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Chapter 1

The boy burst through the open door, nearly catching his arm on it as it slid open at maximum velocity. He was panting and grinning as he ran through the house and slid to a stop before his father’s open office door. He yanked off his goggles and hat and shouted, "Dad! I’m Superman!”

“Uh huh,” Dirk Montessori said. He turned from the advertisement he was designing and smiled down at his son. “I haven’t heard you talk about him in a few years now. I thought you got too old for my goofy old stories?”

Michael shrugged and then held out his hand in a closed fist. He opened his mouth when the lights dimmed and went out. They both felt a vibration that passed through the house and disrupted the 3D holo pictures on Dirk’s desk until it passed. Michael frowned and said, “Yeah, well, maybe. But you gotta see this!”

Dirk was already on his feet and looking around. The lights came back on and his displays brightened as they automatically switched off their battery reserves. “We haven’t had a quake in over forty years,” he muttered.

“Dad, that’s what I’m trying to say!”

“What?” Dirk asked absent-mindedly. “You think you did this with your newfound superpowers?”

“No, but whatever crashed did!”

“Whatever crashed?” Dirk asked. He rushed to the door and peered out as it slid open in front of him. Just in time, a shockwave rattled the artificial trees and plants in the yard and washed over him with enough force to knock him back into the house. The lights flickered again and then came back on. “What the heck was that?”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Michael said. “I was playing and I saw all these things falling. Like shooting stars, but they were burning up. They spread all over the place and it looked like one curved through the air and came straight at me! It hit the big tree and punched a hole through it then smashed into the ground and dug a hole! It was really cool. Kind of scary, I guess, but then it was just really cool.”

“Michael, slow down!” Dirk said while picking himself up. He held up his hand and looked through the door to see some of the fake trees in their yard were knocked over or broken. The same was true of his neighbors’ yards too. Everyone’s houses looked all right, but they’d all been built to withstand the storms that sometimes raged across the Earth. He turned on his son and frowned. “Okay, sounds like some space trash fell. Must have been big to hit that hard. I hope nobody got hurt.”

“Uh, I don’t think it’s trash.”

“Why not?” he asked his son.

“Dad, look at this.”

Dirk turned and looked down at his son’s outstretched arm. He’d opened his fist and his palm was facing up. In it, he held a crystal that contained a mottled pink and green light glowing from within it.

“I think it’s kraptonite!”

“Kryptonite,” Dirk mumbled. “And that made Superman weaker, not stronger.”

“I feel stronger,” Michael said.

Dirk shook his head. “You probably shouldn’t be touching it. Put it down and we’ll—”

The comm system in the house chirped with an incoming call. The lights flashed red, indicating a priority message. Dirk held his hand up to stop his son and address the house’s computer systems. “House, answer.”

The nearest display flashed to reveal his wife’s short brown hair framing her Slavic face. He could see she was in their car. “Dirk, Michael! Are you okay?”

“We’re good. What’s going on? The power flickered and I just got hit by something when I stepped outside.”

“I’m on my way home now,” she said. “The news says it’s a nuclear-powered satellite and that the orbit decayed. It hit somewhere between us and the coast and they’re evacuating everyone to Bend due to potential radiation poisoning.”

Dirk turned to stare at the strange crystal in Michael’s hand. “We’ll meet you somewhere—just tell us where.”

“No, I’m coming to you,” she insisted. “I don’t want to risk missing each other in the chaos.”

Dirk frowned and nodded. “Okay, we’ll hold tight. How long?”

“Traffic’s getting crazy. Give me an hour.”

“Okay, we will. Love you, Leona.”

“I love you, Mommy!” Michael said while waving with his free hand.

“I love you guys too. Stay safe!”

Dirk and Michael turned to look at each other once the call ended. Their eyes fell as one to the crystal. “Radiation?” Michael whispered. “That’s bad, isn’t it?”

Dirk frowned and admitted, “Buddy, I’m no scientist but I went to college and took enough science classes to know that’s not any kind of nuclear power source humanity has ever used.”

“Oh, uh, is it safe? Can I keep it?”

Dirk rubbed his chin and shrugged. “I guess, but if you start feeling funny you let me know, okay? Dizzy, sick, whatever.”

“Okay!” Michael said and grinned. “I’m going to go tie something around it so I don’t have to touch it.”

Dirk nodded as his son dashed off to his bedroom. He turned back to the wall display that was set to look like a window and saw the haze in the air to the west, where the ocean was just past the Cascade Mountains only a few kilometers away. “Satellite my ass,” he muttered.


Chapter 2

“Palowitz, I don’t want to hear it!” Major Hillstrom barked. “This is your third offense and the second time you’ve received a written disciplinary action. I’m knocking you back to private first class and you should be thankful to the lieutenant here for sticking his neck out for you. Otherwise I’d have your ass busting rocks up in Carnadine for the next forty years. As it is, if you screw up again, Lieutenant Grant’s ass is getting docked too.”

Argus felt his neck and shoulders trembling from the strain he was putting them under. He didn’t even attempt to look up at the tall lieutenant standing beside him. It would have pissed the major off and probably pulled a muscle in his back or neck.

“One other thing,” Major Hillstrom growled. “If you ever make it to sergeant again, it’ll be because you spent some quality time beneath the general’s desk and there’s nothing I can do to stop you. Now get out of my face! You’re a disgrace to the uniform!”

PFC Palowitz snapped off a salute and spun around before he secured his UV goggles and marched out of the office. Grant followed and kept walking beside him without saying a word. They made it outside before the lieutenant spoke. “Argus, I’m sorry, I—”

“Shut up,” Palowitz snapped.

Arron frowned and was about to snap back when he noticed the newly demoted private’s attention was directed to the sky. He followed Palowitz’s gaze and stopped walking, his mouth gaping in shock.

“Now that’s some shit you don’t see every day,” Argus mumbled.

“What the hell is that?” Grant asked.

An alarm sounded on the base, preventing any further introspection. Both men took off running towards their assembly post. They got separated but Argus fell in with his platoon while they continued to watch the sky rain fire to their west. They felt the large impact and weathered the shockwave that dissipated to little more than a light gust of wind and a gentle patter of dust that fell past them.

The Terran Coalition Army soldiers fell silent while the blast passed over them. Once it was passed and nothing else fell from the sky, their voices rose. Argus heard men asking and demanding answers. A few cried out in worry over family and friends. He remained quiet but kept glancing out the door at the sky and then towards the other door where the brass would come through.

His wait lasted long enough for the other soldiers to begin to quiet down. First Sergeant Vanderbeen walked through the door first and snapped in his no-nonsense voice, “Officer present!”

Every man and woman in the room lurched to attention and faced the door. Lieutenants Grant and Baker, the latter with her hair pinned up, stepped in first. Major Hillstrom followed and barked out, “At ease.”

There was an audible sigh as the soldiers relaxed and let out their breaths. Hillstrom climbed up onto the small stage in the room so he could see everyone. Argus fought the urge to scowl at the officer.

“Listen up!” Hillstrom shouted. “Word from the navy is that there was some sort of accident with a research vessel in orbit. It collided with some space debris and lost control, then came down our way. First and Second Platoon, your job is to work with local law enforcement officers and guide civilians out of the area. And by out of the area I mean we are evacuating all the way to Bend. I know some of you have had some trouble with local LEOs in the past but remember we’re on the same team here.”

A large map of Bend appeared on the display behind him. A glowing red line appeared that allowed for a one hundred fifty kilometer radius from a flashing yellow and black warning symbol along the coast where the earthquake of 2056 had finally pushed the westernmost part of the United States out to sea. What remained above water was obliterated by the massive earthquake and resulting tsunami. It was rebuilt and turned into a massive island industrial complex that would soon house the Earth’s government as it became the founding member of the Terran Coalition. About the same time, the subduction plates that northwestern American sat on finally snapped and dropped the coast almost three meters down while the coastal cities were moved close to forty meters towards the ocean. That tsunami wave was over twenty-five meters tall and it swamped what remained of the coast. Mother Nature got greedy and kept most of the land underwater.

“Third and Fourth Platoons will be helping with containment and confinement of the crash site between the Cascades and the ocean. We have been told there is a radioactive threat from this impact and that’s the reason for the evac. You will not be in danger yourselves unless you are physically at the crash site.” Hillstrom paused to let his eye blaze a scorching path through the assembled soldiers. He hesitated when he saw Argus and then moved on. “These are our people; move them quickly and safely. Now fall out! You roll as soon as you’re ready or thirty minutes, whichever comes first.”

The two lieutenants barked out some final orders on assembling and deploying but Palowitz barely heard them. He moved with the others and made his way to gather his gear and join the other men of his platoon for the excitement. Radiation without protective gear didn’t make sense. They were a stryker company, light combat vehicles and walkers, but even if the vehicles and powersuits were protected, they would be in and out with civilians.

He scowled and shook his head. It would have been better if Hillstrom had tossed him in the brig; at least then he wouldn’t have to put up with how everybody would treat him after his latest demotion.


Chapter 3

Kimber screamed as the first bloody head pushed free of the gash she’d sliced in her abdomen with the crystal. The green radiance from the scattered crystals made the blood-covered bulge that began to emerge look monstrous. The infant tore the cut wider and breathed its first breath of air. A small cry escaped its mouth and then it stopped and turned its head. Kimber’s sobbing subsided as she watched with the fascination of a scientist at the birth of a new species. Her children.

“What was that?” a gruff voice asked. The sound of metal bending and crashing against metal followed, followed by cursing and swearing.

Kimber twisted her head but couldn’t see around the ruin of the cargo hold. Water splashed against the gaping hole where the door had once been, courtesy of whatever weaponry the TCS Navy had used to try to shoot the Independence out of space before it could breach Earth’s atmosphere. She’d tucked herself into a spacesuit that was too large and wedged herself among the Vitalian vegetation she’d grown in the hold. It kept her safe when the hold depressurized and somehow the crystals that were scattered around the hull had reacted to the heat from reentry and protected her from the extreme temperatures.

The crash into the lake had left her wedged and broken, though: her arm, several ribs, her pelvis, both legs, and her lower back. The life inside of her, she’d protected. That was what mattered the most.

Now that life was climbing free of her and looking around as though it could understand its surroundings. Her firstborn looked human, complete with wisps of reddish hair matted to his head. He pulled itself onto her chest with shaky hands and legs, his mouth open in search of food. Tears ran down Kimber’s face. Her son was alive! She’d succeeded!

“What the hell is going on in here?” Klous barked when he broke away some of the outer branches that had been baked by the heat of reentry. He stared down at Kimber and her son, and then his eyes went to the bloody hole in her belly as a second hand appeared.

Kimber winced at the pulling sensation. Her second child, this one a girl, lifted herself out and rolled off. Kimber tried to catch her with her broken arm but the limb wouldn’t respond in time. The girl-child ended up beside her and struggled to sit up.

“Klous, they’re alive!” Kimber whispered. “And so advanced! Human children can’t see or have muscle control like this. And teeth! They have teeth!”

“This why you been dodging me?” Klous growled as he stared at the children.

Kimber ignored him and reached out with her good hand. She held the sharp crystal in it and guided it underneath the umbilical cord of her son. “Help me,” she hissed to Klous. “Tie the cord.”

“With what?” Klous asked. He looked around and then back at the infant. “Is this—are they mine?”

“I’ll cut it long enough you can tie a knot in it,” she said. She moved the razor-edged crystal and parted the flesh, letting a fresh, dark blood ooze out onto her.

Klous cursed and jumped in. He grabbed the oozing cord and knotted it, and then straddled her and moved the girl up so the red-headed scientist could cut her cord. Klous tied it and settled her in next to the boy. He noticed both of them were staring at him with an unnatural calm.

“There’s a third,” Kimber gasped. “Is it okay?”

Klous frowned and glanced down at the tear in her belly. He frowned and looked back up at her. Seeing a strange gleam in her eyes, he dropped his gaze back to her abdomen and reached out to pull her skin aside. Kimber hissed as he peered inside her using only the light given off by the crystals to guide him. He frowned and slipped his hand inside her, feeling the slippery heat of her blood and womb until his fingers touched against something hard.

Klous pulled a third infant and the remains of the placenta out and stared at it. The third was another boy, this one smaller than the other two. He lay still in Klous’s hands. The one-time bandit slapped the infant on his butt but it did no good. The infant was stillborn.

Klous shook his head as he met Kimber’s fevered gaze. “Two out of three—I guess you did good.”

Another tear fell from her face and she twitched her head. She breathed as deep as she could and grimaced before letting the air out. “Something crushed me when we landed—”

“Crashed is more like it,” Klous said and set the dead baby down on the surviving Vitalian vines.

“I’m sorry, little one,” Kimber whispered as she looked at the body. Her eyes moved to the other two, who looked at their dead sibling and then up at her. “We must move on, though. Life is for the living, and you will be hunted until you are able to fend for yourselves. I am your mother, and you will be the elders of a new race. A race that will restore Earth to its glory among the stars!”

Klous looked at the blood drying on his hands and turned to glance at the sea water that lapped against the floor of the hold with each wave that splashed through the opening. He turned his attention back to the door he’d forced his way through and nodded to the dark-haired Vitalians who had survived the crash.

“I’ve found eight survivors, including me,” he told her. “We’ll take these two and try to get away before the soldiers get here. Not sure how or where, but we’ll try. This place is a real shit hole. There’s nothing left alive on it except people and some algae farms in the ocean and a tiny stretch of rainforest in the southern hemisphere.”

“There’s more in the oceans,” Kimber whispered. “Bio-domes where research is conducted to try and restore what humanity destroyed.”

“Yeah, well, swimming down to one of them ain’t on my list of things to do,” he muttered.

Kimber nodded and glanced down at her children. She smiled at them and whispered, “Caina and Able. Those are your names.”

Klous turned and motioned to some of the Vitalians who had begun to gather in the room. They looked human at a distance, though the shortest was half a head taller than the largest human Klous had ever met. Their hair was dark and coarse, especially for the males. Females possessed finer and more colorful hair and, as they aged, Klous had noticed it grew finer and sparser on their bodies but remained thick on their heads.

Kimber had shown many of the characteristics of a trueborn Vitalian also. She’d grown larger in the short time he’d known her. Not fatter—far from it—she’d leaned out but seemed to have gotten taller and stronger. Her red hair was more vibrant and healthy than ever and, the last time they’d slept together, he’d seen how sparse her body hair had been. Or at least where it mattered to him, it had been sparse.

“Am I dying?” she asked, tearing him out of his reverie.

Klous jerked and looked down at her. Between one badly fractured leg and another one that only looked broken in place, he doubted she’d ever walk again. Her arm was broken, too, and the blood that speckled her lips, cheeks, and covered her teeth hinted at damages beyond what he could see. Then there was the tear in her belly and womb. “Probably,” he told her without any feeling.

That was the truth of it, too; he didn’t really care about her. He’d come along because Vitalis wasn’t a safe place for him. His plans to take control had failed and she’d offered him a new grab for glory. A chance, no matter how farfetched and unlikely, to control Earth. They’d beat the odds and crashed on humanity’s home world, but the odds of surviving, let alone securing a position of power, were unlikely at best.

She nodded and looked around, and then pointed with her good hand at a pile of crystals caught up in some vines and leaves. “There’s a small crystal in there, rounded without sharp edges. Do you see it?”

Klous stepped over and reached down to shift the crystals until he found the one she’d been pointing at. He picked it up. “Now what?”

“Put it in me.”

Klous blinked. “I’m sorry?”

She reached down and grabbed one of the edges of skin from the crude caesarian section. “Put it in me,” she repeated. “Then find my cart. I have supplies in it.”

“Kimber, the longer we wait—”

“Do it!” she snapped. “Then go.”

Klous scowled and then stepped up to her and handed her the small crystal. He turned away and fought his way through the vines and leaves until he found where her cart had smashed against a wall. The displays on it were broken beyond repair and several of the drawers had been flung open or bent to spill their contents. He hunted through the wreckage and forced a couple of other drawers open until he found a curved needle and several packets of surgical thread.

He made his way back over and gasped when he saw the green glow radiating from the gash in her belly slowly turning pink. Klous shook his head and knelt down beside her.

“You should go,” she said.

Klous grunted and shook his head.

“Klous! Go,” she demanded. “Get Caina and Able to safety. The others, too!”

“Their best chance is with their mother,” he argued. “Besides, you can’t go nowhere all busted up—you’ll need help.”

Kimber sucked her blood lip between her large and carnivorous-looking teeth and nodded. “Hurry then,” she whispered.

Klous fumbled his way through opening a packet and threading the needle, and then he focused on remembering how Sasha, the woman he’d thought shared his vision of a future on Vitalis, had showed him how to stitch clothing together.


Chapter 4

The loud banging on the door made the father and son look at each other. Dirk turned to issue a command when the door slid open and revealed soldiers standing outside. “Hey! How did you—”

“Sir, this area is being evacuated immediately. You need to come with us,” the soldier stated.

“What? No, I’m waiting for my wife; she’s on her way. And how did you get in?”

“There’s no time. She’ll have to meet you at the refugee camp that’s being set up.”

Dirk pulled his son closer to him. “Refugee camp? We’re not refugees! This is our house! We’re employees of Verisys! I—”

“Sir,” the private interrupted, “with all due respect, I don’t care. We need to go. We’ve got a lot of houses and people to evacuate.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know that either,” the private said.

“What about my wife?”

“Call her on the way. The comm systems are working fine.”

Dirk and Michael looked at each other. Michael nodded to his father and offered a smile. “I’m okay, Dad. We’ll find Mom.”

Dirk nodded and tousled his son’s sandy blond hair. He was struck by how much older the boy looked. He was growing up fast, especially with Dirk and Leona always working hard to make sure they earned the perks of being rising stars for Verisys. He turned back to the soldier and said, “All right. Should we bring anything? Will we be coming back?”

“I don’t know when you’ll be cleared to return,” the private said. “And we don’t have time to waste.”

Dirk nodded and reached for his hat and goggles to keep his eyes from being damaged by the sun’s radiation. He slipped on a long coat to keep his arms from being burned and checked to see Michael already had his goggles back in place under his faded Captain Starjammer hat. “All right, let’s go.”

Michael slipped his hand in his father’s and they followed the private out of the door. “Can we take my car?”

“No sir,” Private Demmer said. “We’ve got transports set up down the block. Just head down and load up. We need to minimize the traffic.”

“All right.” Dirk sighed. He turned and pulled his excited seven-year-old son along with him. They were halfway down the block when flashing lights behind them preceded a honk from the horn of a suspension car. They turned and saw the red and black sedan slow and drop down to its wheels.

“Mom!” Michael cried out and pulled away from his father to run to the car.

Dirk glanced around and saw two soldiers at the large wheeled truck helping his neighbors get loaded. The other soldiers, like Private Demmer, were already moving down the road trying to reach the other houses and check for any remaining people. He hurried after his son and jogged up to see Leona reaching an arm out her window to hug Michael.

“Mom, the army guys are sending us somewhere! This is cool!”

Leona tilted her head to look past her son at Dirk. He waved. “You made it early,” he said.

Leona pointed at the flashing lights on her car. “I cheated,” she said. “Unfortunately, they roped me in to help them out.”

“You’re in the army now?” Michael breathed. “Cool!”

Leona laughed. “No, sweetie, I’m not. I’m a reserve police officer and they need all the help they can get with this evacuation.”

“What’s going on?” Dirk asked her.

Leona glanced at Michael before saying, “They wouldn’t give me any details I hadn’t heard from the newscasts. Orbital intel isn’t sharing more than an object crashed. Officially, it’s an old satellite where the orbit decayed and nobody caught it. Unofficially, I heard one person say they intercepted part of a transmission from a lady with bright red hair who was talking like one of the eco-terrorists.”

“Eco-terrorists? That’s awesome!” Michael piped up, only to be instantly shushed by his parents. “What? Maybe they finally created the Eden bomb! Then Earth would be just like—”

“The Eden bomb’s science fiction, buddy,” Dirk said. “Sorry, but that’s just make-believe for your Captain Starjammer shows.”

Michael’s expression fell and he cast his eyes down. “Aw, man, I wanted to see real trees and grass and stuff. The zoo’s cool, but it’s not like it’s real, you know?”

Dirk and Leona’s eyes met. “Maybe someday we can go to the Brazilian reserve and see some real trees,” Leona offered.

Michael perked up. “Why not Africa?”

Dirk chuckled. “Those rainforests won’t last much longer with all the damage the fighting is doing to the ozone shields down there.”

“And then there’s the fighting,” Leona pointed out. “It looks cool on your shows but real violence is scary and dangerous.”

“Aw, you guys are no fun,” Michael whined.

Leona smiled. “That means we’re doing our jobs right.”

Dirk laughed at his son’s dismay but couldn’t follow up when the comm system in Leona’s car chirped. She held up a finger to them and took the call. “This is Leona Montessori. Can I help you?”

“Reserve Officer Montessori, this is Captain Daniels. I’m activating you for—”

“Captain, I’m already on scene. I’ve been tasked with assisting and providing escort for an army group that are relocating civilians away from Bachelor Heights,” she interrupted him.

“Negative. All reservists are being routed down to help evac River Bend,” he ordered.

“Sir, that’s going to take me a couple of hours!”

“Martial law’s been declared, officer,” Daniels snapped. “Drive with lights and sirens; you’ll be fine. Now, get going. I’ve got to notify two dozen other reservists.”

Leona opened her mouth to respond but the line went dead. She clamped it shut and scowled at her dashboard before turning to look at her family. “Sorry,” she whispered.

“Naw, it’s cool, Mom,” Michael said. “Go save people and tell me all about it!”

Leona smiled and met her husband’s eyes. “I have to go save people,” she said.

“Supergirl,” he teased.

“Hey!” Michael piped up. He grabbed the necklace around his neck with the black cloth pouch on the end of it. “Take this! For good luck!”

Leona’s brow furrowed as her son lifted his necklace around his goggles and hat and handed it to her. “What’s this?”

“Honey, I don’t—”

A shout from up the road distracted Dirk. He turned and saw the soldiers waving for him to hurry up. He turned back to Leona and saw her looking behind the car at a small group of people hurrying down the road with four soldiers coming up behind them.

“You better go. You guys be safe. I’ll call and meet you as soon as I can! I love you guys.”

“I love you too,” Dirk rushed to say. “Call every chance you get!”

Leona smiled. “I will,” she promised and then glanced up at the overcast sky. It blocked the sunlight enough that she risked leaning out the window and exposing her face for a moment to give her son a kiss. “Get going!” she said. “I’ll be there before you know it!”

“Love you too, Mom,” Michael said as his dad pulled him away. “And don’t forget to wear the necklace!”

Leona glanced down at the small pouch and shrugged, and then slipped it over her neck and tucked the pouch under her shirt. She smiled as she felt the warmth left over from where it had rested against her son’s chest.


Chapter 5

“Palowitz, stay with the truck,” Sergeant Reed said while snapping off orders for his soldiers. “You’re my driver.”

Argus rolled his eyes and glanced over at the truck the men had gathered next to. They’d been deployed north and west of Bend into a community that had surged after the quakes had turned Blue River Lake into almost coastal property. They were close enough to the crash site Argus wondered if he’d been sent there to make sure he got an extra dose of radiation from the downed satellite.

When Sergeant Reed finished rattling off orders, he sent everyone on their way and turned back to Argus. “Just in case, I don’t want any LEOs getting pissy with you.”

“I told them to leave me alone,” Argus growled.

Reed held up his hands. “Hey, I wasn’t there. I don’t care. We never get any action except for drills. I want this to run smooth.”

“You want action, you shoulda joined the Marines,” Argus muttered.

The red-headed sergeant ignored him and motioned for him to head back to the truck and get in. Argus spat on the dusty ground and did as he’d been ordered.

He watched as civilians began filtering towards the truck, some on their own but most after a visit from a soldier to their houses. He felt the wheeled vehicle shift with each person who climbed into the back. The mission justified the truck’s existence; they’d served as little more than an old-fashioned shuttle for the troops as they moved from one drill to the next for the last several years. If they had a real fight to go into, they’d have gotten the strykers. Those were light-armored APCs with suspension technology to make them truly all-terrain.

Argus flicked his eyes to the west and toggled the filters on the truck’s window until he could see the smoke rising in the distance against the ever-present haze in the sky and the water and dirt kicked up by the impact. Sensors displayed on the HUD showed the smoke was only ten klicks away. First and Second Platoon should be setting up by now, he realized. Maybe even making contact and cleaning up the wreckage.

He flipped through the comm channels, listening for news. The platoon channel had sporadic reports of evacuation progress but nothing worthwhile. He kept going until he reached his former platoon’s dedicated circuit and punched in their encryption codes. He rolled his eyes when the garbled static of Second Platoon’s signal translated into perfect English. “You want me out, you should disable my passwords,” he muttered. He opened his mouth to say more for his own benefit when the tone of one of his former squad mates stopped him.

“Lieutenant, this isn’t any satellite; this is a transport ship!” Corporal Pavel Dolonsik’s voice was raised with excitement.

“Spaceship?” Lt. Grant responded.

“Yes, sir! Beat up real bad, too. It’s seen some action.”

A fresh voice interrupted to ask, “Pavel, are you looking at pics of your mom again?”

Argus chuckled at the always crude Corporal Elaine Pronus. She, Pavel, Argus, and PFC Millhouse had been a well-oiled fire team. Or at least well-oiled at drinking and playing cards. Like Sergeant Reed said, they never saw any real action around here.
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