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      The lift car came to a stop. Krista and I exited it with our squad, each heading our own way. The terminal on D324 wasn’t anywhere near as busy as any other terminal I’d been in. I held Krista’s hand as we started to walk. Outside the windows, the horizon was a deep black, interrupted by lines of artificial lights and the stars. I wish I could say it was a pretty sight, but it wasn’t. The light from the inside of the terminal drowned out anything but the brightest of stars. As we walked, I searched for familiar features that connected this terminal to others I had visited.

      There were stores and restaurants like places I’d been before, but there were fewer, instead leaning on entertainment like we’d seen at anchorages. Everything about D324 seemed a little off from the moment we’d jumped into its orbit. The main station screamed of industry, with long docks stretching out in every direction. Cargo ships were all that you could see. Absent were the normal groups of passenger liners. That wasn’t to say that we hadn’t spotted any. There was a certain type of person who vacationed on a dead world. The most popular pastimes were camping out under the stars or exploring the wastelands of the planet.

      D324 wasn’t densely populated. Not yet, at least. It would never have sprawling megacities like Arrow, but it would grow as more mines opened and more support for those mines came with them. There’d be millions here someday, but it’d never get as populated as Orion or normal worlds. This world and its kind had one purpose: resources.

      The groups of people thinned even more as we made our way to a gate where we’d board a train heading to Krista’s hometown. From the window overlooking the train yard, I felt a sense of awe. The trains spanned as far as I could see. There were multiple levels of them in the yard, and drones worked to unload them. As cars were freed of their cargo containers, they were stacked on one another and attached to an engine. The outgoing trains were almost laughable in size. Everything here was going up the well, not down. The elevator we’d ridden had the same sixteen tracks other elevators did, but unlike others where the tracks were split evenly between upward and downward traffic, the lift on D324 had fifteen tracks dedicated to upward traffic, with only one coming back down planetside, and almost all of the traffic on the track coming down was empty cargo lift cars stacked atop each other like the train cars.

      Krista gently pulled me along to a gate where we’d head out to our train. We entered a little car that zoomed in between the trains, taking us to ours. It came up to a door on the side of the engine. We got on the train.

      “Is there anyone else coming?” I asked her. We were the only two aboard.

      Krista looked at me like I was a child who’d said something sweet but dumb. “How many people do you think visit my hometown? This is just a cargo train returning to the mine to pick up more material. All engines have seats to transport crews and residents, but they’re rarely needed.”

      She pulled me to one of the seats next to a window. The compartment we were in could hold ten people. It was strange having it to ourselves. The train started to pull out of the station. The lights in the car dimmed as we moved. The seat wasn’t uncomfortable and could recline so you could lie down. That would be handy. We had five hours on this thing. There were no suborbital flights to where Krista grew up, so we watched the black horizon as the train picked up speed. Krista had the train turn off the cabin lights, and the sky lit up with the heavens. They were interrupted by jagged mountains of darkness. It was as if the world was part of a snow globe that no one had attached the bottom to.

      We leaned back in our seats close together. We were alone in a way that we never really had been. There wasn’t a human for hundreds of kilometers. It was just the two of us. I wondered how few people in history could have been so alone. It felt good but somehow eerie at the same time.

      “Do you ride this alone?” I asked.

      “A few times. When I left on my term, I did. It’s not so bad. Normally, when I’m on my own, I just sleep. I love the stars, but I grew up with them, ya know?” she said.

      “That makes sense,” I leaned down, kissing her lips. “And I suppose it’s not so bad having it to ourselves,” I said, kissing her jaw and neck.

      She kissed me back and ran her hand up the inside of my thigh. “You have some ideas on how to pass the time, huh?” she whispered in my ear.

      I grinned. “I do,” I said, running my hand up her torso.

      “You know what my neighbors used to love doing?” she asked.

      I wasn’t used to this direction but thought I’d go for it. “What did they love doing?” I asked, cupping her breast. I wanted her suit off so badly.

      She kissed me and nibbled my neck as she made her way to my ear. “They loved watching people fool around on the security feeds. Said it was better than porn. It could be kind of hot if they saw us,” she said seductively.

      I backed away. “Wait, what? They watched the feeds?”

      She laughed, all signs of seduction gone from her. “Yeah, kind of creepy, I know. They moved away a long time ago. That said…”

      “Right, no fun on the train,” I said.

      She kissed my cheek.

      “Thanks for letting me go with it for a while,” I said.

      She laughed again. “I’ll make it up to you. Promise,” she said.

      I chuckled. “Tease.”

      “You had it coming,” she accused.

      That was fair.

      The trip slipped into uneventfulness. Krista and I sat together, each of us in our own worlds for most of the ride. As we approached her home, I saw lights on the horizon. We zipped past giant mining machines.

      “Surface drones,” she said, watching my gaze.

      “Drones?” I asked in surprise.

      She nodded. “Yeah. They’re huge, for sure, but rudimentary. You’ll see that out here. There is a need for things to be done at scale. It drives everything.”

      “Better to have large, simple drones than smaller, advanced ones,” I said.

      “For some things, yes. There are some really advanced ones, but these, on the surface, aren’t. Most of the drones are underground. I was surprised that Jon didn’t get that into mining when he did his rotation,” Krista said.

      That’d surprised all of us. My buddy Jon loved everything about the logistics corps. In his term, he’d rotated through everything just like everyone else in his corps who was on their term. Most found something they liked or didn’t like pretty fast. I wasn’t sure Jon had found something he didn’t enjoy. But mining was his least favorite. That said, even if you told him that would be his job after his term was up, he’d be thrilled.

      Krista’s hometown wasn’t so much a town on the surface as a hub for the mining equipment and the trains that moved materials out of the area. I’d gotten used to human settlements featuring housing on the surface, with supporting machinery and equipment being out of the way. Here, that was turned around. The people were the supporting equipment.

      The surface at the station that we pulled into was lined by blocky buildings where drones could be serviced and constructed. Connected to the station was the warehouse for the cargo that was going out. For its part, the station was surprisingly big. The train stopped, and the cars that were carrying other cars were unloaded. As we walked out of a passage away from the train, I watched as it grew. It was like the train was unfolding itself. As cars became available, drones and gantries loaded them with cargo. It wouldn’t be long before the train left the station.

      “One hour,” Krista said, as if she was reading my mind. “There will be another train here in three hours.”

      “Fuck, that’s impressive,” I said.

      She held my hand. “You should see the large mining bases.”

      The train station had the air of a place that was all business. People saw Krista and said hello or smiled at her as we walked. I doubted more than a few thousand people lived here, and the turnover would be low.

      We took an elevator down deeper into the planet, entering the main base. The base, while industrial, had a rural, small-town feel to it. It reminded me of towns I’d seen on Orion and Earth. There was comfort in that, in knowing that humans were much the same everywhere we went. I’d expected the hallways to be dim for some reason, but they were bright and had the same feel as those on satcities and the structures on worlds like Arrow. The halls were narrower, however, and more calm.

      “I’d have thought there would have been some shops or restaurants,” I mused as we walked.

      Krista looked calm and happy. “They are here, but not by the station. They are near the residential part of town. We have all the trappings of a city, if not a little smaller or without the selection. Growing up, I almost never came out here unless we were leaving to go someplace.”

      We turned a corner, and I started to see shops at the end of it and a large square with trees and a few kids running around. The ceiling above the square was a blue sky with clouds in it. The shop fronts were all different, with elaborate brick and stone facades. The floor was cobblestone, or at least it looked like it. There was seating outside of a coffee shop and benches under the trees. The square was dominated in the center by sod. It all smelled faintly of being outside, but there was something off about it. The air was still a little too clean, and the scents a little too regular. It was bright, but the lighting was a little too even, and there was no warmth from it. I could instantly see why Krista loved being outside on Orion so much. My parents’ backyard was so much more than this quaint square.

      “It seems relaxing here,” I commented after a woman hugged Krista, welcoming her home.

      She shrugged. “It is, but it can get boring too. We all spend a lot of time in VR,” she said, then made a point of looking around. “This is all nice for sure; it makes being on a world without a star not so bad. A lot of my life, I didn’t see what the big deal with being on a normal world was. Had I been on a satcity my whole life, I doubt I would have ever cared to see anything else, but here?” she shrugged again. “Here, we have a lot of benefits. We get to truly camp under the stars, and everyone knows each other for better or worse. It’s a great place to raise a family, for sure. But air that’s actually fresh and not just clean?”

      I smiled. “I can see that. So you want to raise a family here, huh?” I poked.

      “I said it’s a great place to raise a family, not that I wanted to,” she said playfully, bumping into me. “God, you aren’t going to want that right away, are you? I know your parents are first gen, so they had to breed before their forties…”

      I laughed. “No, no, not even remotely close to that. But I like that you assume it will be something we are going to do together.”

      The corner of her mouth turned up in a smile. “Please, like you don’t.” She said, “We’re at a ninety-eight percent chance of staying together right now.” She winked.

      The HFDF had been not only okay with us being together but encouraged it, down to providing an analysis of the chances that we’d stay together. For them, it was a win. If we stayed together, we had a high chance of staying in the HFDF for years or even most of our lives. We would be a rarity in this regard. By and large, people left after their Service Term, and if they stayed, it was only for another five years. But those people made up a small portion of the HFDF. Most of the ship’s crews, the career troops, and everyone else were people who’d stayed for long periods of time. Gathering and keeping those numbers of people wasn’t easy. Krista and I represented an investment in the defense of humanity.

      The halls were all but empty now, with the doors spread far apart. We were well into the residential area now. Krista was picking up her pace a bit. Seeing her happy made me smile. I’d met her parents plenty of times, but I’d never been to their home. Our leaves were such that making it to another world wasn’t really in the cards. We were only able to make it work now because the Arbiter was here for training. The rest of our platoon and squad would be finding ways to keep themselves occupied in the station or somewhere else on the planet.

      We came to a plain gray door, and Krista walked up to it. The door slid open, and we entered. Jennifer and Harry McLeod looked up from a game they were playing and beamed.

      “You didn’t tell us you were here yet!” her mom said excitedly, getting up.

      Jennifer was slender and looked a lot like her daughter, with blue eyes and brown hair. Her father, Harry, was short for a man, with sandy hair and a kind expression. Krista looked a lot like her mother but was her father’s daughter through and through. I liked them both. Jennifer hugged Krista, beaming, her eyes misting up. Then she hugged me while Harry greeted Krista.

      “Alex, how are you?” Jennifer asked.

      “Good, ma’am,” I said.

      “Still working on the ma’am thing, I see,” Jennifer said warmly.

      Harry shook my hand. “How’s the HFDF treating you?” he asked.

      “Good, sir,” I said.

      “And our daughter? How’s she treating you?” Jennifer asked.

      I laughed. “Well enough, I suppose.”

      “Well enough,” Krista snorted, giving me a look.

      I smiled. “She’s amazing, but you guys knew that already.”

      Their home was on two levels. A large family room connected to a dining room was on the main level. There were comfy couches to sit on, with a little seating area and a small table in the corner. Upstairs was Krista’s room. It was more like a studio apartment than a room. She had a bed and a seating area.

      “This is a nice room, babe,” I said as she closed the door.

      “Yeah, I guess.” She walked up to a dresser. “We don’t have backyards here or parks, per se. We have plenty of space, just none of those things. You need your space for sanity and also to hang out in.” She pulled out some clothes and then, from another drawer, pulled out some for me. She tossed them to me. “My parents thought you might not want to spend the week in your suit.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “So they’re cool with us being in here together?”

      “We’re twenty-five, and they know we sleep in the same bunk. Or I should say my mom knows because I told her, which means my dad knows. They know how I feel about you and frankly have considered us married for a couple of years now,” she said. Her suit flowed off into a block, and she placed it by the dresser.

      I let my suit slide off and put on the shorts and shirt that Krista handed me. I reached into my bag, grabbing a bottle of wine. We walked downstairs to the dining room. Jennifer and Harry were setting out plates of food.

      “Krista says she doesn’t eat solids that much anymore,” he commented.

      “Yeah, we tend to stick to the null-g stuff,” I said, referring to the canisters of flavored goo we tended to eat. “But when we’re off the ship, we still go for the normal stuff. You like the goo?”

      He smiled. “I do. Though I wish people didn’t call it goo; it makes it sound so gross.”

      I shrugged. It did sound gross. The goo was the consistency of yogurt but could be flavored any way you liked. I’d gotten turned onto the stuff on Tooth Prime and hadn’t really gone back. Our COs and ship crew all ate the stuff. It was ideal for spending large amounts of time in VR PODs. For me, it was something that I could eat on the go; plus, though the ship’s food was good, it could never have the selection of flavors available the goo offered.

      We all sat down around the table. It looked like dinner was chicken with mashed potatoes and steamed veggies.

      Jennifer looked at the wine. “What did you bring us?” she asked.

      “Just a Cab my parents got on Earth,” I said, placing it on the table.

      Harry and Jennifer eyed the bottle. “What’s the occasion?” Jennifer asked.

      “Um, nothing,” I said. “My parents buy too much wine? I guess that’s not true; my mom buys the wine. My dad has a thing about whiskey… It’s strange.”

      “A thing?” Krista said. “A small room in the house isn’t a thing. He talks about some of those bottles with more fondness than he does you.”

      “Like I said, it’s strange.”

      Jennifer looked at the bottle a little uncomfortably. “They don’t care you took the wine?”

      I shook my head, starting to understand. “No, not at all. This is one of their favorites. They bring home a case every time they go to Earth. We have family in the area. They’ve known the owner of the winery from before they were ageless.”

      “Oh,” Jennifer said, picking up the bottle. “Where on Earth is it from?”

      I thought for a moment. “A few hours out of Seattle. My parents retired in the area before agelessness.”

      Harry looked curious, but Jennifer just looked at the wine. Earth wine was rare. Not that it was a scarce commodity but rather that we made wine pretty much everywhere, and engineering the perfect grapes and making the perfect wine wasn’t that hard anymore. But I could see how people who’d never been to the alpha system and whose great-great-grandparents were the only first gens in the family could see the wine as special.

      “You’ll like it,” Krista said.

      Krista took the wine from her mother and opened it. She poured everyone a glass, emptying the bottle. Her mother took a sip.

      “It is good,” she said. “Have you been to Earth a lot?”

      “We used to go every couple of years. I still have a lot of family there,” I said.

      “We are talking about going after our term is up. You guys could join us,” Krista said. “Alex’s parents said they’d show us around where they grew up and some of the historical sites around the planet.”

      Harry looked interested. “Hmm, that might be fun. I’ve always wanted to go to Earth. I’ve never been on anything other than a satcity or dead world, to be honest.”

      “Me either,” Jennifer said, looking a little less than jazzed about the idea.

      “Mom, you’d like it. It’s a little freaky at first, but that fades,” Krista said.

      I remembered Krista looking around wide-eyed on Orion. She’d been in the wide open before, here on her home world and on Arrow, but that had always been in a suit of some kind, with the knowledge that she was in her own little bubble. For Krista, having the breeze blow on her skin and fill her lungs was a wonder.

      Jennifer said she’d consider it and started dishing out food.

      “Speaking of the end of your term…” Harry said, looking at his daughter.

      “Dad, I have nine months left,” Krista hedged and sighed. “But probably staying in the HFDF. Just not sure what yet.”

      Harry looked at me.

      “Probably HFDF,” I said. “It’s worked well for me so far. I’ve been on a ton of different worlds, learned some stuff, met a girl…”

      Krista rolled her eyes. “Dork. I’m surprised you aren’t going to try and talk us into moving here.” She said to her parents.

      Jennifer shook her head. “Nah. We’ve always said this was a great place to raise a kid, and I think we were right, but we don’t want to stay here.”

      “We’re thinking after our contracts are up in a year, we’ll sign on with a mining ship,” Harry said.

      Krista looked a little surprised. “No cooldown?”

      Jennifer laughed. “Sweetie, this is like a cooldown. No, your father and I prefer space.”

      After dinner, Krista and I walked around town after putting our suits back on. I was hoping to meet some of her friends in person, but all were off-world on their Service Terms. The place had a quiet feel for sure, with all of the shops closing early, or what felt like early to us. We walked the empty halls before eventually returning to her parents' house. It was dark when we got in. Jennifer and Harry worked early in the morning, giving us the run of the place.

      We lay in bed with her ceiling projecting the stars that were above the town.

      “It’s strange looking at the stars when we are underground,” I said.

      She rolled on her side, looking at me. “You stop thinking about it. Like being on a ship.”

      I rolled on my side too. “You okay? You seemed a little off tonight.”

      She rolled onto her back and looked at the ceiling for a long time. “I’m fine,” she finally said. “Just… thinking is all.”

      “About?”

      “Life, I guess.” She rolled on her side again. “We are only nine months away from the end of our terms. That stuff I said to my mom and dad about staying in the HFDF was just that—stuff. I mean, maybe I want to stay in, but maybe I don’t. I know I want us to be together, whatever comes next, but…”

      “It feels strange having to make an actual decision about life,” I supplied.

      “It is, isn’t it? I mean, we went to school. That was good and all, but not really a choice. Then our Service Term. We had a choice of what to do but not a choice about serving a term. But after this…” she said, lost.

      I rolled on my back. “I know what you mean. I’m glad you’re planning on us staying together.”

      She rolled over and kissed me. “That’s not a choice,” she said warmly. “That’s how life is meant to be.”

      I kissed her, thankful that I wasn’t going to have to go it alone in life. I could see what she was thinking. The reality of it was we’d probably choose to stay in the HFDF for at least another five years. The HFDF was pretty confident about that. Beyond that point, I wasn’t sure. So much would change when our terms ended. We’d be full-fledged adults in the eyes of society; we’d be able to get married, have kids, own property. Everything. But what were we going to do with that power?

      “Have you talked to your parents about it?” she asked me.

      “My dad said that for him, it wasn’t what he expected when he became an adult. That you make some short-term plans while you figure out what to do with your life, then all of a sudden it’s been a decade, and you’re knee-deep in the middle of life,” I said.

      “It just happens. That’s helpful,” she said, sardonic.

      I smiled. “A lot of my siblings seemed to have their shit together from the word go, but I also probably think that because I’m the youngest.”

      “And you have a bit of a complex about where you sit in the family,” she said.

      I did have a bit of a complex about it. No one expected me to be something amazing in my early twenties, but I always compared myself to my older siblings. It wasn’t a fair comparison. Two of them were first gen, and their kids were first gen. I saw them a lot growing up. Just by virtue of being as old as they were, they’d done way more than I had. It wasn’t about keeping score, but it was hard not to feel insignificant sometimes.

      The few days we spent in Krista’s hometown were nice. It was a slow pace, and we had a lot of time to be on our own. That said, I was ready when it was time to leave. We’d be staying on the planet for training. After that, we would end our term assisting somewhere in the HF, and then it would be back to where it all started—back to Arrow training base for our last month. During that time, we’d have to decide our next step in life. I was pretty sure I was more excited than terrified by the prospect.
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      I wish I could say that I found the landscape of D324 beautiful or somehow enchanting, but it wasn’t. I guess it might have been if I could see it. From the feeds of the troop transport, the only discernible feature was the horizon line. Below was inky darkness, and above, the heavens bloomed. It was like someone had started making a world and just forgot to make the ground. My team sat against the walls of the transport; we didn’t have any drones with us today. They were waiting for us at the training grounds.

      The grounds were far from any settlements, allowing us to blow the shit out of whatever we liked without the risk of messing with normal society. It also drove home the point that we were alone out here. In my limited experience on dead worlds, that seemed to be the overall message: you’re alone. Not the kind of alone we were used to on alien worlds, where we still found living things in the forms of plants and animals, but alone in the sense that there was no life on this rock that hadn’t come with humans. We’d never even found evidence of bacteria here. D324 had been ejected from its host system in its early days, and the next system it would encounter would rip it to shreds and vaporize it. Or at least, that’s what the odds said now. It wouldn’t happen for a long time, but D324 had a date with a blue giant. There was a chance that it would make it around the star, but there was a better chance that it wouldn’t. Either way, the landscape would change in a big way.

      I got a notification that we were five out from our home away from home. A home we’d have for just about three months. I relayed the message to my team. They acknowledged but didn’t move. We’d be working on several training exercises over the next three months. For most of them, there wasn’t a good or bad guy in the sense that there wasn’t a team that represented the HFDF and one that represented some enemy. We were all just enemies here. In the transport just behind us was Bravo Team, headed by Veronica Royle. Her team would be with us on this trip. When we’d started in the HFDF, I’d thought that the two fireteams in our squad would be working together more often than they had. We worked on the same mission a lot of the time, but more like two separate units rather than one. This was a break from the history of human warfare. It was hard for me to think of how different the military must have been before drones. They’d changed so many of the dynamics of society, but probably none more than war.

      I did a check on my equipment. Normally, Spaceborne had entry units attached to the base of our packs, but there was no atmosphere here. Even if we were to drop from orbit, we wouldn’t encounter any friction due to the lack of atmosphere. So we didn’t have the entry units. What we had in their place were small reactors. They filled up internal power cells that could, in turn, fill up external cells and could power rapid digging equipment if we needed to clear out rock. They were handy, to say the least. Also, if we were to drop from orbit, we’d need every bit of power they produced to stop our descent.

      The transport started to descend towards the base. My team rose to their feet without me having to say anything, all of us lining up. The transport came to a stop, and the door opened. I toggled my view to one where the ground went from unreadable black to clear high-definition black and white. That was about the best I could hope for out here. There was color to the ground, but that would require shining light on it—something that was the number one no-no in fighting on dead worlds. Staying hidden was the most important part of the whole affair.

      Bravo Team's transport set down next to ours, and they came out. We all trotted over to a hatch in the ground. My CCPU integrated with it, and it authenticated that I was supposed to be there. As the hatch opened, the transports took off. I looked down a dark shaft in the ground. There were rungs to climb down or up it. I stepped off the edge and dropped fifty meters to the ground, my space anchor stopping me. Royle landed next to me. There were four short halls with airlocks at the end of them. They connected to chambers where we would find housing, drones, storage, and an armory. To my left was the housing unit.

      I gestured to it. “After you,” I said on the comms to Royle.

      “Always the gentleman,” she replied.

      Royle and I entered the airlock as our teams dropped down the shaft. It was a tight fit in the airlock, but the whole squad fit. The lock cycled, and the inner door opened to a room with bunks and lockers on the right side, a head and kitchen against the far wall, and to the left of the door, a small seating area and table for eating and planning.

      I’d been in countless units like this, but I couldn’t help but think of the one we’d stayed in on Tooth Prime several years back. That had been the only unit that started to feel like a home. But D324 wasn’t anything like Tooth Prime, and the planned activities for this trip were nothing like the plans for the trip to Tooth Prime. I found my bunk. It was broken into three sections. On the floor was general storage for our SIRs and ammo. The next level was the sleeping compartment; above that was storage for food and drinks. I opened the top, making sure that there was plenty of goo and a canister for it. I was happy to see that there were a few beverages like juice and coffee too. Those weren’t guaranteed. In the food section, there was also a bunch of nutrient packets—yum.

      I checked on the bottom locker, making sure that there was the amount of ammo that was supposed to be there. Of course, there was. Everyone was checking their own lockers, not talking to others. This was a habit to us now, something that we had done countless times. I stopped my CCPU from telling me how many times we’d done this activity. When we were done, we broke into teams and checked the rest of the base. Betts and I checked on the drones. They stood in their unit in neat rows, all of them showing that diagnostics hadn’t popped with anything amiss. When we got back to the housing unit, the other teams were done checking all of the other systems.

      “We good?” Royle asked.

      “We’re good,” I said. “You guys?”

      “Peachy, you wanna call it in?” she asked.

      I shrugged and opened a line to our squad leader, John Monroe. “This is First Squad; everything is in order down here,” I said.

      “Roger that. There hasn’t been a change to the itinerary. Settle in for the night,” Monroe said.

      Thankfully we didn’t have to post a watch on this assignment, as we were technically on a training base and defense wasn’t one of the objectives. I kissed Krista goodnight and settled into my bunk for the evening. I checked to see what my friends had been up to for the day. They were all on a different schedule than I was. That worked for me. We’d all been good about keeping in touch over the last couple of years, but I found that my posts about training were pretty dull after a while. Sure, I’d blown shit up all over the galaxy, but there were only so many times you could tell your friends about an exercise and they’d find it interesting.

      All of their posts as of late were about the end of their terms. They were all so excited. It was nice to see them excited about the future. It was also nice to see that despite the great distances between us and the passing of time, we were still friends. I checked in on some of the people I’d worked with in my time in the HFDF and went to sleep.
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      After a couple of months on D324, I was very ready to be done with this assignment.

      Dead worlds posed challenges that I was thankful I’d never had to face in real combat. Everything about fighting on these worlds sucked in some way, shape, or form. The planet was extremely cold. Not so cold that my suit couldn’t handle it, but so cold that our suits had a hard time masking us. Giving off heat was a constant threat—a threat that would make us light up for the enemy. Being easy to see meant being extra careful when it came to moving around; it also meant having to find times when you could bleed off a little heat to give your suit an edge.

      There was more fun and games to being on a dead world. There was also shit for cover in most places. Oh, and any evidence of your passing through an area never left—so that’s cool. And it’s fucking cold. And boring. And fucking cold.

      I was pressed into a space between two rocks. I tried to wrap myself around the rocks as much as I could. For one, the contact would pull heat from my suit but wouldn’t radiate it right into space, making my location glow like a beacon. The rocks got just a little warmer, but not so much that it would be noticeable over a long range. In the time I’d been training on this world, I’d learned to appreciate range.

      My outline was broken up by my block of nano-material. It was fashioned into rock shapes and covered me. Not only did it break up my shape, but it also helped shield my heat signature. This was super handy if you wanted to stay put in an area. The material meant that the enemy would have a hard time finding you when you weren’t moving, but it was a gamble. Once you moved or were getting settled in, the nano-material would shift, subtly changing a landscape that didn’t change. If something were watching the area you were in, it’d spot you.

      I toggled feeds from Whiskers, seeing if I could spot the other squad. I’d been still for most of the day, waiting for the telltale signs that someone was in the area. The game was pretty simple, really: go someplace and hide, then watch the area, look for heat, and look for changes in the environment. If you were lucky, you’d spot the enemy before they spotted you. If the enemy was just a little behind us technologically, this would be a cakewalk, but in this case, the enemy was on par with us.

      “Any activity?” I asked on the team comm.

      “Nothing,” Clay said.

      “Nothing,” was Betts' response.

      Krista and Sweeting came in, also not seeing anything.

      I was pretty sure that we hadn’t been spotted as we were still alive. The fighting was odd. There would be a whole lot of nothing and then a lot of stuff all at once. It wasn’t just about finding one enemy unit; it was about finding as many as you could. This was where the skill came in. If you could neutralize most of a group in the first few moments of a fight, you had a good shot at winning. But winning didn’t mean not taking any losses. The amount of damage one unit that hadn’t been found could do before being taken out was worrisome.

      We were on the top of a ridge, splitting units on either side of the top, giving us some cover. The exercise that we were in wasn’t around holding or taking ground. It was all about finding the enemy and taking them out. No one had any place to hold, nor did they have a defined objective on the map. Everything about this was teaching us how to move around and engage unknown forces in an area.

      I checked on all of our units, making sure they were as tucked away as possible. If an enemy were to come into the area, they would be a little below us. As such, we’d made sure that units were tucked behind as much as they could be. With luck, if anyone came into the area from their vantage point, the horizon would be unbroken. If they wanted to spot us, they’d need to send Whiskers high above the ground to look down on where we might be. There wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell we’d ever spot a Whisker, but if they had to send up BBALLs to try and take us out, we’d see those long before they were in firing position.

      I sighed in boredom—not the relaxing type of boredom. Just regular bored. This was the only real problem with this type of training. If we were in a real combat situation, I would feel on edge right now, but as it was, I wasn’t going to die in combat today. I didn’t even have a strong chance of getting injured; I could fuck up, and any future I had in the HFDF would be unchanged. But I wasn’t going to fuck up, and I wasn’t going to do anything dumb out of boredom. It wasn’t our way, so I waited.

      A few hours later, our patience was rewarded.

      “Possible contact,” Krista said.

      My CCPU pinged with a data packet from her. Sure enough, she had found something. There was movement about a kilometer from us. I watched as a BI or operator moved into position. They were being careful and did everything by the book. Shit luck for them was all it was.

      “Recheck the area,” I said to my team. “Let’s make sure this isn’t a trap.”

      We had a few options at this point. We could wait and try to find all of the enemy units, or we could try and bait them into showing themselves. I went with option B.

      “I’m going to see if we can get a nibble,” I said.

      I ordered a BI to make a small change in its position, almost like it was settling in the area. As it settled into position, it used a block of nano-material for cover. It did a damn good job of using the block. The thing was, its motions would be just a little visible to the enemy. They should have spotted the difference in the landscape. If we were lucky, it wouldn’t be too easy to do.

      “Let’s hope we didn’t just take the bait,” Betts said.

      We watched the one unit we’d found to see if it reacted to the bait. It didn’t.

      “Contact,” Sweeting said.

      I got a ping. Sweeting found another unit. My Whiskers picked up more activity.

      “They were moving into the area,” Clay said.

      “Work quick,” I said, “they’ve taken the bait and will be looking hard. Betts, Clay, prep for fire.”

      Working quickly wasn’t all that action-packed. We all still laid still but were frantically checking feeds and having everything at our disposal do the same.

      “What do you have?” Monroe asked on a line to me.

      “Twenty-eight enemy units confirmed,” I said. “I’m going to engage. They have to have found some of our units by now.”

      He didn’t respond. I checked on Betts and Clay’s PODs. They were behind the ridge of the hill. On the ends of their guns, they had launchers that were loaded with small rockets. The SIRs would fire the rockets high above the ground, setting them on a path towards the enemy. At the right point, the rockets would reorient for a new trajectory and fire. By the time anything on the ground knew what was going on, they were fucked.

      “McLeod, when rockets hit, look for activity, but do not engage until I give you the order to. Sweeting, cover McLeod and I when we attack. Betts and Clay, let me know when your solutions have been calculated.”

      Everyone gave their acknowledgments.

      I pulled a rocket of my own from my pack and placed it on the tip of my SIR, as did my POD. Betts and Clay’s fire would be timed so that everything hit at once. Once that happened, things would move quickly. The first order of business would be to fire another volley of rockets in the general direction of the enemy. With any luck, as the enemy moved, our next volley would have something to target.

      “We have a solution,” Betts said calmly.

      I gave the order to fire. All my boredom was gone now, and I fought to keep from getting too excited. My CCPU registered Betts and Clay’s volley. We waited as they arced over the distance separating us. If they kept their trajectory, the rockets would overshoot the enemy by a wide margin, but they didn’t keep their trajectory. Above the enemy, the rockets spun, pointing down and firing their engines. In the distance, I saw the engines flare bright in infrared, then flash as they detonated close to the ground.

      My nano-material that had been acting as cover snapped into a block, and I shouldered my SIR. I pulled the trigger and felt the gun kick hard as it sent the rocket sailing. Launching the rockets was the only thing the recoil system didn’t have the ability to completely absorb. It also took about ten percent of the gun’s power.

      My CCPU pinged as enemy units began scrambling for cover. As they moved, my POD’s rockets flipped and fired. Krista launched a volley of her own, and Sweeting's BI opened up. Sweeting’s units were firing a heavier version of the covering rounds in case they hit someone. With how fast the enemy was moving and how far away they were, it was unlikely that the round would do anything other than narrow down the path the enemy could take.

      I leaped out of my hiding spot and began to run with my POD and Krista. We had a decent distance to cover but with low gravity and no air resistance. As we ran, our space anchors fired here and there to speed us along or move us from a straight line. As their cells were depleted, the reactor filled them back up. I darted around rocks as I went. Before me, more rockets were exploding, keeping what was left of the enemy pinned down.

      One of my BIs vaulted over a rock and was shot. It landed hard, rolling and
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