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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.
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Chapter 1
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"Oh yeah, that’s an orgasm..."

Except it wasn't. It wasn't even  an orgasm. It wasn't even sexual. It was Maya's first time completing the process of setting up all eight nodes for the geothermal stabilization shield before disaster struck. Or, rather, in spite of disaster striking. There was always something that ruined the lessons. Last time had been meteor showers. The time before was an earthquake. The simulation prior to that had an argument between the crew turned into mutiny and that ruined her chance. And the one before that her space suit had torn open and she couldn't fix the damage before too much atmosphere vented.

There had been plenty of other failures too. The system didn't give a damn about what she'd shown she could do with her eyes closed and one hand tied behind her back. Every failed lesson she died in some horrible, painful fashion. Then she'd blink her eyes open and sit up in her hibernation bed, ready to do it all again.

It was a game, sort of. Until she completed the scenario successfully she had to keep doing it. Every time the situation changed. A water world one time and a rocky moon another. Once there'd been a steamy jungle filled with carnivorous animals dreamed up in the darkest nightmares of a twisted programmer. It was never the same thing twice, even though her task was unchanged until she completed it. In this last instance, it was to establish the geothermal stabilization shield. 

The lesson was complete once the simulation believed it worked. What came next didn't matter. Whether the experimental framework would scale and provide proper support her calculations supported was unknown. It was a simulation, after all. She'd designed the equipment and earned her place amongst the other hopeful colonists on the Aphrodite, one of ten colony ships built specifically for the purpose of continuing the drive the United Nations had begun almost two hundred years ago.

She still felt a shiver that coursed through her body from the tips of her blond hair down to her toes. It made her gasp and left her tingling. It wasn't sexual, but the odd sensation combined with the thrill of finally overcoming her simulated challenge put it on the same level. A non-sexual orgasm, perhaps?

Maya would have shrugged if she could have. Instead she waited patiently as the world fell apart around her and left her in darkness. She stayed silent, breathless and surrounded by a darkness so complete even a star billions of light years away would mar its perfection.

The world returned in a flash of light that should have left her stunned and squinting. Instead she stared up at the an off white ceiling made darker by the absence of any light coming from the indirect lighting panels.

"Dr. Anderson, get up! We're under attack and you have to fix the power converter before the eco-shield batteries run out."

Maya sat up and looked at the tall man standing in her one room apartment. She blinked and asked, "How... wait, power converter? That's not my department, I—"

"Mr. Michael is dead and your name came up. Please hurry, the rebels have suits on, most of our people do not. If we lose the shields people will suffocate!"

Maya nodded. "Contingency training, got it," she muttered. She stood up and smiled. "Okay, uh..."

"Dave Shelton," he offered. "I'm with security."

She glanced at the laser rifle in his right hand. "I figured as much. This is the first time I've run a sim with another person."

"A sim? This isn't a drill, we have to go now!" Dave insisted.

Maya raised an eyebrow. He thought it was real? Didn't he... maybe this was his first one. She remembered her first couple, they were horribly confusing and everything seemed so real. Then again, this seemed real too. "Oh, okay," she said. Better for him to figure it out on his own than for her to screw up the sim by trying to explain things to him. "Uh, well, lead the way."

Dave waited for her to grab her tool belt before he opened the door and stepped out onto the sandy ground of whatever pretend planet they'd ended up on. Maya stared past him out the door at the landscape and noted that while bleak, it had the potential for life at first glance. Dirt and water were the key building blocks, from there they could introduce organic life. That was what her friend, Ben, specialized in. He—

"Fu—"

Maya saw Dave crumple to the ground and smelled the burnt plastic and flesh as soon as she recognized the wisps of smoke that rose from his helmet. She stared down, stunned at the sudden lethality of what had occurred. She'd never noticed the stench of someone being burned before. In fact, she'd never noticed a smell in any of these sims before.

Maya stepped forward and sank down in a crouch. She reached forward, her hand trembling, and nudged Dave's leg. He didn't move. At all. She swallowed a whimper and moved enough to give him a not-so-gentle shove. She knew he was dead. Bodies were never that still unless they were dead, but she couldn't bring herself to believe it.

Dave flopped over, his head rolling enough for her to see the cauterized hole on his cheek. It had to be a laser that hit him. High power too, if it burnt through that fast. Plasma would have been quicker, but it would have taken off a big chunk of his face with it, not just a hole the size of a needle in the middle of a circle of cooked flesh the size of her thumb. The smell was worse up close. Not only from the wound, but his bowels had let loose when he died.

Maya gagged and covered her mouth and nose. Dave was dead. Whether this was real or not, she had to do something. She forced a shallow breath and lunged to her feet as she burst out of the doorway. A shadow fell across her as she cleared the opening and then she was flying backwards.

She looked up, rattled by the impact of her body on top of Dave's. She raised her left arm, instinct trying to protect her, and peered past it to see a figure in an environmental suit pointing a rifle at her. She opened her mouth to protest but the pain in her scalp stole her voice. The pain was gone almost as quick as she noticed it. It took everything else with it though, including her sight, smell, and thoughts.
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[image: ]




"Get up, we've got to move!"

Maya jerked up in her bed and looked around. The room was the same as last time. No, there was something different. A different smell. Not bad or unpleasant, just... different. Wetter, maybe? Like there was more moisture in the air.

The glaring difference was the person staring down at her. It was a woman with most of her dark hair pulled into a tight pony tail. The strands that escaped hung in front of her face and were ignored. Maya had seen her before, from a distance, but never up close.

"You're Maya Anderson, right?"

Maya nodded and pushed her covers off. She was naked. She jerked her eyes up to the intruder and felt a wave of relief splash over her when the other woman didn't bother noticing her nudity. "Uh, yeah. What's wrong? Power converter again?"

An angry storm flashed across the woman's face. Maya wondered if she brought it up again the woman might shoot lightning bolts from her eyes. "More times than I can count. They finally gave me somebody new to fix it, so let's go."

Maya rose and saw a work uniform folded up on the corner of her desk. She moved towards it and began to get dressed. "Who, me? I'm a scientist, not an engineer. This is secondary training for me."

"I don't care if you can juggle knives. I'm security, my job is to keep you safe while you get it fixed."

"Well okay then," Maya said. "You've done this before? With engineers?"

"Lost track of how many times. Either they do something stupid and get killed or they can't get it done in time. Speaking of time, we're wasting ours."

"Yeah, all right. So what's the scenario like?" Maya asked as she secured the top of her one piece uniform and activated the low voltage sensitive polymers threaded into the material. It constricted until it hugged her body like a second skin. The uniform differed by department as far as the coloring, logo, and placement of pockets and loops were concerned. Hers, as a member of the science team, was black and red. The security woman's uniform was black and blue.

"Indigenous life," she said. "Unrealistic as fuck, but we're being attacked by animals."

"Animals? Like dogs and cats?"

"Simians. And whatever pets they've brought with them."

"Apes or monkeys?"

"Different types and sizes. We need the power converter fixed from the geothermal generator to restore power to the shields and turrets."

"Of course we do," Maya sighed. "Last time it was—"

The woman moved to the door and readied her rifle while interrupting her, "Doesn't matter. There were a hundred last times, this is what matters this time. If you're ready, let's go. If you're not, get ready because we're going anyhow."

Maya lunged forward on her long legs as the woman opened the door. She grabbed the security officer before the woman could finish her first step and pulled her back. The woman turned, her face twisting into a furious snarl. A large black foot appeared in the doorway and a matching hand swept into the doorway and slammed into the jamb where she'd been a moment before.

The woman jumped back, tearing her arm free from Maya's grip, and hoisted her rifle to her shoulder. She fired, triggering a pulsed laser burst that scorched the thick curly hair on the invader's arm. The arm's retreat was accompanied with a roar. A second later the wall shuddered as it was hammered from the outside. 

The wall began to bow inward as the beast outside laid into it. Dents appeared and grew, pressing it inward and then cracking from the brutal onslaught. The security officer sidestepped and fired through the opening of the door when she saw a flash of black fur. The creature put its fury into its screams and turned away from the wall to crush the woman hurting it in his very capable hands.

The security officer had moved so Maya's bed was between her and the door. She aimed and fired as the creature squeezed through the doorway and slammed his hands on the ground. He roared again while the black skinned flesh of his chest bubbled and hissed. Smoke rose while the woman struggled to keep the laser rifle on target.

The rifle overheated before she could cook a vital organ, giving the gorilla-like beast a respite. It slammed a hand into the foot of the bed, lifting the head off the ground even as it broke the footboard. It flung the bed out of the way and snarled at the security officer.

Maya scooped up her chair and swung it as hard as she could, smashing it into the side and back of the enraged simian. It spun on her with a speed she hadn’t expected and sent the chair flying out of her grip. It's mouth  opened as it reached for her and grabbed her upper arm.

The room echoed with the sound of thunder even louder than the faux-gorilla's roar. Maya staggered back, losing her balance now that her arm was suddenly free and tripping over the discarded chair. The gorilla slumped to the ground and twitched on the ground for a few seconds before lying still.

"Maya, are you all right?"

Maya jerked her eyes up from the creature to see the woman holstering her sidearm. Maya nodded and accepted the offered hand to climb back to her feet. Maya was at least two centimeters taller than the militant woman but she couldn't shake the feeling that she was tiny in comparison.

"Thanks," the woman offered and glanced at the doorway. "How'd you know he was there?"

"Last time..." Maya said, testing the woman to see if she'd cut her off again. When she didn't Maya continued, "Last time the security guard got killed in the doorway, then I died right after. It's good to learn from the past."

The woman snorted. "I'm Shelly, by the way. Shelly Shark."

"Please to meet you, Shelly," Maya said. "Maya Anderson, but you knew that."

"Yeah. You're my assignment this time around. You got guts, Maya, that's more than your predecessors could say."

Maya opened up the drawers of her desk that the monster had dented when he threw her chair. She found her tool belt and clipped it to the loops around her waist. "Thanks. Let's go see if we can knock this lesson out. I could use another thrill."

"This is thrilling to you?"

Maya blushed. "Uh, haven't you completed any of these yet?"

Shelly scowled. "No, have you?"

Maya bit her lip and nodded. "Yes... um... several."

"Must be nice," Shelly grumbled. "I keep getting stuck with clowns that don't know how to handle themselves and panic. So what's this about a thrill?"

"Um... well," Maya hesitated and then plunged ahead, "Every time you pass you get a thrill that kind of, sort, um, feels... well... a little bit like an orgasm."

Shelly's lips parted in a silent gasp.

"It's not really an orgasm!" Maya rushed to say. "It just reminds me of one. A little one, you know. Kind of a thrill that makes you want more. It's not even sexual, really. It's like a rush of excitement and accomplishment, boosted by a physical stimulus from head to toe, if that makes sense. No? Well, I mean, it's... it's hard to describe is what it is."

Shelly Laughed. "I think we're going to get along just fine. I do feel a little awkward asking someone I just met to help me have my first orgasm though!"
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Ten minutes later  they'd slipped from building to building and managed to avoid any more killer monkeys. The rest of the colonists had gathered together in a few places and were holding their own, but the simians seemed endless.. They were endless, at least until Maya fixed the power converter. The simulation outcome was inevitable if they didn't get the defensive systems back online.

Shelly held up the laser rifle she'd taken from a dead security officer in the garage where they were taking cover. "Ever use one of these?"

"Just the seminar during orientation," Maya said.

Shelly grunted and flipped the rifle on its side.  "They went cheap – this is the Springer Systems model seven, or the M-7. It's made to minimum security standards for law enforcement and restricted civilian use."

Maya peered out from the garage. The simians and their horse-sized reptilian pets were tearing through the colony and rooting out the groups of hiding humans. Once they found them, they alerted the others and kept attacking until they overwhelmed them. The group that had chosen the garage were dead and their attackers moved on before Shelly and Maya found them. "Restricted civilian use? Isn't that an oxymoron?"

"Civilians with the right security licenses can use them. Bodyguards, civilians with prior military experience that paid for the license, private mercenaries, or people like me."

"You're none of those things?"

Shell shrugged. "I did a tour as a Master of Arms in the TCS Navy, but didn't get licensed until they reached out and asked me to join this new colonization outfit."

"You too? I'd never heard anyone was making another colonization push beyond the usual deep space exploration mission. I figured it would be TCS if they did, not a private group."

"Yeah, me either. Anyhow, you can check the charge of your power pack on the side here, or in the reflex sights. You press this release here to eject the power pack and replace it. It should lock into place automatically and the M-7 will begin to charge."

"Okay, easy enough."

"It's a pulsed burst of laser light, so the burn through is about two seconds on an unprotected target. Add clothing, or fur, and that goes up. Lethality can be half that time or less if you're aim is steady and the target doesn't move. Got it?"

Maya nodded. "Makes sense, vital organs are halfway or less through a body, so you don't need to burn through somebody to kill them."

"Clever girl," Shelly praised and thrust the rifle to Maya. Once the scientist took it she removed the utility belt from the broken security officer's belt and handed that to the woman too.

"I have to keep my belt on," Maya argued.

"Fine, wear it like a sash then," Shelly said. "Never turn down extra ammo."

"Wha— oh. Okay. That's probably a good idea."

"Damn right it is," Shelly said as she rose. "Your rifle reads off the ammo in percentage of a full charge. It will eat through about one percent per second if you fire continuously. Heat builds up too, which you can also see on the display on the left side or in your reflex sight on the left. Seven or eight seconds of continuous fire will trigger a cooling cycle shut down for a couple seconds. Repeated short bursts add up too if you don't let it cool."

"That sounds... inefficient."

"Yeah, well, cheapest bidder won the contract."

Maya nodded and checked the rifle over. It had eighty seven percent charge left and the belt she wore as a sash had four spare power packs in it. She pulled the rifle up to her shoulder and glanced at Shelly. "Is this right?"

"Yeah, just don't point it at me, okay? And don’t put your finger on the trigger until you're aiming at something you really want dead."

Maya lowered the gun and pulled her finger off the trigger. "Sorry."

"Come on, Maya, we've— shit!"

Maya saw Shelly's eyes shift and her rifle come up. She spun around to see four smaller simians rushing towards them across the open ground. One let loose a howl as smoke rose from his shoulder. He twisted around as he ran, reaching for his arm and shoulder and losing his balance. He tumbled and forced one of the other simians behind him to leap into the air to avoid being tripped.

Maya jerked her rifle up and fired, holding the button down while she stared through the reflex sight. It took her a moment of nothing happening to realize the red dot wasn't on top of any of the closing threats. She lowered it and was rewarded with a screech as she turned the fur on the back of a simian into a puff of flames that turned to smoke. 

She dragged the rifle down and across as the simian twisted and jumped to the side to try and escape the painful burning. She tracked it and scored extra burns as the beam crossed over the black fur. Shelly had advised her to keep the beam on target and unmoving, but she couldn't keep it steady, let alone guess how the simian was going to move to try and avoid the invisible scorching pain. 

The rifle let off a soft beep and the gentle hum she'd felt when she fired it disappeared. She glanced down at it and shook it, then looked at the display on the side and saw the heat gauge was in the red. She started to lower it when she was pushed into the side of the six lift trailer.

Maya let out a yelp and fell back after her thighs bounced off the edge of the trailer. She scrambled to get back to her feet and saw a flurry of black and blue as Shelly wrestled with one of the black haired monkeys. Maya grabbed her rifle off the ground and brought it around to try and shoot the simian. She stayed her finger when she realized she had a better chance of hitting Shelly than the simian.

The scientist twisted to look out the front of the garage. Two of the four smaller simians were lying on the ground, one moving a little and the other still. The third was the one she'd burned in a half dozen places before her rifle overheated. He cringed as she pointed her rifle at him, snarling behind the arm he raised to protect himself. She pulled the trigger but the rifle did nothing— it was still in mid-cycle.

The simian felt no pain and saw her look at her rifle. It's snarl turned into a bellow as it used its arms and legs to hurl itself toward her. She screamed and dove under the trailer. Maya slid between the secondary wheels the trailer rested on when the lifts were turned off or the angle of the terrain was too steep to provide thrust. The simian crashed into the edge of the trailer and deflected off of it, hitting the ground and rolling.

The monkey picked itself up and shook its head. It snarled as it found her peeking out from under the trailer and rushed over to the edge of it. Maya yelped and slid back as it reached for her with an arm that seemed too long for her own good.

The simian's hand twitched, his fingers straightening before it pulled it back before it touched her. He twisted away, his entire body stiff, and took a few staggering steps while it tried to reach for something on its back. A fountain of red splashed under the trailer and splattered Maya's boots. She jerked them back as the blood spurted several more times and added to the growing puddle before the simian fell onto the ground and created a new puddle beneath him.

"Maya!" Shelly hissed.

"I'm okay," Maya said and searched for a way  out. She backpedaled and crawled out from under the far side of the trailer rather than drag herself through the blood. 

She rounded the trailer and saw Shelly examining her rifle. Shelly's arm and chest had blood on it. Her blood. The shoulder of her uniform was ripped into tatters and there were several holes that wept blood in her skin. Her cheek was scratched and a few tears on her belly, thigh, and other arm added evidence to the fight she'd been through. The final bit of evidence was the blood on her calf just above where the woman's combat knife was sheathed in her boot.

"Are you okay?" Maya asked.

"Tough little buggers," Shelly answered. "I'm okay, but we need to hurry."

"Sorry I wasn't much help..."

Shelly offered her a smile. "You did okay, for a nerd."

"Hey!"

"Geek?"

"That's better!"

Shelly shrugged and winced at the pain in her shoulder. "Seriously, you fought back and kept your cool, that's a great start. Now follow me, there's a lot more where those came from and we need to get out of here before more come to investigate."
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Shelly scanned the aisles between the industrial machinery. She'd set herself up several meters behind Maya at the entrance of the small geothermal power complex. This was her first line of defense while the scientist worked on the power converter. She'd taken Maya's rifle as a backup in case she ran into cooling issues. Maya had more important things to do. She was the one that had to survive and fix the equipment. Shelly was expendable.

A snap of electricity and a high pitched curse that took Shelly back to her days in the Navy forced her to glance behind her. Her glance turned into a stare until Maya moved, lifting her head first from where her chin was nestled against her chest.

"You okay?" Shelly asked.

Maya took a moment, collecting herself and raising her arms to curl and flex her fingers before rocking forward so she wasn't leaning against the metal frame of the machine she'd been thrown against. "Almost had it," she said, her voice scratchy and weak.

"Try again," Shelly ordered and turned back to her guard post. She spotted three smaller simians that emerged from beside the residential buildings and a fourth that popped his head over the edge of another modular habitat searching for the source of the noise.

"Damn it!" Maya cursed. "I shorted it out."

"So flip the breaker or something," Shelly growled over her shoulder. She regretted her words immediately when the monkeys turned to stare in her direction. "And hurry, these fuckers could hear a pin drop at a firing range!"

"There's no breakers!" Maya fumed. "I have to reroute through a different subsystem and I have no idea what most of these subsystems do! I'm not an electrician!"

"Cut the blue wire," Shelly advised and fired a long pulse of invisible laser light at a simian.

The xeno-monkey shrieked and leapt into the air, reaching for the top of the building it was beside. Shelly swept her rifle up, scorching her ray across his outstretched hands and forcing him to pull them back and tuck them against his chest. The monkey deflected off the side of the building and crashed to the ground, rolling until it regained its feet. She swept a short pulse across its face, blinding it and causing howls that sent icy tendrils down her back.

"Figure it out!" Shelly shouted behind her. "We've got incoming!"

Shelly fired again at the simian leading the charge. He leapt back and forth, showing how quick they learned. She growled and fired longer and longer bursts, scorching holes in his body in a half dozen places until he tumbled and rolled. She centered the reflex sight on him before he could rise and fed the plume of smoke rising from him until her rifle chirped and shut down.

The simian stayed put, giving her hope she'd ended that particular threat. More of the monkeys emerged from the buildings, slamming hands against the ground and throwing themselves toward her. The one that had been on the top of a building launched himself through the air and hit the ground running.

She glanced at her display and let Maya's rifle fall. It slapped her thigh on its way down and clattered against the machine beside her. Before it came to rest she was pulling her rifle into place from where it hung on its sling. She fired fast, burning a smoking line across the side of the simian that had jumped off the building. He leapt high and straight, escaping her line of sight. She heard the impact of him hitting the side of the machine she crouched next to, but  she didn't dare poke her head out to look. There were several more were hot on his heels. Behind them she saw two of the larger-than-man-sized simians.

Shelly let out her breath and cored a hole in a simian's cheek. She managed to take out his eye while she was at it. Her target shrieked and threw himself to the ground, rolling and thrashing while trying to pull the burning agony away from his face. She turned and pulled the trigger again, sending another simian into a sideways leap to escape her invisible fire.

The security guard risked a glance up to make sure she wasn't about to be flanked from above and then backpedaled. She couldn't hold her position, already simians were reaching the machines to her right and left. They'd surround her and tear her apart, then no one would stop them from killing Maya.

She fired as she backed up. Short pulses no longer than a second designed to slow her pursuers. Her aim suffered but her hairy black targets were forced into the firing lanes between the machinery. Some leapt up and climbed along the frames and scaffolding, gaining on her until she could dissuade them with a pulse of laser light that sent them screeching to the ground.

"Almost got it... I think," Maya cried out.

Shelly's gun chirped, signaling it was forced into a cooling cycle. The tide of monkeys running, jumping, climbing, and crawling over each other towards her was growing. She let the rifle fall to her side and grabbed for her pistol.

A shriek made her turn and look up behind her. The simian she'd burned before he leapt out of sight was preparing to pounce on Maya. She fired her pistol three times as she moved, hitting the alien predator twice and twisting it around so that it fell to the ground. She put a third bullet into its body as she passed it and then turned and fired into the approaching horde.

Her pistol was old fashioned, few people used conventional firearms anymore in spite of the superior stopping power they offered compared to lasers. Ion rifles and plasma blasters were the best way to go, but she needed a lot more than a security grade license to own one of those. So she made do with a twelve millimeter pistol loaded full of hollow point caseless ammunition.

The chamber locked open as the last round exploded out of her barrel and tore fur and flesh. She ejected the empty magazine and reached for another at her hip. One of the gorilla-style simians twisted her around and threw her into a transformer before she could seat the magazine into the grip of her gun.

The powerful simian turned and launched himself on her before she could rise up. He grabbed her and uniform and slammed her into the machine again, stunning her enough to dull the pain. His hands rose and fell on her back, knocking the breath from her and pummeling her ribs. Each punch made her bounce against the ground and it was all she could do to endure the beating without passing out.

She spied the pistol and fresh magazine lying next to each other and within reach. She grabbed them, accepting the abuse the simian delivered. She felt and heard the pop of her ribs as he broke them, but the fiery pain was a distant thing compared to the victory she scored.

Shelly rolled over but the simian leapt up so she didn't dislodge him. He landed with a punch that felt like he'd driven his fist through her breast and the ribs beneath it. Her back arched, pinning her left arm beneath her. Her right held the pistol though, and that she tucked against her side to stabilize it as she pulled the trigger four times.

The simian leapt back and crashed off the side of a machine. He hit the ground and dragged himself back, clawing at the holes in his side and chest. Blood poured from both the entry and much larger exit wounds on his back. He lost his balance and fell, then tried to rise again but had no strength left in him.

Shelly turned and fired as fast as she could pull the trigger. She didn't need to aim, the horde of blood thirsty simians was upon her. A massive foot crushed the ground in front of her, drawing her eyes up the thick leg to the body of another of the faux-gorillas. Before she could twist her gun up to shoot it right where any self-respecting male humanoid would least want to be shot his hand clamped down on the back of her neck.

He picked her up with one hand and shook her as though she was a doll held in a baby's hand. She felt the pops in her back and then nothing. It was as though she was floating in the air and something was tugging her in different directions.

"I've got it!" Maya shouted.

The behemoth drove his inch long fangs into her left shoulder and tugged, trying to rip her shoulder from her neck. Shelly opened her mouth to shout for Maya to hurry, but she couldn't find her voice. She couldn't even make herself breath... it was as though she was trying to inhale, but there was nothing there to draw breath with. Only the raging agony in her shoulder remained.

And her pistol. Somehow, against all odds, she still held it in her right hand. Shelly brought her arm across her body, brushing it against her stomach and chest. It was an odd sensation, as though she was touching someone else instead of herself because she could not feel her arm chest, only her arm where it brushed against her chest.

She shoved the barrel of her pistol into her armpit and locked her gaze with the wide eyed scientist. Maya shook her head and opened her mouth to scream but Shelly pulled the trigger and felt the burning agony of the point blank discharge that tore through her flesh and bone and left enough kinetic energy to do even more damage to the roof of the simian's mouth.

She hit the ground with a distant feeling of discomfort against her face. She was covered in something hot. Hot and wet. She couldn't breathe, even if she knew how. The world was fading around her, but damn it, she'd come so close this time. Maya had done better than anyone before her. If she'd had the strength to smile she would have. It just took the right woman to get the job done.
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Chapter 5
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Maya blinked her eyes open and saw the lid to her hibernation unit was raised. This was different. She hadn't woken up for a sim from her hibernation unit in a long time. She'd graduated... or was she doing more secondary training now that her primary lessens were satisfied?

She sucked in a breath through cracked lips and tried to swallow. Her throat was almost as dry as her lips, evoking a wince and strangled attempt at a moan. She relaxed and gasped for breath, each whistle of air through her lips fanning the flames in her chest. That was different too.

As the imaginary clock in her head ticked off seconds she grew accustomed to the feelings in her body. She heard the background noises of a starship beyond her unit. The hum of machinery and the soft susurration of air in the vents. There were beeps and clicks from electronics and controls, as well as the muffled voices of people talking. This scenario was another big one, it seemed. Lots of people. Maybe she had to repair the Aphrodite's engines this time.

She picked her head up and put her elbows under her to lift her shoulders. She winced from the effort. Her arms burned and her stomach felt like it was about to cramp up on her. She looked down at the thermal blanket covering her and found the strength to reposition herself enough so she could use one arm to pull the blanket back.

The hibernation unit had already retracted the intravenous line it used to keep her in a deep sleep. There was nothing left connecting her to the pod except for the catheter. She reached down and winced as she pulled it free. She ignored the discarded tube, other than making sure it didn't touch her legs as she forced her tingling and aching body to obey her.

She swung her legs out and held on to the edge as she eased herself down to the cold steel floor and stood up. She paused, making sure she had her balance before she pushed the button on the side of the unit that opened up a drawer with a red and black jumpsuit and a matching pair of footwear designed to help invigorate circulation and give her traction on the smooth steel floors of the ship.

She slowly worked her way into the jump suit and, like the uniforms she'd worn in her other training missions, she activated the control that drew it taut against her skin and provided the support to help her until she regained her strength. She slipped her feet in the shoes and, once she put her weight on them, they drew themselves tight around her feet.

She turned and looked around. Someone should be there to tell her what to do. Give her the mission she needed in order to accomplish her latest task. Hopefully a tamer mission, one without sadistic monkeys, psychotic humans, or an environment bent on maiming and killing. There had to be a something failing converter failing somewhere... maybe in one of the other hibernation unit bays?

Maya walked over to a set of terminals and studied them. They seemed to all be control panels and reporting displays for the bay she was in. Nothing that explained the general status of the ship or the other bays. She frowned and turned, hoping to catch the attention of one of the people working in the bay.

"Ex— excuse me," she stammered to a technician. She coughed, igniting fresh flames in her throat. She tried to swallow to soothe the pain  but that only made her cough again. When she finally had the chance to breathe and speak, she was too winded and weak to manage it.

The technician wrapped his arm around her and helped her stay on her feet until she nodded and patted her chest. "Thanks," she wheezed. "So dry... and weak."

"We all were," he said, trying to reassure her. "Can you make it to the nearest galley? You can get something to eat and drink there. You'll feel better, trust me."

"I— I think so," she mumbled.

He pointed to the door at the end of the room. "Out that door and turn right. It's the second door on your left."

She nodded and tried to suppress another cough. She staggered towards the door and found her legs waking up and obeying her, even if they were sore and ready to give out the moment she stopped focusing on them. 

She paused outside the door to her section and looked into the open door of the section across the hall from hers. Her glimpse was fleeting thanks to the door shutting behind the tech that walked out and proceeded down the hallway. Maya turned to head for the cafeteria and then stopped. She'd seen something among the hibernation units in there...

The door opened to her touch, letting her step in and study the pods. A few were open but the technicians paid them no mind as naked men and women struggled to climb out of them and wake up. It was a normal enough scene, no reason for her to be concerned.

The lid on the unit closest to her released with a hiss and swung up. Maya turned to study it and was about to turn away when a gut wrenching scream emerged from it. Her stomach twisted and she shrank back a half step, muscles protesting from the sudden movements. The techs flinched as well and a few turned to look, but only for a moment. They went back to work and ignored the wracking sobs that followed.

Maya hobbled over to the unit, unable to turn away. The delicate hands of a woman slid over the edges and gripped it before the person inside sat up. Her blanket fell away from her chest, leaving her exposed while she looked around with wide eyes that soon settled on Maya. "You!" she said, her voice familiar in spite of sounding as though she'd swallowed razor blades.

"Shelly!" Maya hissed. She stumbled forward, her mind telling her body to move faster than it was ready for. She caught herself on the side of Shelly's unit and stared at the woman. "Looks like we get to try again. I don't know what the scenario is yet though."

Shelly blinked and tried to swallow. From the twist of her lips Maya knew it hurt the security specialist as much as it hurt her. "I... I thought you got it. You said—"

Maya waited for Shelly's coughing spasm to finish before she said, "I thought I did too. But there was no, uh..."

"No orgasm," Shelly finished for her.

Maya's cheeks warmed even as she nodded. When she lifted her eyes to meet Shelly's again she saw the twinkle of amusement in the woman's eyes. "Yeah, that."

"Help me out of here," Shelly said and reached a hand toward her.

"You're going to need to pull that out first," Maya said and pointed at tube that slipped beneath the blanket lying on her legs.

Shelly's eyes widened. "Oh... right," she said and pulled the blanket back. She made short work of the catheter and then took Maya's hand and pulled herself out of the pod. She hit the ground and took in her surroundings before turning and opening the drawer.

"You're handling this better than I did," Maya observed while Shelly stepped into the blue and black jumpsuit and secured it against her skin. It covered everything from the neck down to her ankles and wrists, but left little to the imagination as far as curves and lines were concerned.

"I've had more practice," Shelly wheezed.

"Let's get something to eat, then we can—"

Shelly ignored the scientist and turned to the display of her hibernation unit. She tapped on it a few times and then grunted. "Look at that."

Maya looked at the display and frowned. "Wait... you passed? We passed?"

"Simulation success," Shelly read. "Power restored. Colony retaken and secured. Participants commended for selfless behavior."

"That's us," Maya realized. "Selfless behavior?"

"We died," Shelly said. "But we still won."

"Not much of a win."

Shelly smiled in spite of the cracks in her lips. "I'll drink to it. Hell, I'll do anything to get the feeling of that giant monkey snapping me like a twig out of my head."

Maya nodded. She'd drink to just about anything at this point she was so parched. "Drinks now, next mission after."

Shelly grunted and let Maya lead her out of the section and down the hall to the cafeteria. They shuffled through a line selecting reconstituted powders and puddings that would have disgusted both woman before the trip. In their current condition the first signs of moisture returned as their mouths watered at the thoughts of the bland soft food on their trays. 

The promised tastes of roast beef, garlic mashed potatoes, and chocolate pudding were as far off the mark as possible, yet the food tasted delicious. They washed it down with nutrient laden water, neither woman speaking while they fell into the food as though they hadn't eaten in sixty years.

The door to the cafeteria opened behind Shelly. Maya glanced at it and then froze. She lowered her glass slowly and smiled, then lifted her arm and beckoned the man that had entered over.

Shelly turned and looked at the man. "Who's that?" she asked between spoonfuls of pudding.

"That's Ben! Sorry, Ben Grissom, he's... a friend."

"A friend?"

Maya blushed. "Yes, a friend. He's a wizard with agriculture. Botany, hydroponics, you name it. If it's green he can make it greener."

"That's not something I would put on a resume," Shelly mused.
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