, which did nothing to hide the definition in her muscles. His SAW-600 dropped the ground as the tactical belt slid off his shoulder.

She deactivated the seal on her boots and kicked them off, allowing her to step out of her pants and then push her underwear down to join them. “This doesn’t change the fact that I don’t like you. In fact, I’m going to like you even less when this wears off!” 

Bolan’s crotch ached. Her body glistened with red tinged sweat on her dusky skin. Her flesh was enflamed. He staggered forward a step, his body acting without his control. He shook his head but couldn’t think about anything but her. Seeing her. Touching her. Taking her.

“Get it over with,” Veronica panted as she stepped up to meet him. She ripped at his trousers and triggered the release on them. The built in belt relaxed and she was able to push them down.

Bolan groaned and reached for her. She ignored him as he groped her and focused instead on pushing his matching under shorts down. He sprang up in midair and swayed back and forth with each rapid pulse of his heart. He looked red and swollen. His tip glistened with chemically induced need.

Veronica groaned and spun away from him. She bent over at her hips and spread her legs. “Do it!”

The tiny rationale part of Bolan’s mind marveled at what was happening. Veronica hated him. He didn’t really care for her either, but she had the body of a goddess and for whatever crazy reason, she wanted him just as much. He watched like he was a spectator in his own body as he staggered toward her and reached out to grab her hip with one hand and guide himself with his other.

“Contact!” Ken shouted. “I’ve got movement in the jungle!”

“Cover them,” Anita shouted. She dropped to one knee and lifted her TAR-11 assault rifle. She swept back and forth across where the jungle was regrowing from the last attempted incursion that was met with explosives and heavy gunfire over a month ago. With the Vitalian infestation for the Midwest strongest in this area some trees were nearly a four meters tall already.

“Copy!” Ken called back. His voice was drowned out by his TAR-11 sending short bursts into the foliage where he’d glimpsed movement. He swept the area, squeezing off enough rounds to deplete has his magazine of caseless ammunition.

“Anything?” Anita asked.

“No.”

“You better not be fucking seeing things!”

”No way, this was bigger than what we’ve seen before. I saw... something. Taller, at least. Too fast to be a plant.”

“The vines are fast.”

“I saw a profile, it—”

Ken interrupted himself by firing his weapon again. He poured more rounds into the jungle until at least he stopped and cried out, “I think I hit it!”

Anita saw his vitals in her squad panel and his ammo level. He was down to two bursts remaining. “Hang tight, I’ll cover you.”

“Copy.”

Anita rose and turned. She jogged over, rifle held at the ready. She gave Bolan and Veronica a wide berth and didn’t spare them a glance. She’d seen it before— she’d been victim to it once before herself— one of the damn Vitalian tricks to wipe humans out. They called them lust bombs – they were mushrooms that exploded violently when agitated and induced triggered a spike in libido unlike anything in the history of modern medicine. 

There was no fighting the effects short of carrying a powerful tranquilizer that could stop a person’s heart. Anything less and the affected people would injure themselves to try and get at the closest person in a unstoppable need for sex.

She fell back into her shooter’s position and searched the alien jungle where Ken had been shooting. Gentle breezes rustled the vegetation, creating movements that tempted her nerves. She remained calm and continued to breath steady. 

She was a native of Detroit. She’d been here when the crystals fell from the sky and changed the world. She’d gone through her change then, both the natural one that made her a woman and the unnatural one made possible by the alien invasion. Dealing with the pent up energy and edginess that came with being enhanced was second nature to her.

Did Ken have the same level of control? Had he overreacted because the thought of his squad mates boning was too much for him? He had a thing for Veronica. Maybe this was jealousy?

Bolan was lost in a sweaty haze of passion. He was on fire inside and the only way to make the burning stop was to finish. He gripped Veronica’s hips so hard the bruises were already showing. She showed no awareness, only a matching need as she drove herself back onto him. He pounded towards his release until he was suddenly over the cliff. His body trembled and convulsed. His muscles snapped, some of them contracting so hard they tore their own fibers apart.

He flew through the air, spinning and crashing and rolling. His hips continued to jerk as though unaware that something horribly wrong had happened. His contractions caused his essence to erupt onto the cracked stone while he saw only colors and lights.

Veronica cried out as Bolan pushed her forward. She landed on her side and shoulder and rolled up to look for him. He wasn’t behind her anymore. Instead she saw a naked woman with long fingers. Blood dripped from one hand. Veronica ignored her. The woman wasn’t what she needed. Bolan was what she needed. Or any man, though he was the most likely.

Veronica turned and climbed to her hands and knees. She lifted herself up to go and search for a man, only to her long fingers wrap around her throat. She tried to spin around and lash out, but the fingers tightened. They had the strength of steel in them, pinching hard and stopping her no matter how hard she struggled.

The Specialist lashed out, flailing with arms and legs. She was out of her mind with need, but she knew she was strong enough that no woman should be able to do this to her. She’d never met a man that could hold her off either. Maybe Ken, but when they wrestled it was for different reasons.

Veronica got her foot wrapped around the woman’s thigh. She used it to twist herself. The skin on her throat stretched and twisted. She felt some tearing but the blood made it easier to spin in her grasp. She snarled and lifted her hand to strike. The woman’s hand lashed out first.

Veronica felt the shock as her head was jerked to the side. Blood ran down her chest and back, combined streams from the superficial tears in her neck to the deep fissures that exposed her teeth, jaw, and skull. Her hearing rang with bells and her vision blurred and danced.

She blinked a few times, clearing the haze bringing the world into focus. She saw the woman’s face again. She had short, spiky hair and a deathly serious look on her face. Aside from the clenching of the muscles in her cheeks and neck she looked almost calm.

Veronica couldn’t breathe. She tried to shake herself free from the hand on her throat but she could barely move. Her vision was blurring again and her chest ached even more than her face burned. She opened and shut her mouth, the pain in her cheek and jaw spurring her to greater strength and action. She grabbed on to the woman’s arm and tried to pull it away. She jabbed her fingers in, desperate to break skin and tear at the flesh beneath.

The pain in her neck grew even as she began to dig into the woman’s arm. Her neck stiffened and her head lifted from the pressure. A fresh agony of searing pain accompanied a grinding noise that vibrated up her neck and into her head. A moment later the grinding gave way to cracking like a wheeled vehicle rolling over gravel. Her arms and legs jerked. A final snap stole the fire from her body.

Veronica sagged, her dead weight pulling her to the ground. The woman let her go and turned away. Veronica collapsed, unable to stop herself. Her cheek and ear struck the rubble that had once been a street. Her head bounced and came to rest. Veronica stared across the ground, confused as to why she couldn’t move or breathe. She was still wondering why she couldn’t crawl towards Bolan to finish what they’d started when her eyes glazed over.

Ken loaded a fresh magazine into his rifle. Anita saw her display refresh and turned to her right. Her rifle swung with her but it was caught in the hand of the naked woman that stalked them. Anita cried out and fired, her burst sailing harmlessly into the sky. Her rifle was wrenched from her grasp. The woman drove her knee into Anita’s chest, knocking her back to the ground and leaving her out of breath.

“Centers!” Ken howled as he saw what happened. He spun and aimed his rifle, only to have Anita rise up in his line of fire. “Get down!” he shouted.

The woman clubbed the corporal across the side of the head. Anita crumpled to the side and her helmet rolled into the jungle. Ken jerked his head up, shocked by the violence. He took his eyes off the woman and stared at Anita, willing her to get up or at least move. When he refocused on the threat the woman was almost upon him.

“Fuck you!” the private shouted as he triggered a long burst from his gun. All five of the 6 millimeter slugs punched into her belly and side. The red mist behind her gave proof to exit wounds.

The woman was unphased. She grabbed the barrel of his rifle and ignored the heat as he squeezed off another burst. The flesh on her upper arm and shoulder ripped open from bullets that grazed her but didn’t stop her from ripping the rifle free from Ken’s hands. He stared at up at her and fell back to try and scramble away like a crab. She swung the rifle like a club, hitting his arm hard enough to snap both the rifle and his elbow.

Ken collapsed with a scream. Before he could begin to try to escape again she drove her knee into his chest and pinned him to the ground. He stared up at her, noting the speckles of blood on her emotionless face. She dug her long fingers into his throat, ripping skin, muscle, and tendon. She squeezed and pulled, tearing the bloody flesh out and spraying Ken’s blood everywhere.

He fell back, grasping for his throat with his good arm. She watched him, her head tilting and showing a sign of emotion for the first time. She was curious as he spurted out his life blood onto his chest and the ground beneath him.

She rose and turned. Anita lay dazed on the ground, unaware that death had renewed its interest in her until the woman’s shadow fell over her. She looked up, startled by the woman’s presence and lack of clothes. The image pulled her to her senses, enough to make her gasp and roll over to try and escape.

The woman’s naked heel hit Anita in the lower back. She felt the crack in her back and then the impact with the ground. The woman’s foot landed on her upper back next, but it was a step, not a stomp. The woman grabbed her hair and yanked her head up and back. She kept pulling, her impossible strength wrenching her neck and making her backbone burn.

A burst of gunfire forced the woman to let her go. Anita’s face slammed down into the ground, her chin taking the hit and driving her jaw into her skull hard enough to leave her dazed again.

Bolan’s orgasm had cleared the alien chemicals from his brain. He’d caught his breath and realized how bad he hurt first, then he’d heard the gunfire and instinct and reaction took over. He struggled to get to his feet but only fell to the ground again. His pants were still trapped around his ankles and every muscle in his body felt traumatized from both the inhuman climax he’d endured and then being thrown a few meters.

He didn’t waste time on his pants, instead he tried to crawl. The pain in his left shoulder and back was worse than the aches and twinges everywhere else, something serious had happened to him but he couldn’t remember what. Relying on his right arm and his legs, he crawled across the ground to where his weapon was lying near Veronica. 

Bolan shifted his SAW-600 light machine gun to center the dangerous woman in the weapon’s holographic sight. Her right arm hung at her side and blood drained from the damage he’d done to it before the weapon’s recoil twisted it up and away. His left arm should have stabilized the weapon but he could barely move it without excruciating pain in his shoulder and back.

The woman leapt to her right. Her right arm flapped free, muscles and bone damaged so badly she couldn’t control it. She ignored the injury and used her left hand in a three point landing, then lunged forward and ran towards Bolan.

He fired again and missed as she jerked to her left. He tried a second time and the bullets grazed her left hip and side before she dodged to the right. Bolan wanted to curse but he didn’t have time. He tightened his right arm from shoulder to fingertip and thrust it forward. The SAW was too heavy to fire with one hand, but his left arm was useless. He held the trigger down and endured the hammering of the automatic weapon as it breathed fire and spat out jacketed lead.

The woman pounced, jumping high in the air to try and evade the wild hailstorm of bullets coming at her. With no control over his weapon, the recoil jerked it up in the air and tore a bloody line up her right thigh, across her stomach and left breast, and finished by tearing out chunk of flesh from her left shoulder. The action on Bolan’s SAW clicked open, the sudden silence more deafening than the roar of gunfire. His one hundred round drum had been consumed.

The woman crashed into the ground just past Bolan. He was splattered with blood, her blood, as she’d past over him. He rolled over and let his weapon clatter to the ground like another piece of discarded rubble. The woman jerked and tried to raise her arms. Her right arm spasmed but her left arm began to move. Blood pumped from the ragged wound in it but she found a way to use what muscles and tendons remained.

“Fuck this,” Bolan hissed. He fumbled to get his pistol from his hip but felt only flesh. His eyes widened and he looked down to where his pants were gathered at his feet. The pistol was still there. He ignored his protesting body and reached for it.

By the time Bolan came up with the Toledo M-1911 the woman had twisted herself around and she was dragging herself across the ground toward him. She left a trail of blood on the broken ground as wide as she was but showed only an impassive face that promised death. She reached for Bolan’s leg and wrapped her long fingers around his boot.

Bolan fired his pistol and kept firing until all seven of the 13 millimeter rounds had either found a new home in her face or passed within centimeters of it. Her head was misshapen and collapsed in on itself from the damage done. 

Her fingers twitched, squeezing hard enough to scratch the composite material protecting his toes before they fell free. Her body relaxed, collapsing on the ground and spilling blood into that soaked into the moist ground beneath. She continued to sink as Bolan stared in disbelief at her. She wasn’t being swallowed by the ground though, she was melting into it. Her body was decomposing before his eyes.

Bolan dragged himself back and reloaded his pistol. He pulled his pants back up too and sat on the ground, staring at the carnage around him. There were no more sounds. And insects or small animals had been driven away by the gunfire. His squad was down. There was nothing but him and the jungle that bordered Anchor Bay of Lake St. Clair.

Something rustled in the jungle. Bolan jerked his head up and stared but saw nothing. He’d heard it though, he was sure of it. He reached over blindly until he found his SAW. He had two spare drums and, if worse came to worse, he could take the magazines from his squad. The ammo was interchangeable and the receiver could take either.

As he reloaded by memory and feel he watched the jungle for movement. The longer nothing happened, the more he wanted to convince himself he’d imagined it. A glance at the remains of his squad scared the thought away. He didn’t know exactly what had happened to cause his squad’s destruction, but he knew it started with him making a stupid mistake.

He climbed to his feet and did his best to ignore the agony in his arm. It still worked, but whatever had hit him hadn’t pulled her punch. He staggered over to Anita and knelt down beside her. Her helmet was gone so he shifted to where he could press his left hand to the side of her neck. He repositioned his fingers twice before he felt a pulse.

“Fuck yeah,” he muttered.

Another rustle of leaves from the jungle made him jerk up to his feet. He aimed his SAW from the hip into the woods and waited. Nothing emerged and nothing moved beyond the simple swaying of leaves blown by the breeze.

Bolan shook his head and looped the strap on his automatic over his neck. He let it hang within easy reach and bent down to grab his corporal by the grip on the back of her body arm. He watched the jungle the entire time as he backed away, dragging her across the ground one painful step at a time.
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Chapter 2
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“This is a serious cluster fuck, Bolan,” the lieutenant stated. "My hands are tied here."

Bolan nodded. "Yeah, yeah, I know... I'm sorry, L-T. I didn't know..."

Lieutenant Dominick sighed. "You should have."

"I watched the vids! That shit looks different in person," Bolan said.

The door opened to the small lounge to admit a tall stick of a woman with dark brown hair and a thin tablet in her hand. Bolan glanced at her and noticed the gold maple leaf on her uniform. She was a major... His lieutenant wasn't kidding, this was really bad.

"At ease," the woman said before either man could stand to attention. She came to stand beside the table they were sitting at and looked down at them. "Private, you got two good soldiers killed today."

Lieutenant Dominick gestured at the gaunt woman. "Bolan, this is Major Francine Mick. She runs the JAG corps here."

Bolan met her fierce gaze. She was skinny to the point of almost looking skeletal. Her eyes were green and barely sported any of the gold flecks in them that every Detroit native had. "I know that, ma'am. I have to live with that too."

She glanced at her tablet. "Are you sorry?"

"If I could laugh at how stupid of a question that is, I would," he said. "I'm going to have nightmares the rest of my life about what happened today, Major. When I came to my senses I did what I could... but it wasn't enough and I know it."

She tapped on her tablet before asking, "What happened?"

"It's in the report," Dominick offered.

"I read the report," she said. "I watched the footage too. Now I want to hear firsthand what happened to you."

Bolan nodded. "Okay... but will you tell me if Corporal Centers is okay?"

"She'll heal. Her worst injury was her back. Her lower spine was severed in the incident. Fortunately, surgery removed the bone splinters and she should make a full physical recovery."

Bolan let out a grateful sigh and his shoulder hitched up a little with the emotional weight lifted from them. "That's great... okay, well, I was whining about how lame it was. I figured it was just a giant salad. Sure, when I showed up on Earth a month ago all this green was amazing, but it gets old after a bit. I kept waiting for my chance to go on a patrol near Anchor Bay and when it finally happened, it was about as exciting as a three year cold sleep between out systems. So I was bitching a little and Vonnie— that's Veronica— busted my balls about it."

"So you picked up the lust bomb to retaliate?"

"What? No!" he argued. "Centers said she was getting orders and we were holding position. Nothing was happening and I happened to see something weird. I kicked a dead stump out of the way and there was this weird looking thing. I swear, it didn't look like nothing out of the training vids, so I asked what it was and picked it up. I know, I know, I shouldn't have."

"First rule of alien contact," Dominick said.

"Yeah, if you don't know what it is, don't touch it," he said. "Like I said, I was stupid."

"So what happened next?"

"Next? I... well, Veronica tried to stop me but I didn't know that. I turned as she tried to protect me and, well, I dropped it. I think it blew up but I don't really remember much until... until after."

"After what?" Major Mick asked.

Bolan sniffed and shook his head. "I don't know what it was after," he admitted. "I know I came to my senses feeling weird. Relieved and exhausted, but hurting all over, like I'd just done a triple set of calisthenics. My pants were around my ankles and I'd...uh..."

"You'd what, Private?"

He blushed as he said, "I'd cum all over myself and the ground... Ma'am."

"I see," she said in a stiff tone of voice. "Continue, please."

"I heard a TAR-11 fire off a burst and that helped bring me around, but I had trouble making sense of things. By the time I could, I seen this— this woman on Centers' back. She was stomping on her and pulling her head back like she's trying to rip it off. I crawled over to where I saw my gun was at and figured out on the way something had damn near tore my left arm off. I got my SAW, aimed as best I could, and took the shot. It was that or I knew she was dead.

"That distracted her— the woman attacking us, I mean, not Corporal Centers. She came after me and I tried to shoot her again. Took me a few tries because she kept dodging and I couldn't keep my SAW straight with my arm all wrecked like it was. I finally hit her good, but that didn't kill her. I don't know how, I'd put over a half dozen bullets in this bitch by now but she wasn't dead yet. She was bleeding like she had a slit throat in a vacuum chamber, but she kept coming at me. I put every bullet I had in my pistol mag into her head and that finally stopped her."

The major nodded. "I see. Then what did you do?"

Bolan took a deep breath and let it out. He looked around as though he was reliving the memory. "I saw Vonnie was dead and there was nothing I could do about it. She was tore up and bloody and naked, which confused me. Ken was gone too, he had his throat torn out and he was laying in his own blood. My pants were around my ankles, which seemed so much worse right then after seeing Vonnie like that, so I struggled to get them pulled up. Centers was the only one that stood a chance, near as I could tell, so I double-timed it to her position. She was out cold and looked dead, but I found a pulse so I grabbed her and dragged her back."

"The report says you tried to go back out?" Major Mick read off the tablet she held.

"Yes, Major. We don't leave anyone behind. I had to get them back."

"But you didn't. You'd already abandoned them in the field."

Bolan winced. "I had to secure Corporal Centers. She was still alive and I wanted to save who I could."

"And yourself."

He blushed. "I guess, but I wasn't a coward! I tried to go back out. They wouldn't let me. They said a recovery detail was being put together already."

"You didn't join them?"

"I asked! I did... you can read about my request. It's logged."

She scrolled on her tablet and nodded. "Ah, yes it is."

He relaxed a little.

"They didn't find the bodies," the major said a moment later. "Just Corporal Centers' helmet and all the discarded gear."

"Yeah... I... I don't know what happened. Only thing I can think I should have done different— other than not picking up that damn mushroom— is holding position until reinforcements came."

"Even if it means you would have been killed?"

Bolan nodded. "Yeah, even if. I'd have taken out whatever came for them."

"Or ended up dead and missing with them."

"Maybe."

Major Mick tapped on her screen some more and nodded. "Thank you, Private."

"That's it?" Lieutenant Dominick asked.

"For now, yes," she replied. "If further questioning is needed, I'll arrange it. If punishment is deemed necessary, someone will be in touch, Lieutenant."

The lieutenant nodded and climbed to his fee. He stiffened and saluted, prompting Bolan to follow his lead. Bolan winced at the soreness through his body but snapped to attention perfectly.

The major saluted and spun around. She reached for the panel on the door to open it but paused. She turned back and looked Bolan over from head to toe. "Private, pardon me, but one final question."

"Um, sure," Bolan said. "Anything I can do to help."

"The attacker, she appeared human, correct?"

"Yeah, pretty much," he said and then sucked in a quick breath. "Wait! Her fingers... they seemed long. Like, really long. It was creepy. And she was really strong too. I know we're all stronger than we used to be or than a regular human is, but she was something else."

"I see. Did she look familiar to at all?"

Bolan frowned. "No... I... no. I mean I guess I never really focused on her face much, other than when I was aiming at her head. I wasn't really paying attention to what she looked like though, just where to aim so I could stop her."

The major nodded. "Thank you, that is all."

Before Bolan could do more than open his mouth she left them room with the tablet tucked under her arm.

Bolan turned to his lieutenant. "What now?"

Lieutenant Dominick shook his head. "I never seen anything like that before. The Major's only been here a few months, so nobody really knows how she does things yet. The thing you need to watch out for is General Burman. Stay out his way or he'll rip your guts out himself and feed you to the plants."

Bolan grimaced. "That bad?"

"Worse."

"Okay...well... I guess I'll go back to my quarters, if that's okay?"

"You heard the lady. If they need more from you, they'll find you."

He shuddered. "After what happened out there I want to crawl in the deepest, darkest hole I can find."
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Chapter 3
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Colonel Ficht held up a tablet in his hand. "You need to let me through, the Sovereign's got to see this."

The guard standing outside the Sovereign's office kept his eyes on the colonel. "What is it?"

"It's a tablet, secured with no wireless connections," Ficht said. "The kind of thing that has the highest of security clearances."

"You're not on the Sovereign's schedule."

Carl waved the tablet in the air. "No shit, Sergeant! This is the sort of thing that has priority."

"I'm sorry, Colonel, I'm afraid I can't do that without proper authorization and safety measures," Sergeant Banzer said.

"I understand procedure, Sergeant, this trumps that. This trumps everything."

Banzer didn't budge from his position in front of the door. "Nothing trumps my procedures, Colonel."

"I'm giving you a direct order, Marine."

"I'm Sovereign Guard, Colonel. You're not longer in my chain of command."

Ficht stared at the guard and swore again. "This is impossible! How the fuck are we going to accomplish anything as a species when we have fucking roadblocks to progress like this? Get out of my way or else!"

The sergeant met the pudgy Colonel's glare with a relaxed face that showed none of his amusement. "Or else what, Sir?"

Ficht's chest swelled at the impertinent question. The guard was armed. He was not. The guard was also half his age and in peak condition. In the ten years since they'd been exposed to the aggressive Vitalian biology Ficht had come a long ways to being healthier and stronger, but he knew he was no match for the sergeant.

He took a deep breath and tried to cool the fires burning in his chest. "All right, look. Can you at least send a priority message notifying him that I'm here and I consider this to be the highest priority he has seen since TerraNova-1 became infected?"

Sergeant Banzer tilted his head slightly and considered the request. He gave a curt nod and said, "If you'll back away to the waiting area, Sir, I'll do that."

"Thank you," Colonel Fitch forced himself to say. He backed up a few steps and spun away. It was the smartest about face he'd managed in twenty years.

Ficht switched the tablet from one hand to the other to let himself wipe his sweaty palms against his pants. He never set the tablet down or even let go of it. Whenever possible, he stared at the sergeant standing guard.

"Colonel Fitch?"

Fitch leaped to his feet and rushed forward. The guard tensed but Fitch slowed before he got within striking distance. "Yes?"

"The Sovereign is willing to see you on short notice. The doorway will scan you as you enter."

Fitch's lip curled up in a triumphant smile. "Excellent! You see, Sergeant, I told you this was important."

"So is keeping the Sovereign safe, Colonel."

Fitch's grin faded. The sergeant stepped aside and triggered the door to open. Fitch went through without another thought. The scanner did not send off any signals or alarms as far as he could tell. It had no reason to, but he still breathed easier as he greeted the Sovereign's secretary and she ushered him in to the Sovereign's offices.

Colonel Fitch snapped to attention as soon as he entered Sovereign Tennaldy's office. He'd visited the leader of the Terran Coalition of Systems before, but never in this room. It was small, considering this was the most powerful living person in the human civilization. The Sovereign sat behind a desk made out of real hardwood from Earth. It was clean aside from the display angled to one corner, the built in tablet, and the small stand that held three slivers of gently pulsing Vitalian crystals. One wall had a display built into it that showed newsfeeds and the other held a fish tank with a school of colorful and exotic looking fish swimming around. Behind the Sovereign was a large display that showed a not so distant view of the Earth. Ficht thought it was a still 3D picture until he noticed clouds slowly moving across the surface of the planet.

The sovereign's secretary pulled out one of the two chairs in front of the desk for him. Ficht refused to move to the offered chair until the Sovereign looked up at him.

"Colonel, it's been a while," The Sovereign greeted him. He gestured at the chair. "Please, be at ease and let me know what dire circumstance has brought you here."

"I'm not sure if this is dire or not, to be honest, but it is alarming," Ficht said as he held up the tablet. He let the tablet scan his retina and then entered his secure passphrase in verbally. The phrase matched his voice and facial recognition, then it called for the Sovereign.

"Sir, you'll need to authenticate," Fitch said.

Tennaldy took the tablet from him, "This is serious," he said and performed the same procedure with his own rotating security token. The tablet opened and displayed the face of a dead woman, except in the picture she wasn't dead. A few swipes of the screen to display additional images showed her with her face blown open and her head sunken in.

"What is this?" he asked. "Did somebody find some unreleased footage or something?"

"No sir, there are many angles, but these are the closest and came from the helmet of a Private First Class Bolan Hill."

Tennaldy flipped through the pictures, getting a rough idea of what had happened. "Where is this?"

"Earth, Sir. Detroit."

"Detroit... and you're sure these aren't doctored or archived?"

"Yes, Sir," Fitch said. He waited a moment before stating, "She came back!"

"Impossible. I saw her die."

"You killed her."

"Correct."

"But Sir... this was clearly her."

Tennaldy shook his head. "It looks like her, that can be accomplished with surgery or genetic manipulation. The woman— the terrorist— that exposed Terranova-1 is dead."

"As you say, Sir," Ficht deferred. "But if they managed to make someone else look like her... "

"Who are they, Colonel?" Tennaldy asked. "Was she alone?"

"Alone and exceptionally dangerous. She killed two soldiers in a fully trained fire team, critically injured the third, and would have had the fourth had he not gotten off a lucky shot."

"She only killed two of them?"

"Sir?"

Tennaldy smirked. "The Tessa Fortune I knew wouldn't have gone done so easily."

Ficht was at a loss for words.

Tennaldy ignored him and tapped on his desk. The news feeds cleared away and, after a few seconds a pixilated image smoothed into an image of an older man with lines around his eyes that spoke of a full life. 

Colonel Ficht stiffened in his chair as the image coalesced enough to identify the man on the other end of the highly secure transmission.

"Tony, how are you?" Sovereign Tennaldy greeted his predecessor, Sovereign Casson.

"Slowing down a little. My back’s acting up where that raving lunatic broke it ten years back," Casson said with a twinkle in his eye. "I’ll take that though, I’m still here and he’s not. How's life in space, Alexa?"

The Sovereign sighed. "It sucks."

Both men laughed, cluing Ficht in that there must be a private joke between them. He smiled but wasn't sure what to do.

"Colonel, space is a vacuum," Sovereign Tennaldy explained.

"Oh... I guess it does suck,” embarrassed that he'd been dad-joked, the Colonel lapsed back into silence.

"Tony, this is Colonel Ficht. He's in charge of Intelligence on the station. The official version, anyhow, not that other stuff."

"Of course," Tony said. "Pleasure to meet you, Colonel."

"You too... Sovereign."

"Has anyone shared what happened in Detroit with you, Tony?"

The lines at the corners of Tony's eyes deepened as he looked at Alexa. "I heard someone mention an incident at a suspected crystal horde. I didn't think much of it, to be honest. We have a dozen of those a week down here and that's just in Bend. They always turn out to be local disturbances and nothing serious."

"I'm sending you something encoded to your security token... there, you should have it—"

"I've got it. One sec," Tony interrupted him. He turned away to authenticate himself and then straightened. He turned back around to face Tony. "I know what this looks like, but that can't be possible," Tony said. He continued giving voice to his thoughts before Alexa could explain, "but you wouldn't have called me if it was anything else, would you?"

"I'm not sure," Tennaldy admitted. "It's a spitting image of her and it gives me chills. I see that woman's face in my dreams still to this day."

"You should."

"She was possibly the most dangerous woman in the history of humanity," Colonel Ficht offered. "She was a monster, Sir, in every possible way."

Alexa turned an eye on the colonel and gave him a sad smile. "She was a monster, but one that we made. As a person, she was quite possibly the most giving, caring and loyal person I have ever met."

"I... don't understand."

Tennaldy waved his hands, dismissing it. "It doesn't matter. She's dead and gone ten years now. Whoever modified this woman to look like her is our real concern. They've got to be on Earth still."

"They don't have to be," Tony argued.

Tennaldy sighed. "No, I suppose they don't, but I'm hopeful they are. Can you chase this down or do you need additional resources?"
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