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      I felt the sun baking my skin as I lounged in the beach chair. It was almost uncomfortably hot; another degree, and the burn would turn from pleasure to discomfort. A breeze picked up off the water, cooling me slightly. With my left hand, I reached out, wrapping my fingers around an ice-cold glass. Its coolness pulled heat from my hand as I raised the glass to my lips, the ice cubes clinking against the glass and each other. I didn't have a clue what the drink was. I'd told the system to bring me something refreshing, and it had done just that. Whatever it was, it had plenty of sugar in it, giving it what would normally be a sickeningly sweet taste; but with the heat and salty air of the sea, the cold and sweet were a perfect counterbalance. With my right hand, I gently squeezed Krista's. The sea air filled my nose as I breathed in and sighed contentedly.

      “I’m not going back,” I said matter-of-factly, referring to the leave we were on.

      Krista chuckled. “Okay, me either… but you know they’ll kick us out if we don’t come back.”

      “Yes, and I’ll stay right here on the beach.”

      “That too. This resort caters to HFDF, remember?” she said playfully.

      I turned my head to look at her. Krista’s brown hair danced in the breeze, her blue eyes hidden behind sunglasses. “You and the details. Shhh.”

      She laughed. “Is that an order?”

      I thought for a moment. “Yes.”

      She laughed again. “I do think I could stay here forever.”

      “Now you’re talking,” I said, giving her hand another squeeze.

      I knew I couldn't stay here forever. Not just for legal reasons, but because in about three days, I would go from the relaxing kind of bored to the annoying type of bored and swear off weekends like this again.

      Before this leave, we'd been training on a dead world for over a month. It was cool, don't get me wrong, but it was nice not having to be buttoned down in my suit for fear of dying in the cold vacuum of space. While seeing more stars than I thought possible was something that would always stay with me and amaze me in an almost spiritual way, I was really enjoying Hunter’s rays right now. I thought most of what we did was fun, but I always had the thought in the back of my mind that I needed to pay attention to what I was learning in case the day came when the bullets weren't fake and my team or I could get hurt or die.

      Sitting here on the beach with Krista, I didn’t have that concern. I wasn’t worried about ever being in a combat situation that required sunbathing. The other nice part about not being in the cold depths of death was that I could actually see my girlfriend. I could hold her hand without a nano-material suit and look at her face instead of her helmet. Her skin was soft and smooth, and I was seeing her the way most people took for granted.

      For us, our relationship was a combination of physical isolation from each other to being pressed together with nothing between us. This made Krista’s and my relationship unique. Much of it was mental and emotional, like long-distance relationships, yet we saw each other daily and spent nearly all our time together. Being in the HFDF forced us to adapt to a different way of life.

      Krista smiled again and looked out at the water. I did the same. We were right on Orion’s equator. The ocean before us glittered with light. All around were people in black nano-material bathing suits. The hotel was right against the water, with plenty of stairs for easy access.

      This hotel was one of the few places where HFDF members didn’t have to wear their suits and be armed. In normal life, we wore our combat suits with a sidearm unless we were in our bunks or homes. We didn’t really need to be combat-ready at all times; our planets and stations were safe from attack, but the constant readiness was a holdover from earlier days of the Human Federation when perceived safety outside of Earth’s cradle wasn’t so certain. Our suits and sidearms sent a clear message: We are always ready. Even in our downtime, we are prepared for anything. This was a point of pride, but sometimes I just wanted to sit on the beach without being covered from foot to chin in a skin-tight suit. There were only a handful of places where HFDF members could let down their hair, so to speak. Places like this resort. It was hard not to want to stay here forever.

      We lounged for a bit longer until my Cerebral Central Processing Unit, or CCPU, pinged me that our shuttle to Orion City would leave in a couple of hours. We got up and started back to our room, which was on the second level. I let Krista walk up the stairs in front of me. I wasn’t about to throw away one of the last chances I would get in months or years to stare at my girlfriend’s ass in a bikini. And why would I? After all, Krista McLeod had a truly, wonderfully, spectacularly amazing ass, in my humble opinion.

      On the note of clothing, for all the time HFDF members spent covered in our suits, you’d think we would be modest in the extreme, but we weren't—at least not around our own. The beach and resort were filled with people who kept their bodies in optimal shape, all wearing little black bathing suits that generally left little to the imagination. It was like a communal gift we all gave to each other. Like a ‘here ya go, you earned this’ for living in our suits.

      Krista and I were nude every night when we slept, but in a tight bunk where you honestly didn’t see much. Now she walked in front of me, only covered by a tasteful but very revealing bikini. All of a sudden, I was hit with thoughts of her soft skin and curves, along with the motion of her body. My heart fluttered just a bit. We walked into the room, Krista slowing at the base of the bed, looking around for her things. I came up to her, placing my hands on her hips, feeling her soft, warm skin, and kissed her shoulders. She faced me and wrapped her arms around my neck. I bent my head, kissing her. Her blue eyes sparkled.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said with an expectant smile.

      “I think I know what you’re thinking too,” I replied.

      I smiled and kissed her again, feeling her lips mold to mine. I wrapped my arms around her waist, loving the feel of her silky skin against me. I sucked on her lower lip, enjoying the slight tension as she pressed into me a little more. Her lips parted, and I kissed her deeper; her tongue flicked out, teasing mine.

      I chuckled. “We definitely have the same idea,” I said huskily.

      I kissed her, my lips parting hers, running my tongue along the roof of her mouth. A delightful sigh escaped her. My hand moved slowly up and down her back, and my heart raced, arousal building with each kiss. She kissed me back more deeply, her hands moving from my neck down my shoulders and arms. She stepped back and looked up at me, her gaze making my heart flip and seem to stop for a moment before it started beating again. Her hands touched my chest.

      Her lips twitched into a lopsided smile. “I think we should make full use of this room before we don’t have it anymore.”

      “Do you now?” I teased.

      She nodded. I felt her hands on my hips, and she pushed. I sat back on the bed and moved up it as Krista climbed on top of me. I kissed her again, thoroughly looking forward to the last moments of our vacation. She straddled me, pressing her hips down on me. I groaned softly, my hand moving up her side to cup her breast. She moaned softly as I teased her nipple with my thumb. Her grin widened as she removed the top of her suit.

      I wasn't sure there would ever be a moment in my life when I wouldn’t love the sight of her taking off her top. There was something about it that always seemed to shoot to my core. My hands moved up and down her thighs. My fingers moved up her sides, and traced the curve of her breasts, enjoying how firm and soft they were under my touch. I kissed her again, hearing her sigh as my thumb gently rubbed her hard nipples, making her skin prickle with goosebumps.

      I could feel myself getting hard quickly, and a zing of pleasure shot through me as her hips pressed down. The feeling intensified as she began to grind slowly.

      “Fuck,” I breathed between kisses.

      She chuckled darkly, the sound seductive and full of lust. She let out soft moans as she moved against the bulge in my swim trunks. Her breath hitched.

      “You know what I think I like most about these beds?” she asked breathily.

      I felt her hand slide down my body to my crotch.

      I moaned softly. “What do you like most about them?” I breathed.

      She chuckled again. “The leverage,” she purred.

      I couldn’t argue with that. I gave the command to my CCPU, and my trunks slid off, forming a small block at my side. At the same time, Krista's bottoms did the same, and suddenly there she was against me. My heart hammered as I kissed her deeply. She slid her slit up and down my shaft in the most heavenly way. I groaned and heard a satisfying moan from her as she moved. Her hips lifted, and then she slid down, her expression tightening in a mask of pleasure. Ecstasy surged through me as I sank into her; my thumb pressed at the top of her slit, feeling the tight bundle of nerves. I began to rub as she moved up and down, her hips rocking.

      “Oh God, Alex,” she whimpered.

      I grinned, loving the sound of it. “Do you want me to do the thing?” I asked, my voice tight with pleasure, “so you can enjoy that leverage?”

      Her head bobbed. “Y-yes,” she said as she moved.

      I never felt more sorry for pre-ageless people than I did during sex. Edging with a CCPU was so much more effective than it could ever be without one. Each of us could take ourselves right to the edge of oblivion and then dial down the sensitivity so we didn’t go over that edge. Then do it all over again. You didn’t even have to pay much attention to it; your CCPU could keep you riding that rollercoaster for as long as you wanted. We didn’t do it often in our bunk, but on a normal bed?

      My thumb swirled around her clit as she moved up and down on me. I felt my pleasure build rapidly as she pulsed around me, and I groaned, nearing release. As I got to the edge, the sensation nearly stopped. My heart still pounded, and I could still feel her move, but it was easy to control myself.

      I grinned, my hand moving to her hips, guiding her. My other hand went to the back of her neck, pulling her face to mine for a kiss. A moment later, my sensation came roaring back, and I growled as her hips rocked.

      We lost ourselves in it for a while until Krista clamped down around me, her body shuddering. She moaned deeply, and I watched the pleasure on her face as she went over the edge. My hips moved below her, pushing up inside her, letting her ride out her orgasm. As she finished, I told my CCPU to let me go all the way.

      “Time to use that leverage, baby,” I groaned.

      “Yes, sir,” she purred, leaning back.

      As she did, exhilaration surged through me, and she began to move up and down, her body enveloping mine. I felt energy building inside me, getting more intense with each movement until pure euphoria washed over me as I released. I heard her moan and whimper as I throbbed inside her. Her walls clenched and pulsed around me, sending waves of bliss through me. She stopped moving, and we both panted. She lay down on top of me, her skin hot and sweaty against mine.

      “Now that’s how to end a vacation,” I commented between breaths.

      She laughed. “We need to take more vacations then.”

      Later, we grabbed our suits. It was time to go. Vacation, while not technically over until we reported back to the ship, was effectively over. I integrated with my suit, and it slid over my body, covering me like a second skin. In all fairness to the HFDF, the suits we were required to wear were some of the most comfortable things I’d ever worn in my life. I just didn’t want to wear it because it was mandatory. I was sure when the day came that I left the HFDF, my first purchase would be a suit as close as possible to the one I had now.

      The suits were one of the things that I hadn’t expected to have such a profound impact on my life. With them, I could feel everything around me or toggle just the sensations I wanted. I could go into vacuum with them. They regulated my temperature, keeping me perfectly comfortable, made me stronger, and so on. They weren’t very common planetside, but off-planet, suits like these were everywhere. Some people wore them under normal clothes, and in some places, they were the norm. While our suits were tailored to life in the HFDF, they were designed for every type of work and environment imaginable.

      Once suited up, we checked our room for anything we might have left behind. Of course, there wasn’t anything. We hadn’t brought much to begin with—just sunglasses and the little blocks of nano-material that acted as bathing suits. Those were now molding to the thighs of our suits. We’d stow them back on the ship.

      As we left the resort, a small bus waited outside. We got on, joining groups of civilians from other resorts. Krista and I sat in the back of the bus as it started to pull away. A little kid next to us eyed us with curiosity. While I was used to seeing HFDF members, most people weren’t; we were one of the smaller branches of the government. His parents smiled politely and told him not to stare. The father gave us furtive looks. I knew those looks—I knew the conversation he was probably going to start. I sighed inwardly.

      “So… how are things in the defense forces?” he asked.

      Conversations like the one I was about to have were becoming more common. Our sergeant, John Monroe, told us that before Pike Prime, normal people didn’t think much about the HFDF. They were thankful for us but didn’t think about us. Why would they? The Human Federation was safe, and the HFDF could kick the asses of anything out there without issue, right? Everyone knew differently now. People recognized we were still top dogs, but we could take some hits, and that frightened many.

      “Pretty good, just coming off some leave,” I said.

      He smiled as if that made him happy. Maybe it did. If we were on leave, everything must be right in the universe, right? Then he looked like he wanted to ask something but didn’t want to be rude. That was fair enough.

      “You want to ask about Pike Prime, don’t you?” I said, trying to sound amused.

      His face fell slightly. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. Honestly, right now, I don’t know much more than the news reports. I haven’t checked in on it in a while,” I said.

      He nodded. “Did you?”

      “Yes,” was all I said.

      The mother, who I assumed had been eavesdropping, turned to us. “Do you think there will be any other problems?” she asked apologetically.

      This was also pretty normal. People wanted assurance, and even though I had no ability to know if there would be any other trouble, nor did I have decision-making power, I was closer to the situation than they were. Which, like it or not, gave me some perceived credibility.

      I understood their concerns. They had one kid, and for all I knew, they had a ton more. They wanted to know if they and their family were safe from some of the meanest things the Human Federation Defense Forces had ever dealt with.

      “I don’t think we need to worry about the Venom anymore,” I said.

      They looked relieved to hear me say it. I wasn’t saying anything the government hadn’t already said; it was just that the news came from someone who had been there and was right next to them. That meant more.

      “I don’t see us getting into any conflicts anytime soon either,” I continued. “Well, not unless we have to. I guess I should say I don’t see the Hunter system getting into anything else. We still have troops on Pike Prime and a few on Erie Prime. We aren’t spread thin, but if something comes up, they’ll send other systems.”

      They perked up. “You’re sure?” the woman asked.

      “Pretty sure,” I responded. “Again, Hunter has more than enough for defense, but if the HFDF needs to engage with anything else, there are lots of other systems that aren’t currently engaged. As for the war on Pike Prime, it had been brewing for some time, and as for Erie Prime, they were looking for trouble and happened to have the poor luck to start it with us. If they’d attacked one of the hundreds of other species out there, they could have gotten themselves into a nice long, crippling war that could last decades or centuries. They might have won, or they might not have. As it was, they attacked someone too high up the food chain.”

      This seemed to satisfy them. There wasn’t any other conversation for the rest of the way to the port. We checked in and boarded the shuttle to Orion City. Although we were heading to Orion Station, we were going to the Lift Terminal first. I’d found direct flights to the station, but there was only one a day that left in the morning. It would have saved us a couple of hours, but we would have just spent the afternoon sitting around on the ship. It was also four times the cost. Fuck that.

      The PA boomed with an animated voice explaining the shuttle’s safety features and what to do in case of an emergency. It skipped over the part that if something happened, it would probably take place just outside Orion’s atmosphere and that when you fell and hit said atmosphere, you’d burn up and die. In the unlikely event that you didn’t die in the fireball stage, you always had hitting the ground or ocean at terminal velocity to look forward to. But the seats floated, so no worries, right?

      I was surprised as a quick CCPU search revealed most people in shuttle accidents typically survived the atmosphere, and it was the fall that killed them. It turned out the shuttles had a decent amount of shielding and traveled at a relatively low speed in space terms. Lucky me, my suit’s space anchor would keep me alive if I made it clear of the shuttle. A CCPU search revealed the last shuttle accident in the Human Federation had occurred six years ago with zero loss of life. I didn’t feel bad about ignoring the safety instructions.

      I felt a small prickling sensation all over my body for a moment as the artificial gravity kicked in. The shuttle's system wasn’t as good as a spaceship, but the sensation stopped almost immediately. Outside the window, the ground slowly started falling away. After a few minutes, the main engines started up, and the shuttle vibrated ever so slightly. The further up we got, the more the throttle was opened. The shuttle shook lightly. Again, it didn’t have the most robust gravity control system, nor should it have. This thing was a puddle jumper and wasn’t going to other planets or systems. I’d take a slight vibration over the hours of travel my parents endured when they were my age, flying on planes.

      The shuttle rolled and headed toward Orion City. Part of me regretted the lack of direct flights, but I understood. Unless you were arriving or departing from Orion, there was no need to go to the station. While vast, it had limited space. Most people on this shuttle lived on Orion. Having to go to the station and pay docking fees just for people to return planetside would be a pain in the ass and a waste of money.

      It took less than an hour to reach Orion City. The Lift terminal was part of the main port, and we exited and took a tram to our concourse.

      “Dinner? I know it’s early and all, but…” Krista asked.

      “Yeah, we won't be on the station for a few more hours. Pho?” I suggested.

      Her response was to make a beeline for the closest Pho restaurant. Like so many concourse restaurants, it didn't look out at the Lift but onto the busy hall in front of the restaurant. Krista and I ate, enjoying the hot soup and watching people move around like cattle. After dinner, we joined the herd and boarded the Lift.

      No matter how many times I’d been on it, I loved watching Orion fall away as the sky turned from blue to stars and the inky blackness of space as we traveled up the elevator. The view of the planet below never failed to inspire awe. Nor did seeing the countless ships that were above the planet, from small shuttles to large mining and cargo vessels, created a scene of constant motion around the station. The station itself always amazed me; it was huge, with docks and ships jutting out from it like little hairs.

      We were in luck. The Arbiter, the troop ship we lived on, was docked, so we didn't need to board another shuttle. It did take us four tram rides, though—first planet problems, I know.

      It felt like coming home as I stepped onto the Arbiter. My steps felt light as we made our way to our squad’s rooms. It didn’t matter how nice of a place you’d been to; coming home always felt good. Most of our squad was in the room when we arrived. Some were talking at the table in the center, while others lounged in their bunks. Krista greeted people, and I pulled up a feed of everything we had for tomorrow. And with that, I was back at work.

      Vacation was over.
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      My CCPU's alarm woke me at 0700. Krista shifted in my arms as her CCPU woke her up. I integrated with my suit, and it slid over my body. Once Krista was in hers, we rolled, and the screen to the bunk opened, letting us out. There was an art to rolling out of a bunk without looking like it was your first day in training; Krista and I had discovered there was a whole other layer to this when there were two of you. It was the difference between leaving your significant other's place the next morning and the walk of shame.

      Around us, others in our squad were emerging from their bunks. This room and bunk had been my home since graduating from the HFDF training base on Arrow a little over a year ago. It would continue to be my home for the rest of my five-year term of service. I greeted the newest member of my fireteam, Melanie Clay. She was tall and thin, with long red hair. She'd replaced James Meyers, who'd been killed on Pike Prime. I liked Clay a lot. She was easy to be around and, more importantly, she was a good team member. James hadn't been either of those things, and I sometimes felt guilty for preferring Clay over my fallen teammate. Not so much that I was betraying him, but rather what it said about me.

      Betts and Sweeting were out of their bunks now. I'd been with them and Krista since day one in the service. Sweeting was of average height, with dark skin and a bright smile that never really wavered. He was light-hearted and always kept the team in a good mood. Betts was a bit taller than Sweeting, with short tan hair and a short beard; Betts loved everything about the HFDF, and I had no doubt he’d be in it for decades, if not centuries, to come. We'd been in two wars together. With Clay, I'd fought on Pike Prime. The team had turned into a family for me. And at the center of it, Krista. Someone I hadn't thought was anything special when I’d met her, and now I wasn't sure I could live without her.

      We left the room, getting out of the way for the other fireteam in our squad, led by Veronica Royle, a slender woman with long brown hair and piercing green eyes. We walked down the Arbiters' halls to the head, queuing up with other shipmates. When it was my turn, I entered the shower, a cylindrical room with automated water jets and fans for cleaning and drying you off. It was like a car wash for people.

      After our showers, we walked down the passages of the ship to the mess hall. The passages were wide enough for several people to walk shoulder to shoulder. The floor, walls, and ceiling were the same flat gray color, with nano-material in a honeycomb pattern giving it texture. The lights ran along the corners. The floor, wall, and ceiling had seams showing the outline of handholds and defense systems that would appear if needed.

      The mess was a large room with tables and benches running in rows. During breakfast, the others in my team talked and joked as I went over reports and informational updates. There were some cons to being a fireteam leader, but I liked the job for the most part. I worked closely with Royle in the other fireteam. She and I always had a running conversation thread and a private comm line. We had a briefing that morning for our new assignment. It was going to be a training exercise in space, but that was about all we knew at this point.

      "Looks like it's with the whole platoon," I noted to Royle.

      "Yeah, I saw that. I guess we better get there early so we aren't stuck behind the other squads."

      "Agreed," I said. "You'd think in this day and age, people would just use their CCPUs for side conversations instead of whispering," I commented.

      Royle smiled, "And could keep from stretching every five minutes with their arms in the air, blocking important parts of the screen."

      "It's a talent for sure."

      We prodded our teams to the briefing room without much effort. We were part of a spaceborne infantry company; but more importantly, in our platoon, we were an elite unit called Special Teams. We were the best in the platoon and had more training. Along with more training and harder assignments came more dedication to the job. We were pushed harder and had higher expectations in every way. It showed in how we acted and went about our day. We all knew that the rest of the platoon didn't truly see us as one of them. We were fine with that.

      We knew every member of the platoon, along with what they were good at and what they struggled with, and the same info for their fireteams and squads as a whole. It was likely my team knew more about our other platoon mates than they knew themselves. We had to; if things went south, we were the ones that had to come in and pick up the pieces.

      We tended to socialize more with the company’s other special teams squads. Like us, they were part of a platoon but set apart from it in a small way.

      We were seated in the front row of the briefing room well before the other squads arrived. None of them were late, mind you. Despite our opinions, I knew that every member of the platoon was competent and dedicated to their job… it’s just we liked to show them how much more dedicated we were. The room had tiers of elevated seats looking down on a small presentation area with a large screen that currently showed the HFDF emblem—to the left of the screen sat the four other squad leaders and our Lieutenant.

      We'd all given obligatory salutes to the group of leaders as we'd walked in, but I nodded a greeting to our squad leader, John Monroe, along with Lisa Middleton, the Lt., as I sat. Both nodded back, Middleton looking pleased as always that we were early and ready for the meeting. In our last deployment on Pike Prime, she'd commented on how much she depended on our squad. And over time, I could tell that she used our squad as motivation for the rest of the platoon. I wondered if the other Special Teams squads in the company were used the same way.

      Middleton stood, and the room fell silent. The screen changed from the HFDF emblem to an agenda for the day. I was happy to see that the first item was updates on past conflicts.

      "Good morning," she said.

      "Good morning, ma'am," the room replied.

      "We have a lot to cover this morning, so I will get right to it. First, we have updates on the conflicts our platoon has been involved in."

      The screen showed stats from our first deployment on Erie Prime, where we were part of the invasion that was meant to knock the Erie into the Stone Age. From the info, I could see that it was going well.

      "As you can see, the war on Erie Prime can hardly be called that anymore. Armies from all landing columns have met up and secured the planet. Career troops are in the process of removing infrastructure and technology from the planet. They are running on schedule as of now," Middleton said.

      I could only imagine how many decades it would take the Erie to rebuild their civilization if they ever did.

      "What little we have seen of the Erie shows that they are fighting among themselves as they had for centuries prior to coming together," Middleton added.

      That was good news, in a way. I felt for the Erie. I really did. My time on Pike Prime had given me a taste of what it must be like for a race to have everything taken from them. That's what we'd done to the Erie. They'd attacked us, and we'd warned them not to do it again. They did it again. So we sent them to the Stone Age. It was unlikely they would ever attack us again if they recovered. I knew they were lucky. Had they attacked other races, they'd have been wiped out or entangled in wars that could last for decades, killing far more than our war ever could have. We'd seen lots of conflicts like that. Two races that were close enough to one another going at it. Sometimes it resolved itself as they ran out of resources and lives, but an alarmingly high amount of the time, they would turn to measures that killed off one or both planets, wiping out whole races or leaving the remnants of the races to wander the stars. Remnants that might take up residence on some world with a race that wasn't anywhere near them technologically.

      Still, it had to suck for the Erie.

      The screen changed again to info about Pike Prime and the Venom.

      "We have contained the Venom on Pike Prime to a handful of underground colonies. Their initial colony is taking longer than originally anticipated," she said, talking about the colony that we had been in last.

      The Venom had attacked Pike Prime several years back. The Venom were a race that had been taking out world after world for a while. The Human Federation, along with allies, had come to the decision to wipe them out before they could destroy all life other than their own in the galaxy. It hadn't been an easy war. And from the looks on the screen, it still wasn't.

      "There have been three other colonies found north of the initial front since the one we'd helped contain prior to leaving the planet," Middleton said.

      This got a few murmurs. I'd remember that day forever. We'd been about to leave the world when a Venom colony broke out near a Pike city. We'd dropped down from the ship to try and stem the flow of Venom. I'd helped carry a wounded Pike from the area just before Fleet hit the Venom with orbital assets.

      Of all the battles we'd been in, only two gave me nightmares. The day James Meyers died and the day we jumped back to the planet. The latter had been such a fast conflict, we'd done our jobs well, and no one got hurt. But I could see the Pike City in my mind's eye. Not like the ones we'd been in where the Venom had gutted everything down to the bones, but a living city. Pike moving around, the sky clear and bright. In my dreams, the city turned into a hollowed-out husk before my eyes, the Pike dropping to the ground and turning to bone. The air would fill with dust that covered everything. In the corners of the buildings, I would find the rotting bodies of humans. Sometimes ones I knew, and other times people I didn't know, or the bodies were so rotted that I couldn’t make them out. All the while, I could hear the sound of Venom scuttling behind the walls and in holes in the ground.

      In the dream, I'd see a Venom hole and walk into it. The tunnel snaked around until I came to a chamber. Lining the walls were baby Venom, snapping their jaws; little bits of flesh littered the area. A hand here, a head there, all the while, the snapping of their jaws got louder and louder.

      I brought my attention back to the meeting. The Venom home system was on the screen. Two planets were listed: Venom Major and Minor. Middleton started talking, but I looked at the info on the screen instead of listening. We'd pushed the Venom back to their defense grids and were pounding the planets. We weren't going to get into a ground war there. Despite the fact that we were a better army, we couldn't take the losses that would be necessary for a campaign like that if we could kill every last Venom in a ground assault anyway. Instead, deep in the system, engineering teams were working on asteroids and comets. Soon they'd be sent at as high speeds as we could get them to the planets. The impacts would turn the crusts molten, sterilizing the planets and making them uninhabitable for a very long time.

      There was a slight pause as she changed to the next agenda item. We were to take part in a series of war games with several other ships in the Hunter Armada. We'd be doing this at the Hunter Space Warfare Training Grounds, along with troops that were stationed at various stations throughout the Orion constellation. Those troops, along with us, would be engaging in different games around boarding stations and holding them. For the crew of the Arbiter, we would also be doing drills on holding the ship from enemies boarding it, and in the case of Spaceborne, we'd be taking part in trying to board other ships.

      "As you know, the Arbiter's combat battalion has infantry companies. The infantry will be helping out the stations that troops are being pulled from for the exercises. So the good news is that during the exercises, the Arbiter will be marked as un-deployable, so no getting called off if the shit hits the fan somewhere. But we will have some guests. The troops that are going to be taking part in the station exercise will be staying aboard. We will be setting up temporary bunks for them in the ship's holds," Middleton said.

      She asked if there were any questions. Everyone looked at our squad, assuming that we'd be asking about some detail the other squads hadn't thought of. We didn't. It was a pretty straightforward meeting; they happen from time to time.

      "If there are no questions, you are dismissed. First squad, stay behind," she said.

      Some of the other squads smirked. They didn't like that we were the favorites, so to speak, but they loved that we pulled extra duty. As the others left, we stayed put. When they were gone, Middleton smiled at us, Monroe at her side.

      "You didn't think you were going to be normal, did you?" she asked warmly.

      "No, ma'am," we said.

      "Good," she said, taking on a briefing tone. "We are going to be depending on you and the other Special Teams a lot over the next month. All of you have more than enough close-quarters experience after Pike Prime and Erie Prime. The others do not. We are not going to be putting you in the same roles as them, but rather as support. Educational support. You will be getting a lot of screwy missions to train and test the other troops. But you will also be working on taking other ships." She looked at us seriously. "This isn't something that you have had to think about, but I'm sure after what you have all seen, you know that sometimes we find someone that is on par with us. If the Arbiter finds itself having to engage an enemy ship more powerful than it and we cannot leave the area, our best weapon is boarding parties. And you'd be the first."

      We understood the message. If we were first, that meant we'd be dealing with the worst part of a horrid situation. Thankfully, the chances of us ever having to board another ship were extremely low. But so was being killed in combat, and that had happened to our squad. We weren't going to take anything for granted. Before the meeting wrapped up, Royle and I had set up a meeting to strategize how we'd prepare our teams.

      A few days later, I learned some of the extra tasks that my team and I were to do. Our infantry companies were leaving, but their rooms were not being occupied by the troops that were going to be calling the Arbiter home for the next month. One, personal belongings were still in the other companies' rooms, and two, there were way more people coming on the ship than leaving. More people than our MPs and logistics staff could handle. So that shouldn't be a problem, right? We have a ship full of troops that you can use. The rest of Spaceborne were catching up on that training. Me and mine, on the other hand, had spent hours with close combat training and had plenty of real-world experience. So we didn't need the extra training. Hence, here I was in the ship's hold.

      At their core, troop transport ships are just cargo ships with a lot of crew. The bulk of the ship is storage. We have to bring all kinds of shit into combat with us, from extra drones, ammo, base components, and a glut of other stuff. All of that stuff was leaving for training. We weren't setting up a column on the training base; we were housing people.

      I stepped out of the way of a logistics drone with a large pallet of bunks. I was pretty sure it would stop if I didn't move, but I was even more sure the logistics foremen would rip my ass for slowing the deckhand drones down. So I moved. All around me was the openness that had just recently been full of cargo. From this perspective, I got an idea of just how big the Arbiter was. The empty hold was being filled with bunks a lot like the ones we slept in on deployments but in seemingly endless tight rows. Showers and bathroom units were being brought in, as well as tables for dining. For the most part, the newcomers would be kept separate from the rest of the crew.

      My CCPU pinged me with a new assignment. I was to babysit some drones that were assembling the bunks. This was one of the few assignments my people were rated to do with the deckhand drones. We had to be able to set up shop planetside. So I went to an open patch of cargo space where drones began unloading bunks and stacking them up. They were all prefab, and the work was fast for the drones. I didn't have to do anything.

      Troops had been trickling in all day. So far, no one had been an issue, and I wasn't sure anyone was going to be one, honestly. All of their commanding officers were with them, so it wasn't like anyone was going to get too out of line. I took a closer look at the bunks. They were stacked five high, with the sides facing the aisle. They each had enough storage for weapons and had a small cubby on the inside for a few personal effects like cards or a ball. They had a place for suits to go at the base of the bed like ours, and the same screen door for privacy. They didn't look too bad. That said, I was sure the troops coming here would think they were roughing it. All were from stations, places that weren't known for being hard to live in. Most of them were even stationed on satcities. The Service Term troops had mostly the same training we did but would never see combat unless attacked or if they had to board a ship. Even the chances of the latter were low, as the fleet almost always dealt with those missions.

      I reminded myself that while the assignments they were on seemed easy to me, most of these people were career troops, with only a handful of groups being Service Term. I should try to get to know some of them. Talking with career troops hadn't disappointed me yet, and I was interested to hear what garrison duty was like on a satcity, or what other postings and positions they'd held over the years had been.

      "Met a few nice ones today," Krista said at dinner.

      "Oh yeah?" I asked.

      She nodded. "Yeah, a couple I met said they have been in for thirty years."

      "No shit?" Sweeting said. "How much of it has been garrison postings?"

      "The last ten. Said that having kids isn't that bad on garrison duty."

      "That makes sense. Being shipboard or deployment-based wouldn't work if you wanted to have kids," I said. "But a satcity has all you need. They aren't worried about reassignment?"

      Betts rolled his eyes. "It's the HFDF we're talking about, Taylor. You say you want to start a family but don't want to leave the HFDF. They'll find a way to make it work."

      "That's pretty much what they told me," Krista said. "Turns out most people don't want garrison duty. It's more hours than normal civilian jobs and pretty boring. Sounds like a lot of people who want to have families go for it."

      "Makes sense, I guess. Glad they're nice," I said.

      "You know who's a pain in the ass?" Clay said. "The Service Term troops. Cocky little assholes. I had several of them mouth off to me today. They seem to think they are better than us for some reason."

      Sweeting snorted a laugh.

      "I take it you didn't have too many problems?" I asked.

      "No, sir. One of the careers asked what my close-quarters scores were, where I served, and what type of unit I was in."

      "Garrison Service Term Troops are some of the lowest scoring. I bet that shut them up," Betts said.

      Clay grinned.

      "Thankfully, there are only two platoons of them. And in the middle of the Careers," I said.

      "Pretty sure that's on purpose," Clay said.

      Thankfully, after everyone was on board, the newcomers would mostly be the MPs' problem. As the team got back to eating, I pulled up the schedule. The Arbiter would be undocking tomorrow and starting a one-day trip to the training grounds… well, space. Once things got underway, the Service Term troops would be too busy to be a pain in the ass. Plus, I figured our team would probably be opposite them sometimes, and that would be fun.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I took a long sip of a beer. A VR one, at least. The setting we were in was that of an old pub. We were in a comfy booth with lots of room, the conversation around us just loud enough to almost not be background noise. The other patrons were fake, of course, so we could always adjust the sound if needed. I took another pull on the beer. It was dark brown with a rich taste.

      Next to me were my friends Jon, then Liz and Monica. I didn’t appreciate VR or the ability to transmit large amounts of data over light-years instantly until I joined the HFDF. Before, when I wanted to hang out with friends, we got together. But right now, we were all extremely far apart. Monica was on a satcity, Jon at a deep space shipyard, Liz in Orion City, and I was comfortably lying in a VR pod on the Arbiter, a little over one AU away from Hunter. We were also all in this cozy little pub.

      “Any word on your new assignment?” I asked Liz.

      “By the time you are wrapping up training, I should know. Working in research has been fun, for sure, but I’m looking forward to something more people-facing. How’s your assignment?” Liz asked Jon.

      “I love it. The shipyards are a-mazing! We just finished work on a new Super Carrier, the Helios. The whole thing can fit in the shipyard station and slides right out.”

      “Start to finish?” I asked. “I’ve seen those things. That’s a lot of tonnage; there’s nothing bigger in the HFDF fleet.”

      “From raw materials to finished ship with drones and everything. The only thing not aboard is food and a crew,” Jon said.

      “Shit,” was all I had to say.

      Normally, I would give Jon a little ribbing for getting a hard-on about a shipyard, but that was just fucking impressive. Another person who normally would be giving him a hard time was Monica, but she was staying silent, a habit she’d slipped into over the last few months.

      “So Monica, how’s your week going?” I asked.

      She gave me a dirty look for the briefest of moments, then her expression softened. Monica and I's relationship had changed after I’d come home from Pike Prime. Not in a bad way. We hadn’t gotten into an argument, nor had one of us confessed a lifelong love we’d held for the other. Just that she’d always seen herself as the tough one of the group, the protector, but I’d almost died in combat, and there was nothing she could have done to stop it. Months before, she’d learned that I could wipe the floor with her; I was pretty sure that fact wasn’t lost on her when I’d gotten hurt. She wasn’t the protector anymore.

      “It’s fine,” she said after a moment.

      “Fine?” Liz asked.

      She huffed. “It’s just… it’s not what I thought it would be, you know?”

      “What, like the recruiter lied to you?” Jon asked.

      “No,” she admitted, “It’s just like she said it would be. But do you remember as kids when we’d watch crime shows? The cops were always doing stuff, ya know, catching bad guys and saving lives. I break up domestic disputes and track down people dumb enough to steal. With CCPUs, it’s not even like we have to work at it,” she said, dejected.

      “Last night, I got a call, right? This couple is going at it. No one’s being abused or anything like that. These people just really hate each other and won’t break up for some unknown reason. Sorry, anyway. I get out there, and both of them are all but shoving CCPU data on me, totally giving up their privacy rights as if we’d accused them of murder. And do you know what it was all for?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Jon said.

      “Nothing. Seriously, nothing! One of them thought they heard the other one make a comment. So the other one got pissed and sent over CCPU data showing that they just didn’t hear what the other said. So that made the other one say that the other was turning their hearing down. It was that stupid.

      “So one of them starts throwing dishes at the other one, as responsible adults do, so the other starts throwing shit too. The thing is, CCPU data showed that neither was actually trying to hit the other. They just wanted the other person to stop yelling so they could hear them as they yelled. So my partner and I get them calmed down. We ask if anyone wants to file charges. Spoiler alert: nobody did, because what are you going to do? Have yourself hauled off for breaking your own shit?” She sighed.

      “And?” I asked.

      “That’s it. That’s the end of the story. Oh, and the part where they made sarcastic comments about us being out there even though they BOTH called the cops,” she tossed her hands up. “This isn’t the shit I thought I’d be doing. I thought I’d have made some big bust by now. But I won’t. What is there to bust? Humans don’t suffer from chemical addiction anymore, and if they did manage to get an addiction, their CCPU would wean them off it. So no doing dumb drug-related stuff. What about assault? People are hard to kill, and they have a computer in their fucking heads that allows them to call for help while gathering information about an assault before they are even hurt. Thinking about stealing something? Yeah, those are kids who don’t understand yet that it takes us no effort to find them. Get wrongly accused of something? Just share your CCPU data, and you’re free and clear. I have nothing of import to do,” she said.

      “The only cops who do are on Earth, but half that shit is terrorist and wack-job groups that the HFDF has to be called in on. You guys are all happy with what you do, and I’m… not. What if I made a mistake?” She crossed her arms. Then she took a drink and said, “My tantrum is done now.”

      Liz looked sorry for Monica, and Jon looked at his drink.

      "You keep pushing on, and you make the best of it. Find meaning in what you do. Gather skills and contacts for after your term. You have years left to figure it out, and you can do it,” I said.

      “Do you regret your choice?” she asked me.

      “No,” I said right away. “But I do wish I hadn’t been in some of the situations I’ve been in. Trust me, I know things can be hard and not what you expected.”

      She perked up. “Yeah, what didn’t you expect?”

      I saw Liz tense. I knew what she hadn’t expected.

      I thought for a moment. I didn’t really like talking about Pike Prime. No one in the group did. Sure, we’d talk about some of the funny stuff that had happened, but rarely deeper than that.

      I breathed out in a puff and thought for a moment. “Here’s one. We had this recurring assignment where we had to go into the Venom bunkers. We sent in drones first, but sometimes they didn’t get everything. The Venom would come at us, and we’d take them out. It was mostly boring work when you were sending the drones down. But sometimes, after you’d engaged some Venom down there, it was freaky. I mean, I was meters underground in the hardened bunker of some seriously nasty creatures. It was dark, so it was all density views and headlamps. Everything was black and white to me. No sky, no smells. Just tunnels with other tunnels that might have something in them. It made you afraid, but you had to fight your fear, you know? If you don’t, your CCPU takes over, which is something I hadn’t had before training. It feels odd, to say the least, like you’re a human one second, and then that’s turned off.”

      I was looking at my drink. “I didn’t expect that. Or anything on Pike Prime, for that matter. Fuck, as we pushed further in, I could actually see the planet dying. A whole planet. The Pikes gutted cities freaked me out. At the beginning of our campaign, our team dropped in while the Pike were evacuating, so I saw a normal city that was all lit up. Then later, I saw the ones that had been held for a while. They were like big skeletons rising from the ground. Creepy shit, for sure,” I said, a little far off.

      Monica looked like she regretted asking me the question.

      “Sorry, guys,” I said.

      Monica and Jon clearly didn’t know what to think.

      “The death,” Liz said. “I didn’t expect that. I’d never seen a dead person before,” she laughed without humor. “I guess I didn’t see all of a dead body then, either. The closest I saw to a whole body was headshots. Man, you know, before that I really thought humans were invincible? But seeing people all messed up? It’s one thing to know what we can fix, but another to see it. You know?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “We had a head come in. How the hell the BIs got that head in a med-drone with stasis before brain death, I’ll never know,” she started.

      “BI?” Jon asked.

      “Basic Infantry drone,” I supplied.

      “Yep, those,” Liz said. “We had to re-grow his whole body. It was amazing in a way, but if I go my whole life without seeing that again I’ll be happy.”

      Liz looked over at me, breathed out, and said, “Sorry to be a downer.”

      “It’s fine,” Jon said.

      “Yeah,” Monica said.

      Liz looked at me again, and I could see it in her eyes. She wasn't the same person either. The others left after a while, leaving Liz and I to ourselves. We’d both been a little quiet for the rest of the time.

      She was looking at her virtual beer. Her face showed no emotion, as if she were somewhere else.

      “Do you still keep up with the medical people on Pike Prime?” I asked her.

      She looked away from her drink, coming back to the moment. It took her a second to answer, “Yeah, a few. They are much less busy now. Mostly drones are going in the colonies. It’s back to monitoring planetside medical drones and MHDs.”

      “That’s a good thing,” I said.

      She nodded, sitting back in her chair. “Yes, it is.” She looked around the pub and back at me. “This isn’t what it used to be.”

      “It’s us,” I said, matter-of-factly.

      She looked back at the beer. “Yeah, I know.” Then she looked back at me. “But it’s getting better.”

      I nodded. “It’s getting better.”

      “I feel guilty sometimes. I'm a little jealous of the others,” Liz shook her head. “I don’t want them to know the things we did, but god, what I wouldn’t give to have my least favorite memory of the last year be a couple yelling at each other.” She sighed. “I know it would grind on you and all…”

      I placed my hand on hers. “I hear ya,” I said. “Would you take it back?”

      She shook her head quickly. “Never. I wouldn't want someone else to do it.” She breathed out. “Pike Prime was horrible, but I know that during my time there, I was part of not only helping protect all of humanity and the Pike but everything else in the galaxy. The Venom would have spread and killed everything. If helping to prevent that means I have some baggage and nightmares, that's a good price.”

    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Copyright


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/icon-for-cr-page.jpg





OEBPS/images/wlp-ebook-cover-20241030.jpg
NICHOLAS
‘ Y . )







OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





