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Two men in plain clothes walked into a dank and poorly lit hallway, dourly staring at the supervisor who was standing in front of a tightly sealed vault. Unlike them, he was dressed in a black suit and tie, conversing with an old man in a lab coat. One of the men swiped his badge, reading as:

"Randall Oberholtzer, Spec Ops IV, Special Operations Group".

It opened the recently constructed gate. He and his partner, Jodi McKay, moved with serious purpose to the men discussing the "subject" inside the heavily guarded cellar. They had returned from a long assignment in South Africa and were clueless about why they were transferred to another black site in the States. As expected with CIA operations, they could be reassigned at any given minute. However, Randall was incredulous about the nature of it.

His comrade was a part of the Political Action Group, another division of the Special Activities Center, which Oberholtzer fared from as well. Both of them were usually involved with covert and paramilitary operations in foreign countries, so it was almost unheard of for them to be summoned to a stateside prison. Adding to the dire air of the atmosphere, the Director of the SAC, Daniel Schopf, and the Chief Scientist of the Science & Technology Directorate, Augustus Holly, didn't appear as their usual composed selves.

"Let's move, agents. According to Chief Holly, we don't have much time." Schopf stated, pulling out his badge.

"How much time do we have?" Randall inquired.

After the director typed in the key code, a myriad of locks and gears worked through its process, the steel-reinforced concrete door opening.

"You have thirteen days." Holly answered, looking inside and adjusting his thin-rimmed spectacles.

"Agent McKay, stay outside. This is the code. If you hear anything besides my text message...run." Schopf ordered.

Jodi took the small piece of paper and stood by. The other three government employees entered, the entryway automatically closing and locking behind them. Agent Oberholtzer had witnessed many disturbing things in his eighteen years of patriotic service to his country, but this had him very unsettled. Thirty feet from their position, surrounded by a box wall of laser cutters, sat a stretcher. On top of that was the charred body of a young woman. More disturbingly, there was an incredibly large, throbbing protrusion jutting from her torso. It was glowing with a color akin to the surface of the sun, showing the outline of a frightening creature in the fetal position.

"Here's your mission packet." Daniel informed, handing him a file folder.

He took it and opened the thick packet, first seeing a photo of a dark-haired and big-bellied woman standing on an expansive lawn. It was time-stamped with yesterday's date. There were other headshots of her with dyed blue hair and wearing a lab coat similar to Holly's.

"I know you've been in deep cover for months, so you probably don't know about the St. Louis attacks. That woman is...Kellie Stewart. She created an extraordinary parasite that poses a huge threat to national security. You can talk to Holly about the specifics of that. You must capture Stewart alive and bring her here." Schopf delineated.

Randall flipped the paper up and saw a list of twenty-one names.

"Conventional weaponry won't work on them. You'll be flown to the FBI Field Office in Chicago after you're briefed here. McKay will conduct reconnaissance in the meantime." Augustus explained.

He looked at the next page and it showed a three-story mansion with a thick forest spreading miles around the isolated property. The paper following that was a profile for Jessica Tse, a Chinese-American female that was a warrant officer in the Army National Guard.

Daniel continued with, "She'll be the least of your worries, but at the same time, don't take her lightly. She's a talented individual. As for her and the others...you have full authorization to eliminate them."

************************************************************************
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Mika Reeves sat on a toilet in an opulent bathroom, gritting her teeth from the searing pain in the pit of her stomach. The twenty-two-year-old was beating herself up for the unexpected reaction to the parasites she had ingested a week and a half ago. Out of the twenty women Kellie had recruited, she was showing the smallest amount of progress. She didn't have a belly and that was making her feel like she was failing Ms. Stewart and everyone else. She had a check-up with her soon and felt like skipping it. The anxiety of the insane situation was making her slightly regret agreeing to this in the first place.

Her life wasn't exactly what someone would call "glamorous", at least, before that monstrous blob had absorbed her. She had been homeless for six months, following a disastrous chain of events. In short, she had failed out of Webster University after a months-long depression catalyzed by the untimely death of her mother. She tried to tough it out but succumbed to the traumatic event. Her father went missing and she had no other family to bunk with. In actuality, she allowed the mutated Khloe to assimilate her, hoping to be taken to the place her Mom went to. When she awoke in this stately home, the young lady thought it was some weird limbo.

-The choice is yours. This 'Child' will be born soon and I will need everyone I can get.- Kellie's words said in her mind.

She viewed it as a second chance. It gave her something to work towards, besides just surviving. That still didn't take away from the bizarre circumstances behind it. Stewart wasn't shy about disclosing every detail that led to this potentially cataclysmic scenario. As she made clear during her explanation, she wanted to use the parasites for their original motive: To benefit humanity for the greater good. The Child was an ungodly human and parasite combination. Far from their creator's intentions, the beast had much darker plans.

When Mika implored about what it had in mind, Kellie simply replied, "The end of our species."

All things considered, it was why she couldn't stop punishing herself. Part of her wanted to jump out of the window and run away. Yet, that's what she had been doing for the better part of a year now. One way or another, she would have to overcome it. A knock at the door broke her train of thought, hearing the calming voice of Trinity say:

"Mika? When you're ready, Kellie is waiting for you in her office."

Reeves flushed the toilet and gathered herself, putting on a brave face.

************************************************************************
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Kellie snacked on a granola bar, wanting to give her hungry passengers something else besides the waves of fat she regularly fed them. Speaking of that, she was putting in the next food order from a tertiary supplier. She couldn't trust the bigger names or even secondary companies. It made Jessica's job easier as well, having to personally vet all persons they came in contact with. With various government agencies watching their every move, they had to regard everyone as an enemy. In her head, that was the last thing she was concerned about.

Nearly two weeks from now, Kristene's demonic offspring would come into this world and she had to be sure all of the enlisted ladies were sufficiently strong to fight it. To that end, they were only as strong as their weakest link and she was presently rapping on her door.

"Come in!" Stewart said with a cheery voice. She dusted the crumbs off her big, round belly.

Mika sheepishly came in and stated, "Apologies for being late. It still hurts..."

The girl was bodaciously beautiful and Kellie had to remember she was straight every time she got a look at her. Her five-foot, two-inch height added another adjective to her beauty, making her cute too. She was very curvy, accentuated by her medium-length dirty blonde hair and soft immaculate face.

Remembering the information "Chief" Tse gave to her, she knew Reeves came from an upper-middle-class family. Tragically, she was all that remained of the small household. Her deceased mother was once a logistics engineer that consulted for many companies from the comfort of her home. She perished in a horrific motor accident. Shortly after that, her father, Nelson Reeves, vanished without a trace and left her scavenging the streets of St. Louis. With that detailed, Kellie was careful about her approach with the damaged cutie.

"It's okay, sweetie. Lay down on the examining table for me. Let's see what the problem is." she reassured with a serene tone.

Mika obeyed, pulling up her gold and navy blue WU shirt to expose her flat abdomen. Stewart sat on a rolling stool and turned on the brand new ultrasound machine she purchased. She applied the ECG gel to her tummy and spread the substance with the wand. She viewed the minimal number of parasites swimming in the organ.

"Alright, eat this. All of it." she instructed, handing her a Quaker Chewy granola bar.

Reeves gingerly consumed it, her apprehension apparent with how slow she ate it.

The former scientist studied the activity of her creation and understood the issue. Kellie powered down the device and wiped off the sticky gelatin. "...There's nothing wrong with the parasites, nor is it anything physical. ...It's a psychological problem. You see, these little guys respond to the complete state of their host. ...I read your file. We have one on everyone here. You probably don't want to talk about it, but know my door is always open. Don't put it all on yourself. I'm asking a lot from you girls, so it's understandable if you're having doubts."

Mika silently nodded, sitting up and pulling her shirt down. She huffed, stepping to the floor and moving to the door. She exited with a firm, "...I won't let you down."

The brunette watched her leave and then expressed tensity by rigidly gripping her long hair. An old memory made her stop, recalling a short bout with trichotillomania in college. As much trouble as the parasites caused, she was glad they allowed her locks to return to its luscious glory. Her mind then trailed to a connection with the current complication. It also made her think of "morale"—something Jessica mentioned. As her eyes looked at several boxes of healthy snacks, she contemplated an idea that could raise the camaraderie of the house.

——————————————————————————————————————————————————-
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"Are you sure about this? This is everything we have. Even with express delivery, the next shipment won't be here until Tuesday. ...That's two days from now. ...Are you listening to me?" Jessica implored, a little annoyed.

Kellie was sucking down her third unwrapped sub sandwich and was managing to listen to her head of security. The legitimate complaint was noted, but she was already developing a plan for that. At present, all she could say was, "One Gordian knot at a time, Jess. Help me load this."

The exasperated warrior removed her BDU cap and wiped the sweat on her brow. "First of all, quit flaunting your intelligence. We get it. You're a fucking genius. Secondly, listen to the woman who is watching all of your backs. We can't afford a single mistake. This needs to be a tight ship and the little scouts hanging out in the forest will look for any hole to exploit. ...Anyways, we need Trinity's muscles for this. ...Enjoy yourself." Tse deduced, walking out of the oversized storage unit.

The overworked Stewart tossed the plastic to the side and looked at the numerous boxes full of the accessible supply they had. The grand ploy she formulated would complete two objectives.

The basic idea was to hold a great eating contest. It should raise the team's spirit and would also achieve the ultimate point of their initial training. For the first stage of her bigger scheme, they all needed to get as big as they could get. One of the many things Kristene divulged to her about the Child was its immeasurable strength.

Essentially, the third Shift that started on the Memorial Day weekend wasn't over with and would continue until it fully soaks up her lifeforce. The merger of homo sapien and the third generation of parasites had made a being that would surpass humans in every way possible. This was further evident by Kristene's many attempts to abort the infernal creature. She had first used the potent amalgamation of chemicals Kellie injected her with during the Battle of the Peer Review, except she inordinately amped up the dosage.

After that had failed, she used a variety of sharp instruments, including an industrial-strength buzzsaw. Every time afterward and as expected with her ever-evolving parasites, it would regenerate and adapt itself to that method. If she tried it again, the implement wouldn't even break the skin. When she launched herself into the fire caused by Jessica's missile, Kellie intuitively knew that wouldn't be the end.

It was confirmed when the Child forcibly moved her burnt body out of the flames, severely weakened yet still fighting. Looking back on the disconcerting scene, Kellie viewed it as Kristene's figurative Hail Mary. Coupled with the nullification of the single parasite that morphed Khloe, it was obvious that fire was a major weakness. Scorching her body denied the fiend the one thing it needed the most and subsequently, it would most likely have to spend the rest of the pregnancy self-healing the grievous burns. Its host's consciousness was gone, so it had to keep her bodily functions functioning on top of that.

These contrivances had bought them some time and for that, Kellie was thankful. She would reciprocate by wiping it off the face of the planet. One observation she didn't note until later was that the Child must have been the one who warped Rothenberg's personality. Granted, she wasn't a saint before getting impregnated, but it wholly accounted for her actions after the fact. The sad recount of the past two and a half months made her feel very alone. Notwithstanding that she had plenty of company now, Stewart realized they relied on her competence and it was difficult to take this on solely. In any case, she needed to lead by example.

In an instant, an ear-splitting growl discharged from her belly. It was horrendously loud, more stalwart than any she had before. She pondered the conversation she had with Mika, about how the parasites responded to their condition and particularly, granting what they required. She looked at a crate of hoagies and salivated at the sight of them. If she desired to be a role model for them, then Stewart would need to show them what they were capable of becoming. Come to think about it, there was no documented footage of how huge she had become prior to losing most of her parasites. The powers that be mostly censored the timeline of events from the peer review to the conclusion of the St. Louis offensive. So, with that, she made up her mind.

"Let's eat," she said, grabbing an armful. The twelve-inch subs were pushed into her mouth one at a time, wrapper and all. She didn't like to eat inorganic material, but her hunger didn't have the time to be picky. It made her branch to how she could speed this up and Occam's Razor provided the answer. Kellie's mouth stretched to fit two of the sandwiches, and she gulped them down in one big swallow. It surprised her, but then again, the parasites knew how to overcome any obstacle. If the demand was that strong. Patting her belly, she stated, "Thanks."
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