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Vitalis Timeline

2219 – Vitalis begins

2228.16 – Rented Mule Crashes (New Beginnings)

2228.9 – The Black Hole lands (The Colony)

2229.5 – Kelsey born (Klous and Sasha’s son)

2230 – Balia born (Lizzie and Ling’s daughter)

2231 – Jeremy and Fiona arrive, set up the research station, and have it destroyed. The spitters establish their mound (Parasites)

2232.1 – Elsadora Quinn arrives (Screamer)

2232.2 – Squatter’s Rights

2232.3 – Evolution

2232.4 – Matriarch (Sasha’s son and daughter (Marcus and Nissa), are born. They’re Vitalians)

2233 – Resurrection

2233.25 – Jump point established in Vitalis system (Resurrection)

2234.75 – Vitalis: Provenance begins

2235 – Vitalis: Genesis

2235 – Vitalis: Invasion

2235.25 – Vitalis: Chrysalis

2235.5 – Vitalis: Communion

2235.6 – Vitalis: Commandos

2236 – Vitalis: Valkyries

2236.5 – Vitalis: Miss Fortune

2236.5 – Vitalis: Reloaded


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 – Vitalis: Nest

2250 – Vitalis: Drone War begins on the planet Cupid (named because it was colonized the crew of the colonization ship, Aphrodite).
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"So you're coming over for dinner," Maya stated. "And you're bringing Rick too, right?"

"You are, like, the pushiest woman I've ever met," Shelly said. 

Maya grinned at the personal assistant she held in her hand. It itched when she fastened it around her wrist so she carried it in a pocket and only got it out when she needed it. "But that doesn't mean I'm not right."

"We've been on one date!"

"Right, but we don't know how much time we have. Cupid's so far out and if this fleet of angry aliens is coming our way they might hit us first. It could be a year or it could be two. They might  miss us altogether. Only thing I'm sure of is that we've got an amazing thing here and you need to make the most of it while you still can."

"Oh, you're sure," Shelly said. "And how are you so sure, oh high priestess of the crystals?"

"High Priestess, I kind of like that," Maya mused.

"You would."

"I hear that snark in your voice you know," Maya informed her. "If you'd just accept a crystal yourself this would be so much easier."

"Easier? For who? For them? For you? I'm still waiting on long term effects."

"Oh please, we're all in amazing health. Way off the charts, even you, though you insist   on staying as far behind the curve as you can. If I didn't love you, I swear..."

Shelly took a moment to respond. "I know... it's just... this is so radically new. Yeah, it's been great for you. Me too. I'm stronger, faster, healthier, and I've never looked better. No wrinkles anymore and my boobs don't sag. But still, it has to have a cost, you know?"

"Not really. The cost is that we're different. We're better. Evolved at a genetic level. We still have faults and problems, but not because of the changes these crystals brought about. It's so amazing, Shell... the way I can communicate with Ben and the others... it's not like talking it's... it's like sharing. It's intimate, if you want it to be, but it doesn't have to be."

"Kinda creeping me out," Shelly said. "You stuck one of those crystals inside of you. The big bad crystal queen is coming to wipe us out, how do I know she hasn't already used it to take control of you?"

Maya sighed. "Come on, this is me! You know me. We've been there for each other since we landed here. Before, really, even in the sims we trained in."

Shelly's image in the small hologram above the PA nodded. "Yeah, I know... but you're you. You're amazing and smart like that. What if this Ultriarch bitch used it to take me over?"

"It doesn't work like that," Maya said with a smile. "You're still you. It just puts you in constant connection with the Lattice. And, if you agree to a connection with someone else, you're able to connect to them too."

"That's what you call Crystallink, right?"

"Right!"

"I don't know..."

"It also allows you to have a constant backup. You know, in case something happens," Maya said.

"Nothing ever happens here," Shelly joked. "I've only had to break up an aggressive herd of horny haircrabs today before their mating rituals caused them to destroy an agro-pod."

"Ouch, still getting crap assignments?"

"Because I won't embrace the crystals," Shelly muttered.

"Well, you spend like a month at a time between backups—"

"They creep me out!"

"— and I'm terrified we might have some amazing conversation or experience and then you get yourself killed and you forget all about it when you reload."

"Ugh, that is such a terrible term," Shelly griped.

"Resurrect was already taken," Maya said. "Besides all the reasons you should do it for you, I want you to do it for me."

"For you?"

"Yes, then I can finally toss this stupid Personal Assistant in a box and not have to deal with it anymore! You're the only person I still talk to on it."

Shelly sighed loudly. "Tell you what, I'll see if Rick's busy."

Maya grinned. "I'll take that. Don't think I'm letting you out of the rest though."

"Yeah, yeah, I know. I'm just..."

"A scaredy cat?"

"Great, now I'm going to have to explain to Rick why the first thing I do when we get together is take you down and tickle you until you beg for mercy."

Maya laughed. "Such a bully!"

"Your boy toy loves it when I do that."

"Ben still thinks you and I hook up on the side."

"What! No!"

"I'm pretty sure every time you have to take out your frustrations on me physically he hopes we start making out," Maya said.

"Oh wow... really?"

"I might tease him about it from time to time too..."

"You don't! Maya!"

Maya laughed almost to the point of crying.

Shelly shook her head. "You know I love you, Maya, but I'm not—"

"Oh! Don't worry, I'm not either," Maya rushed to reassure her. "But it gets him really twisted up and bothered and it ends up being a lot of fun."

"Wait, so teasing him about us is helping out your sex life?"

"Well, not very often but... sometimes I want him to have that extra spark, you know?"

"You're terrible!" Shelly laughed.

"We're all working close to two thirds of the day and not barely have time left to sleep. When our schedules line up your damn right I try to make the most out of it!"

"You've got a point, maybe you and Ben should just—"

"No!" Maya stopped her. "We are having dinner tonight! And you are bringing Rick. I have got to hear his side of the story of how the colony's project planner fell for a feisty security guard. I know it was more than just your tits."

Shelly choked on a laugh.

"I'll see you eighteen hundred. Dress sexy too."

"What?"

"For Rick!"

"Uh huh," Shelly said. "Bye brat."
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"Woah!"

"Woah what?" Maya asked. She looked at her boyfriend and saw him staring out the small window beside the door of the housing unit they shared. She stepped away from the stove and leaned in close to see and did a double take. "Woah."

Shelly was walking with Rick, but it took a second glance to notice he was beside her. She wore a dress made out of cloth sourced from the fibers of plants grown on Cupid. Plants that had their resiliency boosted by the Vitalian crystals that had spread across the planet. Or, in Shelly's case, shards of crystals that were sewn into the green dress and dangled over open areas in the dress that revealed her creamy skin.

"How come you don't wear anything like that?" Ben asked.

Maya smacked him in the arm.

"I'm just saying—"

"I drop too many things," Maya said.

"What? I don't— oh! You mean she can't bend over in that."

"Not only would she put on a show but she'd probably tear the dress too. I don't even know how she got into it."

"Now you sound jealous."

"I am not!" Maya protested. "I do need to go change though. Welcome them in and tell them I'll be right back." 

She still heard him laughing even after she shut the bedroom door.

Her clothes left a trail on the floor on her way to the closet. She didn't have much to choose from but she knew she could find something. Anything would be better than looking like she was a scientist out for dinner with colleagues. Which was exactly what she'd been going for. She was a scientist and these were her colleagues. So—

"You told me to dress sexy!" Shelly reminded her as she stepped through the bedroom doorway and shut the door behind her.

"Hey! I'm naked!"

"You are not," Shelly snapped. "Besides, I've seen it all before, remember?"

"That was years ago," Maya retorted. "And we were fighting for our lives!"

"Uh huh, what about a couple of weeks ago when we were trying things on after that trip to the market?"

Maya clamped her mouth shut and then glared at her. "You weren't supposed to look. I thought you were still weirded out by naked people?"

"People all over the place seem to care less and less. Everybody's turning into exhibitionists or something, I don't get it. Besides, what about you? I caught you looking at me too," Shelly said.

"Oh please, I wasn't looking... I was just curious."

"I thought you didn't go that way?"

"Not that kind of curious! I meant about your boobs."

Shelly looked down at her chest. She had a decent face, thin and young with the pseudo-magic of the rejuvenative energies from the crystals healing away her scars and wrinkles. Her figure wasn't as hourglass shaped as Maya's but she'd never cared about that. Her legs were thick with muscle, the same as her hips and butt. But her boobs... that was what stood out. Literally. "What about them?"

"Just not sure how they stay up like that."

"Muscles," Shelly teased. She flexed her pectorals one at a time, lifting them independently. "Booby muscles."

"Stop it!"

Shelly giggled. "I'm half serious. I was strong before but now I'm crazy strong."

"I can see that," Maya said. "In that dress, I can practically see if you're a virgin."

"Ha ha," Maya retorted. "My pectorals push them up and I've got a larger portion of breast tissue than most women do. The rest I figure you know better than I do, since you’re the crystal lady."

"This again?" Maya sighed. "Okay, okay, I get it. The science checks out. Everything lined up just right for you. It happens. Everybody's body evolves into something ideal for them and what they do, it seems. I just wish I could tweak mine a little is all."

Shelly smiled. "Now you stop. You're beautiful too. And your boobs are just fine."

Maya sniffed. "Sure, until you come bouncing by. And I do mean bouncing."

"This dress is amazing, right?" Shelly teased. "The clothing we're making from the plants here isn't like anything I've ever worn before. Strong but soft and still allows some flex."

"Just don't bend over."

"I thought that too!" Shelly confided. "Then I tried it, to be sure."

"Of course you did."

"Nothing ripped or slipped. It's amazing. You've got to try out some of the outfits Marice is making next time we go down there. How about tomorrow? No, shit, I'm busy. Sunday? I can do Sunday."

Maya looked her up and down and then considered her own schedule. She could move a few things around. She nodded. "All right, let's do it."

"You're gonna love it!" Shelly squealed. "All right, now what are you wearing?"

"I don't know... I don't have anything like that though!"

Shelly grinned and struck a pose.

"You look good enough to make me question my sexuality," Maya admitted.

"Oh! Um—"

"Relax, I'm not. I'm just complimenting you. I always knew the bodybuilder security girl could be sexy as fuck but this... this is even more."

"Stop, you're embarrassing me."

"Good! Somebody has to reign you in."

"Maya!"

Maya laughed and turned back to her closet. She looked around and sighed as she shifted the few outfits she had. "Not much in here. I've got this dress that wraps around and— what are you doing?"

"The dress is okay. The bottom is a little long, but you can show a lot of leg and you have damn long legs," Shelly said as she took it from her. "The top though... can I try something?"

"Something? Um... maybe?"

"Trust me," Shelly said and turned so her back was to Maya.

Maya's eyes narrowed and she tried to lean to see around Shelly's broad back. 

The security guard kept her work close to her chest, hiding it until she was finished. Satisfied, she turned and dropped some parted pieces of fabric behind her. They fluttered to the floor unnoticed as she held up the modified dress.

"You... what did you do? Did you rip it?" Maya hissed. She took it and looked at it. I... the arms are gone!"

"They weren't arms, just silly shoulder things. Put it on, I need to do more."

"I never knew you were a designer too," Maya said.

"My dolls kicked ass and looked good doing it," Shelly said. "Now hurry up and get dressed, whatever you're cooking smells delicious."

Maya slipped the dress on and fussed with it. She frowned as she spotted some frays where Shelly had altered it to remove the flowing arm wraps but didn't say anything. It did show off her shoulders nicely.

"Okay, you can't wear a bra with this," Shelly said.

"Oh, because it'll show in the back?"

"Yeah, sure. Besides, you know your bra doesn't do anything for you, right?" Shelly asked while making some adjustments to the sash around Maya's waist and adjusted the fit of the dress.

"That's not entirely true," Shelly admitted.

"Hate to tell you, but you're perky as fuck, girlfriend."

Maya blushed a little and said, "The cover is nice."

"Cover?"

"Lately... well, once we settled in here I guess, I've been extra sensitive."

Shelly glanced at her face. "So don't make fun of you or you'll cry?"

"Not that... well, maybe, but I meant my boobs. My nipples."

Shelly reached up and tugged a little on one of the crisscrossed panels of fabric covering Maya's breasts.

"Hey!"

Shelly grinned. "Not cold in here, is it?"

"You're evil!"

Shelly laughed and adjusted Maya's dress. "From what I've heard— and felt— that's happened to all of us. Well, the girls at least."

Maya turned and checked herself out in the mirror. The red fabric wasn't as long on her as it used to be, but it contrasted nicely with her pale skin. "You talk to a lot of girls about their nipples?"

"Locker room talk," Shelly said. "You should come down to the gym sometime and work out with me."

"Ugh, no thanks. The gym was how I got away with chocolate and drinks. Now I don't need to work it off anymore."

"Yeah, we all ended up at least a decimeter taller, that takes a lot of fuel to build and maintain," Shell said. "Speaking of which, I'm hungry. You're all set so let's go tease our boys."

Maya checked herself out a final time. Shelly had arranged the same dress she'd worn a dozen times in such a way that she looked like a different person. A confident, sensual person. She looked up, her eyes glinting and her smile dazzling. "Security guard, fashion designer, and now my personal stylist."

"I'm a woman of many talents," she said while opening the door.

Maya slid through the door past her and said, "Mmm, I'll say." She leaned in and gave Maya a peck on the lips before turning to see both Ben and Rick staring at them. The men both held a cup full of some locally brewed beer in hand. "Are the veggies done roasting, sweetie?" Maya asked innocently. "Something sure smells wonderful."

"Um..." Ben stammered.

"You made veggies?" Rick asked.

"Oh sure, locally grown. Some from earth seeds and some we've found here. It turns out we can eat just about anything here, isn't that right Shell?"

Shelly gawked. "Seriously?"

"Yes! Some of it needs some special preparation and even then... who wants to eat tree bark or wood pulp? But still, our bodies can handle it," Maya said. "The protein is local too, but trust me, you're going to love it."

"I haven't dabbled much with the locally grown stuff. Kind of hypocritical of me, I know, but I've been sticking with the supply packs," Rick admitted. 

"You don't know what you're missing," Maya said. "Shelly knows, I've spoiled her a few times now."

From their faces Shelly could see the errant thoughts run through the men's minds. She grinned to keep from laughing at how simple it was to mess with them. "Maya knows how to deliver all right. I say let's eat!"

Before anyone could move Rick's phone trilled with a priority call. He jumped and reached for it. Before he had it out of his pocket Ben's, Mara's, and Shelly's phones were shrieking with the same tone.

"This can't be good," Maya muttered as she lifted the phone off the counter where she'd placed it and answered the call.
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"Ma'am, I've got... something I can't explain."

2nd Officer Shannon Berk looked up from the never-ending series of reports on the Aphrodite's systems. She stood up and enjoyed the way her thighs and back felt while she did it. Her muscles were never sore anymore, but she could feel the tension in them after a good workout. It was a good feeling. All thanks to the crystals the shuttle brought back up from the surface.

It had only been a few at first to study because there weren't that many on the planet. The reports were they had amazing qualities that were too good to be true. Impossible, even. To prove the incompetency of the researchers on the planet they'd conducted studies on the ship. Studies that reproduced the data. Biological systems were undergoing evolutionary improvements at an almost violently fast pace. Then came the effects on non-biological systems.

The Aphrodite's systems began to fail one after another. The materials making up the ship changed at the atomic level, causing stresses that resulted in some near disasters and even a few hull breeches. The crew responded each and every time, repairing the damages first and then stepping up their preventative maintenance schedule to keep things functioning with the rapidly dwindling spare parts.

The XO and a couple of engineers figured it out after three months of frantic struggling. The crystals were changing the ship too. It wasn't sabotage, but it took some on the fly redesigning to convert the failing Aphrodite into the ship she was now. 

Over three years later the Aphrodite had a stronger skin, more durable engines, and an internal structure that could handle nearly twice the force of the original build. All thanks to the crystals emanating some strange energy that interacted with everything around them and caused it to rearrange itself into its best possible version. From steel to skin, they made everything better.

Including people. Shannon had grown a decimeter in the first year since the crystals came on the ship. As they grew and spread on Cupid, more of them were brought up to the ship. She had some in her cabin and one hanging on a necklace under her shirt. It was a pretty blue one. She was a hand away from two meters tall now and her improved body turned her workouts from a necessary chore to a delight.

"Shan?" Lindon reminded her without taking his eyes from his console.

"I'm here," Shannon said. She placed a hand on his shoulder in a friendly but not too friendly gesture. Even that would have earned her a disciplinary action in the Navy but she'd left that behind years ago. Many years, actually, but most of those were spent in hibernation. "What's going on?"

"See this here?" he said and pointed at some phantom traces on his sensor screen. A box was active beside it displaying relevant data. "This showed up almost a minute ago and I spent half that time trying to make sense of it before I called for you."

"I... see it," Shannon admitted after reaching up to brush a curly lock of red hair out of her eyes. The crystals made all of her grow, including her hair. "I don't understand it though. That would mean..."

"Faster than light," he answered for her. "In fact, these readings are older than wherever the hell they are now."

"Is it a glitch? What's they're heading?" she asked.

"Toward Cupid," he said.

"They aren't here yet or we'd know, right?"

"Right, but so where are they really? I can't get any readings off of them, just the disruptions the sensors registered."

"Disruptions?"

"Yeah, however they're moving caused the sensors sweeps to read interference in spacetime. Breaks in background radiation and light transfer, stuff like that," he said.

"I don't... all right, but you didn't actually get a ping on what caused it? So it might not be real?"

"Oh, it's real," he said.

"In fact, it's—"

A flash on his console interrupted him. He clamped his mouth shut and focused on bringing up the new sensor hit. Less than ten seconds in he had an image of dozens of mottled rocks racing through space. The analysis box was spinning without coming up with many results.

"What's going on?" she demanded.

"Looks like about fifty of them," he said. "They just dropped into extreme visual range, but they're moving so fast."

"Superluminal?"

"No, fifteen— no, ten percent of c, they're decelerating," he said. "They'll be here in seconds!"

"XO!" Shannon shouted. She turned her head to see 1st officer Thorton turn in his chair and look at her. "Incoming objects. They look like... are they asteroids?"

"Not possible. They're perfect five meter diameter spheres. I can't get composition, so definitely not asteroids," Lindon said. "Bound for Cupid and they're coming so fast!"

"Comms, let the colony know, stat," Thorton barked. "If they hit hard enough it could really mess things up down there, let them know we'll scramble a transport as soon as its safe."

Shannon stared at the screen as the numbers spun down. The spheres were decelerating, but the speed was still phenomenal. Even the rate of deceleration was beyond was she could imagine modern human technology being capable of.

She glanced at the bridge windows which showed the dark side of blue, green, and brown planet below them. Their new home, they just found it and now it was about to be hammered. It just wasn't fair. To have come all this way only to be hit with an extinction level event from the stars. Could the skeleton crew on the Aphrodite restart the colony somewhere else? Did they have enough supplies?

Shannon gasped as another thought slipped out of the nightmares in the back of her mind. "XO, we have to move! We're between them and the planet."

"That's crazy, what are the odds they actually hit us?" he asked.

"Oh shit," Lindon breathed. He turned in his chair. "Three of them on collision course. They altered their trajectory once they dropped below light speed."

Rather than fumble with how impossible that sounded he asked, "Weapons? Can we deflect?"

"No time," Lindon said. "I don't even know if our weapons would hurt them. I still can't get a read on them."

He swiped across his terminal at his chair, copying Lindon's data feeds. In three seconds he grunted and looked up, "I recognize enough, that's similar to the crystalline structure of the crystals on Cupid."

"Sir?" Shannon asked.

"Make no mistake, this is an attack," he said and then turned and snapped, "Helm, full speed! Get us out of—"

Lindon looked up at Shannon. Her eyes were already shimmering with unshed tears. She'd read his screen and done the math. He reached up and placed his hand on top of hers on his shoulder. "There's no time."
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Shelly was the first one outside. She stumbled down the steps to the ground and stood on the side of the road staring up into the night sky while she picked one foot up and yanked her heel off and then did the same with the other. Rick staggered to a halt beside her and took in the unexpected fireworks display above them.

"Oh no," Maya said from the landing of the narrow porch on her unit. She put a hand to the side of her unit and tracked the streaks of fire that announced dozens of meteors entering the atmosphere. Their tails were short but they didn't burn out. Far from it, they burned brighter and larger.

Behind the fiery streaks there was a series of flashes in the sky. The distances was too great to be sure of it, but they'd heard the announcement on their phones. They knew it was the Aphrodite, there was nothing else that could explain it. Within seconds the flashes died out and left only blackness.

"They're coming right at us!" Shelly hissed. "We need to move!"

Maya shook her head. The urgency in her friend's voice had her moving down the stairs even before she recognized what she was doing. She looked at the security guard and then back to Ben standing on their porch.

"What's going on?" Rick asked. "I heard the message but what are they?"

"It's an invasion," Shelly said. "We need cover and weapons."

"But... an invasion?" Rick asked. "That's not in any of our models."

"It was in the fucking training sims," Shelly spat. "You remember those, don't you?"

"Oh geeze, those?" Ben said. "I've been trying to forget."

"We all did hundreds of them while we were hibernating on our way here," Shelly pointed out. "It sucked, but it got us ready."

"It did," Maya agreed. She'd been partnered with Shelly and they'd had a good run. That had been the beginning of their friendship in fact. "Nothing's broke that I can fix though, so you're the boss right now."

"Then let's move," she said.

A scream distracted them. A woman a couple units up the road was staring at the approaching fireballs and pointed. She wasn't the only one, but she was the loudest. The houses were emptying as everyone came out to investigate.

"We should warn them!" Rick said.

"No time," Shelly snapped. "You cause a stampede and we don't get where we need to."

"Where do we need to go?" he challenged her.

"Someplace where we have time to figure out what's happening and make a plan to fight back."

"But what are we fighting against?"

"Giant rocks? Aliens? Hairy giant apes? I don't fucking know," Shelly snapped. "That's why we have to move now and survive to ask questions later."

"The crystals," Maya said.

"That's right, let's go," Shelly agreed.

Maya hurried down the steps and joined Shelly. Rick was looking back and forth between the people and dropping fireballs. Ben clapped him on the arm and said, "Come on, bud, Maya saved our ass when we landed here, if she says we listen to Shelly, then we listen to Shelly."

Rick relented and turned. They started walking and then jogging down the street. "We have a chain," he muttered. "The instructions said shelter and await further commands. That's the process, not this."

"We have a thousand adult people here, give or take," Shelly said. "How many are going to survive when those... things hit?"

"Maybe we won't," he said.

"We will," Maya said.

Rick looked at her as they ran and asked, "How do you know?"

"The crystals will protect us," she insisted. "One way or another."

"What's that even mean?"

"Rick, trust her. She knows her shit," Ben said.

Maya sent him a grateful smile before Shelly turned off the main road of the residential area and started down the road that led around the jungle that still bordered Cyrstal lake. In the years since they'd first encountered it the jungle had grown some but mostly it had balanced itself out. Wildlife evolved and flourished within it, from insects to animals of multiple species. The hostile nature had regressed somewhat, though there were still some species of flora that were dangerous. 

Paths wound through the jungle for hunting and for study and exploration. It was one of these that Shelly guided them down instead of taking the longer route that would be safer but slower. Bioluminescent lights of every color illuminated their way.

The jungle lit up around them. The soft glow of the plants was replaced with the yellow and orange flare from overhead. A shockwave swept over the jungle, shaking the vegetation. Leaves, broken branches, and released pollen swept past them with the thunder of the passing meteor. The heat pressed down against them next. The air was dried and sucked up and away even as their backs and the top of their heads were baked.

Maya lost her balance first and crashed onto the path and rolled up against the jungle undergrowth. The others followed, with Rick tripping over Maya and Ben managing to fall on his own. Only Shelly kept to her feet but she did stagger off the path and fumbled into the thickness of the jungle.

The uppermost leaves of the plants were already drying and turning brown but the stalks and vines beneath were shaded and protected. Vines and leaves pressed against them, covering and protecting them even as the ground shook from the impact.

The ground kept rumbling as more meteorites struck the ground, but none was so bad as the first. A second wave of pressure and air swept over the jungle, this time from the direction of the lake. Water splattered against the trees and the scalding mist lost heat as it was carried by the winds.

Maya struggled against the plants holding her and found they'd bound her fast. She grunted and fought back but it wasn't until the sudden rainfall stopped and the ground stilled that the plants began to loosen their hold. Vines pulled back, sliding gently against her skin and retreating. Fronds and leaves lifted, freeing her from her botanical prison.

She climbed to her feet and then staggered to her feet. "Holy shit," she breathed as she stared at the jungle she'd just been confined by. "I thought it was going to eat me!"

"It protected us," Ben countered. "Look at the damage... but not to us."

Maya followed his finger and saw the cracks and burns on the uppermost layers of the plants. Water dripped and ran from what had fallen on them and was quickly absorbed into the plant life, triggering healing and regrowth before their eyes.

"Protected us?" she asked and then nodded. "Yeah... that makes sense."

"It does?" Rick asked as he stumbled back onto the path from where he'd fallen into the undergrowth. "Where's Shelly?"

"I'm here," Shelly said and she stepped onto the path. Her dress was twisted a little on her but still whole, although somehow even more scandalous without being lewd. 

Maya looked down at her own dress and found the clasp around the sash broken. Her criss crossing panels were quickly slipping against one another. The design prevented the dress from falling away from her but it was loose on her now. "So much for dressing sexy," she muttered.

"Never looked sexier," Ben replied.

Maya had to smile.

"Crystals," Shelly said. "We're alive thanks to the jungle. I don't know how many others survived."

"Or if the crystals did," Maya said. "One of those landed in the lake. If it was close to the crystals..."

"Let's go," Shelly snapped.

"Hang on, I lost my phone!" Rick said.

"Pretty sure we all did," Shelly snapped. "We don't have time."
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