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      “Welcome to Mongolia!” a voice said through one of the tinny speakers of a drone.

      After the better part of two days crammed into plane seats, then the back seat of a large van, Brianna had spent the previous several hours looking out at what would serve as her home for the next few months. It had taken most of the day to drive across the country, and they were arriving after the sun had fallen under the horizon. As they had approached, the place had looked more like a theme park than a military base, with off-ramps leading to different company campuses and a well-lit sign advertising that they had arrived at the Desert Wars: Gobi Base Camps. The young and anxious recruits she shared the van with were eager to step out. Rather than a stark, disciplined intake, the path into the camp was swarmed with countless drones that awaited the passengers.

      “What have you got yourself into…” she muttered as the first of the passengers stepped into the light. She pinned her shoulder-length blond hair up under her hat and intentionally fidgeted with the rucksack that carried her life. Lingering until the rest of the passengers had escaped the van and having delayed as long as she could, she stepped out onto the gravel.

      The heat of the lights was immediate, and the hum of the hovering drones sounded like a swarm of bees clinging to the air around her.

      “For the record and for the fans, please tell us your name!”

      “Uh, Brianna Wyatt…” she said, while trying to speed up toward the base, but the cameras would not be pushed aside.

      “Where are you from, Miss Wyatt?”

      “UCAS.”

      A light-hearted chuckle came from a few of the drones. “The UCAS is a big place! Care to give us a little more?”

      “I’m originally from Det…er, Motor City,” she said, using her hometown’s new name. It felt foreign on her tongue, but she knew the city’s survivors were particular about the new moniker.

      There was an uneasy silence from the drones at the mention of Ares’ most recent folly. Brianna stifled a smirk at the palpable discomfort from their interrogations. “Ah…heh. Well, I’m sure the resilient people of Motor City will be proud to see themselves represented in this Gobi campaign.”

      Not on Team Ares, she thought. “I hope so,” she replied with as much of a smile and fake cheer as she could muster.

      “So, why pursue a campaign with the Desert Wars?”

      I wasn’t welcome in my hometown anymore. Brianna pushed down the thought and focused on smiling at the camera. “I’ve served Ares for a long while, and I’d never been outside the UCAS. This felt like an interesting way to see more of the world.”

      “I see, I see! Good luck with your first season!” the camera said in a clipped tone before the lights switched off, and the cloud of drones dispersed like a swarm of insects. She had almost forgotten it was nighttime due to the light saturation, and now waited for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. The chill of the Mongolian winter asserted itself again in the absence of the oppressive lighting.

      Walking forward, past the outer fence, a man in fatigues approached her. “You’re Brianna Wyatt?”

      She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Barracks number four.” The soldier indicated down the row to the building with a large painted “4” over the door. Further down the row, he indicated a second building with the aid of AR, “You can get your initial kit right there at the Central Issue Facility.”

      “Thanks,” she replied before heading toward the CIF. The area was dim, and she stayed in the middle of the pathway. She heard a couple wolf whistles from one of the other barracks, but refused to turn or acknowledge the catcallers, aside from an eye-roll.

      Stepping into the CIF, she found a well-appointed structure with all the necessities for soldiers. The building was heated, and a welcome respite from the winter wind outside.

      The elf soldier behind the desk turned to look at her, as did the other new recruits she had arrived with. “I’ll be with you in a moment,” the soldier said.

      Brianna nodded and glanced around. The place was organized and well-stocked with uniforms and day-to-day essentials. There was a large storage portion of the building, taking up half of the available space. For the number of soldiers stationed here, they would need a large amount of everything.

      “Ma’am, I can tend to you now,” the elven soldier said. Brianna walked over to the counter. “You would be Private Brianna Wyatt?”

      She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      The man dropped a box on the counter with a heavy thud. “These are your pieces of kit, based on the details you provided on enlistment. You have a set of insulated uniforms in each of the tactical patterns used over the course of the campaign, a pair of combat boots, and a tactical feedback suit. The feedback suit will be used to replicate injuries over the course of the event. It fits like a wetsuit, so in time, you’ll almost forget it’s there. Your commlink is also included. It is set up to Desert Wars standards. You may not add or remove any software to the device, and you may not use it for personal calls. This commlink is strictly for operational purposes. You are now under a media blackout. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, sir!” she said.

      “The building beside this one is the recreation facility. I recommend using the gym whenever possible to get into a more fight-ready condition.”

      “People can test my readiness at their convenience, sir.”

      The elf smiled. “Good answer, Private. Head to your barracks and get settled in.”

      Brianna nodded and lifted the heavy box from the counter before turning to the door and stepping back out into the cold. The walk to Barrack Four was mercifully short, and after some brief fumbling with her box of kit, she opened the door and stepped inside.

      The din of chatter in the room died the moment she entered the building. The soldiers present stopped to take in the newcomer, and Brianna could feel many eyes on her. Judging, sizing her up. She did her best to shut down any physical reaction as she surveyed the room for an open bunk. Spotting an open bed two-thirds of the way into the barracks, she walked across the large room toward it. The eyes tracked her as she crossed the room, a few voices offering to help her carry her kit, and a few others making rude remarks to their friends. She kept her features emotionless until she reached what would be her home for the next few months.

      Dropping her rucksack onto her cot, Brianna pulled out her meager belongings and arranged them on the bedspread, organizing them for storage. Several soldiers approached her, offering token assistance while sizing her up. Knowing she’d have to serve alongside these men and women, she remained cordial and declined all their offers for aid. She was asked much the same questions as the media outside. Most of the soldiers backed away when she revealed she was from old Detroit and had served with Knight Errant as a police officer, rather than Firewatch or anything more illustrious. After a few of them had been told these responses, people left her alone, though she heard muttered phrases not meant for her ears.

      “Professional Curse...” “…PR Hire...” “Code Blue...”

      As she put her extra uniforms away in her footlocker, another figure stood beside her. A light Southern accent tinged the voice that spoke. “Pardon, ma’am. Would you be Private Wyatt?”

      She stood up, struggling to stifle the eye-roll as she turned toward the bald, black ork standing beside her. “Y’all are a tenacious lot, aren’t you?” she said, as her eyes drifted down to the stripes on his arm that marked him as a staff sergeant. She suddenly stood at proper attention and flashed her best emergency salute. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “At ease, Private,” the ork said with a chuckle and dismissive wave. “Save all that pomp for when the cameras’re rollin’. Fans’ll be happy as pigs in mud with that sorta thing, but I never much cared for it.” He offered his hand. “Name’s Harland Brooks. I’ll be your C.O. for the comin’ season.”

      Brianna took the offered hand and gave him a firm handshake. “Brianna Wyatt. Former detective.”

      Opening an ARO, Sergeant Brooks looked over her record. “Says here you were in Detroit when things went wrong up there. I’m sorry to hear that. That was one hell of a mess.”

      “That is an understatement, sir,” she said, a grimace on her face.

      “Also says you’re an adept?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Never had an Awakened under my command before. Gonna be a first for both of us this season. What sorts of things can you do?”

      “Not a bunch, sir, otherwise I’d have been in Firewatch. I can see and hear better than most, and have a good reaction time. I’m also what they call a ‘spirit deterrent,’ sir.”

      “Killing Hands?”

      “Yes, sir. Works better than bullets.”

      “That it does. Good to know. Just be aware that these games we’re playin’ here are non-lethal, so stick to punchin’ spirits with those weapons turned on, understood?”

      She nodded.

      “You have questions for me at all, Private?”

      “How does all this work, exactly? I was given the company line about it, but I’m curious about your thoughts on it.”

      Harlan chuckled. “Yeah, it doesn’t really line up with the brochures. Every few days, we’re gonna be given some tasks we’ll need to pull off. We’re given a certain amount of time to prepare, then we go and take our best crack at it. We’re all gonna get shot a lot with gel rounds, and spend a lot of time fixin’ to get better at shootin’ and fightin’. The weather sucks, and the food ain’t much better. You also gotta balance fightin’ well while makin’ a good impression for the folks watchin’. Bad fan scores can mess us up as much as incomin’ fire.”

      Brianna let out an incredulous laugh. “The things we do for entertainment, huh?”

      Harlan shrugged. “You get used to it.”

      “So, no cameras in this area?”

      “Special access only. Soldier confessionals and strategy meetings let the cameras in, but otherwise, this is our safe zone.”

      “Glad there aren’t cameras in the showers, at least…” she said, shaking her head.

      “No cameras, but the showers’re all communal, so you best get comfortable ’round these guys and gals. If anyone tries to get too familiar, you just use those adept skills of yours, ’n the next one’ll think twice.”

      Brianna wasn’t thrilled, nor was she shocked. She just nodded, and said nothing else on that front. Several nearby soldiers heard Sergeant Brooks’ comment about defending herself, and very quickly busied themselves with other tasks.

      “Anything else?”

      “I heard a couple terms here I’m not familiar with. Perhaps you can clarify what ‘PR Hire’ and ‘Code Blue’ means?”

      Staff Sergeant Brooks glanced around the room with an angry glare before turning back to her. “When they refer to someone as a PR Hire, they mean someone brought in for their looks, rather than their skill. A few teams’ve been known to bring in someone who’s pretty to look at to boost fan ratings.”

      “Cute. And Code Blue?”

      “Code Blue refers to a former officer, like you. There are some among the brass that say a Code Blue’s worse than a Green Recruit, since someone green knows nothing, but they can be taught. A Blue needs to be untrained from their
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