
        
            
                
            
        

      
  
 The Commander
  
 By Kevin Groh
  
  
    
 Blurb:
 The young privileged son Carter Sanders, who grew up on the human colony Utopia Beta, is drafted for military service. Together with new comrades, he learns to be a soldier in the following two years. Mean instructors, difficult lessons, dangerous training missions, and an unexpected battle turn the thoughtful young man into a deadly fighter whose name becomes a legend.
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  A Life of Prosperity
  
 ›The way of peace is a bloody road.‹ The golden letters seemed inappropriately noble compared to their dark meaning. However, the headline was a good match for the other books on the shelves. It was the last volume on philosophy and existentialism that Carter had been missing to complete this area of literature for himself. He found the title quite dark, although he agreed with the author in many respects. He browsed the contents of the shelf. There were history books, sagas, and legends, romanticism, non-fiction, adventure novels, and philosophy. The bottom row featured heroic stories and fantasy titles that he had never touched before.
 His father had once told him that one could only achieve something in life if one was smarter than the average. And the ordinary citizen learned all his knowledge through a poor education. He had private lessons since the age of five because his father thought the education system was corrupt. People would be raised to zombies without wills, he always said. When he was ten years old, he opened his first more serious book and had taken a liking to it. Therefore, he had decided to read at least one shelf row full of what he considered to be an important category of literature. He would thus have a sound basic understanding of various areas of knowledge and it would not be so easy to fool him. But this had the disadvantage that Carter didn’t know what to do with many people because their know-how came from the aforementioned school education and couldn’t keep up with his level of intelligence. He usually felt quickly bored when he talked to others. This reinforced their impression of him being a spoiled and arrogant guy with a rich parental home.
  
 He sat down on his office chair and looked at his living room. It was the largest of the five rooms in his apartment. He had a bedroom, bathroom and kitchen, an office and an open plan living area with stairs and a veranda. No other eighteen-year-old had such comfort. He saw his Holo-ID lying on the table and gently moved his finger over it. From the small chip card came a slight glow, and a rotating holographic projection of him appeared. He looked at his image. He was 1.85 meters tall, of athletic stature and, he found, with a bold face. His medium-length, dark brown hair was combed to a parting.
 He didn’t have a strong beard yet, so he shaved it all off. The narrow nose and the thin lips made him look stricter and more serious than he was. He had green eyes and a scar over his right brow that ran through part of it. As a child, he had driven with his hoverboard and crashed against a barbed wire fence at full speed. He was lucky it hadn’t caught his eye. Most of the scars had been removed, but this had been left because the hair would not have grown back there anyway. Next to the floating silhouette, he read his name: Carter Slade Sanders. When he was younger, he found double names terribly annoying. His father had him from some movie. Over the years, however, he liked the sound better and better and meanwhile, he was very fond of it.
 He made his eyes wander. Certificates for successful fencing competitions and his awards for perfect exam results were hanging over his desk, but they meant nothing to him. In the living area, water gently splashed down a stone wall, and on the other side, a niche was recessed in the stone wall with an artificial fire burning. It formed a clear contrast to the 100-inch projector TV on which he had spent several evenings playing video games or watching movies. He never had many friends. The private lessons and the general dislike of a lot of people had contributed to that. Most of his peers in the upper class were extremely arrogant with no justification whatsoever. They rested undeservedly on the wealth of their parents and in some cases had even less education than a worker’s child, although they had the means to cultivate themselves. The laborers always seemed like the more pleasant people to Carter because they were direct and honest. They usually did not hide any secret intentions or ulterior motives. They were involuntarily poorly educated and considered him a snob just because he came from the same class as the arrogant idiots he couldn’t bear himself. For this reason, he had not found friends in either group.
 He looked at his favorite wall in the living area, the armory. There were three hand-forged swords - a Japanese katana, a European two-handed sword, and a Persian shamshir. The katana had been a gift from his sister Zoe. He was fascinated by medieval martial arts since his father had watched some old movies with him. Beneath the swords were two bows. One was a recurve bow, an improved version of the former rider’s bow and popular as a piece of sports equipment. The other was a compound bow, not made of fiberglass but light metal with counterweight and castors. This form was widespread among marksmen’s clubs and enthusiasts, but mostly only legally usable in a protected environment.
 Since he was little, weapons, martial arts, and adventure stories had fascinated him. At the age of four, he always wanted to play with wooden sticks, spin them around and hit things.
 Carter stepped up to the window and looked at the property. It was a vast area with lawns, some woods and a creek running through it. The weather was sunny, not too warm and almost windless. He smiled and lifted the recurve from the mounting. Dressed in his worn jeans and a black tank top, he left the apartment. He had thrown over a brown leather quiver with twenty sport arrows and stretched a brand new string on the bow. He loved to run on the meadow and through the groups of trees, sliding under sloping tree trunks or jumping over boulders. A few months ago he had seen a documentary about the acrobatic sport called parkour and considered it so cool that he had tried it ever since. He still had problems with somersaults and high jumps, but many other things worked surprisingly smoothly by now.
 After about fifteen minutes he arrived at a small wooden cabin he had built himself. It consisted of only one room, in which his old bows, a heap of arrows and a few wooden swords were lying around. A table stood under a canopy, and next to it was a fridge with drinks. He sat down briefly and looked at the view. The cabin was located on a hill from where you could see the next town in the distance. New Denver was there, dark and mighty. He pondered how Utopia had come about.
  
 About two hundred years ago there was a growing problem of overpopulation on Earth. Medicine became better and better, food became cleaner and healthier, and with the right medication, almost everything was curable. The mortality rate decreased drastically, the average age of people increased and more was built vertically than horizontally. It would probably have gone even faster if the birth rate had also risen, but due to loneliness, media and technology people drifted apart and set astronomical demands. There were hardly any functioning interpersonal relationships, everyone thought only of themselves and love was a term from movies, just like the word ›happy‹. The space program of the leading government had discovered a colonizable world in an adjacent star system and they were ready for a test. It had taken almost 150 years for this new habitat to be colonized. The planet was called Utopia Beta. Carter thought it was a joke to call Earth Utopia Alpha.
 Since the governments of the homeworld had failed, Utopia Beta was run by large corporations, which had led to a distinctive capitalist culture. The border between rich and poor had been pushed to the extreme and there was no middle class. The only exception were the members of the military, who, depending on their rank, also lived in a middle segment, but this was hardly noticeable in the total population. The rich lived in large estates on the south side of the world, while half of the northern hemisphere was dominated by metropolises and the other half by huge quarries and mines. The planet was financially independent of Earth, which was due to the unique substance that was only available on Utopia Beta: Synthium. It was a material that could neither be called metal nor organic. It was versatile and not yet fully researched. Syntech had the monopole on all mines where Synthium was extracted and on all facilities where it was processed. Carter’s father, Magnus Sanders, was a member of Syntech’s supervisory board and a personal friend of the company’s founder, who had died three years earlier.
 Magnus had been a respected developer before his time in the leadership team and had invented the technique by which synthium could be formed. This had revolutionized the planet’s economy and made him rich. He ran the Syntech research headquarters in New Denver, which is why the estate was so close to the metropolis.
  
 Carter looked up at the sky and remembered the day when he had been told that Earth had only one moon and he couldn’t really believe it. He had become accustomed to seeing the three huge rock planets orbiting Utopia.
 He straightened up and saw his straw target standing a few feet away. He positioned himself and tested the traction of the string. It was a bit stronger than the last one, but the reinforced fiberglass would easily withstand the additional pressure. Carter put on an arrow and aligned it. For a while he had a visor screwed on, but he preferred to shoot without it. When he let go, the arrow hissed away and drilled his way a hand’s width from the middle into the target. He pondered and tried again. He attempted it seven more times but did not hit the exact center. Noon passed and one of the butlers asked via the communicator when he wanted to eat. Carter decided to use the day a little more and practiced some movements for his parkour arts. Then he went back to the house.
 His apartment was on the ground floor and his father lived on the three levels above. While he was still walking across the meadow, he saw a shuttle approaching. Magnus had to be done for the day. Carter smiled. His father was an enormously important and busy man, but he always took time for him since the two were alone.
 Carter’s sister Zoe was four years older than him and had studied economics. She had been best in her class and had taken a leading position for a construction company on Earth. There she had married a historian named Eddy and already had a son named Terry. They both stayed at home while Zoe made a career in the tough business world.
 His mother, Sarah, had been very busy coping with the new demands after his father’s rise to the upper class. But Magnus had many enemies because of his attitude. One day there was an assassination attempt on the two and she was shot. Ever since Magnus had bodyguards with him when he was not on the property. Despite the long working hours, he managed to be a good father to Carter and Zoe.
 Carter showered and changed, then he went upstairs to see him. The staff had already finished dinner and served them salmon on vegetables with caramelized carrots and baby potatoes. Since there were no salmons on Utopia, they were imported from Earth. Carter was chewing on a piece of fish when his father looked at him and grumbled: »Sorry I’m so late today. I had to struggle with several representatives of the military. These people are like vultures!« Carter tilted his head. »Why did they show up this time? Aren’t there already enough upgrades for their soldiers?«
 »According to them, there is never enough. I’m not saying that upgrades are fundamentally bad. Equipping war-disabled and crippled people with sophisticated multifunction prostheses is a great thing. Even these new intelligence upgrades for scientists and military strategists I can still understand. But when they started to develop weaponized and dangerous models that would turn a human into a killing machine ... That’s where I draw the line! I know from a friend in the Air Force that there are unofficial talks about forced upgrades.«
 »You mean they want to force soldiers to have their body parts replaced by prostheses even though they’re healthy?«
 »It seems so.«, Magnus replied. »And if you consider that the selective conscription law can force every young citizen into military service, the thought is frightening. Imagine being forced to be a soldier first and then simply having your arms amputated and exchanged for some spare parts equipped with weapons. You couldn’t defend yourself against it and in principle, the military would own your body. We are talking about a new form of slavery ...« He shoved a fork into his mouth and after some chewing said: »Apart from that, I don’t think Synthium should be used for such things anyway. We are still discovering new characteristics of this material and who knows what it can do to human physiology when exposed to the right conditions. This is irresponsible and potentially very dangerous.«
 He looked at his son for a while and then shook his head briefly. »Excuse me, Carter. I’m just talking about work again.«
 He waved off: »Oh never mind! There is so little happening here all day that I am glad to hear something different. I watch the news only sporadically because most of it is just manipulated crap anyway, which is supposed to lull the education-weak classes into safety. I just look at that to follow the developments. Since I have finished private lessons, I lack employment. I’ve been pondering what to do about it for weeks.«
 »Have you already come to a conclusion? Or are you still with the martial arts choreographer and reconnaissance pilot?«
 Carter smiled because his father teased him with the two most ridiculous ideas they had during their brainstorming.
 »Actually, I was thinking about doing an internship at Syntech. Not in your area, because I’ve never had a thing for research and development. I’m not the type for endless tinkering and experimenting.«
 »Syntech has more divisions than just the development department. You can dig in the mine.«, his father laughed.
 »I was thinking more about weapons development. By that, I don’t mean upgrades, but conventional weapon technology. Rifles, pistols and heavy weapons. Less developing itself, more in the area of field testing and improvement. And one day I hope to rise to your league. I think your job is one of the few that really do make a difference. Decisions you make ultimately affect the entire planet.«
 »That’s true, but it also gives me a lot of sleepless nights. Before my time in the office chair, I didn’t have any gray hair ...«, he laughed.
 In fact, his father had gone from the kind and vital man he knew from his childhood to a dignified businessman. Gray streaks, wrinkles, and occasional eye-rings had become a common sight. Nevertheless, he was rich and the staff was proud to work for him. Syntech had helped many people.
 The two finished their meal and decided to watch a movie at home before Magnus wanted to exercise. A few days ago they had started watching a long series of old superhero movies. One of the main characters had built a high-tech armor in which he could fly.
 Carter wondered which of the technologies would one day really exist. Such exo-suits already existed, but shrinking a human was not possible so far. There was also no indestructible metal, even if Synthium came quite close. After the movie, Carter went into his apartment and played a few rounds with a friend from Earth via the ComNet. He had met her in virtual reality and they had a lot in common. However, she was a little older than him and worked for a large financial company. She had wanted to visit him for a long time, but due to the war, only a few flights for private persons were possible.
  
 Currently, there was a shaky alliance between humans and three other alien races in nearby systems. Unfortunately, there were also two species that were less pleased with Earth’s inhabitants. The lizard-like Lorgans and the chameleon beings called Gumai. Both had attacked human ships after the discovery of Synthium. For security reasons, unnecessary flights and associated risks were currently being avoided.
 Carter had had little contact with aliens except for the Pintans. They were a people whose home planet and inhabitants resembled humans almost perfectly, only their skin was blue or green, caused by the radiation of their star. Pintans were quite common on Utopia and therefore hardly anything special. Some worked for Magnus and he had also been to their homeworld Pinta with his children. Due to his philosophical reading, he was very open-minded towards other peoples, which was not the case for the general population. Carter did his best to look at people rationally and to understand their behavior, but sometimes he couldn’t avoid despising them for their ignorance. He tried even harder to be better than that. Whenever he was in town, he greeted all the aliens he saw. Most of them reacted with joy as if no one else was friendly to them. It made him sad.
  
 The following morning Carter got up early because there was supposed to be rain and he wanted to jog before there were clouds. When he came back completely exhausted, the robot butler awaited him. It was a new prototype that his father had designed and tested at home. He stood there and reported visitors for him. Carter was surprised because he had no friends in the area and no one else to come to visit. He followed the robot into the entrance hall, where two men in military uniform awaited. Carter expected nothing good.
 »Good morning, Mr. Sanders. My name is Sergeant Hobbs, Stanford Hobbs. This is my colleague William Fetz. We are here to inform you that you will be drafted into military service under the Conscription Agreement Section 47b-18, Paragraph 3. This procedure is usually done on paper, but there are always very many questions from those concerned and we are here to clear up any confusion.«
 Carter asked them into his apartment and offered them a seat. Then he said out loud: »Andrew, please contact my father on the urgent line!« He behaved in an exemplary manner and didn’t let on how insecure he felt. The robot butler activated a holo screen and after half a minute Magnus‹ face appeared in the picture. The two men repeated their statement and his father reacted upset.
 »My company is one of the top suppliers of military technology and I do more for the government than I care to. It’s an outrage that you people are still not getting enough!«
 The recruiter looked a little unhappy. »Sir, your private or professional military contributions are not relevant here. The law stipulates that we must draft new recruits if necessary. The social status is completely irrelevant in this case. It may be unpleasant for you, but the legal situation here is clear and there is nothing to change.«
 »That remains to be seen! I have many friends in important positions in the military. Without me, these people wouldn’t have a job, so I expect some cooperation.«
 »Of course you can try, but from experience, I can tell you that they won’t achieve much. We’re just doing our job and we’re only here to answer your questions. Even that is already a compromise to you personally, because normally the recruitment is done in writing. So I suggest that even if you try to stir up the military chain of command in the near future, you talk to us first. Because if, by some miracle, you don’t achieve anything and your son is still to be recruited, there are certainly some points that you would like to have clarified in advance«.
 Magnus growled unhappily, but Carter realized the importance of this conversation. While the men were talking, he still had to come to terms with the fact that he had been drafted and was to spend the following years in the military. It wasn’t his first choice, but he had often thought about it. However, he had no idea what life as a soldier would be like and so he was afraid.
 He asked: »What are the framework conditions for compulsory military service? How long does it take? What does the training include? Would I be sent on combat missions?«
 Sergeant Hobbs seemed relieved that Carter changed the subject. He handed him some documents. »Compulsory military service applies for a minimum of three years. You will be interned in a training center and start basic training together with other recruits. This includes physical and mental training, educational units and several practical assignments. The procedure takes two years. In the third year, the recruits are then entrusted with various tasks. These can be jobs in security companies, administrative tasks in office complexes or messenger flights for the fleet. This depends on the needs and individual performance and talents. After three years, the political situation will be decisive. If there is still war with the Lorgans, soldiers are needed. This would prolong conscription. Otherwise, you will be registered and transferred to passive status. Up to the age of forty, you can then be called into active service, if necessary. But a lot can happen in three years. You should focus on your education first.«
 Magnus was still angry, but asked politely: »What’s the current policy on modifications and upgrades?«
 »Well, some upgrades are standard army practice. These are minor interventions. Eye modifications, muscle strength enhancers, endurance optimization, and similar things. More invasive adjustments are only available for specialized professional soldiers and veterans with severe injuries.«
 Magnus raised an eyebrow: »I know about the talks on forced modification. I built most of the upgrades. So don’t give me any phrases and appeasements!«
 »I know you’re angry. This happens to many relatives, which is why personal visits are rare. No, there are no forced upgrades. Whatever you might have heard, currently no soldier is modified without his consent. We do not use blackmail or inappropriate persuasion. It is possible that one day there may be a basic requirement for certain special units, but for your son, this is out of the question. On the one hand, because modifications are a very expensive investment, and on the other hand, because recruits with such powerful tools would bring more harm than good without proper training. Apart from making him stronger, faster, and more disciplined, you’ll get him back the way he is now.«
 After a few more issues and astonishingly precise statements from the recruiters, Carter only had one last question.
 »When do we start?«
    
  Osilon
  
 A week later, a military transporter would pick up Carter. Within this period he could sort out his affairs and prepare himself. Magnus took the days off and spent a lot of time at the communicator, but conscription could not be avoided. He often cursed because he was beside himself that the prevailing corruption in the government did not apply here.
 Carter, on the other hand, had little to do. Without friends and real hobbies, there was nothing to settle. He spent every free minute with his father and the two went on some trips together.
 Monday came nevertheless and he felt a certain insecurity and restlessness, but he wasn’t really worried. His everyday life consisted of a lot of sports and reading anyway, how could the training be worse? Only the daily contact with other recruits would be potentially exhausting.
 At 7 a.m. the doorbell rang and a military driver with a datapad stood there. Carter had packed a medium-sized bag with some normal clothes. He had flown into town the previous week and had bought cheap things to avoid attracting attention. The driver compared the picture on his list with Carter, took his handprint with the hologram and nodded. Magnus stood in the doorway and hugged him. »When you have the day off, we’ll do something, okay? I know communicators are not allowed, but you can contact me from the base. I also pulled a few strings and got you some amenities. Let yourself be surprised!«, he said with a smile. Carter shouldered his bag and followed the driver into the dark green shuttle with the symbol of the Utopia military on it. Three other young people, two women, and a man were already sitting inside. According to their clothes, they were all part of the upper class and they looked more than dissatisfied.
  
 The shuttle lifted off and departed. They stopped four more times and took other privileged youths with them. Then they headed for New Denver. Carter looked at the view of the country. Utopia was green on the side of the rich and was dotted with groups of trees at irregular intervals. There were hardly any real forests and there were only one species of leafy tree on the entire planet. Hills and valleys were also rare, which was unusual for such a large planet. The northern hemisphere was not quite as flat as the rest. There were the metropolises and the mines because for unknown reasons there was only synthium on the upper half of the planet. Apart from four bird species, no fauna was found on Utopia. Altogether it seemed as if the world had been unusually empty before the arrival of humans.
 The driver said: »We are now heading for the Osilon training base. It’s five clicks south of the city limits.«
 A click was a military abbreviation for one kilometer. They flew over the site and so the new recruits could get a good view of the building complex. The property seemed to be about the size of their estate. There were extensive obstacle courses, a drill ground, some shooting ranges, and five large buildings, two of which had more than one floor. In addition, there was a roofed hangar with a short runway and a covered vehicle fleet. They landed in front of the main building, where the flags of the army, Utopia, and Earth were waving. The eight newcomers got out and an officer with another list awaited them. He led them to a few other waiting rookies. Particularly noticeable was a dark-skinned guy who towered over the rest by quite a bit and was pretty broadly built. He had to be a good two meters tall, had short shorn black hair, a flat, broad nose, full lips, and was clearly muscular. He notably gazed at a young woman with light brown skin and long, equally black hair. She was halfway thin, didn’t have noticeable breasts, a narrow but curved mouth, piercing green eyes and was overall a rather graceful appearance. The eight new recruits joined the others, while the driver exchanged views with the officer.
 The tall guy gave Carter a snide look. »The rich punks have arrived. Bow down to the high-born superiority of the upper class!«
 Carter looked at him skeptically but said nothing. He didn’t want to make an enemy for himself until he even arrived properly. There was a smell of fuel in the air and one could hear engine noises, roaring, and occasional gunfire. A group of soldiers came jogging past them singing a motivational song. As he looked around and felt the big man’s hostile gaze, Carter felt more than uncomfortable. But this was not due to the presence of many people, nor to the atmosphere itself, nor to the fact that someone was already looking for trouble with him. It was this vague anticipation that he was not allowed to make any mistakes in Osilon. The officer said goodbye to the driver and stepped in front of the group. He stood up with his legs apart and let his eyes wander over their faces. Then he activated his holo list and pointed next to him. »Everyone I have called comes here to me!«, he said decisively. He looked at the document and started.
 »Bolly, Urma!« A woman with almost black skin and long dreadlocks stepped next to the officer.
 »Fields, James!« A lanky guy with glasses stepped forward. Then came
 »Kennedy, William!« A blond man with an arrogant expression shouted: »Present, sir! I hope the name is marked with a star because I am the number one!« The officer ignored the behavior and continued.
 »Lambert, Jane!« An unremarkable woman responded, smiling amusedly.
 »Palmer, Henry!« The chubby, dark-skinned guy hurried to the others.
 »Powell, Gina!« A cozy Asian woman with pink strands followed the request.
 »Richards, Kelly!« This was for a beauty with a stunning body and bronze hair. The men looked at her all discreetly and she noticed it but didn’t seem to mind.
 »Sanders, Carter Slade!« He lifted his head, grabbed his bag and strolled to the others.
 »Talbot, Tim and Tom!« Two identical-looking young men with brown hair and beard stubbles came forward. Then the tall man joined them, when the name »Tindall, Roderick!« was called.
 He whispered to him: »Sanders, hm? The leader of the ass faces it seems. Your father is a really high figure. I’m surprised he didn’t just buy you out!« Carter remained calm.
 »Whittaker, Leena!« The young woman Roderick had stared at before came running to them.
 »Very nice! You’re in my group, sweetie! We will have a lot of fun together ...«
 She raised an eyebrow and replied: »If you land on your ass in the obstacle course, maybe.« Carter had to chuckle. Roderick noticed that.
 »I’ll remember you!«
 Again Leena replied: »Don’t challenge your brain too much! You still need the three brain cells to remember where your bed is.« The bystanders laughed and Roderick was speechless. The last name was: »Zobek, Nambur!« The one addressed was a tall Pintan who even surpassed Roderick. He had light green skin and a bald head. 
  
 The man said: »That was everyone. The rest of you will immediately be assigned by another officer. Those who have been called follow me! He walked forward confidently and the group followed him. They marched past the largest building and sideways alongside it.«
 He said out loud: »This is the main building. This is where the lessons take place, different mental exercises are supervised and it serves as administration. The building over there is what we call the barracks. There are the dormitories and the mess hall. On the other side of the main building lies the simulation chamber. You’ll see it soon enough. Where you landed earlier that is the hangar. There we have hunters, bombers and troop transporters. Next to it are the land vehicles. Behind the barracks, you can see the main shooting range and the weapons training area. Next door is the hell trail and next door is the drill ground.«
 Carter found the surroundings strangely familiar, even though he didn’t know where it came from. He felt at home, although he had never been there before. He quickly rejected the thought.
 They marched straight towards the barracks. However, they did not enter through the main entrance, but through a more secluded side door. Behind it was a counter where a bored woman lingered.
 »Millie.«, the officer greeted her. She eyed the recruits with mild interest and said: »As long as you are here in the base and not on your own time, your personal belongings are to be kept here in a locker. Anyone who gets caught with private belongings is on guard duty on weekends. If you’re off duty, you can pick up your stuff here. Civilian clothing is only allowed on arrival and departure. If you get caught in jeans and a t-shirt and without a pass, you can run back to the bedroom naked and put on your uniform. This applies to both sexes. You’ll now get your military ID and a locker number.«
 One after the other they stepped forward to Millie and gave their names. She always disappeared for a short time in an adjoining room and then came back with a set of freshly pressed dog tags. There was also a locker key. When they were all done, she said: »You can leave your key here with me if you tend to lose things. If you forget your number, you’re out of luck and can go looking for it. If I have to look in the files, there are extra services. The dog tags serve as your ID here on the base and as a distinguishing mark for every member of the Utopia Army. They also act as rations tokens at the mess hall so that no one over-expenses themselves for food.«
 She looked meaningfully at Henry and Gina. »If you lose your dog tags, you don’t get to leave for three months and your parents have to pay a fine. So think twice before you let them out of your sight.«
 When they had stored all their things in their lockers, they ran back to the front. Carter, looking at Roderick, decided to hand over the key. His locker number happened to be the last three digits of the ID on the dog tag, which made his search easier. They were all just standing there in their underwear, carrying the rest of their undergarments in their hands. Again most of the glances fell on Kelly, whose curves left nothing to be desired. Even the women were jealous of it. Only Urma was just as impressive, but not so much because of her attractiveness, but more because of her hard trained body. She was the first woman Carter had ever seen with a six-pack. The officer smiled a little because the group seemed very uncomfortable.
 »Get used to it. Privacy, shame and dignity are the first things that will be driven out of you here.« He led them down a hallway where they had to shower. The women seemed relieved because there was no gender separation, but individual shower cabins. When they had finished, they found themselves in a changing room behind the showers. There were pants, multifunctional socks, an undershirt, a black shirt, a uniform jacket, a cap and black boots ready for everyone. The officer awaited them outside the door. 
 »In every locker next to your beds you’ll find two more of these uniforms. On Fridays, the used uniforms are returned and on Monday morning they are picked up again washed. You only have one pair of shoes. You will get new ones every three months or in case of serious damage. So make sure you keep them clean.« He led them into another room. Five hairdressers were waiting for them. The women looked shocked.
 »In the military, there is no individuality until you have earned it. Men have only two options: short or none. Women have a uniform length to wear and they have to put their hair into a bun which has to sit below the cap. Your looks don’t interest anyone here, so there are neither concessions nor time.«
 Roderick, Henry, and Nambur were able to save themselves the haircut because they were already shorn. The women with a hair length shorter than the maximum were also lucky. That was Gina and Jane. The others had to sit down. Carter’s hair was shaved off and he now had a spiky short haircut. That suited him too, but it was unusual for him. While he waited for the rest, he drove his hand over his neck and felt the stubbles scratching.
 Leena looked at him and said: »An improvement if you ask me.« He looked at her shortened hair and said: »Unfortunately not with you, I’m sorry ...«
 »You’re honest and straight forward, I like that!«
 After the involuntary haircut, they went on to the dormitories. These were elongated rooms with bare gray walls and four square columns in the middle. They offered space for 24 people. There everyone got a bunk and a locker. They slept on bunk beds, but no one dared to quarrel above or below. Carter was not assigned to a bed.
 The officer said: »You have now half an hour to look around here, then you will be at the mess for breakfast at 0900, understood?«
 An approving murmur was the reaction.
 Suddenly he yelled: »When a superior asks you a question, you answer either ›sir, yes, sir‹ or ›sir, no, sir‹! We’re not on the playground here! Whoever is disrespectful, gets my boot so deep up the ass that the shoelaces tickle the throat! Is that clear?«
 A frightened »Sir, yes, sir!« followed. He seemed satisfied and continued speaking in a normal tone. »You will find that the instructors here are not particularly indulgent. Anyone who breaks the rules or refuses to obey orders, depending on the severity of the offense, will either be offered additional service, be allowed to brush the toilets with a toothbrush or spend the night in a cell. Remember that before you get sassy! The bedrooms must be kept perfectly clean. As you may have noticed, men and women sleep in the same place. You are grown up and should be able to handle it. I don’t give a shit if you sleep here, jerk off or fuck each other as long as you follow the rules. However, if you intend to screw each other, be fair and at least let the fat and ugly watch.
 Every morning at 0600 I will appear here and those who aren’t dressed yet will take part in the program in their underwear. I don’t give a shit if it’s warm, cold or wet outside. You’re standing in a row here in the corridor when I arrive, and the beds are made. In the evening before the night’s rest, I walk through the rows and check the condition of the shoes and uniforms. There is order here. Has all this been gone through your skulls?«
 Another »Sir, yes, sir!«
 He turned to Carter and said: »You seem to be pretty important to some people. Come with me!« He went out of the dorm and led him upstairs into a corridor full of doors. »These are the bedrooms of the officer’s ranks. These are the recruits who volunteer after basic training. They come here on a monthly basis and extend their training. One room is designed for two people, but my supervisor has decided that you will get it on your own. He said you could also choose a roommate if you wanted. So if you consider someone worthy to breathe the same air, let me know and I’ll move that person here.« Carter opened the door and found a spacious room with two separate beds, a real closet, desk, computer, and a fairly large window. »I don’t know why I was given this treatment, but I don’t think I’m any better than the others.«
 The officer crossed his arms. »Anyone can say that. We’ll see how you perform, boy. And by the way: Just because you sleep up here doesn’t mean that you won’t have to do the usual drill. You have to be present downstairs when I come in the morning, just like the others. And I’m sure they’re very excited to have one of them isolating himself. You just got off to a particularly great start ...«, he mocked.
  
 Carter settled in more or less because he feared it would be much worse if he made a fuss about it. Changing anything would only further enhance the reputation of ›special snowflake‹. He moved through the loveless gray corridors down into the mess hall, where the rest were already waiting. Roderick looked at him with an arrogant smile, as if he had judged him correctly. Leena looked more surprised and the others seemed as if nothing had happened. Only William, who called himself Billy, said: »Very cool move with the private room! How did you do that? Must be nice not to sleep with the losers.« Carter looked at him in disbelief: »Are you serious? Losers? Listen to me: I had no idea that I would be accommodated somewhere else. My father must have organized it. I don’t think I’m better, nor do I think you’re losers or inferior in any way. To be honest, I consider the whole thing more embarrassing than pleasant.«
 Roderick shook his head. »Tell that to someone who believes you, show-off.«
 Kelly said: »Leave him alone! You’re just mad because you’d rather sleep in a room, too. We all would.« Then she smiled at him.
 Billy asked: »You managed to stand out from the crowd. Why do you want to prove so badly that you are only one of the sheep?«
 Gina replied: »Because he’s not an ass! Even if you actually are better than everyone else, it’s not a big sign of greatness to rub anyone’s nose in it.« Billy twisted his eyes.
 Leena said: »People should be judged by their behavior and character, not by their status. Carter arrived with us and hasn’t asked for any special treatment since. So far, he’s behaved decently towards me, so I’ll return that gesture. There’s nothing more to say about that.«
 Before further comments could follow, the officer came into the room and waved them towards him. He was standing in front of a terminal.
 »This is the rations terminal. There are three of them in this facility. One here, one in the officers‹ mess and one in the main building with a snack machine. Every day you are entitled to three main meals and a snack. That’s valid from today. Hold your dog tag in front of the scanner and select the appropriate meal. Then you go to the front counter to get a tray and the kitchen staff will prepare a portion for you. You scan the tray again before you take your food with you. After entering ›snack‹ you select what you want at the vending machine and it will spit it out. The meals will be eaten in here. Not in the dorm, not in the room ...«, he said with a glance at Carter, »... and also not outside. In the summer there are occasional barbecues on the drill ground, but that’s the exception.« He instructed Tim to try it, and then said: »Okay, if this whole technology doesn’t confuse you, you can have your breakfast now, and then the introductory test begins.«
    
  The Tormentor
  
 After enjoying dull scrambled eggs on whole-grain toast, the small group went out to the drill ground. There they were met by a brawny, tall guy in military pants, boots, and a black tank top. His blonde hair was spiky short and he had a reddish, frayed scar across his cheek. His body was impressively trained and he had a stern look as he stood there with his arms folded behind his back. The officer brought them to him and ordered them to line up. Then he handed command to the brawny guy and disappeared. The other man let his gaze wander calmly over those present. He spoke loudly and seriously: »My name is Major Bartholomew Banes. I am a member of the Delta 3 Special Unit and have fought in various missions on different worlds. I have killed humans, Pintans, Lorgans, Gumai and Salvani. One of them left a clear trace ...« He pointed at his cheek.
 »Because of my experience, I was chosen to pass on my knowledge to promising new recruits.«
 His gaze wandered over the group again and he looked disgusted. »I don’t see anything promising about you, though.«
 He passed the newcomers one by one. He looked at the boy named James with his glasses. »Scrawny, blind and soft.«
 To Henry, the overweight boy, he said nothing, he just blew his cheeks mockingly. He did the same with Gina, with her pink strands. When he passed Kelly, she stretched out her chest in an exemplary manner, as was usual when standing at attention. He looked at her from top to bottom.
 »You are a doll, not a soldier. The farther you stretch your tits out, the less seriously you can be taken.« Carter noticed a slight twitch in her eyes, but she didn’t move. »At least you have discipline.«
 Banes passed Roderick, who was the same size.
 »You are physically fit to be a soldier, but I have watched you and you seem too much in love with yourself. I will show you how pathetic you actually are. Only when you understand that I can work with you.«
 Roderick growled quietly. Banes pulled his lips to a smile. »You are angry. Good.«
 The next candidate was Billy. The major didn’t say anything when he stood in front of him with his chest swollen with pride, he just smiled at him. When he came to Leena, he gave her a strong push and she landed on her butt. »You think too much. A head that works too hard quickly catches a bullet.«
 Then it was Carter’s turn. Banes stood in front of him. He looked him straight in the eye.
 »I’ve already heard of you, Sanders. I had to do with your father before. Tough guy. I heard that he begged all sorts of people to save you from conscription. When his little boy was drafted, he was suddenly not so hard anymore. And now he got you a special room so you could have a soft mattress. Boys like you desperately need the toughness of training so that they learn that life is not as pleasantly soft as they know it.«
 Carter didn’t look away and didn’t react to the provocations. Banes played with his jaw muscles.
 »You don’t let yourself be distracted and you don’t show insecurity or anger. You have guts, kid. We’ll see if it stays that way.«
 He saw the twins and said: »Two equal brothers. That means double disappointment, twice the weakness, and identical failure.«
 When he arrived at Nambur, he stared darkly at him. It looked funny because the Pintan was the only one who towered above him.
 »A Pintan. And a Tenno, too. I don’t know why they tolerate you in our troops, but I’m against it. You better prepare for a hard time, buddy!« After he had examined the row to the end, he stepped in front of them again.
 »You thirteen losers are one team for the next two years. You are thirteen because there are teams of two in many of my exercises. One of you will have to fight alone and I will always decide which one of you it will be, according to my mood«.
 He crossed his arms. »The recruits like to call me the torturer because I have neither mercy nor compassion. I will give you the worst time of your miserable lives, and when you can’t stand on your feet any longer due to exhaustion, the fun just begins. With me, neither weakness nor excuses count. If you don’t keep up, you won’t come to dinner until later. I don’t give a shit what you think of me. Anyone who hates me understood the principle. If you get smart, you do rounds. Those who do not follow their orders by 100% sleep outside. If someone thinks he has to kiss my ass, he shouldn’t be surprised if he has to eat shit. With me, there is neither fun nor understanding. Get that into your heads! Is that clear so far?«
 They yelled: »Sir, yes, sir!«
 »I hope so! And now you’re warming up. Today we test your limits. I expect ten laps around the course. The first one to complete the eighth doesn’t need to keep running. Move!«
 They started running. The different characters quickly showed. Carter and Roderick were both active and they knew they had to manage their endurance, so they slowed down. Billy was so convinced of himself that he sprinted straight away and after a quarter of a lap, he already gasped like a dog. Gina fought her way forward bravely as Henry tried to keep up with her. James and Kelly ran a little slower than Carter, but also seemed to be more careful with her breath. Urma shot off like an arrow. She had incredible stamina. After only one round they began to wonder how to handle ten of them.
 Henry had stopped and held his side. Banes yelled at him to move his fat ass. He tried to walk slower just to keep moving. Leena was already in the third round, completely sweaty and she ruffled with every step. By number five, at the latest, they were all tired and even Urma had slowed down. Henry dragged himself slowly forward with Gina. After almost endless torture, Urma had finished the eighth round and Banes waved her over. She followed the order and when she stopped beside him she gasped heavily.
 He looked at her and smiled, which never seemed to be a good sign. »Very good, you are the fastest. So get down and do 200 push-ups! Then 200 squats and 200 sit-ups! And the rest will keep going until you’re done, so take your time.«
 The recruits almost stopped in surprise when they heard that. Not only did Urma have to work through the exercises somehow, but she also had to hurry for the benefit of the others. Every time Carter came by, he saw her face, distorted with pain. She finished after some of them had already limped their fourteenth round. When they lined up again, Banes grinned and said: »Good, now you’re warmed up.« 
  
 After this introduction, it was time for lunch. The group dragged themselves into the mess hall and everyone got a steak with green beans and a baked potato. Carter sat down with Urma and the twins at a table. Shortly afterward Leena squeezed herself next to him and said: »I want to be as far away from this Roderick as possible. Since this morning, that ruffian has been trying to get me on without a break ...«
 Carter said to Urma: »I am impressed that you are so fast! I run a lot myself, but I’ve never seen anyone so fast. Respect, by the way, that you completed the exercises at all. I don’t know if I would have been able to do that.«
 Tim said: »I’m afraid we’ll find out soon ...«
 Urma replied to Carter: »I do not come from Utopia, but Earth. I grew up in Africa, in Ghana. There I had to walk many miles every day. Either to fetch water or as a part-time job. I worked as a messenger and delivered the news.« Her accent was clear to hear. »With time you have more and more stamina. In fact, as a child of poverty, I’m probably most accustomed to the treatment here.«
 »Don’t be fooled. Tim and I are the sons of a miner and a tailor. We spent our whole lives in the slums of New Denver. Living between thieves, murderers and prostitutes hardens you. And the businessmen from the corporations think of us as nothing more than better footstools.«, Tom explained and his brother nodded approvingly.
 »How did you get to Utopia?«, Tim asked.
 »I was drawn into a gang war on Earth. The conflict in Africa is centuries old and even today they fight for freedom, money and blood diamonds. I was abused as a messenger between two camps of allied bandit tribes. I didn’t have much choice. When the army exterminated the bandits, I was arrested as a prisoner of war. Then they let me decide: execution or military service. Since I was a potential danger in Africa, I was sent here so that I would not be tempted to switch sides.«
 Carter found her story very sad, but it wasn’t much worse than the lives of the workers‹ children in the cities of Utopia. He told them about his youth and how he had always tried in vain to get connected. Since he considered most of the upper-class offspring to be arrogant fools, the sympathy of the others grew for him. He asked Leena about her background.
 She evaded: »I would have been one of those you could have made friends with.« When Carter continued drilling, she said: »I come from a working-class family in New Vienna. My father is also a miner there and my mother works as a secretary to a smaller department head in Syntech’s administrative headquarters. When I was sixteen, I ran away and came to New Denver. I went to the office of a Vinduran refugee who has a small research laboratory here and offered myself a temporary help. Since aliens are treated even worse than workers here, he was happy about the offer. A few weeks ago a corrupt soldier attacked the lab with his friends simply because he hated aliens. I saw them coming on the cameras and used the lab equipment to strategically finish them off. Only with the help of chemicals and laboratory equipment, I took them out without even raising my hand once. Well, the soldier’s superiors got ahold of that, the Vinduran was arrested, and I was drafted because they wanted to further my ›strategic talent‹.«
 »Not bad.«, it came from Tom.
  
 After dinner, they walked to the obstacle course, where Major Banes was already waiting. The course had several possible laps in different lengths and with increasing difficulty. He stood there with an old-fashioned stopwatch.
 »For those of you who thought the warm-up session earlier was part of the test, I say: You‹ re wrong! The actual test starts now. This is the hell trail. We start with the smallest course and work our way up.« He threw Jane the stopwatch and said: »I’ll show you now what a successful obstacle course of the highest difficulty looks like if you work hard on it. You stop time!«
 Jane nodded and pressed the button. Banes sprinted away and the first obstacle was several large tires on the ground. He hurried over it with a steady step while taking each one into account and putting one foot in it. Then came a mud hole, which was covered by a ladder-like scaffold. Banes jumped up and made his way over. A two and a half meter high wooden wall followed. After a small jump, the major pulled himself over the edge by pure strength. He grabbed a rope and swung over another hole. Then he crawled under a net of barbed wire. A narrow corridor between two metal walls with randomly extending obstacles came next and he hurried attentively through the middle and rolled or jumped whenever one appeared. Then he vertically climbed up a rope and swung up onto a platform. From there he slipped down a steep slope and at the end overcame a pit, which he jumped over with the help of the momentum. A sprint course with occasional wooden barriers followed, which he had to overcome. Then he balanced on a beam and ran about five hundred meters in an arc back to the beginning. Jane clicked the stopwatch.
 »Four minutes and forty-eight seconds.« Banes nodded contently and took it back. He didn’t even gasp noticeably.
 »I took it comfortably. If one of you manages to beat this time by the end of your basic training, the graduation ceremony goes on me and the winner gets my stopwatch as a souvenir. In my six years here, no one has ever been able to do that.« He laughed briefly and then pointed to the course. »Rejoice, because your test is also your first partner exercise! And today’s candidate as a lone fighter is Sanders. I want to see if you really have what it takes. The others work together. Today you will take the hardest course to really push your limits. I don’t expect you to make it to dinner, but each of you will finish the course no matter how. Forward!«
 They were all tracked and analyzed separately using an HUD on Banes‹ arm. Carter sighed because he had got stuck with the short stick right away. He didn’t wait for his comrades but hurried off immediately. The tires were less difficult for him than for some of the others, because he had often run through woods. He stumbled twice but balanced himself again and again. The scaffolding for climbing was a bigger problem. He held on tight and took the first four bars as his arms got tired. He knew Banes would let him repeat the obstacle until he had made it, so he forced himself up to two-thirds of the ladder and then swung to the edge of the hole. With his already tired arms, he had to somehow get over the wooden wall. The others could help themselves with bunk-ups and support, but they were not allowed to assist him.
 Carter waited until his arms had recovered and then jumped up. Then he hung there and didn’t have the strength to pull himself up. He used momentum again, only this time sideways. He swung back and forth until he got one foot over the edge to lift himself up. The others were just out of the barbed wire net. Carter swung on the rope, but landed unfavorably and fell forwards. He dragged himself up to the net and was almost glad to be allowed to crawl the next part.
 When he reached the obstacle walls, he couldn’t see the others anymore. He made his way and heard Banes laughing while he was driving out the obstacles by remote control. Carter was hit three times. It was long and wide metal bars that jumped out. He got one against his thigh, hit his head after ducking underneath another and the third stabbed him in the side. He could barely breathe when he came out at the end. His lungs burned, his head pounded, and he literally felt the bruises that would appear the following day. Another rope awaited him. He had never climbed one before and his comrades were still busy trying. Roderick had pulled himself up with strength alone and Leena used a technique with her feet that was copied by the others.
 Carter attempted it as well, but he didn’t really know how she had done it. He quickly realized that the longer he held onto a spot while climbing, the more difficult it became to continue afterward. After almost twenty minutes, in which the others had finished and were waiting for him, the idea came to him to use momentum again. He swung against a wooden beam, which supported the slope at the upper end and pushed himself off. Unfortunately, the swing produced a stronger downward pull, making climbing even harder. He struggled to figure out how to do it. He looked at a nearby tree and had another idea. He ignored the rope and climbed up the branches instead. As soon as he was high enough, he saw one of the ropes was close enough to jump.
 Since he had no other idea, he took a deep breath and jumped onto the rope. He grabbed it tight but slipped down almost half a meter and his hands burned. But now it counted, so he bit his teeth together and forced his arms to pull him up the last bit. Arriving at the top, he immediately slid down the slope and jumped over the pit. At the other end, he let himself fall onto the grass and waited a moment until his heartbeat returned to normal.
 He heard a call from afar: »You can do it, Carter! You almost have it! Come on!«
 As he raised his head, he saw Leena waving and some of the others had also started to encourage him. He fought his way up and ran off, overcoming most of the obstacles slowly due to fatigue. Had he been fit, he could have used his more acrobatic moves, but he lacked the strength to do so.
 The narrow beam for balancing had been replaced by Banes with a thick rope. But Carter didn’t even have the energy to get angry anymore. He put his foot on the rope and it wobbled. As soon as he stood completely on it, it started to swing strongly. He took one step but had to put the other foot on the ground immediately for stabilization. He thought it would be easier to put his feet across the rope, but this forced him to coordinate his legs differently and he fell down. He was glad it was dry, otherwise, he would have landed in the mud. It took him almost half an hour to make it with several near falls. He had his feet aligned along the rope to have the largest possible resting surface. Then he dragged himself the last bit to the others. His whole body screamed to lie down, but with Banes‹ gaze on himself, he remained standing.
 Roderick said: »Well finally! We had to stay here until you came before we were allowed to eat. We had to wait a long time for you!«
 The others gave him a sinister look because they respected Carter for what he had done, just as they had respected Urma in the morning.
 Major Banes had crossed his arms. »It took you a total of two hours. That’s just under a hundred and fifteen minutes longer than my specification. You still have a lot to do, boy.« Billy giggled. »And what is there to laugh about, Kennedy? You didn’t act too clever either. Without Palmer, you would have got stuck on the first wall! And Whittaker had to show you the technique on the rope before you could even get a third up. Sanders was at least inventive enough to use the tree.«, the Major straightened Billy.
 »Big mouths and show-offs are the first to go down here.«, he added, addressed to everyone. »And Tindall, since you obviously didn’t think Sanders‹ performance was fast enough, you can do his part next time.«
 That effectively blew away Roderick’s attitude.
 »Sanders, I have to say, even though your performance was just terribly bad, you still finished it. Many give up on the first day. Not that they could stop because of it, but it shows your strength of character and willpower to pull through. Maybe you are not a completely hopeless case after all. But that remains to be seen. And now disappear! You are done for today.«
  
 On the way back from the practice area to the barracks, Roderick tried to appeal to Leena again. »I heard you come from New Vienna. I’ve been there before. Terrible place! I drove there in my car once, after I had installed some tuning parts. Wanted to see if everything was running.«
 She replied: »I think Vienna is more beautiful than Denver. Because in Denver there’s a risk of running into you.«
 Kelly walked next to her and smiled while Nambur giggled. Roderick gave him a push and stormed off. He saw Carter a little bit further ahead. »Hey, Sanders! Do your thin arms hurt? Ringing for the butler too often? You sucked up to Banes really nicely!«
 He ignored his behavior and just as Roderick was focusing on Leena again, she turned around and walked next to Carter.
 »Let’s sit together again for dinner! I like you.«
 He suspected she was just trying to upset the bully. That worked very well since he bared his teeth.
 Carter whispered to Leena:
 »I know you’re only saying this to annoy Roderick, but I’d really prefer you wouldn’t turn his anger on me anymore ...«
 She said unconcernedly: »Why not? When he does something stupid, Banes has got him by the balls. Since you have your own room, he can’t bother you at night. Not to mention, I really do like you.«
 »And what protects you from nightly attacks?«
 »Please. He tries to get into my panties. He won’t do anything to me when I sleep. If he touches me, I’ll report him and he’ll end up in a cell.«
 Her remarks made sense, so she sat down with him again after they fetched dinner. It was gray bread with cheese, sausage, and an egg. This time Henry, Kelly, and Nambur sat with them.
 Carter said: » Say, Henry, I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?«
 The person in question was chewing on a piece of bread. »I think so too. My father is the head of electrical impulse research in the synthium area. He knows your father quite well. But I rarely went out of the house and therefore hardly meet people. I’m a gamer and spend most of my time online.«
 »What do you play?«, Carter asked while Leena looked at Kelly annoyed.
 »Mostly Dooms Age 3 - End of Balur. But also other games. I like everything that has an interesting story.«
 »I played part 2, but for part 3 I lacked the drive. I found the gameplay quite spongy and the world pretty monotonous.«
 Suddenly Leena asked Kelly: »Tell me, what do you think of these new Diletta shoes?«
 She smiled and replied with a drawn-out, lengthy explanation as to why high-heeled shoes were a good investment. When Carter looked a little tortured and Henry focused on his food again, Leena just replied:
 »When you talk about video games, I talk about shoes.«
 He nodded and said: »Understood. No more games. Then tell me, Kelly, where do you come from? I guess you’re not a member of a working-class family.«
 »No, that’s true. I am the daughter of the managing director of Dimcod Industries. You know, Dimcod ceramics. They make everything from tiles and toilets to sinks and decorations. Until four months ago I was called the ›Porcelain Princess‹. My mother used to be an underwear model in Los Angeles on Earth. When she became pregnant with me, my parents decided to let her genes influence me more than his. It was clear that I would get my mother’s figure. As a result, since I’m sixteen, I’ve been constantly being stupidly hassled, asked for dates, or drooled at. I’m twenty-one now and it’s getting worse. That’s why I graduated from the University of Henderson with a degree in long-distance communications at the age of nineteen. I don’t want my future to be determined by my body.«
 Carter replied: »I can understand that very well. I always wanted to be judged on my performance and not on my heritage. It’s not quite the same, but it’s similar. I must confess, of course, that I find it difficult not to look at you when you are in the room. You look stunning! This is noticeable even in a uniform ...«
 She smiled: »Thank you! I admit it’s a great feeling to be so desired. But the condescending comments of some people are simply inappropriate. Compliments are often used as packaging for ambiguous comments. I get indecent offers all the time. Not that I have anything against indecent things, but certainly not with such disgusting individuals. That’s different with you. If you tell me that you find me attractive, then I don’t get that feeling of disgust and nausea.«
 Carter laughed: »That will surely come. But seriously, that may be because I want to have a real conversation with you. We will all spend the next two years together and I like to know with whom I am going through thick and thin. Except for Roderick, he is a jerk!«
 They laughed. Nambur said: »I wonder why he only stares at Leena and not at Kelly ...«
 Leena said half-jokingly: »Because I’m simply stunning! Roderick’s an idiot, but at least he’s got an impeccable taste.«
 Kelly asked Nambur why the major called him ›Tenno‹. He explained to them: »Among my people, as you may know, there are those with blue skin and those like me with green skin. This is because our star has different radiation than yours on Earth. Your people turn brown when they are exposed to the sun for a long time. Eventually, their offspring will be born with darker skin, like Henry and Roderick. If I recall correctly, such people have been treated as a worse race in your world for a long time.«
 The others nodded, for this fact was known to them all.
 »With us on Pinta, it was similar. Our sun turns the skin bluish over time and many of us are already born blue. Those with green skin are in some way all descended from the ancient inhabitants of the continent of Tennoravia, which is darker than the rest of the planet due to high mountains and tunnel complexes. The descendants of this culture are still green today, like me. For centuries we were treated like lower Pintans and thought of with the derogatory term ›Tenno‹. If you ever come to Pinta, try to avoid this word. It’s very rude.«, Nambur explained with his calm and soft voice.
 Leena asked him: »How did you end up in the military of Utopia?«
 »Well, my father raised me on his own. He is a diplomat and works in the consulate here in town. That’s why I lived here on Utopia for many years. I have an extended residence permit, which in the eyes of the military is equivalent to citizenship. So I was drafted.«
 Kelly said: »I suspect that the conflict with the Lorgans is the reason. The government probably fears prolonged fighting and wants sufficient numbers of trained soldiers in reserve for safety«.
 After they had eaten, they returned to the dormitory. There were enough beds and another group of recruits in the room, so Carter could sit down to chat with his comrades. However, they were too tired to talk for long, and Roderick kept dropping comments to irritate him. So he went up to his room. He was sure that he wanted to pick someone to live with him. He just didn’t know who it should be yet. Leena was a nice person, but he couldn’t judge her that well. And Kelly was visually amazing, but he wasn’t sure what would happen if he brought her in. Since he had the free choice, he preferred a woman, after all, he was only a man.
  
 The following morning, his alarm clock rang at half-past five. He sighed and rolled lazily out of bed. He put on his uniform and immediately noticed that he had forgotten to clean his boots of dirt in the evening. He grabbed a brush and roughly scrubbed off the dust, then hurried down to the others. They were almost all on their feet, only Billy was still snoring. James, whom they now called Jimbo, had tried to wake him up. Billy had unkindly asked him to leave him alone. When the door burst open punctually at six a.m. and the instructor waltzed in, they all hurried to the aisle and lined up.
 The man shouted: »Stand still, you worms! Today is your first day here in Camp Osilon. Remember well what the daily routine looks like, because from now on it will always be like this.«
 He noticed that Billy was still asleep. His face became dark, he marched to his bed and threw him down together with his mattress. The sleepyhead fought his way out and blinked in horror.
 »So Kennedy it is. I had a hunch you’d be the one to put the rules to the test.« Then he shouted: »On your feet and stand still! Move!«
 Billy limped to the others and Roderick frowned disapprovingly.
 The instructor continued: »As I said, the daily routine.« He walked along the row and explained: »Every morning after I inspected your beds and uniforms, we go out to the drill ground. There you will do the morning sport, which I supervise myself. It will be less hard than with Major Banes because we don’t want to wear you out early in the morning already. Afterward, we have breakfast. At 0930 you’ll go to the main building, where you’ll be taught until lunch. After lunch at 1330, practical classes begin. Depending on the type of lesson, you will then start your sports training with Major Banes. When he’s finished with you, you’ll have dinner. After that, you have the rest of the evening off. Once you have acquired some basic knowledge, there will be field exercises on some days instead of the afternoon program. Is that clear so far?«
 »Sir, yes, sir«, it came from the group.
 The man shouted: »Then off to the drill ground and do jumping jacks until I have finished my coffee. Oh right, and Kennedy? Since you didn’t consider it necessary to get dressed, you’ll spend the day in your underwear. So let’s go!«
 The group left, and even if nobody said it, they all thought that some humility was good for Billy. But he didn’t seem to mind and was convinced of his looks.
 He said to Kelly and Jane: »Careful, ladies! We don’t want your concentration to suffer because you have to keep looking over at me.«
 The others just shook their heads. The morning sport was mainly endurance exercises with some squats and push-ups. It took about an hour and then they were completely worn out and had to shower before heading out for breakfast. Jimbo told them about his title in chess, where he had become district champion last year.
  
 After breakfast, they quickly moved to the main building, where they met several groups of marching soldiers. They saw Banes, who had just given some older recruits a push. They entered the building and the receptionist showed them the way to the classroom. A female soldier of advanced age awaited them there. She was absolutely in shape and she had tied her black hair with gray strands to a ponytail. She looked strict, experienced and patient at the same time. Her stringy figure and tanned skin reinforced the hard impression. But when she spoke to them, her voice was soft and friendly. »Good morning! It is a pleasure to meet you all. My name is Annie Dalton. I used to hold the rank of commander, but I was wounded in action and the resulting nerve damage makes it impossible for me to continue working in active service. Officially, I still have the rank, but I no longer feel like a commander, so you don’t have to call me that. If it’s not a problem for you, we can use the first names. After all these years in the service, I don’t care much about unnecessary communication barriers anymore. Apart from that, you’re being treated hard enough by the other instructors.«
 Her words delighted the recruits very much. It was a pleasant change to have someone friendly in front of them. She smiled and they sat down. The room was not very large but was designed for groups of up to twenty people. Each table had a holo screen with a wide bracelet next to it.
 »The bracelets in front of you will accompany you through your training. Everything you learn and every achievement you perform will be captured by the internal computer and recorded in real-time. This means that we know exactly what you have done, when and how well. This is not to monitor you, but to teach you the contents in a way that you learn them well. The military is often about life and death, so it’s not enough to just say you learned something. We must be able to rely on you being able to control it. For you, this has the advantage that you can view all the information from your lessons and practical exercises at any time.«
 Roderick raised his hand: »What about exams?«
 She smiled: »That’s always the first question I get asked. It’s a fact that when you’re on missions, you become part of a unit. Each military unit works with a virtual intelligence that monitors and coordinates the team and optimally implements the orders of the superior. This also includes controlling the weapon systems of combat ships and strategic consulting. This VI will interact with each soldier’s holo interface and will provide all relevant data as needed. It is therefore not necessary to learn things by heart. The purpose of the lessons here is to teach you the basic knowledge of the galactic situation and some new ways of thinking. You are here to broaden your horizons.«
 Carter crossed his arms: »I have informed myself about the military and one reads again and again reports of corruption and abuse. I don’t mean to imply that all this is true, but I could imagine that too intelligent soldiers are difficult to control. So why would you give knowledge to a soldier who simply has to follow orders?«
 Annie nodded slowly: »I know the rumors and I want to be honest with you. There have been some incidents where there was no legal ground. But overall, we want the troops to learn enough to survive and assert themselves in the absence of communication. My personal view is that the best way to motivate your comrades-in-arms is for them to have enough knowledge to form their own opinions. Anything else only leads to resistance.«
 The group was amazed that she was so honest, but she didn’t seem to give much about the protocol. The people were important to her, not the rules.
 »Your bracelets have the curriculum for the next two years. You should always know what to expect. The first knowledge unit deals with the history of Earth. Before you can deal with the future, you must first understand where you come from.«
 A large hologram of Earth appeared above the teacher’s desk. Annie walked around and watched the recruits.
 »Earth is our homeworld and it is located in the Solar-System. This is a long way from Utopia Beta, which lies in the Zelot-System in the Nekon-Traverse. It is largely covered with water and has the largest known biodiversity of all worlds to date. This applies not only to animals and plants but also to humans themselves. The distinct individuality of our species is the reason for the endless number of opinions and the resulting conflicts. Obsolete concepts, such as old religions, monarchy, dictatorship, and the original democracy were triggers for several wars and enormous dissatisfaction. Even today, when there is only one government left for the entire planet, humanity continues to cling to its former borders, national pride and separated groups. This lack of unity of our species was also the reason for the expansion to Utopia Beta almost two hundred years ago. No action could be taken against the overpopulation, so there were many tensions, some of which even escalated. Had it not been for a few clever minds to colonize a new world, Earth could have imploded.«
 The hologram of the Earth disappeared and was replaced by a male and a female human being. While Annie went into the anatomy of the species, one could see the representations naked, muscle fibers and nerve tracts, internal organs and the skeleton. When she listed some basic body characteristics, she specifically addressed the physical weak points, which were sometimes different for men and women. Billy sat there in his underpants staring at the female representation. Annie told them that this week they would dive even deeper into several aspects of the human species.
    
  First Steps
  
 The first days consisted of lessons and sports. Banes tortured them as best he could to bring them all to a halfway comparable fitness level. Mostly they should run, do some strength exercises or test themselves on single obstacles. After Billy had to go through this agony in front of the entire staff in his underpants, he was the first one awake in the morning. The mockery Roderick and Jane gave him did the rest. Carter noticed that Leena was mostly around him. She wasn’t always talkative, but each day got better. Roderick, on the other hand, seemed to try harder every day to annoy him. He put his legs up, threw over his drinks and banged at the door in the middle of the night. Carter took it calmly because there was nothing he could do about it anyway. The lessons were the only change from painful training. Already on the fifth day, they could hardly sit upright due to the severe muscle soreness. Especially Henry was hit hard because he had had nothing to do with sports before.
 Annie structured the lessons very well. Being a decorated veteran, she was able to contribute her personal experiences to many of the contents, bringing the subject matter to life. »Today we are talking about the Utopia Expansion. As you know, the overpopulation on Earth was on the verge of causing a war over the habitat. No country was willing to receive refugees or cooperate with neighboring nations. During this time, there was an astrophysicist named Henry Earl Mutten. With the help of a new type of telescope, Mutten had discovered a star system far away by the standards of the time, in which there was a life-friendly planet. If he had found this world ten years earlier, nobody would have noticed. But space research had developed advanced engines and improved shuttles that could reach Pluto within a few weeks. This made Mutten’s discovery much more interesting for the government. The idea of colonizing this new world arose quite quickly, and there have always been many wealthy and eccentric entrepreneurs who have willingly spent their money on such pilot projects. With a few billion in funding, the government was able to form the expansion group. Several massive transport ships that would fly with hundreds of thousands of passengers into the new star system in a few years. Poverty, a thirst for adventure and curiosity drove enough volunteers on board to stabilize the population for the time being.«
 Kelly asked: »How could they have been sure that Utopia would be suitable, accessible and stable?«
 Annie explained: »The vitality of a planet’s atmosphere is impossible to determine visually. The distance from Earth to Sun can be used to calculate how far a world must be in relation to the size of a star to provide suitable living conditions for humans. Of course, this doesn’t say anything about the atmosphere, the pressure or already existing forms of life.«
 Jimbo said: »So it was an optimistic estimation.«
 »Actually, it was. At this point, the government was willing to sacrifice all the hopeful colonists to get the problem under control. But the calculations had all been done by Mutten himself and he was a genius. After three and a half years, the first ship reached the planned waypoint. The world that had been imagined, temporarily called Eden Alpha, was unfortunately little more than a floating boulder without a noteworthy atmosphere. They had landed in the neighboring Kendar-System. The planet was renamed to ›Failure‹. Considering how little our people knew about intergalactic navigation at the time, Mutten’s calculations were absolutely brilliant as they were only one system off. Mutten’s best student noticed the mistake and extrapolated a new course. It took another three months to get here. They landed on this world and since it was very green and full of energy, they called it Utopia Beta. It took a few years to build the first settlements and to cultivate the land.
 The big development came only after we had encountered the other species during our exploratory flights and after the preliminary hostilities, we benefited from their technologies. This enabled us to make tremendous progress, and with the help of the Salvani’s communication technology, we were able to develop the ComNet and contact Earth. Only about fifty years ago, when we learned to understand the engine and spacecraft technology of the T’zun and Krodaa, have we been able to travel to and from Earth in a matter of days.«
 »Is the population there now stable?«, Tim asked.
 »The second wave of emigration twenty years ago finally improved the situation, but it will certainly not stop there. It is conceivable that we need another world to secure our future. Apart from this world, there are only mining facilities, a few outposts and two space stations out there. That’s enough for now, but certainly not forever.«
 They discussed the advantages and disadvantages of the colony and life on Earth for a while.
  
 They continued the conversation in the mess at dinner. Jimbo asked the group: »Do you think there will soon be another world that we will colonize? I’m sure there are some suitable planets.«
 Kelly remarked: »Certainly not in the next few years. As long as we’re at war with two species, no one will risk sending away any resources and soldiers. I think it would be a good idea to start a colony together with another species. Who says a world must belong exclusively to one people?«
 Roderick looked skeptical. »Are you serious? We are talking about humanity here. It took forever until we could even halfway overcome our own differences. Even today, the N-word is often used in heated debates. Nobody will trust an alien.«
 Gina agreed: »People have never been fond of sharing. Not among each other and certainly not with others. Tolerance does not belong to our strengths ...«
 Carter changed the subject: »What do you think of Annie? After Banes, I hadn’t expected to meet such a nice person here. So far the material isn’t really new, but I still have a lot of fun with it. She has a talent for passing on knowledge.«
 Roderick made a face: »Of course this comes from the teacher’s favorite here. Sanders the holy recruit. Always exemplary and open-minded, but only because he’s afraid to speak his mind.«
 Carter replied: »You want to hear my opinion? You are an asshole. Happy?«
 The others laughed and Roderick seemed more surprised than angry, but he let it go for now.
  
 After lunch, they wanted to make their way to the drill ground as usual when their bracelets vibrated. They looked and realized that the schedule for that day had been changed. There was now ›Martial Arts Basics‹ and the location was the sports hall at the back of the main building. Internally, they were all happy to be able to spare themselves the drill by Banes, but martial arts sounded suspiciously like bruises and pain. They left the mess and walked through the long corridor leading to the sports hall. Many of the other recruits hurried past them. Except for Nambur, they did not see a single alien on the grounds. He seemed to be an exception. Leena looked curiously into an open room. Carter saw that it was a computer room in which some older recruits were working highly concentrated. »Do you like computers,« he asked her.
 She looked at him and said: »You bet! My parents didn’t have the money for much technology or the luxury of a reasonable computer. I had to learn how to use an old XM-42/5.8 Retcon. You could do basic commands and simple hacks with it, but not much more.«
 Carter looked at her perplexed: »I’ve spent a lot of time on computers, but I have no idea what this XM-42 ... blah blah blah is. And I can’t hack either.«
 »No kidding? But it’s so easy.«
 Carter smiled and took her with him to keep up with the others. The gym was very big, but there always was only one group. In the middle of the hall, there were large red and blue mats on the floor. A cat-like man stood there and waited for them.
 »That’s a T’zun! One of the cat people!«, Jane whispered quietly.
 When they were close enough, they could see him better. He had the same proportions as a human, but was covered in light brown fur, had claws on his hands and feet, a long tail and the head of a big feline with small round ears. He wore red cloth pants with a black belt and no top. He looked at them with his green cat eyes and nodded to them.
 »Hello, recruits. My name is Jazzir and I am your martial arts teacher here at the base. As your comrade just correctly stated, I am a T’zun. My people are known for their body control and weaponless fighting. For this reason, some of us have been asked to support the training of recruits as part of the alliance with the humans. In addition to your regular physical training sessions, combat training will accompany you for the entire two years. Many of you will wonder why melee combat is so useful in a time of firearms and artillery. In every battle, soldiers get into direct confrontations. A good melee fighter can take on a variety of armed enemies without firing a single shot. But before you can do that, you’ll need to learn the basics. And that’s why we’re here.«
 They took off their jackets and boots and entered the mats barefoot. After a little warm-up, they stood in front of Jazzir and waited for what he said.
 »Imagine you are facing another person who is very angry with you. You feel that there is going to be a fight. What do you think the person will do first?«
 Roderick said: »He will want to punch me in the face with his fist.«
 »This is indeed the first impulse in humans. At least man to man. How would a man attack a woman?«
 Billy raised his hand: »I would try to grab the woman by her throat.« Jazzir nodded: »Men know their strength and get close to the woman to intimidate her. Besides, most women can’t counter a man’s strength and if you choke her, she has to give up.«
 »If she doesn’t like it ...«, Billy whispered with a grin.
 »What about women?«, the T’zun asked.
 Kelly thought: »I’ve always been told that when a man gets pushy, a kick in the private parts is the best chance of success.«
 Jazzir strode up and down as he said: »Good advice. A targeted hit on the man’s most sensitive spot can put him out of action before it comes to a fight. But what do you do if that doesn’t work? Women usually wrestle closely with each other because they have long fingernails and thus prevent the opponent from gaining momentum. However, this tactic is highly inefficient.« He moved deliberately back and forth. »Each training day will be divided into two. I’ll teach you the best way to attack an enemy and take them out quickly. And I’ll teach you how best to defend yourself against such an attack. Of course, each species has different weaknesses, but we’ll focus on human physiology first. Many fighters would say that throws and similar maneuvers stop the enemy the fastest. But you don’t always have time or space in battle. Also, there is often more than one opponent. Therefore I will teach you punches, kicks and other movements that can be used universally.«
 Carter had a pretty good idea of what those movements looked like because he had seen a lot of movies. But he had to realize that visual performance had no place in real training. As soon as he was to try the first lateral kicks, Jazzir raised his hand and reminded the group:
 »Many of you have probably seen videos in which experienced melee fighters almost unstoppably conquer entire enemy waves. As entertaining as this is, it’s clear to a real warrior that these actors have rehearsed choreographies. Several movements in such videos are deliberately complicated and inefficient to look particularly impressive. If you did something like that in a real combat situation, you’d be defeated fast.«
 They started with Jazzir showing them various simple punching techniques that they repeated. They had several sandbags hanging at the back of the hall so as not to have to hold back their strength. Meanwhile, their teacher kept wandering up and down watching them all to see if the technique was correct. He stopped at Jimbo and said: »Watch your breathing. Every punch and every kick comes from the center of the body. A muscular arm does not guarantee a hard punch. The power must come from the core. Breathe out when you hit, and you will automatically tighten your torso.«
 Jimbo tried it and you could see the punching bag moving a little more. He was surprised himself. Kelly was a natural. She gave her sandbag blows that could knock a man down. Jazzir nodded benevolently.
  
 After they were allowed to try a few more kicks, it was time to eat again. Carter sat with Kelly, Leena, and Billy at the table and Urma also sat down. Billy said: »I’m telling you guys, these cat guys are really badass! I once saw on TV how one of them carved up a man with his claws. But the gibberish about body control and stuff like that ... I don’t get why anybody should limit themselves that way.«
 »If you have a lot of strength and power, then you shouldn’t abuse it. Everyone gets angry sometimes or has to go through unpleasant things. If you lose control, the consequences would be very unpleasant.«, Leena said. Billy shook his head. »Nonsense. If you’re strong, use that and kick the shit out of anyone who gets into your way. Done!« He shoved a spoonful of soup into his mouth. Urma asked Kelly: »I noticed that Jazzir was very satisfied with you. You seem to have experience in fighting. Am I right?«
 Kelly finished chewing her bread and answered with a nod: »Yes, that’s right. My mother was a model and she told me how many times in her life she was harassed by men. Security personnel isn’t always there to help. So I was sent to kickboxing from an early age. She wanted me to never feel helpless. And I can proudly say that I have often successfully resisted when a macho couldn’t accept a ›no‹.«
 Carter said to her: »This is really cool! When one looks at you, one has no idea what you’re made of. That you studied martial arts is quite impressive. I’ve read a lot and also had some sporting hobbies, but I’m quite a beginner compared to you.«
 They laughed, then Kelly replied: »Well, you had more time for fun things. I was always studying or doing sports. My parents kept saying you have to sacrifice your youth if you want it easier later in life. Now I think that I have many good chances for the future, but still, I often wish I had done more pointless things when I was younger.«
 Leena grinned: »Are you talking about alcohol, parties, and sex? Because with your looks, you could have had any guy.«
 »Parties were never anything for me. When you get hit on by every guy, you avoid the places where they’re drunk. I’ve tried alcohol, but it’s disgusting ... honestly. And sex ... I made my experiences. Sure, finding a guy who wanted it wasn’t hard. It’s harder to find someone who still notices me afterward and shows interest. Even the friendliest guy turned out to be a dick afterwards.«
 Leena nodded in agreement with a look at Billy, who was permanently staring at Kelly’s breasts. She said: »Admittedly, we are young. The maturity you’re looking for is still very rare in men that age.«
 Carter added: »I would almost say that men are never really mature. We just don’t let our ›childish self‹ out too openly anymore. But I think men are always like twelve with each other.« They laughed, even if Billy hadn’t really listened.
  
 The first week was over and the weekend was coming up. In the initial three months, they had no day off, so they spent the time together. On Saturday morning and parts of the afternoon, apart from eating, they lay almost exclusively near the drill ground on the meadow, complaining about their aching bones. As was the case with most groups, smaller friendships quickly formed and the same people were almost always sought out to talk. Henry and Gina had liked each other immediately because both were technically interested and not the most athletic people. You often saw them sitting next to each other talking about video games and computers. Roderick got along quite well with Billy, who seemed to be a pretentious idiot, but was always willing to tease Carter, even though he was a privileged son himself. Nevertheless, both liked cars and engines, which gave them plenty to talk about. Tim and Tom had found pleasure in Jimbo, who could always come up with interesting topics because he had a photographic memory and knew all kinds of encyclopedias by heart. Urma and Nambur seemed to get along well because they were both minorities in their home country and thus instinctively understood each other’s behavior. Jane was popular with everyone because of her humorous nature, so she kept changing the group she was with. But since she also had friends in older recruit groups, she was often not with them at all in her free time.
 Carter was accompanied by Leena most of the time and Kelly was also happy to be with them, as the three had gotten along well from the beginning. He was still struggling to decide whom to ask to come to join him in his room.
 Leena would be a great roommate because she was funny, hardened and didn’t look like someone who had a problem with ridicule. Kelly was incredibly lovable and a refreshing personality, but her looks worried Carter. He feared he might endanger her potential friendship if he asked her. Such a beautiful woman would make him want more. And he didn’t intend to be labeled as one of many drooling suitors. He also had the impression that she wouldn’t be interested anyway because she didn’t want to leave the group. Kelly sat next to him cross-legged and was weaving some blades of grass. She watched Carter’s gaze and asked: »Is something bothering you? You look so brooding today.«
 Leena lay in the sun in front of them but straightened up to take part in the conversation.
 Carter was embarrassed to talk about the subject because he feared that his physical interest in Kelly would slip out. He tried to explain it in a way that allowed the two to express their opinions.
 »Well, when I was led into the room by the officer on Monday, I felt pretty stupid. I don’t want to pretend that I don’t think it’s cool to have my own room and not have to sleep near Roderick ...«
 »And that doesn’t prevent him from working your door at night and hammering against it.«, Leena said with a disapproving look at the aforementioned.
 »... nevertheless, it feels strange. As if I was isolating myself and moving away from the group. I don’t want anyone to think anything wrong of me.«
 Kelly looked around: »Well, I don’t think badly of you. And as far as I can tell, none of us do. I’d say even Roderick is not mean to you because your father got you a room. With him, it’s certainly a deeper frustration from his youth. I think he despises all the privileged. He tolerates Billy only because they have the same interests, he simply doesn’t appreciate Henry’s gaze and he probably wants to see me naked first. But you are probably particularly noteworthy to him because of your name. Nevertheless ... I don’t suppose he thinks badly of you as a person. It is your name that he despises.«
 Leena smiled: »I think he rather wants to see me naked.«
 The two women laughed and Carter grinned a little stupidly because he didn’t know which reaction was the best here. After all, he couldn’t blame Roderick for this point. »Anyway, the officer told me that I could choose someone to live in the room with me. I’ve been thinking about who to ask ever since. And quite honestly ... I would like to ask you both. But that is not possible ... how do you think about it?«
 The women remained silent for a moment and looked at each other.
 Kelly said: »You know, it’s nice that you thought of me. But I don’t think that’s a good idea. For one thing, I already have it hard enough here anyway, even without special treatment. You would probably drift even further into this false reputation. And besides ... I’m sorry if I say so, but ... I don’t know your intention behind the offer. I have learned over time that many guys offer me beautiful things, but hope that I have sex with them. It’s always all about that. And as great as I think you are so far, we still don’t know each other well enough to either rule it out or reciprocate.«
 Carter wasn’t really disappointed because those thoughts had also come to him, which he immediately told Kelly. She smiled with relief that he was not angry or sad.
 Leena grinned cheekily: »So I have the opportunity to bypass the rules and get away with it? I’m sure Roderick would especially like it if I moved into a room with you. That’s a plus. And it brings comfort and a super nice roommate? If you’re really serious, I’m in!«
 Carter wasn’t one hundred percent happy with this turn of events, but his mind made it clear to him that it was probably the best. If he had made a move on Kelly and she would have refused, the situation in a room would have been difficult.
 He asked Leena: »And you’re not worried about possible ulterior motives or anything?«
 She laughed briefly and answered: »No, why should I? If you wanted to bang or get a blow job, I wouldn’t have a problem with that. It’s just sex. I don’t know what everyone considers so wrong about it, I enjoy it. But I don’t get the impression that you have something like that in mind. At least not with me.«
 She winked at him and nodded towards Kelly as she looked elsewhere. She was right about that. When Carter looked at Leena, he thought of funny conversations and valuable friendship. Physical interest was not particularly strong. He wouldn’t push her from the bedside, but he wouldn’t seduce her either. So it was decided and Carter was relieved that the choice no longer weighed on him.
 They spent the Sunday less lying down. Kelly and Leena were walking around the grounds with Jane and most of the others were found in the dorm or hangar watching the shuttles take off and land. Carter had gone with Henry to one of the computer rooms to play a little via the network against him. After a while Gina came along, first watched Henry a little and then joined him.
  
 The weekend had felt long because there was little activity on the base, but it was still too short. They suffered from sore muscles when they got out of bed on Monday. Right after Drill Sergeant Clemm’s morning roar, Carter came up to him and let him know that Leena was going to move in with him. He nodded with a meaningful grin.
 Carter ignored that, like so many things. When he told her that everything was set in motion, she seemed really happy. During the morning sports she was supposed to do some extra exercises because of her slow speed, but she refused. The sergeant screamed, but she remained stubborn and received a warning. On the way to lunch, Tom asked her: »Why did you refuse? It wasn’t that much more. I don’t think the punishments here are so pleasant that you should put it to the test.«
 »I don’t see the point of playing the puppet to amuse Clemm. Forced recruitment is already a downright insolence, but then there is that ›officers‹ like Clemm and Banes, who abuse their apparent power to destroy us ... I’d rather put up with a punishment. Probably after every hour they will jerk off at our painfully distorted and humiliated sight!«
 The others were a little shocked by her extreme language. Jane said: »You’ve often experienced such behavior before you got here, haven’t you?«
 Leena didn’t answer, but her angry look was answer enough.
 Her HUD bracelets indicated that a new lesson would begin after dinner. They came strengthened from the main building and instead of turning towards the hell trail, this time they had to go to the shooting range, which was quite a bit away. There was already a female soldier waiting in a dirty, partially torn tank top, wide military pants and dusty high combat boots. Her arms were tattooed and she had medium black hair with blue strands. She was also slim and sporty. When the group arrived, she began to talk. Her voice was a little smoky and she seemed to swear a lot.
 »Well finally! Shit, how lame can you be? Alright, if you’re all here now, we can start. I’m Major Abigail Dunn, but I don’t give a shit about ranks and such crap. You can just call me Dunn. Whoever calls me Abi, I’ll shove a rifle right up his ass, got it? Most recruits piss themselves when they see me for the first time, but I’m quite a pleasant person. If you do what I say, we get along fine. You can swear with me, that doesn’t bother me. I find it helpful not to mince my words and to let the anger out. Better than accumulating it and shooting someone.«
 She laughed about the idea, while the recruits were rather insecure and nervous. She waved them closer and then grabbed something behind her. She pulled out a pistol. It was white with blue ornaments. A frame ran from the handle past the faucet and ended at the front of the barrel, so it had a rounded silhouette. Overall, it seemed more mechanized than the handguns of earlier days. »This is a standard Cypher pistol. A little bit much bells and whistles for my taste, but the generals like that. This thing fires bundled hattokinetic energy projectiles. Since they consist of energy, the magazines for these guns do not contain any bullets. They are basically strong batteries. The weapon converts the energy contained in the magazine into the shots that can be converted with it. Later, when you receive optical upgrades, you will be able to read the amount of ›bullets‹ in the HUD.«
 Tim raised his hand: »What kind of projectiles is that?« Dunn raised her eyebrow. »I’m not a fucking physicist. All I know is that a few decades ago a smartass named Haysa Hatto discovered a physical principle that makes these toys possible. And that’s why they call it hattokinetics.«
 She put a pistol in everyone’s hand and showed them how to unlock it, secure it, swap the magazine and perform various operations.
 »Of course, there are also modifications for each type of weapon. Silencers, extended magazines, improved performance, armor-piercing ammo, aiming attachments, and so forth. But you beginners are now learning how to shoot straight ahead, without falling on your face or accidentally killing anyone.«
 She explained to them how to hold the gun and how best to position their feet. Then they all stood at the shooting range and everyone should fire at targets a few times. Despite the advanced technology of the firearms, there was still no solution for the recoil. So four of them stumbled on the first attempt. Billy had held the gun too close to his head and punched himself in the face. His lip got thick and Dunn laughed her ass off.
 Carter didn’t find it that difficult after shooting a few times. The moment he picked up the gun, it felt right to him. He knew instinctively how to hold it and how to fire it best. Although he had never used a gun before, he automatically moved correctly. That seemed very strange to him, but he thought it was just talent. He only hit the target at the edge, but that was still better than Leena, who damaged the tree behind it. Kelly also had her problems. Roderick and Henry hit the target pretty well very quickly and Nambur even scored a shot right into the middle. »Shit, it’s been a long time since a newcomer got a bullseye!«, Dunn cheered. After a while, she called everyone close to her again. Now she held up a gray pistol with reddish parts.
 »Hattokinetic projectiles are practical, but many armors and shields, especially those of aliens, have good resistance against them. You have to land some hits in a short time to get through. That’s why we have these things here. This baby is a Blow-92 and anyone who laughs at its name is welcome to put it in their mouth. It’s actually called differently when you ask the manufacturer, but that’s her nickname because she just blows the opponent away. This darling has a penetrating power like they used to have only for shotguns. It fires old-fashioned bullets, but they are made of special alloys or a mixture of plastic and special ceramics. With this, you can penetrate kinetic and neysanic shields much faster than with the Cypher. The handling is different with each weapon, but the Blow-92 works in a similar way to the Cypher.«
 With this model, they were allowed to practice for a while as well. Carter raised his hand: »Are there people who still use older models? For example a caliber 50 or a 9mm?«
 Dunn sat on a box with her legs apart and lifted a corner of her mouth.
 »You guys are an interesting bunch aren’t you? Otherwise, they only send me incompetent ass-kissers. The answer to this question is yes and no. Of course, there are lovers and collectors like myself who like to use old weapons for fun and hang them above the TV. But there are also custom-made weapons. An unchanged gun from Earth times would cause absolutely no damage to our armors. That could only work against civilians.
 There is, however, a small company that upgrades such old-fashioned weapons. The optics remain, but the function is modernized. These models use ammunition that is no longer useful. Only very few connoisseurs use something as special as this. I’ve only seen it a few times myself.«
 Carter was interested, but the lessons were over for the day and he let it go for the moment.
  
 In the days that followed, they learned a lot. They learned more about the military and its structure, they practiced the use of pistols twice more and Banes chased them around the drill ground to increase their stamina. The last lesson of the week was close combat with Jazzir. This time, after warming up and practicing punching techniques for half an hour, they were to practice against each other with protective gloves. Carter trained with Jimbo, who was a rather thin and not very strong guy. So he had to keep his strength in check when he hit.
 Jazzir seemed to see that, but nodded and said: »Very good, Carter! It’s about practicing the technique on the moving object, not working at full strength.«
 He saw Roderick throw Jane over with all his might as she held onto the protective cover. Jazzir hurried there and helped her up. »This is not about the use of force. A good melee fighter works with technique and control. Breath control and the targeted dosage of strength. If you are ordered to take a woman prisoner, she fights you and you strike her as you did just now ... then you could break her neck with it.«
 He took up his paws and ordered Roderick to direct the attack against him. He should try to strike only as hard as he would aim at a wall. »If you’re afraid to break your hand if you hit too hard, you’ll adjust your power automatically.«
 Roderick seemed to find it hard to keep himself in check. One could really see how he made an effort not to exert himself. He struck and Jazzir cushioned the blow with the palm of his hand.
 »That was still too hard. It seems difficult for you not to work with all your strength. Why is that?«
 Roderick thought: »So far I just needed it that way. If someone in the neighborhood wanted to cause trouble, it was only a matter of hitting him as hard as possible in order to take him out quickly. Most of the time it was groups of hooligans, gangs of thieves or drunk guys who wanted to riot. If you knock down the first one hard, the others often run away. And let’s be honest: If your life depends on it because the guys would kill you without hesitation, then you don’t hold back. Apart from that, they’re all unemployed bums or rebellious and frustrated workers. If one of them died, the authorities wouldn’t even care.«
 Jazzir seemed to understand what he meant and he responded:
 »Well, if that’s the case, we should all work together on this next week.«
  
 The weekend was approaching and again their bones were aching, so they would have preferred to just sleep through Saturday. But the little free time was too precious for that. Carter was on his way to the group when Drill Sergeant Clemm appeared with Leena in front of him. »Your request to have recruit Whittaker as a roommate was approved. She can move in. I suggest you move her things upstairs today, then we’ll have the formalities done by Monday. My rules still apply. The fact that you live in the room does not release you from your duties. I expect obedience and service.
 And if I hear anything about you two being too loud or your nightly escapades affecting your focus, there will be consequences! Is that clear?«
 »Sir, yes, sir.«, they said at normal volume.
 The sergeant took a meaningful grin and marched off. Carter stated: »I think a lot of people think I asked you because I want to get you in bed.«
 Leena smiled: »Of course they think so. But you shouldn’t care, Carter. You have your own room and sometimes you feel isolated and alone. That’s why you wanted to have a friend with you. The fact that I’m female doesn’t change anything. I consider myself your friend and if anyone doesn’t like it, then fuck it! I certainly won’t justify myself to a stupid drill sergeant or a big shot like Roderick. You and I know what it’s really like and that’s all that matters.«
 Carter was very happy that she didn’t let herself be incriminated by such things. However, his thoughts kept wandering to the picture of Kelly being in the room and getting undressed before bed in the evening. Leena looked at him and poked him out of the daydream. »I know why Kelly would be your preferred roommate, but believe me, your chances with her are better now than if you shared a room. She is a desirable woman and if she had been pushed close to you by the room so quickly, she would actively keep you at a safe distance. A part of her would label you as negative and your hopes would be gone.«
 »How do you know I thought of her?«, Carter asked and felt caught.
 »Because you put on that look. You often have it when you look at her and she doesn’t look back. I really have to say it amazes me that you have your face under control when you talk to each other.«
 They both went into the dorm and cleaned out her locker. She carried the uniforms and underwear, he took the boots, the caps, and undershirts. In the room, Leena stowed everything neatly in the cupboard, which was still empty, and sat down on her new bed. »This is much softer than the one downstairs! Outrageous! This stupid talking about hardening. It’s just intimidation and fatigue tactics.«
 Carter replied: »Well, it’s perfectly realistic that soldiers on missions sometimes have to sleep in temporary camps for days at a time. It certainly doesn’t hurt if you’ve practiced that before.«
 Leena skeptically raised a brow. »This may be true for soldiers who were at war on Earth. We are dealing with space war here. Even on other planets, it is impossible to say what conditions you find there. There is no way to prepare us for that. Nobody has experience with that.«
 »Banes seems to have been in action on other worlds. There are certainly some who have experienced this by now.«
 She shrugged her shoulders. »I just think it’s exaggerated. We’ll be here in the base for two years. The physical strain could also be slowly increased.«
  
 They spent the rest of the day with Kelly, Tim, Tom and Gina on the drill ground. They sat there for a long time talking about this and that. When they returned to the room in the evening, Carter closed the door and took off his jacket. He looked at his bracelet and played with a few settings, seeing in the corner of his eye how Leena first took off her boots, then her socks, jacket, and undershirt. She dug around in her closet and dropped her pants. In her underwear, she stood there and refolded a messy top. Carter couldn’t help but stare at her. He had never had a girlfriend before and had never really come close to a woman. His aunt Abby always had a ridiculously deep neckline and had been the leading actress in many irritating dreams, but that was something else. Leena turned around and sat down on her bed. He quickly stared back at the bracelet. »You don’t have to be ashamed, Carter. Looking is a perfectly normal thing. When you chose a woman as your roommate, you must have realized that we live together in a very small space. You will see me and I will see you. With Kelly, you had probably hoped for this, but with me you’re embarrassed, aren’t you?«, she smiled.
 »Well, I’m not sure how to behave right now. I find it rude to stare at you.«
 She stood up and turned slowly. »Look as long and as much as you like. I am satisfied with my appearance. I am happy if you like it. It was too cold in the dormitory, but now that I’m sleeping here, I can sleep naked again. I find it much more comfortable. I hope you can handle it ...«
 »I’ll get used to it. I think ...«, he replied with an uncomfortable giggle.
 She shrugged her shoulders and took off her underwear. Carter simply had to look at her body. She was slim but had neither big breasts nor a full butt. Her face and hair were pretty, but otherwise, she seemed unremarkable. Carter had to ask: »You said you wouldn’t rule out sex with me if I asked. Were you serious?«
 She came and sat down next to him on the bed. »I was. If you asked me now, I would say yes immediately. I just consider it fun. But I think you shouldn’t ask. I don’t think you want to ask. You are not like that. If I asked you, you would always cover your eyes when I’m naked. For people like you, sex is something extraordinary that you only share with someone special. I think you should save it for a woman you really want.«
 He looked at her: »You are a sensitive person. Even if you’re always playing tough, you have a connection to people. And even though I have to keep my cool when you run around naked, I’m glad you live here with me. I think we can become really good friends.«
 She smiled and then went over to her bed and under the blanket. 
  
 The following week went just like the one before, except that they were less tired as the weekend approached. Carter and Leena became more and more close friends and it wasn’t long before he didn’t even pay attention to her undressing in the evening. He could look her in the face when he talked to her while she was naked. The whole situation seemed weird to him, but he didn’t mind.
 Kelly had gotten sick this week and was prescribed bed rest. Since the classes took place anyway, they could only visit her in the evening. Instead, Jane spent more time with them, while Roderick permanently stared at him darkly after hearing about Leena’s move in. Her rubbing him in the face, that she liked to sleep naked wasn’t exactly helpful to Carter. He, Leena and Jane sat with Nambur at lunch and talked. Jane said: »I think it’s useless for us to go through the history of Earth with Commander Dalton. We already had that stuff often enough at school ...«
 Leena commented: »Well, we haven’t all been so regular and successful in school.«
 »I didn’t know your story yet. I find it all very interesting because I can see parallels to my homeworld.«, it came from Nambur.
 »That’s right, I always forget that you’re not a human being.«, Carter realized.
 »That speaks very much for you. If you can actually ignore the purely visible fact that I’m not a human being, you’re a really unprejudiced man.«
 Jane said: »Unlike my father. He was a driver for a transport company and smuggled a little something with his tiny shuttle. To outposts and stuff like that. He was quite a racist, although he had almost daily contact with other species. My mother is completely different. She’s a programmer and hardly comes out of her office, but she has no problems with foreign peoples.«
 Leena asked: »How did they react to your recruitment?«
 Jane briefly lowered her gaze: »My father didn’t come back from a smuggling tour about three years ago. They found the wreck of the shuttle destroyed and floating in space. My mother was completely devastated. After what happened to him, she didn’t want me to ever leave Utopia. Well, and now it’s only a matter of time.«
 The others didn’t really know what to say.
 Jane smiled: »My father was an idiot. He often told me to go to hell. He just did not expect that he would wait for me there.«
 She laughed about it, while the rest of them seemed more shocked. She was hiding her negative memories behind her humor.
  
 The week after that, they attended computer classes for the first time. They found themselves in the computer room and looked for seats. Kelly was fit again and sat down next to Carter. He occasionally looked over at her from the corner of his eye and admired her reddish hair as it fell on her shoulders in gentle waves. He also noticed, of course, how her breasts floated just above the tabletop as she slipped close. Her pleasant scent waved over to him. Leena pushed her elbow into his side and whispered: »Hey! Stop staring like that!«
 He flinched and concentrated on the lessons again. The teacher in this subject was not physically present but could be seen on a screen via a conference call. It was a military programmer on some other base. His voice was annoying and he held tons of monologues for them and bored them at a slow pace. They had to learn basic computer skills. This included writing texts and reports, calculation, image editing, simple programming, and basic hardware knowledge. This should enable them to repair a computer in the field if necessary. Carter had neither the patience nor the talent to do this, so it was very difficult for him to follow the lessons.
 At the same time, Major Dunn taught them how to disassemble and reassemble pistols and install various upgrades. With these existing subjects, they spent the following months.
    
  Old and New
  
 Another weekend was approaching. After the group had been drilled to their limits for weeks by Banes and trained by Jazzir in various further areas of martial arts, the first day off was in sight. They had survived three months and became second-rate recruits with the most basic skills.
 Leena had had to sleep outside for one night because she had yelled at Banes after he had criticized her performance. Billy had also been caught again in underwear and was allowed to clean the latrines. But he was not less bold.
 The group sat in the dormitory that evening and Roderick lounged on his bed and shouted: »Hey Leena! What are you doing on the first free weekend?«
 »Keeping a big distance to you, that’s for sure.«, she replied dryly.
 »Hey, I’m sorry if I treated you a little rough in the beginning. I didn’t feel comfortable here and left it out on you. That wasn’t cool of me. But I would really like to make peace and sometimes chat a bit with you. You know, get to know each other.«
 Leena seemed surprised. »I expected more of a grunt from you, but you really seem to be trying. Why is my story so important to you? Why do you want to make peace with me, but not with Carter?«
 Roderick made a face. »Sanders? I admit he’s not as much of an easygoing boy, as I thought at first. But he is still an idiot. He’s too nice to defend himself against me and just ignores everything I say. And then he hides away with you in his room to avoid meeting me. A special status for a special ass.«
 She replied: »You’re doing him wrong.«
 »I don’t want to talk about Sanders, that gets me in a bad mood.«
 Carter watched as Leena talked to Roderick and he wondered if she didn’t like him a little bit. He himself sat on Kelly’s bed. In computer class, she was more talented than him and she liked to help him, so she always sat next to him. He had had programming problems for a long time and was glad he had help.
 She said: »I am so happy to see my parents again this weekend! My mother has no appointments and my father is very excited. He has a very macabre sense of humor, I hope he won’t bring me a toilet again ...«
 Carter snorted: »A toilet? Why is that?«
 She smiled at the memory. »Surely you remember that he is the CEO of Dimcod? He loves to have toilets made that have a theme. To movies, to music, to places or whatever. For my 18th birthday, he had made me a pink toilet with a blond wig to remind me how much I loved to play with dolls when I was a little girl.«
 Carter couldn’t imagine it. »Anyway, it sounds like you two have a very intimate relationship.«
 »Yes, we do. I mean sure, as CEO he has little time, but he was always there when it was really important. And we laugh a lot together. He helped me with my homework, put me to bed and read to me. I love him very much. And for him, I’ve always been his little princess.«
 »That sounds wonderful. My father and I also have a very good relationship. He used to work a lot and my sister and I were alone with my mother. When she was killed, everything changed.«
 After he had told her what had happened to his mother, Kelly was horrified. She hugged him and he enjoyed the moment very much. Billy strolled by and said: »Nice, Sanders!« She ignored him, which relieved Carter enormously.
  
 As the weekend began after breakfast on Saturday morning, a white shuttle came to the landing site to pick him up. Carter had known the driver for a long time. His name was Michael and he had been employed by them for many years. In the air, the base looked small, especially when you compared it to the nearby city. Behind New Denver were the rough outlines of the local synthium mine.
 The shuttle took him back to the family estate so that he could once again enter his apartment. Nothing had changed there, but after three months with only the most basic things to live with, he realized the true luxury of his past. He saw his bookshelf, grabbed some of the unread books and put them in his bag. The next time he didn’t want to sleep in the evening, he had at least one more activity to enjoy. He could have done that just before he left, but that was something he did not want to forget.
 His father wasn’t home, so Carter sat down on his terrace and looked at the picture. New Denver was well visible, but much further away and the unsightly details were not noticeable. He could have watched TV, played video games or shot arrows, but he just wanted to sit there and enjoy the sight. Just a few months ago, he was always up to date on the latest games and movies. He planned his life around such moments and wasted the rest of his time. Now it all didn’t seem so important to him anymore. The effort to get back into these topics and catch up was too much for him. He didn’t have a chance to enjoy it anyway. He used to spend weeks without contact with other people and he didn’t even notice it. Now he was used to the people around him and one could not do much more in the base than chat with them. For this reason, he missed them now.
 Carter smiled in relief as he saw his father’s shuttle land. He hurried up and Magnus hugged him warmly. »I am glad to see you, son! It’s unbelievable that I haven’t seen you for three months ... The video chats were barely enough. Come on! We’ll eat your favorite food. I asked Jeremy to get pizza and hot dogs from Earth. There’s a new shop near the office where you can get everything made with original ingredients.«
 Carter could hardly hide his joy. After weeks of nothing but protein-loaded food and boring stews, finally eating something delicious again was a dream come true. Together with his father, he filled his stomach with great pleasure. Magnus chewed on a piece of fat-soaked pizza: »You told me a little bit about how things were going, but now I want to know more. Tell me!«
 »Hm, there’s not so much to tell. I told you that so far we have computer technology, pistol training, close combat, and sports. In addition, there is some general history and knowledge about Earth and Utopia. Actually, the variety wasn’t that big.«
 Magnus said: »Well, that’s because these basic things are the alpha and omega for soldiers. You need to really own them. But I don’t want to talk about your training. You already have enough of that during the week. No, I want to hear more about how you are doing there. How do they treat you? What are the trainers like, the other recruits?«
 Carter told him about the teachers and his father replied: »I have heard of this Banes. He seems to be a pretty tough guy, even though he’s known to be a little big-headed. But nobody dares to say that to his face.«
 Carter immediately believed that. »So they irritate you occasionally, but you have yourself under control, right? That’s great because otherwise, it would certainly get you into a lot of trouble. You inherited this strength of character from me.« his father said proudly.
 Carter looked at him skeptically and Magnus threw his arms into the air: »You were never easy to fool! I know I am not necessarily the man with the strongest will. That’s why I ate more pizza than I should have ...«, he laughed and rubbed his full stomach. »In fact, you have your inner strength from your grandfather. I never told you much about him, because he died before you were born.«
 Magnus leaned back and looked to the ceiling as he remembered: »My father ... the famous Richard Sanders. He was also in the military. I remember how he always came home proudly in his old uniform when I was little. He emphasized order and discipline at home. Your aunt Abigail and I often got into trouble when we came home covered in mud ...«, he reminisced with a smile. »He was a good soldier, I heard. But the price was that he could rarely be at home. He wasn’t a bad father, but he didn’t know us very well. He gave his best and I always knew that. Abby found it harder to live with that than I did. Well, and one day he just didn’t come home anymore. Years later I inherited the box he had left for mother. In it, I found many answers to my questions. He was part of a special group that was sent on secret missions. The kind of missions nobody talks about. And on one of them, he was killed. The details had been kept a secret from us and in retrospect, I think that was a good thing. We received a very high survivor’s pension and many well-known officials personally expressed their condolences. Apparently, my father was a very good agent and highly respected.«
 Carter listened eagerly as he learned about his grandfather and his story. »Why haven’t you told me this before?«
 »Why haven’t you told me this before?«
 Magnus sighed: »I know about your enthusiasm for weapons and martial arts. I thought if you heard about it, you might try to be like your grandfather. Now this worry has probably become futile.«
 Carter wanted to look at the things Magnus had mentioned, and the two of them went into the storeroom after dinner. There his father pulled the old box from a shelf. It contained a few blurred photos, blackened documents, two medals, a uniform jacket, and a small yellow note. Carter unfolded it and on it, there were some numbers and the words ›tomb‹ and ›God‹ with a question mark. In response to his question, Magnus explained: »I have no idea what he might have meant. He was not a religious man and I don’t think he was interested in archaeology either. Maybe it’s a kind of cipher that you can only understand if you know the code? But I don’t think we both will ever find the solution. All this stuff is thirty years old and no one ever asked for it.«
 Next to the note was another photo of Richard Sanders. He had been a handsome soldier with a smart face. Magnus looked over Carter’s shoulder: »I can understand why he was respected.«
  
 They spent the rest of the weekend just at home. They cooked together, watched movies, talked about Magnus‹ work or the latest weird creations of his aunt Abigail, who was a mediocre known artist and specialized in painting. Carter also spent a little time alone and gamed a little. On Sunday evening he had to return to the base.
 The others had been back for a while and they told each other what they had done. In fact, Kelly’s father had gotten a toilet in camouflage colors and almost laughed himself to death, while her mother had just smiled. Leena hadn’t been away. She hadn’t told anyone, but she hadn’t left her family without a reason. She did not want to talk about it and had not let it be known that she had no friends or other relatives outside the base.
 As soon as they were in the room, she said to Carter: »I don’t want pity or stupid questions. This is a part of my life that I would like to forget. I like to be alone and I don’t mind staying here in the base.«
 Carter shrugged his shoulders: » Suit yourself. I don’t go home every weekend. Next week I wanted to meet my father in town. Maybe I’ll visit his workplace. If you feel like it, you can accompany me. I have sometimes felt alone in the last few days and would have liked to chat with you.«
 Leena seemed pleased. »That sounds great! But I hope you’re not offering me that out of pity.«
 Carter shook his head: »I ask you that because you are my friend. I like you and like spending time with you. It’s that simple.«
 »In that case, I like to come with you!«, Leena replied joyfully.
  
 Drill Sergeant Clemm opened the new week with the usual yelling. This time he had Banes with him, which was very strange. The grin on his face could only mean disaster. »Watch out recruits! Your first three months are over now and that means that you have more or less successfully completed your basic basic basic training. This is your first little promotion, so to speak. From now on it won’t be as hard as it used to be.«, Clemm shouted.
 Gina seemed relieved, but then Banes took the floor.
 »Quite right. It gets even more difficult. If running and a little shooting were all you had to do as a soldier, we could also import monkeys from Earth. And some of them ...«, he said and looked at Billy, »... would probably even be smarter than you. From now on there will be more lessons. We start playing hardball. It’s time you learned the most important virtue of a soldier and warrior. What is that, Tenno?«
 By that he meant Nambur and he replied: »Endurance, sir!«
 »Endurance may be an important factor, but it is useless without the right answer. Fields?«
 Jimbo flinched: »Uh ...«
 »With an ›Uh‹ you’ll get shot out there! And that’s by me if you keep standing there so miserably! Stand up straight! Do none of you losers know the most important virtue of the warrior?«
 Carter said out loud: »Discipline, sir!«
 Banes crossed his arms: »Sanders! You like to shine the spotlight and make the others look stupid, don’t you? But you’re right. The most important virtue is discipline. First and foremost, this includes the exact execution of commands, without any ifs or buts. The chain of command is clear and without it, the order would collapse. Do you understand that?«
 All but Leena shouted: »Sir, yes, sir!«
 »I asked if that got into your thick skull, Whittaker!«
 She looked directly at him and asked: »If a leader should act irrationally and strategically unwise due to lack of information or personal feelings, then one must not blindly follow him. That weakens us as a whole.«
 They were all tense because Leena had questioned Banes directly. She had already shown conspicuous behavior in the past. He slowly approached her. Each of his footsteps echoed loudly in the dorm. »And what makes you think that you have the necessary foresight and wisdom to question your superiors? You do not! Especially not after three months in which you have made the least progress of all those present here! Palmer included. Even Kennedy has more positive results than you. So you better drop this defiant behavior of yours, or you’ll find this place can truly be hell.«
 Banes bawled her out so mercilessly that most recruits would have burst into tears. But Leena stood there unaffected and looked him in the eye. His pulsating vein seemed to leave her completely cold and Carter was impressed by her thick skin. The Major stepped next to Clemm again, who seemed disappointed that she wasn’t being punished.
 »Today your discipline training begins. Every second day you will have such an exercise in the morning. You will remain exactly as you are standing right now until lunch. Nobody moves. There will be no talking. Nobody gets dressed. Breakfast is canceled today. Clemm will sit down here and read his magazine. If he hears or sees something, the recruit in question will run around the entire base for a lap. That’s twenty laps on the drill ground.«
 »I’d have to go to the toilet first ...«, it came from Tom.
 Banes went around a corner and placed a metal bucket in front of him.
 »Knock yourself out.«, he said and left the room.
 Clemm sat down on a chair and opened his magazine. At first, they stood there for a while looking at each other in disbelief. It was just after six a. m. and they were supposed to remain motionless until noon? In a not very well heated room, in underwear, no toilet, no breakfast or water. Something like this was called torture and Carter was pretty sure that this was not legal, even with the loosened laws of the military on Utopia.
 After a while, he noticed that Tom, Gina, and Henry began to shift their weight restlessly from one foot to the other. He suspected that they had to go to the toilet urgently. Occasionally Clemm looked up and checked if they were all standing still. Carter got quite hungry when it was about eight a.m. He saw Tom gently take a few tiny steps forward to have the bucket between his legs. Just when he was about to have to do something embarrassing, Clemm closed his magazine and said:
 »Okay, you can freshen up and get back here.«
 They rushed into the washrooms and hurried back dressed after they all went to the toilet. Clemm stood in front of them and said:
 »This exercise was meant to train your discipline. Banes ordered you to remain motionless for six hours completely unprepared. Your job is to obey this order and trust that your supervisor has made the right decision for you and Utopia. Six hours would have been an inhuman challenge, but you still have to fulfill it if it is really required. Some recruits have pissed themselves or worse in this exercise. If that is necessary to accomplish the task, then so be it.
 Dignity and comfort do not exist in an emergency. That’s why you have to learn that and put it into practice. Sometimes you have to trust blindly because you will not be told all the details. Sometimes an order is meaningless in your eyes, but nevertheless, you are obliged to carry it out. In bad cases, you may even be sacrificed, but you must make this sacrifice because you will achieve something more important. That is the soldier’s fate. He is a weapon. And a weapon obeys the one who carries it.«
 The group understood what the drill sergeant meant, but they weren’t really convinced. It wouldn’t have been the last exercise of its kind.
  
 Two days later, after melee lessons with Jazzir and lunch, they approached the shooting range where Major Dunn was talking to an alien. It was a man-sized creature with crooked narrow legs, a thin torso surrounded by ribs, four scrawny arms and three claws on each hand. The head was that of an insect, hence the antennae and grinding jaws that met beneath the ›chin‹. Two large greenish eyes protruded from the skeletal skull. Altogether the creature looked like an oversized grasshopper or ant, but without the long rear part. As they approached, they saw individual hairs on his arms and legs and the four semi-transparent thin wings he had folded on his back. Roderick grumbled: »A Salvani. Unusual to see one here.«
 Arriving at the scene, they noticed that the Salvani was talking with a synthetic voice because the alien’s jaws could not form words. It had three weapons in its claws and they only heard:
 »... not so easy to get to that stuff. The Lorgans are experienced looters and have really good salvage teams.«
 Dunn replied: »Yes, it’s all right, you old crook! You get your fucking units. But next time I expect something extra, okay? After all, I got you something, too.«
 »That’s probably true ... I’ll see that next time I bring you something special. Just for you. I already have an idea ...«
 Dunn noticed them and the Salvani let his gaze wander over the crowd.
 She said: »Ah, the recruits are here. Guys, this is my buddy Kwax. He’s a piece-of-shit crook and a real bad cheater at poker, but he’s also the best arms dealer on this side of the khaki line. He provides us with weapons, vehicles, ammunition and everything in between. Play nice with him and you’ll have an important ally later.«
 Kwax just looked at the group. He walked a few steps to a canopy where several boxes piled up. »What is the khaki line?«, Urma asked.
 The Salvani placed one of the boxes in front of them and his synthetic voice sounded:
 »It is an elongated space nebula that coincidentally also marks the dividing line into enemy territory. But I don’t want to anticipate your lessons. Besides, my knowledge of it costs extra.«
 »Save your breath, insect! You won’t get a dime more than agreed. The greenhorns learn the stuff when the time is right. And now get lost, but don’t forget to come by later for a little game.«
 »I’m not going to miss out on taking a few credits from you.«, he said and then headed for the hangar. 
 She looked at the group and said: »He looks more disgusting than he is, believe me, and he is the best smuggler I know. He gets us weapons, material, and information from all over the galaxy. I’m sure you won’t see him here for the last time.«
 Then she opened the box and took out a weapon. It was a little bigger and longer than a pistol. The long magazine was placed between the handle and the barrel. The model looked slim and less dangerous than the previous weapon types.
 »This one, youngsters, is a submachine gun. The big sister of the normal gun looks skinny and flat, but she is a viciously dangerous bitch. The darling fires up to ten times per second. That has advantages and disadvantages. Similar to the MPs of earlier times, the magazine is longer. But not because more bullets fit into it, but because a cooling system is built into the energy storage so that the gun and the magazine itself don’t overheat as quickly. Nevertheless, with such a thing a continuous fire of approximately five seconds is possible at most, then it must cool down, and that can take up to half a minute. If you don’t aim properly, the enemy will rip your ass open before you can reload. In addition, the recoil is much stronger here because it feels like a continuous vibration. But don’t get silly thoughts, girls, those aren’t the pleasant vibrations.«
 The men had to smile and the women behaved innocently. Dunn grinned dirty and put an MP in everyone’s hand.
 »These pieces are called submachine guns and can also be fired with one hand in combat, but only with armor with built-in recoil dampening and stabilizers. You will definitely use both hands, understood?«
 As usual, they shot at targets for practice. Carter found the whole thing quite complicated since an MP was not designed for two hands. Still, they enjoyed shooting wildly. They also practiced changing the magazine quickly, because sometimes it was faster than waiting for the cool down. Afterward, they trained with the pistols again, but in the meantime, they were already at moving targets. Carter had excellent scores because he was good at predicting the position of moving objects due to his bow practice. »You could become a sniper, Sanders. You’re still a bloody beginner, but you have talent. Keep going!«
  
 Over time, everyone developed preferences and strengths. Henry, Gina, and Jimbo were good with computers and everything related. Roderick, Kelly, and Urma were natural talents in close combat. Leena and Billy learned in an exemplary way in normal lessons and absorbed the knowledge. Carter, Jane, and Nambur had a natural gift for weapons, while Tim and Tom demonstrated faster progress in regular training, as did the others. But Carter, Kelly, and Roderick were the only ones who, despite occasional difficulties, had no serious problems in any area.
  
 Only discipline training was a problem for all of them. The second exercise required them to take turns holding four wooden boards at their height by supporting them from below with their strength. No one lasted more than five minutes, so they kept switching. The purpose was not obvious, but Carter suspected it was exactly that. They should learn to no longer seek meaning in a task. They just had to do it and trust the superiors to act right.
 This was very difficult for Leena, but most of the time Carter’s encouraging gaze was enough for her to do what she was told. All in all, the two got along better every day. Their friendship grew stronger and stronger and they trusted each other. Kelly also spent more and more time with the two in their room before they went to sleep. 
  
 After fourteen days they wanted to use the Saturday to visit Magnus at the company. The week before an appointment had prevented their visit and Carter had stayed at the base with Leena. The family shuttle pilot picked them up in the morning and took them to the city limits of New Denver. Most major corporations had built their skyscrapers in the center of the city, but Syntech wanted its employees to be able to work in peace. The less distraction there was, the more effective the results were, especially in the company’s development areas. For this reason, the headquarters of the research department was located on the outskirts of the city and towered up into the sky. With sixty-two floors, it was one of the tallest towers in the area. Most of New Denver’s buildings were dark and had mirrored black windows. Syntech, however, built its sites in white or light gray with dark blue-tinted windows. As a result, the skyscraper looked completely out of place like a bright light in the otherwise gloomy surroundings. The shuttle did not land on the helipad near the roof but on one of the landing areas on the road. The two got out and strolled through the small park towards the main entrance. Pretty green areas and trees were not to be found in the city. The air was not as pleasant as in the base, but far less heavy and musty than in the city center. Above the glass gate of the main entrance was Syntech’s corporate logo, a half gearwheel that was transformed into a digital structure. The doors moved to the side and Carter and Leena entered the lobby of the corporate building. Behind the huge blue-gray counter there were three receptionists, two of whom were on the phone. The third woman smiled at them and asked for their request.
 Carter answered her and she looked at him curiously.
 »You’re the son of Mr. Sanders? Yes ... at a closer look I recognize it. You are a really handsome young man. Your father has announced you, he is waiting for you in his office on the top floor. Just take the management elevator over there!«
 Carter smiled at her, thanked her and strolled with Leena to the elevator. There were no buttons in it, but a black plate on which the floors were visible in illuminated symbols.
 The elevator asked: »What floor?«
 Carter was irritated and Leena amused, and she said »Management«. The elevator repeated this and added the number sixty-two. Thereupon it jerked briefly and went upwards. The elevators were in transparent tubes on the side of the building, which is why the floor became smaller and smaller during the ride. The many shuttles that were traveling in the city partially covered the whole sky when standing on the street. Like a huge swarm of bees, they hummed from one place to another. On one of the dark skyscrapers, they saw the red Magnacorp logo. This was a technology company responsible for most of the advances in cyber technology. Computer technology and communication. And further back was Dimcod Industries, the company of Kelly’s father. The elevator stopped and they entered the executive premises. The floor was dark red and black, the walls dark gray, but everything was well lit, so it didn’t look gloomy, it looked classy. Many glass walls enclosed meeting rooms and frosted glass walls guaranteed privacy for the managers. A wooden bar stood in the middle of the central corridor, where you could get drinks or snacks. In front of several offices, there were desks with assistants.
 Leena said: » I have rarely felt so uncomfortable in such a place. I’m really out of place here.«
 Carter just grumbled: »I feel the same way. I’ve been here before, but this intimidating aura never really goes away. I don’t know how people put up with it. As if the pressure to perform was in the air. You can really feel the stress and fear.«
 She knew exactly what he meant. It seemed impossible to describe this distressing, oppressive feeling, but it came out of every crack and lay directly on your soul like a weight. It was comparable to the premonition one felt shortly before an impending danger. One of the secretaries came to them and waved them with her. She smiled friendly and her voice was warm and hearty. Her name tag said ›Kelly‹, which Leena thought was an amusing coincidence. She led them through a silver double door, behind which there was a spacious office, which did not look like the typical workplace of a manager. Although there was a large, dark, oiled wooden table overlooking the lighter side of Utopia, there was much more. They saw a fridge and a flat-screen TV, a round table with six armchairs and a holophone, a holographic projector for telephoning, several framed certificates, and some tasteful lamps. On the other side, it was mercilessly brightly lit. The floor and walls were made of metal and you could see workbenches, grid shelves, a perforated wall with tools, several computers, blueprints, and building plans as well as drawings, either on a pinboard or rolled up on a worktable. Everything was covered with electronic components and wires. Amid this chaos, Magnus Sanders was bent over a device and tampered with it. He looked up and smiled delightedly.
 »Ah! Carter! I had almost forgotten you. It’s a good thing Kelly is improving my memory while I’m here.«, he said, giggling a little guilty.
 He shook hands with Leena. »You must be Leena. Carter told me that he made a good friend. He also mentioned that you shared the room I organized. It’s a pleasure to meet you!« She was delighted with the nice greeting.
 Carter looked at the device in his father’s hand. »What is that? I don’t think I know it yet.«
 Magnus seemed enthusiastic: »Yes! This is something completely new and it is also groundbreaking, if I may say so. Ever since I designed the first synthium prostheses and upgrades, they have been refined. However, synthium is an extremely strong material. Once it’s brought into shape, it’s almost impossible to make changes to it without completely remodeling it. And you need big machines in the production because it takes an incredible amount of heat, humidity and time. It’s like tanning leather and making wood flexible at the same time. If a prosthesis didn’t fit properly, you had to use precise measurements to make it new. This is expensive and time-consuming. The same applies to upgrades with integrated weapons. If one of them has a problem or there is an improved version, the old upgrade becomes useless.«
 Leena commented: »That sounds highly inefficient. Why do you put up with such costs?«
 Magnus replied: »The military is almost one hundred percent the only buyer. And nothing is too expensive for them. They already have a stake in the company. That’s exactly why this small device is so groundbreaking. I found out that vibration creates a resonance within the synthium. I’m still working on the exact frequencies, but with the right intensity, you can transform the material into any shape without much effort. If the vibration is provided with the right programming and technology, synthium could be changed in a flash. This would reduce or eliminate the entire production process.
 But as always, I’m worried about the purposes for which this technology would be used. A command soldier with a perfectly convertible weapon ... that would be extremely dangerous. I think it would be wise to publish only part of the discovery.«
 Carter absolutely agreed with his father. Even Leena, who didn’t trust the government anyway, seemed to agree.
 »But that’s only the tip of the iceberg, children! I have recently made some fascinating discoveries that I haven’t even recorded anywhere. I don’t want anyone to stumble across my mind games by accident and do their own experiments. I have a few things I can show you here, Carter. Please forgive me, Leena, for not being able to tell you, but I’ve only known you for a few minutes.«
 She did not feel offended and quietly looked at the equipment and plans lying around, which were not quite so secret, while Magnus disappeared with his son for a few moments. Carter was more than curious, so they stepped up to a secured metal door, which he opened by retina scan and voice analysis. Behind it, there were more work tables with chunks of synthium. »Back then, when I first analyzed synthium, I found out after long testing that heat was spreading across the entire surface of the material at lightning speed. This allows it to withstand very high temperatures. But if you heat it evenly everywhere, you can shape it.
 We’ve developed this technique further because processing it under heat creates cracks at the molecular level that weaken the material. In the meantime, we’ve managed to do better, but it’s not perfect yet. With vibration there are no cracks and already existing damage ... how can I explain that ... it’s like they ›heal‹. There’s no other way to describe it. Synthium doesn’t behave quite like metal ... it sometimes seems more like organic material. It’s a very strange thing. Anyway, we were so busy with the heat technology that we completely ignored the fact that other external influences could also be tested. For example, I found out that cold has a completely different effect. It doesn’t spread like heat, it doesn’t spread at all. It’s like the surrounding molecules isolate the cold and keep it away from the rest of the material.«
 He pointed to a lump of metal on dry ice, but the surface was at room temperature. Carter laughed in surprise when he touched it.
 »That’s incredible!«, he found.
 Magnus continued: »That’s not all. I tried to apply electricity in the form of voltage. I wanted to know if it was conductive. But instead of conducting the current or isolating it, the molecules seemed to crystallize somehow. The surface became granular and rough. Because the material has natural flexibility, this effect creates an armor layer that is harder than anything I have ever seen. Harder than titanium, harder than star metal.«
 He took an old pistol with bullets and fired at a chunk with two cables hanging from it. The bullet splintered. »But the most incredible thing is this!«, he continued, pointing to a glass container filled with a kind of fog. »In the glass, there is space mist. It is sometimes called Iom gas. It contains a special kind of radiation, which is emitted by the fine particles in it. The T’zun call it ›aurora radiation‹.«
 He opened the container and with a pair of pliers, he grabbed something that Carter couldn’t see. As soon as it was far enough from the glass, a synthium cuboid gradually appeared. When he put the cube back in the mist, it seemed to disappear.
 »The radiation seems to cause a kind of spectral shift in the synthium. It actually becomes invisible!«
 They were amazed at his incredible discoveries. »As much as we know about the synthium, as much we don’t know yet. It is the most fascinating thing I have ever explored in my life. Not even the Salvani know anything about it. Even the T’zun have very little to offer.«
 Carter said: »These discoveries ... I’m not sure if humanity is ready for such power. Corruption, greed, hatred and racism ... that could be unimaginably devastating.«
 Magnus nodded. »And now you understand why I didn’t keep any records. Everything I know about it is in here.«, he said, pointing to his head.
 »And as soon as I’ve learned enough, I’ll destroy the evidence and make sure no one in the company performs such attempts. Vibration is considered useless in the records and electricity is considered too dangerous and prohibited due to the potential conductivity of the metal. I made sure of that.«
 »Then why the experiments? Had you simply not tested any further, there would not have been any risk of anyone discovering.«
 »Someday someone else would have come up with the idea and that someone might be less worried about the future. My name has the most weight when it comes to synthium. When I say that an experiment is too dangerous or hasn’t produced any results, nobody doubts that.«
 He led him out of the room and locked it again. Then he went to a table and closed some files with the project name ›DPM‹. »I’ll tell you about it if it works.«, he explained when he noticed their interested looks. He smiled like a little child who had a secret.
  
 They left the office and went to the helipad on the roof. Three security guards waited there and flanked them as they boarded the helicopter. It was a comfortable business helicopter already equipped with new twin rotors. He stood on blades that retracted when the helicopter took off. The pilot’s window had an integrated HUD, which displayed the measured values and status data of the vehicle. The body was completely closed and automatic gullwing doors provided access. A short tail fin was present, but it had no rotor. Two round metal discs were mounted at the top, in which the two main rotors revolved. The discs could be tilted separately and the vehicle turned horizontally without the need for a tail rotor. They got in and as the doors closed, which had no windows, a holographic version was activated, which transmitted the outside images in HD8, or OctaHD, via camera transmission. The eightfold high-resolution images were state-of-the-art and hardly affordable. The chopper took off and flew only a few roofs further and much lower. There they landed on a smaller landing area.
 They got off and the three security men always stayed nearby. They walked over a modern bridge to the neighboring building, where there was a rooftop restaurant. It was a luxurious place in which the management of several companies enjoyed their lunch break. The floor was lined with wood and the furnishings were tastefully decorated in a rustic retro style. Little light metal and many round surfaces. They sat down at a reserved table and enjoyed an excellent lunch. They talked for a long time, although Leena avoided Magnus‹ personal questions. »Please excuse me if I come too close. I’m just curious about your story. You know, Carter was always more of a loner. Even as a little boy he never had many friends. His mother worried about it a lot.« His son looked tortured.
 Magnus puffed amusedly: »Don’t worry, I didn’t want to tell embarrassing stories. No, I wanted to say that you were rather a quiet and clever boy. The few friends you had over the years were always somehow special. I mean ... what was the name of this autistic person? Marc? You were the only one who seemed to understand him. And Tanya, the little dancer. You had a crush on her, but not because she was pretty. She was, no question, but you always said that you were fascinated by her nature. She was a very mature child and you liked that. And then there was Howard the nerd. That’s what he was called, wasn’t he? He originated from the working class and he was very smart and ambitious. He made it to the school of the privileged because of his achievements. After he graduated there, nothing was heard from him again.«
 Turning to Leena, he continued: »But no matter who he brought home, they were all special. That’s why I’m so curious about you. If Carter likes you, you must have something about you that no one else has. My son sees things in people that they often can’t even see for themselves.«
 She looked at Carter, who consciously looked away and focused on his plate. After dinner, they took a guided tour through Syntech’s development for Leena. The production was not in New Denver and there was not enough time to fly there.
 In the evening they were back at the base because they had no plans for Sunday.
 Leena asked Carter: »What do you think you saw in me?«
 »I don’t know. It’s nothing I could name. I am attracted to some people because I feel that they are important to me. There’s no logical explanation, it’s just like that.«
  Leena seemed satisfied with the answer for the time being and Carter dedicated himself to a new book.
    
  The Burden of the Recruit
  
 Time flew by, but the discipline exercises were hell over and over again. Gradually they began to understand why Banes was called the torturer. In addition to the normal sports program, close combat training and discipline training, endurance training was added. Every morning they warmed up with the regular morning sports and afterward Clemm ran up and they had to follow him. Sometimes they jogged, sometimes he let them sprint. They were often asked to sing motivational songs, as they had seen for the first time on the day of their arrival. Kelly had a bad day and Henry wasn’t the best athlete. He was so exhausted that he threw up next to the main building. Kelly’s legs gave way and she fell. When Clemm yelled at them to keep running, they refused because they simply couldn’t do it anymore. As a punishment, they had to spend the following night outside without sleeping things. To make matters worse, it rained heavily that evening. Urma stood next to Carter when they were sent out of the dorm and she said:
 »They can consider themselves lucky that there are no seasons on Utopia like on Earth. If something like this happened in winter when there was snow, it would be hell. This way they just get wet.«
 Carter sat at the window that evening and looked out. He discovered Kelly and Henry standing soaked to the bone in semi-darkness looking for shelter. He really wanted to go out and bring her a blanket or a raincoat. Leena also looked angry, but she had to come to class in her underwear only a few days ago because she wasn’t downstairs in time. She didn’t need another punishment.
 Carter couldn’t stand the sight any longer. He marched down to the dorm and grabbed Kelly’s and Henry’s rain jackets, which they hadn’t been allowed to take with them. The others looked at him with big eyes and even Roderick seemed to have some respect. As soon as he was outside and had discovered the two, Banes came around the corner.
 »Gotcha, buddy! I figured someone would try to resist the punishment, but I expected Whittaker. Apparently, you didn’t internalize your discipline either. We’ll fix that. If you want to be with them so much, then, of course, I’ll fulfill your wish. You can also sleep out here.«
 He tore the jackets out of his hand and walked away. Carter saw Leena standing at the window and shrugging her shoulders sympathetically because she couldn’t help. Since there was nothing else to do, he joined Kelly and Henry. She asked compassionately: »Why did you do that? It was clear that they would catch you. Even if they hadn’t, it would have been our end tomorrow if they had seen us with jackets ...«
 Henry defended him: »He only meant well. Thanks for trying, Carter! But unfortunately, we’re all in the same boat now ...«
 »A boat wouldn’t be bad right now.«, Carter ironically returned through the rain to cheer them up.
 »I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to blame you ... you were just trying to help. That was pretty brave.«
 She hugged him. This hug was rewarding enough for Carter. »We’ll never sleep in the rain.«, Henry said, fatefully admitting.
 The only place where they could lie halfway soft was the meadow on the drill ground. Carter suggested taking refuge under the big tree. There the rain didn’t come down quite as hard. They sat there, but it had been raining all day and even there it was wet and dripping on their heads. Completely tired they tried to lie down. Henry preferred to remain seated and wanted to sleep leaning against the tree. Since they were all completely soaked, they froze quite a bit. Kelly trembled and Carter crawled to her and put his arm over her to warm her. He felt her waiting motionless for what he was doing. Not moving and not trying to touch her, she decided to trust him and cuddled her back to him. It didn’t help much, but at least a little. Carter took care to turn his pelvis away from her so that no embarrassing situation arose. That’s not how he had imagined sleeping next to her for the first time.
 The drops fell constantly on his forehead, which kept him awake. Henry had fallen asleep and Kelly also slept because Carter shielded her head with his hand. If he couldn’t rest anyway, he at least wanted her to sleep.
 The night seemed like an eternity to him and at some point, the rain stopped. This allowed him to fall asleep after a while, but not very long, as Clemm passed by shortly afterward and woke them up. They all got up and dragged their aching bones into the dorm. The clothes had dried by breakfast. Kelly looked at him the whole time. While eating, she asked him: »Did you get any sleep? It stopped raining pretty fast.«
 Jane said: »No, actually it didn’t stop until around five.«
 »Why was my head dry then?«
 Carter wondered if he should tell her. He wanted to so that she would like him, but he didn’t want to look like someone seeking her appreciation.
 »I couldn’t sleep and since I didn’t want you to be so dead tired today, I shielded your face. But that is not worth mentioning! As I said, I couldn’t sleep anyway ...«
 He mumbled something incomprehensible and then was quiet.
 Kelly seemed to come to terms with how much he had tormented himself for her. Her gaze had become soft. He wondered whether he could see affection or interest in it. It was clear to him that he was probably telling himself that because he wanted it to be that way. Kelly kissed him on the cheek and breathed: »That was very sweet of you, Carter. Thank you.«, then she took away her tray. Leena grinned at him from the side, but he lingered for a moment and felt the pressure of Kelly’s lips on his face. The rest of the day was fortunately without physical education, just some general human studies with Commander Dalton. In the evening he fell into bed right after dinner.
  
 The endurance run the following morning was as bad for Henry as the day before, but instead of stopping, he vomited while running this time and walked slowly afterward. This slowed the group down, but Clemm couldn’t punish him.
 Roderick was once again in the process of hitting on Leena. He tried it less clumsy and with more words, but she was not interested anyway. She gave him one of her tough returns and kept running. Carter had to smile because he found her rough nature amusing. Unfortunately, Roderick saw that and confronted him:
 »You think this is funny, don’t you? Probably you’re the reason she won’t let me talk. You and your great room. I know you both go out on weekends!«
 »So what? Since when is that forbidden? And apart from that, I’m not interested in Leena. We are friends, nothing more. If she rejects you, then she has her own reasons. So don’t put your frustration on me just because you blame me for some problem from your past!«
 A hard blow to the stomach made Carter gasp and bend forward. Then a blunt pain exploded on the side of his head and he was knocked over and lay disoriented on the floor. He couldn’t do much more than remain still and hope that he would soon be able to get up again. As he sat up after a while, he saw Henry, Tim, and Nambur keeping Roderick away from him. That worked and he ran away angrily. Jane and Urma helped Carter on his feet and Kelly said: »What the hell was that? Has he lost it?«
 Leena looked guilty. »I’m sorry, Carter ... I must have upset him.«
 Clemm came around the corner and just saw Carter wiping the dirt off his jacket. The others told him what had happened and he steamed off to find Roderick. He was then forced to spend three days in a cell.
  
 The weeks after that, they had more theoretical lessons. They were sitting in the classroom and Annie was pacing up and down in front of the desk while she was talking.
 »We now leave the history of humans, instead we start with the Pintan species. Of course, Nambur is our best source, but we start with the basics. But you are welcome to contribute if you want to give us more knowledge, Nambur.«
 He nodded and the hologram showed a gray-brown planet. »What you see here is the world of Pinta, called ›Earth Clone‹ by many. It lies in the Aeon-Width, more precisely in the Zith-System. There are some planets orbiting the star Zith. It is a Class 2 star and it resembles the Sun in many respects, but the radiation it emits is not UV radiation as on Earth, but EF radiation. It is the reason for the different skin tone of the Pintans. There are four planets in the system. The innermost is called Rendos, a very hot world where there is a lot of lava and hot gases, so no life is possible. Second comes Zulath. This is a rocky world where a large part of the Initiative’s military is located. The Pintans proudly support the efforts in the numerous barracks there. At the very edge of the system is Niha, a gas giant that also has a refueling station for spaceships. Well and between Niha and Zulath lies Pinta. As you can see, the planet already has some optical differences to Earth. Pinta has sixty-five percent of landmass and very little water. Almost half of the land consists of pointed mountains, which are not suitable for settlement due to the climate. Therefore, a large part of the population lives underground. There are gigantic cave systems in which highly engineered cities are located. The oceans are not blue as on Earth but in a brown tone. This is also due to the star Zith. Nambur, can you perhaps tell us how your people live beneath the mountains?«
 The one addressed seemed pleased to talk about his homeland.
 »But gladly! In the early days, my people lived on the free plains or the low-lying mountains. When the population increased, that had to change. There was a very bad time back then, which in our culture is called the time of the deep. At that time, a covenant of tyrants ruled the world, forcing many of the less wealthy Pintans to dig and carve vast caves. Of course, they were expanded later, but about two-thirds of all underground tunnels were constructed at that time by enslaved workers. Through the long years under the mountains and without zithlight our skin became greenish, which led to discrimination in later ages. The first and most famous cave is in the Tennoravia region. This is also the origin of the frowned upon swearword ›Tenno‹ for Pintans with green skin.«
 Billy asked: »Why didn’t you build upwards instead? At some point, you must have developed the technology.«
 »That’s because of the weather on Pinta. Near the ground, it’s comparable to your climate on Earth, although a little warmer. But already in a hundred meters height, there is much more wind and on mountain heights, storm weather rages permanently. In addition, the weather on Pinta changes very quickly and mostly in extremes. To shield a building against storms and all weather conditions in such a way would be possible today, but the expenditure is far above that to build it simply below the mountains. Especially since food and drinking water would also have to be delivered from there.«
 Annie continued: »This is all correct. It’s a miracle how the Pintans pump their water from the depths of their world upwards and also the rich cave plants and animals are a fascinating subject. That’s what we’ll be doing in the next lesson. Today we will discuss the physiology of the Pintans.«
 They looked at holographic detail images of the species. They were thinner than humans and they were not overweight because their metabolism was much more efficient. Despite their narrow stature, muscle density was higher, which generally gave them a lot of strength. This was mainly due to the rougher living conditions on Pinta. They saw the typical blue Pintans, but also their green relatives. The internal organs were very similar to those of humans, but the arrangement was different. The heart, for example, was at stomach level.
 The group was fascinated by the differences between them. Most of them had had little contact with aliens and had hardly seen any apart from films. On Utopia, there was only a small population of other peoples.
  
 The recruits gradually noticed the effects of daily training and endurance runs. The sore muscles and aching limbs were getting better and better and they felt generally fitter. Urma and Roderick became even more athletic than they already were. Henry and Gina lost weight and even got smaller uniforms. Kelly’s already stunning appearance was further perfected through training, so that Carter had to think of fish, chairs or a Salvani several times a day to escape embarrassing situations. He himself also became faster and stronger. The T-shirts he put on at the weekends became tight at the sleeves. Even the rather skinny Leena got some slight curves. She enjoyed standing naked in front of the mirror in their room in the evening and wondered that she suddenly had a rounder butt. Carter always smiled when she was happy about it. »You know, I could well imagine you working in espionage. Since you have no problems with nudity and seduction, you can really achieve something there.«
 »Well, I’d probably need some implants first. Because even with all the sports in the world, I’ll never look like Kelly. And let’s face it, even the nicest guy with the best intentions is into Kelly.« She winked at him. He shrugged his shoulders.
 »What should I say? She’s totally pretty and a lovely person. I have never experienced such a pure and bright character before. Of course, I see it quite strongly through the pink glasses, but you have to agree with me that there is something about her.«
 Leena scratched her head: »Yes, I know what you mean. She seems as if she is never angry. Always friendly and gentle. You can’t be angry with her and she seems very innocent. Haha, I hope you won’t be disappointed if you really manage to end up with her. Then you get to see her body in all its glory, but you can’t really enjoy it because she’s a prude. Or she has funny preferences or just likes very boring stuff.«
 »That’s something I find out when it gets to that point. But I really don’t know if I have a chance with her ...«
 Leena lifted her eyebrows slightly. »Why shouldn’t you? She spends a lot of time with us and likes to chat with you. She comes into the room here or spends the weekends with us here on the premises. I don’t think she does it because of my company, because if you visit your father, she does the same. Of all the guys here, you’re the most popular with her. And oh yes, you’re not the only one who secretly watches his swarm when he doesn’t look. She stares at you just as often. I notice that at least five times a day.«
 Carter had to hold back the joy, but of course, Leena knew that this had given him a massive euphoria boost. She sometimes teased him with his crush, but in general, she liked how happy he was. »What about you and Roderick? Lately, he gets less rough as soon as you’re within earshot. He becomes more offensive towards me because he fears me as a competitor. I have noticed that you also become less and less rejecting when he talks to you.«
 Leena made ›Hm.‹ and added: »I only reward his efforts to act less like a wild boar. That may be a good method for training with Jazzir, but not for me. He sometimes talks about his home or something. I listen to this so that I have ammunition against him when he gets on my nerves again.«
 She said that in a casual tone, but with a bit too much indifference. Carter felt she was overplaying the fact that she might not have been reluctant after all. But he didn’t want to annoy her because she didn’t quite realize it yet.
  
 A few days later there were computer lessons again. However, there was nothing more to do with hardware and software, just ›interface training‹. They shuffled towards the computer room, but despite the prospect of the boring teacher, they were a bit curious about what to expect via video transmission. Instead, a Salvani came in. It was a bit smaller than the last one they had seen. It had a grayish body and one of its arms was missing. An antenna had folded and the back of the body was further out. As soon as they heard the synthetic voice, they realized it was a woman. »Good morning, recruits. I am Kova, your teacher of higher technology. I realize you haven’t had more intimate contact with my species yet, so some of me seems unfamiliar. But don’t worry, I won’t bite or eat any of you. At least not today.«, she laughed.
 She told a little about herself so that the group could get a picture. She had been a field researcher who had tested new technologies on military missions. The feedback from the troops was the best help you could have for developing. Unfortunately, their last deployment ended with the loss of an arm to a predator on a distant world. Since then she only developed in labs or passed on her comprehensive understanding. In the course of the training cooperation of the initiative, she was employed as a teacher. »Promoting knowledge has always been my greatest desire, and since the founding of the Allied Species Initiative, I have other ways to do that.«
 She walked up and down and talked.
 »You have certainly seen the theme of today’s teaching. Interface training. So the first question is: What is meant by interface?«
 Leena’s arm rocketed. After an encouraging nod, she said:
 »Interface in technology refers to an intermediate point. The most common use of the term is in the human-machine interface.«
 »In our case, from organic life form to a machine, because humans are not the only ones who work with technology. But otherwise absolutely correct. More precisely, science is concerned with the question of how to interact with machines in a meaningful way. In all forms of life, the brain is nothing more than an organic computer that carries out complex data processing using electrical impulses and synapses. However, it does not work with ones and zeros or the symbol-based methods of other peoples. Understanding the symbols of a computer takes a very long time. Interface technology is a branch of science that specializes in presenting and outputting machine data in a way that makes it as easy as possible for a brain to pick it up. Since a brain only reacts to external impulses, direct data transmission is impossible. There have been several attempts in different species to couple living beings to computers, but the results have all been unspeakable. So we go a different way. The most effective way of capturing information is visual. Feeling, tasting and smelling are much too limited or imprecise as a medium because your species does not have these senses sufficiently developed. Even the good noses of the T’zun are unsuitable for this. Audio models also existed, but then you can only receive information linearly. Lorgans, Salvani, and Vindurans can absorb several audio frequencies at the same time, but the efficiency is also too low with us. That’s why we use visual solutions.«
 She held up modern glasses and pointed to their tables. Before all of them, such devices came up. They were completely beside themselves.
 »These are HUD glasses!«, Billy exclaimed enthusiastically.
 »They are, Mr. Kennedy. These cyber glasses are for practice only. But do you also know why you should use them?«
 »I suppose a soldier in combat can’t always pay attention to every little detail in his environment without getting tired.«, Carter assumed.
 Kova bounced her head up and down and her jaws clicked together. »Very true! Most soldiers use helmets, tactical hoods or other headgear with an interface. You humans have also been using synthium upgrades for the eyeballs and retina that perform this function. The basic function is the so-called operational HUD. This abbreviation stands for Head-Up Display. The advantage of this technology is that all information relevant to the soldier is permanently projected into his field of vision without having to change his viewing direction. This type of display was developed for pilots and originally the data was projected onto the windscreen. In the meantime, progress has been made in this area.«
 Kelly asked: »Why does this work better than acoustic signals? You absorb far too much information with your eyes.«
 »That’s exactly the reason. For humans, vision is the most strongly perceived sense. A focused person is usually concentrated on what he sees. It often happens that he simply fades out everything he hears. The brain can only process a limited amount of information at once and hearing often does not carry as much weight. The optics provide an overwhelming amount of input and the HUD systems help the brain to separate the relevant data from the rest. This works by capturing everything seen and searching for patterns. These are then highlighted for the eye to see. Put them on and see for yourselves.«
 Carter did what he was told and switched them on. After a short moment, he saw some lines of text on the left side of his field of vision. There were things like temperature, time, his exact location and the likes. The data changed depending on the viewing direction. He looked at Kova and the glasses loaded a passport photo and placed it next to her. Then there was her personal file, whose entries were sorted by importance. When Carter looked at the table in front of him, the HUD gave him the manufacturer, the material and several measurements.
 Kova explained: »The glasses interact with your brain through invisible impulses and recognize your thoughts. Up to a certain point at least. It cannot read exactly what you are thinking, but it can recognize active intentions and adjust its representation. The movement of your eyes helps to capture your goal. Depending on what it is, an object, a person or a place, it displays relevant data. What you are seeing right now is a bit chaotic. That’s because each HUD has to be adjusted individually by you, and it’s a question of practice. You will find that there are two kinds of thoughts. Some are more passive when you think about something, for example. At that moment the brain is busy with itself and the glasses can’t read it. As soon as you actively think, think out loud so to speak, the glasses can recognize and implement these intentions. That sounds a bit strange now, I know, but in time you will understand and be able to use it. In the same way, you practice separating the important from the unimportant when you see something. You learn to hide many details that you don’t need. Other details will catch your eye more clearly. That’s exactly what this training is for.«
 They walked around and took great pleasure in seeing the results of the glasses. The HUD seemed to know exactly what information they were looking at and highlighted it. Kova showed them the program they could use to configure the behavior of the interface. It was so complex that it took weeks to use it all. She also explained that many of the settings were not immediately available because you had to develop your personal preferences.
  
 They had a lunch break and their heads processed the new impressions. They hardly noticed the tasteless flavor of today’s soup. Kelly said: »The amount of data is unimaginable! I was completely overloaded ... My eyes still twitch.«
 In fact, her eyes seemed to be constantly looking back and forth at lightning speed. Roderick sat next to her and said: »Very cool tech. I’ve always wanted something like this for my car, but nobody can afford it. Except for Sanders maybe.«
 He kept teasing, although nobody reacted to it. Billy, who usually helped to annoy Carter, was at the next table in a lively conversation with Urma and Nambur. »What do you think: Is it possible to switch off such a modified eyeball? If you have it day and night, then you get a hell of a headache ...«, Jimbo thought.
 »I’m much more worried about who will get to see the images. Imagine you have this tech in your eye and go shopping. Or you shower and then look at yourself in the mirror. Or you have sex. Your superiors could comfortably follow all of it.«, Leena criticized.
 Gina commented: »I don’t think they put people on duty for so many soldiers just to follow everything. This is probably done by VIs. They don’t care if you lay naked somewhere or shoplift. They only become aware when your working hours start.«
 Leena stroked her forehead: »In any case, I wouldn’t like the fact that someone is constantly watching. Especially not some corrupt official.«
 Although Carter didn’t always share her paranoia, he agreed with her on this point. The freedom of the individual was in danger here.
  
 The next day they shared their fears with Kova and she responded with a knowing nod:
 »Such worries are not new to me, but I can reassure you. These glasses and upgrades only record a few minutes at a time. Only combat missions are saved for analysis. Everything else is overwritten immediately after a short time. There is no traceable storage. In addition, the HUD is programmed to process everything rationally. For example, it cannot distinguish right from wrong. If you would kill an innocent person while the glasses are active, they would only judge the angle of entry, the condition of the person and possible wounds.«
 Leena seemed reassured, but she remained skeptical. It was in her nature to doubt and question everything that had been said. Kova continued: »An HUD device of any kind processes data and receives information via a connection to a server. Typically, soldiers are part of the crew of a spaceship. Most military ships have copies of their military’s databases on board, which are then forwarded individually to a unit’s query from a VI. If the connection is interrupted for any reason, the HUD needs a different source. In that case, it uses the ZigNet, which of course is much slower.«
 »Don’t you mean the ComNet?«, Jane asked.
 Kova laughed which sounded like a metallic noise from a loudspeaker, while her actual laughter sounded more like a distant squeak and click.
 »The ComNet is the human version of the ZigNet. When your people first met the Salvani, we gave you a lot of knowledge. But our state of the art technology could not be easily transferred to your hardware. So they upgraded your planetary ›Internet‹ for interstellar communication and called it ComNet. But it is only a weak variant of what is possible. Since the foundation of the Initiative, we have been supplying your military with modern transponders and receivers for our ZigNet. It’s like the Internet of humans, only it stretches across the entire galaxy. The range limit has not been defined until today, because nobody has traveled so far. The Salvani developed the transmission technology together with the T’zun.«
 Carter knew about the ZigNet, but for private purposes, the ComNet was mostly used. All the new technologies were impressive, but it was a lot to process. So they were all looking forward to the weekend. This week the group had agreed to go on a trip to New Denver.
 Leena had once again shown herself to be rebellious and Banes had been charging her with punishment, so she didn’t come. Carter said goodbye to her and felt guilty that he had to leave her behind. She, on the other hand, reminded him that he could use the weekend to intensify his efforts over Kelly. This statement helped him to leave quickly.
    
  Teambuilding
  
 Billy had taken care of the transport. It was an elongated shuttle without landing blades that took off like an old vertical jet fighter with thrusters. They all met at the landing site and Kelly was already waiting for Carter with her backpack. He had quickly put on some simple clothes, a pair of jeans and a simple white shirt. She also wore blue jeans, but a peach top and closed high-heeled shoes. She looked stunning as her rusty hair blew in the wind.
 The others were already there and Roderick again gave a poisonous comment on his quite obviously consciously normal clothing. Carter had hoped that he would not come. Billy also teased him about the cheap look, but only casually and not really badly meant. He himself wore beige shorts, moccasins and a pink designer shirt with a gold chain.
 »Sanders, I really don’t know why you try so hard to look discreet. If you can afford brand clothes, you should wear them. It’s bad enough that good Kelly doesn’t wear designer clothes here. But unlike you, she can at least cover it up with her awesome tits.«, he laughed.
 She seemed annoyed, so Carter replied: »Oh Billy, don’t be jealous. You already have a boyfriend and he has a really presentable front as well.«
 By that, he meant the pectoral muscles of Roderick, who hadn’t noticed anything which Carter was quite happy about. Kelly laughed and seemed to be in a better mood. He winked at her and she stopped near him. Jane wasn’t far either but talked to Gina and Nambur. They all got into the vehicle, which turned out to be an expensive limousine Billy wanted to show off from the inside.
 »Does your father know what you’re spending his money on?«, Tom asked him.
 »Oh please! The old man has so many zeros in his account that he hardly notices a few smaller expenses. Besides, I’ve been forcibly recruited and he wants to make sure I feel comfortable.«
 Kelly whispered into Carter’s ear: »You shouldn’t show money so openly when you’re in a city like New Denver. That can be quite dangerous ...«
 He nodded to her and when he looked at her, her face was close to his. She smelled wonderful and he had to force himself to look forward again. The limousine lifted off and set course for the city. The day would be sunny and the skyscrapers shone in metallic gray. The traffic was divided in two. The working class drove the streets on the ground with vehicles on wheels, while the privileged used flying shuttles high above them. For safety reasons, these vehicles all flew at the same height to allow controllable ›road traffic‹. Occasionally, however, individual shuttles were seen breaking out of order.
 Many towers were connected by bridges or closed crossings, some skyscrapers even had tunnels through which the vehicles flew. Pedestrians could cross the entire city without having to go out onto the street once. Most of the skyscrapers in the center were not rectangular but ended rather oval with rounded peaks. The recruits arrived in a large zone with a lot of traffic. Shuttle buses, taxis, and private vehicles took off and landed there with a high frequency. Right next to it they saw a hovering railway station. A glass tunnel winded its way through the entire city, with a metallic ring every few meters. They created an anti-gravitational field so that the train could glide through without touching anything. These levitating trains had been copied from other species.
 The group got out of the limousine and looked around. The mass of people around them was unusual. Since they were in the more upscale area of the city, most pedestrians wore expensive clothing, jewelry, and technical equipment. »What do we want to do?«, Jimbo asked the others.
 »Let’s just move on and when we see something interesting, we’ll just stop.«, Tim suggested.
 They liked the idea and they set off. From the landing zone, a transparent bridge led into the next building. They stayed there for a while, watching the traffic and looking at the city from above. A few of them got uneasy looking at the depth beneath their feet. They walked to the end of the bridge. The next building on this floor was a huge room where people were tumbling around. There were several office areas where small shops were lined up. Accountants, private detectives or auditors had their premises there. None of this was interesting for them. Also, the dark green color of the walls was quite depressing. They took the exit towards the Skymarket. It was the largest shopping center in the city, but rather for the upper classes. »I’ve never been up here before! That’s totally cool here!«, it came enthusiastically from Gina.
 Henry said: »Then you have to watch the playroom! That’s the very latest in gameplay. We’re talking about high-end VR adventures, simulators and even ancient arcade machines with real tokens.«
 »VR? Virtual reality then? Doesn’t that also exist in the base?«, Tom asked.
 »Yes, but they only have training modules there. There are really cool simulations here. Superheroes, the Middle Ages, fantasy or space exploration. Everything you can imagine. It’s much more fun than a firefight in a swamp on Kunaz.«
 Carter found it exciting, but he wanted to focus on Kelly.
  
 She seemed to like the idea, so he suggested that she should try it. They strolled through the neon gate arch of the Skymarket and saw a paradise of consumption. Hundreds of small stalls full of colorful things, electronics stores, food stands, giant advertising screens, and ten different melodies all mixed up. One huge flood of stimuli.
 Henry moved Gina directly to the VR-Palace, the stronghold of virtual gaming. Billy shook his head and marched to an electronics store with Tim and Tom to fool people with the twins. Jane had an appointment with a friend and set off alone. Nambur saw a group of Pintan tourists he was talking to and Urma sat down with Roderick on a bench by a tree and talked to him. The two were sports fanatics and had many common interests. Kelly looked at Carter and asked what he felt like doing. He suggested looking for something to eat first because he hadn’t had much time for breakfast because of the conversation with Leena. Of course, the choice was enormous and he had no idea what to eat. He didn’t want to choose anything she might not have liked or give her the impression he was a guy who only ate fast food. He waited so long with the decision that Kelly enthusiastically pointed to a stand with tacos and looked at him questioningly. »You like Mexican food?«, Carter asked astonished.
 »Are you kidding? But of course! I would throw any cracker with caviar in Billy’s face if I could get a decent taco for it. Or nachos ... I miss the good food.«
 Carter was absolutely blown away because he loved tacos himself. They got a load and sat down at a wooden table where they feasted in the sun in the light wind.
 »How can you eat something like this and still stay slim?«, he asked her.
 »I once told you that my parents had the genetic properties of my DNA manipulated. They wanted me to be a tendential model, but with more curves. This also included adapting my metabolism in such a way that I could not become fat from a purely biological point of view. When I eat a lot, I tend to convert it into muscles. That’s why I always had to do some kind of sport to make sure that the muscles develop as intended.«
 She paused briefly and got reddish cheeks. »Sorry ... I talk too much. Bottom line: No, I don’t gain weight and can eat as much and as fatty, as I want.«
 »That is unbelievably enviable! I guess that’s why you don’t find your looks so much admirable. You didn’t have to work for it. It’s just like that. I’m quite amazed that you’re still so positive and open.«
 She seemed puzzled. »What do you mean?«
 »You said that you were often approached and offered sex. So you’ve experienced the ›elite‹ of the male species.«
 »And the female one.«, she added.
 Carter looked at her with widened eyes.
 »You wouldn’t believe how many women hit on me. Men don’t have an exclusive right to it, even if they’ve tried by far the clumsiest pickup lines.«
 »You can’t be serious!«, Carter was astonished. She bit into her taco and nodded meaningfully. Then she smiled at him amusedly.
 »I take it from your shock that you’ve never made such a move on anyone and that you weren’t the target of an embarrassing pickup yourself.«
 Carter shook his head: »Absolutely not. I can’t even imagine what a clumsy pickup looks like ...«
 Kelly smiled broadly and imitated a rough male voice:
 »Hey, sweetheart, how about the two of us? You’re so hot, my coolness is melting.«, she mimicked, thinking, »Hm ... or this one: Your smile is so beautiful, yet it’s only the second-best thing your lips can do.«
 Carter almost choked on his Coke when he heard those stupid lines.
 She laughed with him and continued: »There was another one who faked a weakness attack to get mouth to mouth respiration from me. I asked another guy nearby to do that. Some also thought they could touch me, so I could test my kickboxing skills on them. But by far the best one was a pseudo-designer who wanted me as a model for his new collection. The catch was that he had to tailor his works to my naked body. He was at least more serious than the artist who wanted to paint me with himself in the act.«
 Carter shielded his eyes: »It’s really hard for me to imagine how you can take all this with humor.«
 »What choice do I have? There will always be guys who believe that such an approach works. Maybe because a lot of pretty women are stupid. It couldn’t work any other way.«
 Carter nodded: »Now I am even more overwhelmed by you. You are such a ... bright person and you show a lot of empathy. And that, although you so often have to do with people who don’t encourage such positive behavior. That means that you have impressive inner strength. You don’t let anything cloud your view of the world.«
 She gave him an intense, emotional look and was about to give him an answer when he risked something and added: »Or you are an incredible moron.«
 They both laughed about it and he enjoyed their bright laughter when he heard it. She put her hand on his and said:
 »Thank you, Carter. Few people see more in me than the superficial exterior. It’s absolutely clear to me that nobody sees only the inner values.«, she smiled, »But it’s rare for anyone to take the trouble to see the rest of me. That means a lot to me.«
 They walked between the stands after dinner and stopped at the balustrade from where you could see a large part of New Denver. There they stood next to each other.
 Carter asked them: »Have you often been here in the city?«
 »From time to time. But mostly with my parents or friends. Never with a man.«
 When she said that so explicitly, he looked to the right, where she leaned on the handrail, half her face covered by her blowing hair. He felt an extreme attraction to her and ravaged his brain how he could tell her that he was interested in her.
 She smiled at him: »I know you’re interested in me, Carter. You don’t hide it very well.«, she grinned friendly. »I’ve known since you asked me if I’d come to your room. I realize that you were hoping I’d say yes. From time to time Leena also subtly checked what I thought of you. She probably wanted to help you. I thought that was sweet. It speaks very well for a man when other women recommend him. I also noticed your secret looks. I sat beside you so that you would have a better view. «
 Carter suddenly felt extreme excitement and subconsciously knew where this moment was heading.
 »Leena told me that you often looked over at me. You probably don’t hide it that well yourself.«, he returned as gallantly as possible.
 »I just wanted to make sure you weren’t one of those guys who wanted to conquer one woman and then throw her away for the next.«
 Carter looked at the passing shuttles.
 »I would never do that. You know, when I was little, my parents weren’t rich yet. My father earned quite well, but he was just a department head in one of Syntech’s small research teams. My mother was at home doing chores and taking care of me and my sister. She was an author and wrote adventure novels and children’s books. As long as I can remember, my parents were an unbeatable team. They loved each other very much and when they did argue, they always managed to get it settled calmly and after a short time. Zoe and I never got too little love and we were hardly ever yelled at or beaten. We loved our home. When my mother died, they threw themselves into work. She finished her studies at the top of her class and then went to Earth. I guess because she didn’t feel comfortable in the big house. Too many memories. It took my father years to come to terms with my mother’s death. And even if I would grant it to him, I do not believe he wants to find another woman. My mother was his world and I think he prefers to wait until he finds her in the next life.«
 Kelly put her hand on his. »I appreciate you telling me all this.«
 Carter looked further into the distance when he said: »I am telling you this because I want you to know what kind of woman I am looking for. I’m not like Roderick or Billy. I’m not just looking for some nice lips either.«, he joked. »If I am interested in a woman, if I decide to choose her, it is because I believe and hope that she is the right one for me. I want to feel the same devotion that my father felt for my mother.«
 He looked Kelly in the face waiting for her reaction. She looked him in the eyes. Hers were piercing blue and her narrow nose ruffled over the curved, full lips. She came closer and her smell clouded his senses. Then their lips touched and he tilted his head slightly. They kissed for quite a while as she wrapped her arm around his hip and pulled him towards her. He also put his arm around her. As soon as they separated, they both smiled as if a load had fallen from them. They had had interest and feelings for each other for a while but hadn’t dared to take the first step. Now the ice was broken and they felt a wave of euphoria. Kelly joyfully embraced him and said:
 »I am so glad that the secret staring and the unspoken feelings are over now. Because between you and me, I’m not the only one who looks gorgeous. You’re also a very attractive guy, Carter.«
 He looked into her face. »Do you think so? I mean ... Thank you. I didn’t really feel that handsome at all ...«
 He pondered for a moment and then a thought occurred to him.
 »Was that a date now?«
 She giggled: »Is that important?«
 »Well ... I don’t want to lean out of the window too much, but you’re not unattractive either. And you surely know the rule with the third date ...«
 She slowly detached herself from him and stretched out extensively so that Carter had a good view of her curves.
 »So that’s how it is. That’s how long you want to wait? All right.«, she purred playfully. He laughed and shook his head.
  
 As they stood there, they heard: »Sanders! It’s bad enough that you take everything away from us workers, but do you also have to claim the hottest woman for yourself?«
 Roderick had watched them and came over with Urma. Carter’s displeasure was clear to see. Kelly put her hand on his lower back. He felt her touch and his anger vanished.
 »Don’t be such an ass all the time, okay? I never did anything to you. And I don’t plan on it either, even if you hammer on the room door at night to keep me and Leena awake. By the way, not the best way to arouse her interest.«
 Roderick pulled out and wanted to hit Carter, but Urma held him back and pointed to a guardian bot messenger floating by. The law on Utopia was enforced by police robots. »Don’t talk about things you don’t understand, Sanders!«, Roderick growled.
 Carter replied calmly: »Nobody understands you, man! You behave strangely and don’t tell anyone what is bothering you. I’m talking about Leena because I want to find out if you have an honest interest. Because with you this is hard to judge. If you really want her to like you, then your approach so far is definitely not the best. To act like an asshole to me, her best friend is pretty much the worst thing you can do.«
 Roderick had his fists clenched. »Shut up!«
 Urma said: »He’s not completely wrong about one thing, Rod. Why do you have such anger towards Carter? As far as I know, he never did anything to you.«
 Roderick breathed in and out like a bull, but he calmed down and said: »If you want me to respect you, you should start doing something about it. I have a small apartment here in downtown, and I need to check it out. It’s not as clean as here, but I haven’t been there for a while. Better not to go alone.«
 Carter had no reason to earn respect, but if it helped to put an end to their quarrel, he would try.
 »All right, Roderick. Then we’ll come with you. As a group, we shouldn’t be attacked so quickly.«
  
 They left the Skymarket and entered one of the high-speed elevators to the street level. The bright sunlight of the upper districts faded into the darker reality of the lower city. There was only muted light and it was far less friendly. In the shadow of the huge buildings, one felt immediately intimidated and tiny.
 »Welcome to my world, Sanders ...«, it came from Roderick when they got out. They walked along the paved sidewalks and Carter saw the simply dressed people rushing or shuffling tiredly. Here and there homeless people begged at the roadside before they were driven away by guards. The air was thicker and somehow uncomfortable, even Kelly seemed to feel anything but comfortable.
 »Imagine you had to live here. Then you get a rough idea why we don’t have too high of an opinion of privileged people down here.«
 Roderick gave free rein to his bitterness. He told them how, in addition to their physically or mentally strenuous and poorly paid jobs for some corporations, people needed more undeclared work to survive. If they were caught, they were sent to prison colonies where they had to work for even less pay. They only got a basic education and there were no opportunities for improvement. Unlike on Earth, Utopia did not take the trouble to give people hope for the future. They were told right away that they would live and die in the dirt. Now Carter realized why the recruits from working-class families were happy about their military training. For them, it was a unique opportunity for advancement, while for the privileged it meant a radical change in their lives.
 »The result is that people hate their lives and situation so much that they try to push the despair aside. Alcohol, drugs, prostitution, and violence. Everything that makes you feel carefree, happy or strong. It is easy to condemn such things if you have enough to eat, a roof over your head and money for luxury. Most privileged people have come into the world with wealth, without working for anything. Just like you two. You can’t understand how we feel because you’ve never experienced it yourself.«
 He led them to a side street and there a lot of people living in poverty lay on garbage bags so that they did not have to lie on the asphalt. »I do not demand that you endure this yourselves. Nobody should. But you must see it, stay here, smell it. So that you become aware of what the high gents of the corporations are doing to other people.«
 Carter replied: »But we are not one of these high gentlemen, Roderick. We are heirs. We have contributed nothing to our wealth, but neither have we contributed to your poverty. Do not blame us for the deeds of others.«
 They left the alley and headed down the road towards a garage door. »You could bring your father here and tell him the same thing. So that he will stop exploiting us!«
 Carter grabbed Roderick by the shoulders.
 »Listen! My father is the head of research at Syntech. He was not born privileged. He worked his way up. He researched synthium to give war-disabled and disabled people new opportunities for a better life. Yes, he also developed weapons, but only because he wanted to prevent our soldiers from dying in this war. He spends every day developing new things to help people. He is not the one who lets you bleed out. For years he came home to me and told me how he fought against the board of directors to prevent them from selling his discoveries for the wrong purposes or at exorbitant prices, but they didn’t listen to him. Now he keeps inventions that could help the world to himself just to prevent his own corporation or the military from oppressing people even more. Yes, there are bastards up there who should be right down here and see this. My father, me and Kelly’s family are not among them!«
 The loud debate had lured some people out of the surrounding streets. Most of them didn’t seem to be very smart. A guy in a cheap leather jacket came up to them. Roderick saw him and threw his head in the back of his neck.
 »Fuck! That’s Gargan. A dirty son of a bitch who’s gathered the most violent guys around him and formed a kind of gang to take protection money from local residents. My workshop has always annoyed him because I paid him shit. He can’t compete with the quality of my gates and locks with his methods. Nevertheless, he likes to look for trouble to frighten people.«
 Carter stood in front of the guy and said: »I don’t know what your problem is, but I suggest you use words. If you know something like that ...«
 The man grinned with his lazy teeth.
 »Insults! Hahaha! Your dress doesn’t fool me, kid. Your choice of words, your fine skin and your tender girlfriend there ... you are one of the rich fucks from up there!«, he said and pointed to the sky. »Oh oh Roderick, I thought you knew where you came from. For years you pinned slogans against the rich on lanterns and now you surround yourself with them. Where is your loyalty?«
 Roderick turned to the man. »Loyalty? To whom? You? Your impudent protection money, which you cut from the ribs of the people here, who are already starving anyway? Don’t play the moralizer here, Gargan!«
 The guy who was addressed hissed with his teeth and then said out loud: » Guys, I think good old Roderick forgot where he came from. We should probably remind him. Kill them, but keep that pretty thing alive ... I still have a use for her.«
 He tried to hit Carter on the head, but he dodged and punched him in the armpit. Then he shoved his knee into his stomach and threw him to the ground. About ten guys approached and launched an attack. Urma got a baseball bat against the back of the head and immediately passed out. Two guys grabbed her and carried her away. They tried the same thing with Kelly, but she blocked it and with precise punches and kicks she beat her two attackers. Roderick took on three of them and threw one into an iron dustbin. Carter disarmed a guy with an iron pipe and then used the pipe to knock him unconscious. The other had a metal bat and attacked him, but Carter could keep the wild bully in check and defeat him. Two more guys harassed Kelly and one hit her in the side. She bent briefly and one used this to hold her arms in place. Carter threw the sharp-edged pipe and it drilled into the shoulder of one of them, who cried out painfully and the other let her go. Kelly kicked him against the head and sent him to the land of dreams. Meanwhile, Roderick had also overwhelmed the other two. They followed the two guys who had carried Urma away into an alleyway and saw them walking around a corner. They hurried after them and caught up with them. The boys threw her into a garbage heap and attacked, but they quickly fell to the ground. Roderick threw the unconscious woman over his shoulder and carried her to his apartment. He went in and laid her on his bed.
 The dwelling consisted of a room with a bed, a stove, a sink and a small table with a single chair. Next to it was a tiny bathroom with a toilet, shower and washing machine. »It’s not much, but I’ve earned it. I was almost never up here anyway.«, he explained, while he was using a cloth to treat Urma’s slightly bleeding head wound.
 Then he looked at Kelly and said: »Damn Kelly, you’ve got some hard kicks in you! I’ve never seen anything like it. At least not with a woman.«
 She smiled proudly and Carter asked: »Where did he hit you?«
 She pulled up her top a bit and you could see a big blue spot on her hip. It was positioned in such a way that the belly-free top concealed it. »Looks like a bruise to me, but if you can breathe without stinging pain, the ribs should still be intact.«, Roderick estimated.
 »Now I realize why you always hit Jazzir so hard.«, Carter said.
 He just puffed: »Urma will sleep for a while. We’d better stay here until she wakes up.«
 They went down the stairs to the workshop. There they saw Roderick’s beloved car. A 2112 Mustang in black with red stripes. There was a workbench, a bucket with a cloth, a broom, a perforated wall with tools, electronic measuring devices, a rolling board, lift jacks, old oil drums, and a few tires.
 »Rubber tires and engine oil are no longer state of the art, but I know someone. I made some money by repairing old cars for rich collectors. They pay outrageously little because I’m just a worker, yet it’s more than many others have here.«
 He stroked his hand over the door of the car.
 »This is my baby. I restored it from the ground up and got it in shape. For months I had to search scrap yards and ask collectors for parts. Well, and now the good piece is here and I pray every day that guys like Gargan won’t steal it or beat it up in their stupidity ...«
 Carter was looking at the car. »That’s a pretty cool car. I know you have a problem with me and you don’t trust me. But if you’re really afraid for the car, I can make sure it’s picked up here and taken to a safer place.«
 Roderick just laughed out loud: »I should trust you with it? You must be joking! In the end, it ends up in some museum or something. No, thank you.«
 Carter shrugged his shoulders: »My offer stands. Do what you want with it.«
 Roderick grumbled while Kelly looked at pictures of other classic cars hanging on the walls. »Most of these models are very old. Many muscle cars. A few sports cars and a few SUVs. You seem to know a lot about old cars from the time before the expansion.«
 Roderick was astonished: »But so do you if you recognize them. I’ve already repaired every one of them. The pictures come from the garages of the collectors here on Utopia. About half of the cars can hardly be repaired or kept in good condition by anyone else because combustion engines are forbidden here. Converting such an old car to current energy drives is expensive even for rich people. That’s why they stand around in halls and collect dust. Well, and I get paid to maintain them. It always gives me a great deal of satisfaction to take money from the noble bastards because they have to come to me.
 Most people despise workers and their facial expressions when they have to hire me for a job is priceless. Do you know anything about cars?«
 Kelly replied: »Knowing is too much to say. My father is one of those rich collectors you talk about. He has three halls full of such cars, but they’re all re-equipped. He has three employees who take care of the cars. When I was younger, I was often in there and sat down in the cars to read or hide. When I was sad or had problems, my father always knew quickly which one I preferred to hide in«.
 She smiled at the thought of that, which Carter thought was beautiful.
 »Did he often have to look for you there?«
 »Of course. I was a teenager and almost every day there was something in my head that was the end of the world. And often my parents were to blame. At least it seemed that way to me. But my father ... he was always patient. Although he worked so much, he was often there for me. He took the time whenever he could and occasionally he got loud, but never so that I had to be afraid of him.
 Sometimes I just pretended to be sad so that we could sit in one of the cars and talk. I loved these conversations.«
 Carter sat down on a stool, while Roderick went up with a strange expression to check on Urma.
 »You like to talk about your father. What about your mother?
 »My mother is ... special. I had already told you that she was a model on Earth for many years and then came here with her father. There is no need for models here and since she had already aspired to this career at a young age, she didn’t learn anything else. My father was already rich when they came here and so she could save herself the search for a job. She tried everything but never found a suitable hobby. Now she spends her days doing sports, spending money and posting lifestyle videos on the ComNet.
 Alcohol and occasional weak drugs are also included, but it’s still within bounds. I don’t know how she can live like this, but she seems to have accepted it.«
 Carter felt her gaze on him, but before he could say or do anything, Roderick’s voice echoed down to them.
 »Hey, she woke up! Get up here!«
 They climbed up the steps with a final sideways glance at the car and saw Urma sitting upright on the bed. She rubbed her head.
 »Shit! Why did we do all those melee exercises! The very first blow knocked me over ...«
 »You couldn’t have seen it coming. With Jazzir, we learned to fight individual opponents, not groups. I don’t know if it’s even going to happen in basic training.«, Kelly cheered her up.
 »Did you learn something like that? I mean in kickboxing.«, Roderick asked.
 She replied: »We fought a maximum of three opponents at once, but only one time. Sometimes two against one. I think the fight with several enemies is very difficult to learn and there is hardly anyone who teaches such a thing.«
 They helped Urma on her feet and then made their way back to the others at the Skymarket.
  
 Since none of them had said a word about what had happened and the whole group had flown back to the base, the rest of the weekend seemed rather boring. On Monday morning they went straight back to the hell trail, where they were chased through the obstacles by Banes. Carter and Leena tried to climb the bars over the ditch without pausing or letting go.
 They suddenly heard Banes scream. Billy had practiced climbing the ropes and unbuttoned his uniform jacket. Underneath he wore a brightly colored shirt with the inscription ›Colonel Soldier‹ and a wild boar in military uniform. It was a rock band that ridiculed the military in their lyrics. Banes didn’t seem to respond very well.
 Billy was really pulled apart during a fifteen-minute lecture. Then he was supposed to strip completely and run naked to the barracks to put on other clothes. He also had to spend another three hours doing sports with Banes himself, while the rest went to dinner and the next lesson.
  
 »Holy shit, I’ve never seen Banes freak out like that before. Your friend must have really pissed him off. This has even made the rounds with the instructors. The guy is probably an asshole on purpose, isn’t he,« it came from Major Dunn when they were at the shooting range in the afternoon.
 Shortly thereafter Billy came along completely sweaty and slowly shuffling. He just stood there next to the group, staring apathetically straight ahead as they looked at him partly anxiously, partly curiously.
 »Is everything okay, Billy?«, Tom asked, but he didn’t react.
 »The boy has just learned what disobedience can lead to. Leave him alone. As long as he knows what we’re doing, he can stand there.«, said the major.
 At first, they practiced a bit with pistols and MPs, but then it was time for another type of weapon. Dunn spat on the floor and asked:
 »Does any of you know any old movies? Western? Where hobby shooters want to defend their properties and almost always get killed?«
 A murmur went through the group, but nobody said anything.
 Dunn raised her eyebrows. »You are a bunch of pussies. Nobody gets their mouth open. My point is that these morons always have the most classic of all firearms. The good old double-barreled shotgun. Wide impact area, only two bullets in the barrel, massive volume and a recoil where you almost shit your pants in shock if you’re not used to it. An absolutely inefficient gun.
 But the concept is ingenious. Any beginner who can’t aim can at least hit something with it and all in all these things cause fucking devastating damage. However, the target must be close to you.«
 She showed a modern military shotgun that was not as long or slim as one would expect from a shotgun. It looked more like an elongated broad pistol with an intermediate handle. The muzzle was bigger and the magazine thicker than they had known before.
 »This is the Hummingbird. The most masculine weapon you will see here. This gem works with an energetic variant of the traditional shot charge. A so-called splinter divides the energy projectile into small fragments and increases the target radius. There is still a strong recoil, only dampened. Shotguns are usually carried by front soldiers when things get really tight. If you have to hold a position and many enemies move in, targeting is a waste of time. In these moments such a weapon is used. You have to cuddle your opponent and then slam it in front of his face. With a little practice, you can kill several enemies at once. Against wild animals on other worlds, a shotgun is usually the weapon of choice.«
 They all got a shotgun and were supposed to line up. »Don’t even try to aim at any targets. The range is lousy and only an experienced shooter can hit targets with a shotgun. The first task is not to fall over when firing or to hit the shaft against yourself somewhere. Let’s go!«
 Carter quickly realized that such a rough weapon was not his thing. He liked to work with precision and not with blunt power. They thought it was a joke to fall over, but when Jimbo pulled the trigger, it actually lifted him off his feet. Urma dislocated her back because she had held the gun too sideways and made a much too strong jerking movement to the side with the shot.
 Here, those with more body mass had an advantage. Gina, Henry, and Roderick had the least problems shooting. Tim banged his gun against his own arm and Tom laughed at him. Dunn just shook her head amused as she watched the foolish attempts.
 She stood up and demonstrated to them the correct posture so as not to hurt herself. Kelly stood with her shotgun in her arms next to Carter and pressed the gun to her chest, making it look firmer and bigger than it already did. She looked at him insidiously as he noticed and he had to smile as well.
  
 After the lesson was finished, Roderick gave Carter a shoulder bump as he walked past, and Leena looked sinister. Kelly asked what his problem was, but he didn’t respond. »He is still himself. A trip to his car didn’t change that.«
 Leena had followed the stories of her escapade with interest. She wasn’t particularly disappointed not to have been there. Urma contacted the doctor for the second time in a week. She would not be able to participate in sports for a short while. The days flew by very quickly at this time, only the discipline training sessions felt endless. Dunn held some lessons in the simulation chamber so they could shoot at moving targets. That was completely different from the previous exercises. None of them hit anything. It was not until the third time that they had slowly gotten the hang of it.
 The theory lessons with Annie also progressed rapidly, and after they had dealt enough with the Pintans, they took on the Salvani in the coming hours.
    
  Getting Serious
  
 Carter woke up in the morning and his calendar showed him that he had been in training for five months. It was hard every day, but he had also learned a lot. Leena grumbled when the alarm clock rang. She rolled out of bed, put on her underwear and shuffled out to the toilet. Carter was not tired, but excited. From today on new tasks were waiting for the recruits. After breakfast, they gathered in front of the main building, as their bracelets told them. Since that day an additional category was to be seen there, the performance records of their group in comparison with each other. Carter saw that he was one of the best in shooting and sport, while he was only medium in HUD training and martial arts. Leena was one of the best in class with Annie Dalton and in computer classes. There would be no hell trail or other sport on that day, but Banes stepped in front of them.
 »So, five months survived. Are you happy with yourselves? I am not! I know hamsters with more self-discipline! But at least you’re not acting like total losers anymore. You are probably wondering why we are here.«
 He started walking up and down in front of them.
 »We are here because the time of loitering and lying on your lazy skins is over. Soon you’ll be making yourselves useful. After all, the government is putting a lot of money into your training, even if it doesn’t do much good.«, he remarked with a disapproving sparkle towards Billy.
 »From now on there is no more discipline training. In my opinion, this is a stupid idea, but the eggheads upstairs decided so. In exchange, marches will be added as of today. In the real world out there, soldiers often have to cover long distances on unexplored planets with combat gear and weapons. Since Major Dunn told me how lousy you shoot, we’ll leave it at baggage for now.«
 He pointed at a bunch of big backpacks behind them and each one of them grabbed one. Leena moaned immediately because her slender build was not designed for heavy loads.
 »It’s too heavy ... I can hardly stand with it.«, she said loudly.
 Banes crossed his trained arms as usual.
 »Female soldiers need the same equipment as male soldiers. That means you have to be able to carry the same weight.«
 Above his arm appeared a large hologram of the map around Osilon.
 »Marches are always planned in the area around the base. There are several routes, but your bracelets have them in memory, so you don’t have to remember them. But since you never know when technology will fail, you should still have a few junctions in your head. The first times I will go with you and make sure that you don’t waste time. Later you go alone and have a time limit. The bracelets measure where you’ve been, so don’t even think about taking shortcuts.«
  
 After Banes had inspected everyone’s equipment and order, they started running. It was the first time they were allowed to leave the premises during the week. The major had no weight and jogged casually in front of them to demonstrate what speed they had to keep. Sometimes he marched slower when it was uphill. At first, you could still hear Billy trying to talk to Roderick, but stitches and exhaustion quickly silenced him. While Leena tortured herself very much and Kelly gasped loudly, Carter only had trouble with the load. The gear was heavy, yet he didn’t find it as annoying as initially feared. When Roderick noticed that Carter seemed to be doing fine, he overtook him to demonstrate that he had even fewer problems with it. The only thing he gained with that that was earlier fatigue. Jimbo and Jane fought bravely and Nambur also had difficulties. Henry and Gina gasped endlessly, even Tim and Tom were exhausted. Only Urma stomped tirelessly. 
 Carter noticed the idyllic woodland they were walking through. Green spaces, many healthy trees and a pile of chirping kamaka birds in the branches. They were reddish animals with amazingly deep singing voices, which sounded very strange to people from Earth. Their feet hurt quickly on the well-trodden trail, especially because there were always places with coarse stones that tortured the soles of their feet.
 They were on the road for a total of three hours and only took a short break halfway along the track. As soon as they took off their backpacks after a seeming eternity, they felt as if they could fly. But their feet had been through a lot. Leena had blisters, Kelly had twisted her ankle and it was swollen and Carter was hurting. They all smelled like a cold sweat and felt disgusting.
 After a shower, nobody really wanted to go to HUD lessons. But Kova was aware of the situation and did simpler things with them. The group watched the Salvani teacher more closely after learning details about her species from Annie.
  
 »At least no more discipline training!«, Billy sighed with relief as soon as class was over.
 The others had forgotten about Banes‹ statement because of the march, but now relief was spreading among them.
 »I don’t feel more disciplined than before. I have no idea what that was all about ...«, Tim said.
 »It was about obeying orders, even if they seemed pointless to us. They call it discipline, but they actually mean obedience.«, Leena said darkly.
 Urma nodded knowingly and Nambur shook his head unhappily.
 »I would love to just throw everything away and get out of here! That’s no use to anyone ...«, Jane shouted in frustration.
 Gina told: »My cousin Nick always said that, too. He was constantly punished because he refused to show blunt obedience and after a few months he was thrown into prison. Not because he was a criminal, but for the rest of the training period. So that no other recruit would deliberately misbehave to simply go home.«
 Leena seemed to be very annoyed by this story. » Typical government ...«
 »He was more of a computer freak anyway and now he works freelance for companies and earns a lot of money. Sometimes he sends his old instructors e-mail bombs with lots of porn.«, she laughed.
  
 After a short night, as usual, it was time for martial arts in the morning. Jazzir was, as always, calm and friendly as he showed them how to control outbursts of rage.
 »In the history of your people, there are legends about so-called berserkers. Warriors who get so raged by the bloodlust that they throw everything they have into the fight regardless of their own survival. This may have worked for your Vikings, but nowadays it’s more than stupid to risk your life so easily.
 But it’s no secret that in combat situations you get a natural hormone boost that increases attention and strength. The problem is that it is difficult to control. Fear and anger are the most impulsive emotions a person can have. The same applies to my people. In such a state one acts thoughtlessly and uncontrollably. The secret lies in using the improved senses purposefully.«
 The group understood only marginally what he wanted to achieve.
 »When you see Major Banes, what do you feel?«
 Gina let her head hang. »I’m afraid of him. I feel pressure on my chest as if it were being pressed together ...«
 Roderick and Leena felt anger. He described: »It’s as if I have red-hot metal in my chest and I’m about to explode. All the consequences of my actions would be irrelevant to me at that moment«.
 Jazzir nodded: »Fear and anger are opposites. Both emotions express themselves through pressure on the chest, either from inside or outside. This feeling lets you ignore all rational thoughts and simply act. This is a biological process of survival. If you learn to accept the pressure on your chest but still act with a cool head, it is a very powerful ability. Not only in combat, but also in everyday life, this technique can help you.«
 They began to learn meditation. Jazzir explained that if one learned to calm the mind, one could more easily release and process one’s emotions. He told them that they would practice this before every training and also asked them to try it in the evening before going to bed. 
 »Inner peace is a difficult goal to achieve, but one of the most rewarding to pursue. When you make the first progress, you will understand what I mean by that.«, he said to them.
  
 After lunch it was time for Annie, so they sat down in the classroom as usual. But this time Jazzir came in, dressed in a kind of martial arts outfit. They were positively surprised to see him again so quickly because the two were their favorite teachers. He smiled at them, which, although they knew him by now, they still found somewhat scary. His teeth were always threatening, whether he intended it or not. »Greetings! I am your substitute instructor here for the next two to three lessons. Don’t worry, Commander Dalton is doing great. I represent her here because the next section of the lesson is about my people, the T’zun. And who would be better suited than me?«, he smiled.
 He called up a virtual representation of a star system. Six celestial bodies were to be seen in it.
 »What you see here is one of the oldest inhabited systems of the known galaxy, the Aster system. My people were already advanced when most other species had not even discovered space travel. Even the modern Vindurans were simple miners and stonemasons back then.«
 He pointed to a planet a little further away from the star Aster. »There lies the world of Basura’Tanoh. In our language, this means ›holy root‹. It is the original birth world of the T’zun. It is already many millions of years old and a long time ago my people were not unlike that of humans. We exploited the planet, polluted the environment and the term ›sustainability‹ was found only among eco-hippies who were smiled at. The result was that the ecosystem collapsed.
 Natural disasters, famines, disease epidemics, the full range. Fortunately for us, we were already well advanced in space travel and had discovered another habitable world within the Aster system a few decades earlier, Dao Prime. Until then, there were only a few settlements and test sites. Over the next one hundred years, we relocated our entire population there.
 Today, Basura’Tanoh is home to only a few million T’zun in sheltered facilities, but most of the planet is no longer viable. In a few centuries, it will no longer be possible to maintain settlements there.«
 Jazzir’s remarks were calm and objective, but he had a way of speaking that left each of them hanging on his lips. Carter noticed Kelly drifting. He gave her an elbow thrust and she quickly brought her features back under control. »Of course, that’s not all the Aster system is now. But we’ll talk about that in the next hour. Now we go a little deeper into the case of Basura’Tanoh.«
 From then on the lessons became a little more historical, but Jazzir talked about it as if he had been there. None of them got bored and they never thought that the history of a people could fascinate them so much.
  
 The following day, they only had one lesson, weapons training with Major Dunn. That was unusual, but they allowed themselves to be surprised.
 She waited for them in the simulation hall, where the merchant Kwax greeted them on his way out. Next to her, she had prepared a long table with several rifles. As soon as the recruits were there, she pointed at them.
 »Today’s an important day for you punks. We are dealing with the primary weapon of all soldiers. Most of you who stay with the military will march, eat, shit, sleep, and if you don’t treat them well, die with a sweetheart like that. The assault rifle. Since this rifle is used so often, there are the most variants and models available. In addition, there is the largest number of modifications, also called mods. Each soldier has a rifle, but each rifle is as unique as the soldier who carries it. That’s why we have a lot of time today. You have to learn how to use it and try different models. So you’ll know later which one suits you best. Because when your two years of training end, you have to decide.«
 Each of them took a different rifle and Dunn showed them how to hold it correctly. »Depending on the model, you’ll have more recoil, more precision, more force, handling, volume, or ammunition types. But what they all have in common, and what none of the other weapons had, is the alternative fire mode. I’ll explain this in more detail so that you beginners understand me correctly. The fire mode decides what happens when you pull the trigger. Continuous fire means that the longer you hold the trigger, the more shots will be fired.
 Single-shot means that only one projectile leaves the barrel per activation. Holding the trigger down is of no use. And then there is salvo fire. Here it depends on the model, but usually, three projectiles are fired per pressure on the trigger. This is useful when you have to be precise, but your opponent is armored, so one hit is not enough. We’ll practice all three modes, of course, so you idiots don’t shoot each other.«
 Carter had a red-painted rifle that seemed a little bigger than most. Its shape was unusual because the shoulder rest was very short. This made it harder to aim accurately. Dunn commented on the weapon by saying that it was intended for experienced shooters who needed to move a lot. Something had attracted him to exactly this model because he knew instinctively how to handle it. Gradually, he found the strange feeling of having experienced all of this before a little scary. Kelly chose a rifle that had a crack in the extra-long barrel that probably had more optical reasons. This made it look split in two.
 »This separation is for close combat. The Lorgans like to use blades and with that, you can intercept their attacks.«, Dunn explained.
 Leena again had a rather edgy, slender weapon. She had to briefly focus the energy before firing. This made her slower than the other rifles, but she did a lot more damage. Most models were quite similar for continuous fire. It was hard to resist the recoil and vibration, so they had to stop after six or seven shots to avoid shooting in the wrong direction. Salvo fire, on the other hand, was very different, but also very effective. The three or four projectiles were fired so fast one after the other that even when the weapon was shaking only a tiny scattering radius could be measured.
 Carter still preferred a single shot. One could shoot very accurately similar to the pistol and since the rifle was much easier to keep steady because of the shaft and the shoulder rest, one could hit his target after a little practice. Leena had more difficulties. She often missed and cursed all the time. Also, Jimbo had problems with his glasses to look through the scope. Roderick had a particularly loud variant with high damage and he could deal with it very quickly. Dunn was impressed.
 They changed weapons frequently and used accelerators, other supports, and stabilizers. They also tested various scopes, ranging from a simple red dot to a tactical distance meter.
 They practiced until lunch break and then immediately continued. Most of them had itchy hands due to the vibration of the weapons or could no longer concentrate. Aiming was exhausting for eyes and mind. That evening they were so tired that they fell directly into their beds and the next morning it was as if they had not slept at all.
  
 In the morning they trained on the hell trail. Carter dealt with the walls from which obstacles emerged. He and Jane tried to find out what movements were necessary to avoid them quickly. From the corner of his eye, he saw Leena climbing up a rope and Roderick standing beneath it staring at her butt. She slipped and he caught her.
 She pushed him away but thanked him anyway. Kelly was nearby and ran to her to see if she had hurt herself. Carter got an obstacle right in his stomach because he hadn’t been paying attention. He fell on his knees wheezing.
 »Everything okay?«
 Carter still gasped: »I had better days ...« before he dropped to his side to get air back into his lungs.
 »Kelly drives you pretty crazy, doesn’t she?«, Jane laughed.
  
 After the training, they were accompanied by Clemm into the simulation room, where Dunn was already waiting for them. »Is it weapons training again today?«, Gina asked the group in a whisper.
 Carter had looked into the plan, but there was none left for this week. Since Clemm was there, it seemed to be something special. The drill sergeant stood next to Dunn and said in his usual loud tone:
 »The time of relaxation is over now! I suppose you’re looking forward to your weekend, aren’t you? But you can forget your plans immediately! This weekend your official military service begins.«
 Dunn stood next to him, holding one ear shut, then she said:
 »For fuck’s sake, Clemm! Here are fourteen people in the room with you! You don’t have to entertain a concert hall. Keep your voice down, or I’ll take a shotgun and pull the trigger next to your ear!«
 The drill sergeant seemed dissatisfied because she criticized him in front of the group, but he continued talking a little less loudly. 
 »You’re probably wondering what that means. So far you have been inexperienced and useless. Putting a weapon in your hand would have been a greater danger than publicly calling Major Dunn ›Abby‹.«
 She stared at him darkly, but the recruits had to suppress a smile.
 »Your training has been going on for almost half a year now, and you’re at least capable of not shooting yourself.«, he said with a questioning look at Dunn. She signaled with a skeptical expression on her face that you couldn’t be sure and Clemm grinned as he continued. »So from now on, you will be serving the military. That means security every few weekends, escorting patrols, running parades, carrying out transports. Everything you need to do to maintain our structure. Every week you’ll have to do at least two tasks, which you’ll find in your bracelets on Sundays throughout the day. These services have time and place indications. You are expected to contact the duty officer in the main building beforehand. The officer will tell you what to look out for and will provide you with weapons. The bracelets should already be updated.«
 He nodded to Dunn and she picked up an assault rifle and held it loosely in her arms. »Pistols, MPs, shotguns, and rifles are the standard weapons of the infantry. You are usually equipped with a pistol or rifle. But before you can just run around with a rifle, you need to know what the protocol is.
 If you’re moving and everything is normal, you’re not carrying the weapons openly. All military weapons have a space-saving function so that elite soldiers can carry multiple weapons without being restricted in their movements.«
 She lifted the rifle and pressed a small button near the trigger. The trigger itself retracted into the gun case, the shoulder rest collapsed and the barrel also retracted. The rifle scope also disappeared into the case. In the end, she held only an elongated rectangular object in her hands, which she hung on her belt.
 »In this condition, the weapon is completely harmless and much smaller. Thus it can be carried very practically.«
 She pulled out the rifle quickly and within two seconds it was fully extended again.
 »In combat, the gun is, of course, left ready for use, but in quiet moments it can also be retracted. The button is for emergency use only. Normally uniforms and armor have a connection to the weapon and as soon as it is attached to the magnetic holder where it is worn, it folds up automatically. The retraction of the weapon secures it at the same time. When it extends, it is immediately unlocked and ready to fire. So don’t play with the trigger!«
 »Come on, do it a few times!«, Clemm demanded.
 Carter found it very interesting to watch the weapons fold and unfold again. This made them easier to carry, transport and store. Pistols didn’t really retract, they only compressed their length a little bit, but they were secured. Leena seemed to find this absolutely boring, while Roderick thought out loud whether the two seconds to readiness for fire were a disadvantage. Seeing Henry with a gun in his hand seemed wrong. He had lost a lot of weight due to the hard training, but with a real weapon, he still looked out of place. With Jimbo and Gina, it was hardly different.
  
 At lunch, they looked at their bracelets to see what services they had. Roderick grumbled that he already had to supervise a weapons transport in the afternoon. Kelly had guard duty in the main building the following evening and Leena was allowed to patrol the hangar. Henry helped the drivers empty the garbage and Tom could do the same the day after. Urma was assigned as a prison guard and Jimbo would ride in a van. Nambur was planned as escort and Tim was supposed to patrol a corridor. Carter sighed as he saw that he was being used as a guard patrol from Saturday night to Sunday night. Immediately the first night shift. They discussed heatedly how annoying these services would be, but there was no way around it.
 Carter remembered what his father had once told him. He said that you have to start at the bottom of every job. The best and most successful people were always those who had struggled hard to get to the top. That meant you had to start with the most terrible work and then move up later. The earlier you started, the better. Also, you should do each task as well as possible so that you would gain experience and be judged positively, Carter thought.
  
 The lessons with Jazzir were really good and they had studied the T’zun in more detail than the Salvani and the Pintans. This would have been ideal as the end of the week, but on Friday they had to complete another march. Originally Carter wanted to go home for the weekend, but now that he was on guard duty it fell apart. Friday evening was less pleasant than expected as Leena and Kelly were on duty. He sat alone in the room after playing a game of chess with Jimbo and losing miserably. So he grabbed one of his books and read. It was his first fantasy novel and he liked the story. It was about a boy who could talk to dragons. He found the concept of such a being extremely exciting. He remembered Annie Dalton’s statement that everything existed somewhere. He imagined that there was a world out there in the infinite space where real dragons lived. Maybe there were even knights there fighting or riding them. As he imagined these places, he fell asleep.
 Saturday flew by. The weather was sunny, and as Kelly visited her family, he spent time with Leena in a meadow. She told him about her service. »I had to walk for six hours in four stupid corridors on the second floor. Up there are just offices and a few storage rooms. That was really pointless.«, she whined to herself. Kelly had told them in the morning that her evening hadn’t gone any better. That didn’t exactly lift Carter’s spirits.
 A few hours later the time had come. Thirty minutes before the beginning of his service he ran into the main building to the duty officer. The man seemed to be in his late twenties. He had a shaven, friendly face and seemed relaxed. His name tag showed ›Sergeant Foster‹. »Hey, buddy! You’re probably here for security, aren’t you?«
 Carter nodded a little irritated because the sergeant was completely different than he had expected.
 »No stress, this is your first time. I am Mark. My job is to distribute services in and around the base. Most of it is totally simple and some of it, in my opinion, is completely nonsensical. But who asks me? You’re supposed to be walking around the grounds tonight trying not to fall asleep. Here you have a gun and glasses!«
 Carter took a pistol and held it.
 »Why don’t you put it away?«, Mark asked perplexed.
 »I thought there was a holster.«
 He laughed: »Dude! Have you seen anyone walking around with a holster? We haven’t used anything like that for decades. Your jacket has woven metal fibers that magnetically react with the weapons. Just hold it to one of the spots and it will stick there.«
 Mark showed him that each jacket had three mounts for a firearm on both hips, on the bottom and in the middle of the back. »Everybody has his own preferences, where he likes to hang which gun.«
 Carter held the gun to his right hip and it folded a bit and got stuck there.
 »Cool!«, he was amazed.
 »Yes, isn’t it? If you need them, you only have to pull them away slightly. With a good HUD system, the technology notices which weapon your brain wants to grab and activates it while it’s still hanging on you. Unfortunately, we don’t have anything that expensive here.«
 Carter put on the glasses. The HUD interface connected to his bracelet and loaded all the settings he had saved as helpful in HUD training. He found this intelligent networking incredibly practical.
 Mark showed him which areas of the base he was guarding. He just had to keep an eye on the path between the hangar and the main building. He left the building and tested several more times to pull the gun and secure it again. Then he started wandering back and forth at irregular intervals. The HUD glasses constantly analyzed everything he looked at. A utopian mariana bird, a small blue songbird, landed on the ground and hopped around in search of food.
 The glasses showed a 3D image of the animal, its weak points, various possible directions of movement and background data on the species. Carter drew the weapon and the HUD automatically calculated the shooting trajectories and vectors to quickly eliminate the bird. It showed the pistol in the form of an interactive explosion graphic and some data about the manufacturer. Many things were blocked. Apparently, these models had different clearance levels. The night passed quietly, and several times Carter was so bored that he drifted away in thought and dreamt. The glasses showed him corresponding pictures. Dragons, distant planets, fantasy novels and public photos of Kelly. Graduation photos, family newspaper articles, model photos, and then examples of her mother’s underwear collection. Carter quickly had to think of something else so he wouldn’t be distracted anymore.
 As soon as the timer rang and his duty ended, he returned the things to Mark and went to bed. Leena snored, even though she always claimed she wasn’t.
  
    
  Friendships and More
  
 Another Monday was on its way and the group had adopted the habit of always first looking through the list of current duties. Carter was happy that he had the next Saturday and Sunday off. This week he was supposed to help store new goods and march at a parade. Leena was the night watch and served as a doorman at a meeting of the trainers. Kelly also had no duty during the weekend. While they were eating after the morning exercise, she thought about what she was going to do in her free time.
 »I want to get out of the base, but not always home. My father is overprotective at the moment and I don’t have any air to breathe. I actually wanted to meet a few friends, but they all have plans ...«
 After saying that, she looked at him playfully demanding.
 Carter thought for a moment, then realized that she might like to spend time with him. He cleared his throat to conceal his silence.
 »I was thinking about going to the Skymarket again. Don’t you want to come?«
 She beamed: »That sounds fun! But gladly! We could go bowling. I know a totally cool arcade where you can even bowl in black light.«
 Carter liked that, he always liked bowling. The whole rest of the day, even when he was practicing climbing the wooden wall, he kept smiling.
 Leena hadn’t noticed anything of the conversation and asked him: »Why are you grinning like an idiot the whole time?«
 He told her about the date and she made a long ›Aaaaaah‹ when she understood. She started giving him tips right away. Even if he wanted to, he could never have kept everything.
 »Calm down, Leena. I will have a nice day with her and behave the way it feels right because anything else would be fake.«
 She laughed: »On a date with a woman like Kelly, what feels right is not always appropriate.«
 She simulated a blowjob and both grinned, but only until Banes came around the corner. He had recently started carrying a paintball rifle while training on the hell trail. Whenever someone lazed, didn’t exert himself or talked too much, he would be shot. Billy had already caught two that day.
  
 The following two days they spent with marches, basic combat simulations in full gear and HUD training. With each lesson held by Kova, their bracelets saved the latest settings and applied them to the glasses at the guard duty and the helmets in the simulations. This made it easier and easier for them.
 Carter felt they had left some of the simplest content behind. Basic discipline, athletic performance, weapon experience, and knowledge began to manifest themselves. »We ascend. We are no longer complete beginners. They teach us how to aim and how to be alert, and if we are able to do so, they give us technology that makes it obsolete ...«, Tim noted shaking his head.
 »No shit!«, his brother agreed with him.
 »Well, I don’t know ... there must be some sense to it all.«, Nambur thought while Urma and Roderick talked about something else.
 »The sense is that we obey.«, it came from Leena, whose frustration seemed to increase every day.
 Kelly said to her: »Why don’t you talk to Roderick more often? I saw you last night at your joint guard. You seem to have had a good time.«
 Leena twisted her eyes: »I was bored, okay? Six hours standing around stupidly ... even a tree would be a good conversation partner.«
 »Only that a tree doesn’t have strong arms. And also no attractive, male face.«, Jane said grinning.
 »Yes, an ass face.« Leena remained stubborn.
 »Say what you want, but I don’t think you find him as bad as you always pretend you do. You just like the reputation of a rebel who is hard and independent.«, Kelly accused her.
 She reacted sourly: »Why don’t you mind your own business!«, then she stomped away.
 Kelly seemed to feel a little guilty. »Did I push it too far?«
 Carter said: »I don’t think she likes people looking into her cards. She likes to tell herself that nobody understands her. It’s like a shield for her. I’ll let her do that if it helps her.«
 Kelly nodded slowly and tried to understand Leena’s behavior.
 »›The path of wisdom is the rockiest path that can be walked‹«, he lamented.
 »Shit Carter, you sound like a fucking Zen monk. Or an old, clever doddery old man. Where did you get this crap from?«, she laughed at him.
 He shrugged his shoulders: »It’s a quote from one of my books. Somehow it seemed fitting to me.«
 She continued laughing and gave him a teasing pat on the arm.
  
 They headed to class, where Annie was waiting for them again.
 »I am glad to see you! I hope Jazzir didn’t bore you too much with his remarks about the T’zun. He likes to talk about his people and sometimes he doesn’t stop so quickly ...«, she giggled.
 They told her how well they liked Jazzir’s lessons.
 »That’s great! It took us quite a while to convince him to take on this task. He’s a little stuck in his ways.«
 They talked about him for a moment, but then it was time for the next subject. The usual virtual representation of a star system appeared in the room. »Today we begin to look at the Krodaa people. You probably haven’t had any contact with this species yet, because there are very few Krodaa on Utopia. As with the T’zun and the Pintans, the home of the Krodaa lies in the Aeon-Width, more precisely in the Krunos-System. Apart from a gas giant and a rock dwarf, there are only two planets in this system, the so-called twin worlds. Optically identical, they couldn’t be more different when it comes to the friendliness towards life. Sandabar Zeh is an unbearably hot silicate desert without any flora or fauna and the atmosphere is like toxic steam. Sandabar Neh is also a desert, but a regular sandy desert with canyons and lava fields. It is hot, but there are water deposits underneath the surface and even areas with some plant life. Most surface ponds and lakes are acidic and should be avoided. In addition, most volcanoes are active and distribute lava regularly and sometimes permanently in the area.«
 The image of the planet was orange and not too inviting. Annie’s description was not life-friendly either. There appeared representations of the Krodaa. At first, they looked like humans and one could easily distinguish men and women. However, they had deep red skin, yellow eyes, crooked legs like the hind legs of four-legged animals, long tails with tips and thick horns, sometimes directed forwards, upwards or backward.
 »The Krodaa live on Sandabar Neh, and since Krunos is a red star, their skin is also red. Their appearance varies slightly. The shape of the horns is individual, some of them have furry legs, some have these long tails with arrow-tipped ends and some even have leathery wings. For this reason, they are sometimes called devil people. And as if that’s not enough, they can manipulate fire. It is believed that this ability and their heat resistance have to do with the high temperatures on Sandabar Neh. If people want to visit the planet, this is only possible in high-quality thermal suits. It also works with some of the armors for elite soldiers, I’ve heard.«
 »That sounds really inviting.«, Jane commented.
 Annie replied: »Well, many worlds are unpleasant or dangerous, but each of them is special in its own way. The Krodaa are fascinating people. They have no religion at all, the concept is completely unfamiliar to them, and morality is not a very common virtue there either.«
 Henry remarked: »So it’s dangerous there, despite civilization?«
 »Absolutely. Every planet is dangerous if you don’t know the customs, even Utopia, even Earth. But Sandabar Neh is ... particularly insidious. Of course, the Krodaa have laws, but their government is a kind of union of tribes that could agree on one direction. The settlements are not particularly modern, there are many bars, alcohol, sex, and drugs. They are looters, scrap collectors, smugglers, and thieves. But it should be noted that they are not murderers. The killing of another being is not well received by them. They are famous for their black market and strong liquor. Crime is their daily bread.«
 The recruits were shocked.
 »Why on Earth would you form an alliance with people like that?«, Tom asked.
 Annie displayed a knowing grin. »Because all these facts are mostly related to their own people. When they first encountered another species thousands of years ago, the T’zun, who are completely unfamiliar with crime, there was a terrible war. They fought for several years until peace was negotiated. Since the T’zun were significantly better warriors, the conflict took place exclusively in the Krunos-System. The Krodaa learned that they were only harming themselves, so they gave in. In order to avoid such slaughter in the future, the law was passed that the criminal lifestyle of the Krodaa must not spread to other peoples.
 This means that Sandabar Neh is safe for the most part. Sure, not everyone keeps to it, but the crime against us humans is not higher there than anywhere else.«
 »It’s a really strange story.«, Billy said.
 »Yes, it sounds very strange. A people who have crime in their blood and for whom it’s part of everyday good manners ... and you are supposed to be halfway safe there?«, Jimbo criticized Annie’s trivialized portrayal. »I know it sounds funny, but that’s exactly how it is. The Krodaa joined the Alliance and there were no reports of conspicuously high crime rates against humans. We are in fact quite welcome there. Humans and Krodaa are both very emotional creatures, which is why we got along so well right away.«
 The whole story of this species seemed implausible and invented, but Annie assured them several times that it had happened exactly as she told them.
  
 »If one realizes that our ideas of morality and what we consider normal does not necessarily correspond to the views and ways of life of other species, then this is absolutely plausible. As Annie told us a while ago, everything exists. Our rule-compliant way of life probably seems just as unreal to them.«, philosophized Urma, looking at Gina and Nambur. Tom added: »Imagine what it must be like for the T’zun. Their way of life is different again. We already seem strange to them, but the Krodaa are the extreme contrast to them.«
 Leena giggled for a while, and when they looked at her questioningly, she replied: »I just imagine a serious fighter like Jazzir walking around on Sandabar Neh with his calm manner and being robbed by every trick in the book«.
 »He probably wouldn’t do anything about it, because he doesn’t even know that he won’t get his stuff back ...«, Henry, now smiling, brought the thought to an end.
 Tim said: »I am astonished anyway that such a calm and peace-loving people like the T’zun is respected so much. We once saw one of their specialists on the street who caught a smuggler. He took the guy and his six buddies apart without making a big effort. The guys were unconscious so quickly that a few hadn’t even fallen down yet, but were sleeping on the street. And when a policeman reached the cat man, he explained to him calmly and peacefully why he was there. He didn’t seem to have any feelings about the fight. Tom and I had never seen anything like it.«
 »I once asked Jazzir if he also used his tail in combat. He said that the anatomy of the T’zun doesn’t allow such a thing. Their tails have little more power than twitching or indicating their moods.«, Billy said and took a sip of water.
 Roderick thought: »Can the Krodaa use their tails more actively? After all, they have a tip at the end. That would be surely useful for a fight ...«
 Carter just listened to the conversation, but since none of them apparently knew facts, it was more entertaining than informative. He was actually already on the weekend with his head, because he completed the services of the week and they hadn’t been particularly demanding either. The parade he was supposed to attend was canceled due to some traffic accident and he hadn’t had to do any replacement service instead.
 When Leena heard this, she enviously called him a ›lucky duck‹.
  
 The week ended quickly, even the last training block on the hell trail was bearable, as Banes had fallen ill and was replaced by a bored old major who actually only wanted to get back to his desk. The evening was short because many of them were on duty again and the rest were on their own.
 Carter got his pass and keys from Millie on Saturday morning and put on the best clothes he had with him. He liked to dangle the dog tags over his shirt because it made him feel more confident. He had already asked one of his father’s drivers the day before to pick him and Kelly up. The gray shuttle looked like a limousine of the automobile era. Slim, flat and shiny with black tinted windows, but instead of wheels, it had a full floating function. The wide wing door swung open, but his companion was not yet visible. He chatted a little with Michael until he saw her coming. She was wearing tight blue jeans with holes in her knees, stylish high heels, a black tight top and a light reddish jacket over it. It felt as if his heart was breaking through his chest because it was beating so hard. She looked stunning and he followed every single one of her gallant movements. He didn’t want to do anything else for the rest of his life but watch her walk.
 She came within earshot and shouted: »Hey Carter! I hope you didn’t want to leave without me, did you?«
 As she said that, she smiled and her hair blew discreetly into her face. »No way.«, Carter replied in a slightly bumpy voice.
 As soon as they sat in the car and the base beneath them got smaller, she asked:
 »Is everything okay? You seem tense. Is it because this is a date?«
 »Partly it is ... but it’s also how you look.«, he babbled.
 »Is it so awful?«, she joked.
 »On the contrary! I’m used to you in military uniform and most of the time you’re still wearing your hat ... but now ...« He was trying to get his voice under control. »You look so gorgeous, I barely breathed when you just showed up.«
 She blushed slightly and looked down. »That’s sweet of you ...«
 »Don’t they tell you that all the time? I’ve been honestly thinking for a long time about how I could compliment you on your looks in a way you haven’t heard thousands of times before.«
 She sat next to him and looked at him from the side.
 »It’s not about the words you say. Nor about the tone of voice. It is about how you mean it.«
 They talked a little about the experiences of the past days until the shuttle landed at the Skymarket. The crowd was just as big as when they last visited. Carter briefly informed Michael that he would contact him if he wanted to be picked up. Afterward, he strolled towards the market place with Kelly.
 The weather was great and the smells of the different food on the stands mixed and lured with their seductive scent. It was too early to eat, but she bought them two chocolate-covered cupcakes and they stepped back to the glass balustrade where they had kissed.
 Again they watched the traffic and enjoyed the presence of each other. »What do you say we knock over a few pins now?«, he asked after a while.
 She smiled at him and grabbed his hand to pull him along. The arcade she led him into was not clearly visible among all the colorful neon signs. The yellow sign on a purple background showed the title ›Ka-Bowl!!!‹. Inside there were ten normal lanes and a few more separated and closed areas. At the counter sat an acne-faced teenager in purple work clothes typing on a monitor. As soon as he noticed them, he looked up and got big eyes at the sight of Kelly. She whispered to Carter:
 »You’ll have to get used to that when we go out together.«
 He smiled and asked for a black light lane. The stammering boy told them the prices and said that there were enough lanes available. Since money didn’t matter to them, they chose a closed cabin. Inside, the lights were on and there were several bowls of fluorescent paint. Actually, Carter didn’t like having to paint himself, but since they’d been practicing camouflage on their marches more often, he’d got used to it.
 He smeared a little orange and green on his face and a little yellow on his arms. With two fingers full of pink he waited until Kelly came out of the toilet and rubbed it on her nose. She was spooked and squealed, but laughed and paid him back with a load of red on his forehead. They changed their shoes and picked out matching bullets. Soon after, Carter switched off the lights and as soon as the blacklight came on, the two of them glowed brightly.
 The game lasted a long time because in between he poked Kelly into the side and they smiled a lot and laughed. He didn’t have the date in his head anymore, he just enjoyed the time with her. He wasn’t a very good player himself, but she also hit the gutter quite often.
 »Would you like me to raise the children’s bars for you?«, he teased.
 She replied quick-wittedly: »Hey, then only for you, as often as you strike out empty!«
 In the end, Carter won with a little distance, but Kelly didn’t think it was bad. She said it would be sexy if the man won a game. They bowled again and this time she got the upper hand. He didn’t have a problem with losing, and she seemed to like that too.
 As Kelly was about to go to her ball, a strong urge overcame Carter and he sneaked up to her and touched her on the arm. She looked around at him and he pulled her towards him. He took her face between his hands and kissed her. Her fingers wandered unconsciously to his neck and back as she returned the kiss just as passionately. As it was dark, they kept their eyes closed and just felt it. Of course, Carter felt the need to touch her body, but he felt it was too early. He put his hands on her hips and she leaned into the kiss. When they separated, she said:
 »Wow ... that was really beautiful ...«
 Carter said dry: »Damn! I had aimed at scary ...«
 She laughed and cuddled him: »Don’t ruin the moment, dummy!«
 He turned the light back on and saw her smiling. It was the most beautiful sight he could imagine and he told her that too. They put on their shoes and washed off the paint before going outside. »It was really fun! But now I’m just hungry!«, Kelly said enthusiastically and her eyes wandered over the food stands.
 »What do you like? I’ve been thinking all the time about which restaurant to go to ...«, Carter confessed.
 She looked at him pitifully: »Restaurant? Did you want to have some kind of candlelight dinner? It’s only afternoon and I don’t like all that high-pitched stuff anyway. I’ve had to do that far too often with my family. All I want now is a fat-soaked pizza completely overloaded with cheese and a big Coke with it.«
 Carter was a bit surprised at first because he hadn’t expected it, but finally, he was pleasantly surprised.
 »I love how easy things are with you! Then let’s go get a huge pizza!«
 They found three different stands with different kinds of pizza. There were thin, medium thick and fluffy variations. Again Carter expected Kelly to like thin pizzas, but she wanted a big, oily pan pizza with a cheese crust. He loved this style himself the most and ordered an XXXL pizza with a carafe of cola.
 They sat down at a wooden table with metal edges on small wooden chairs, like in a bistro. A white parasol was stretched above them. Next to it was a large fountain that splashed cheerfully. The contrast of the light wood colors and the light gray stone tiles with the bluish-colored water in combination with warm wind and the smell of food was enchanting. The sight of Kelly sitting in her tight top looking at him was the icing on the cake. »You’re glowing.«, she said with a smile.
 »Only because of you. This day is just great ... I don’t want it to end.«
 »Nothing ends yet, so relax. Since I have a really nice time with you, this won’t be our last date either.«
 Carter was more than happy to hear that. The pizza came and took almost the whole table. The pieces were so huge that he wondered if they hadn’t exaggerated. Kelly, on the other hand, got glowing eyes and laid the first one directly on her plate. He watched her eat. Halfway through she switched to her hands. Her oily, full lips, biting off, held his gaze in their spell while he chewed himself with pleasure. »I wove Pippffa! I could eat Pippffa evewy day, fowever!«, she smiled enthusiastically and Carter laughed loudly.
 »Wha?«, she asked with a full mouth, but then she giggled just as much about her own greed.
  
 After they had finished, they had actually crushed the entire pizza. Kelly had eaten even more than he had. For that, he got to hear a teasing ›weakling‹. They strolled around a bit and when she complained about her overfull stomach, they sat down under a tree on a bench. »Oh my God, I’m dying! I’m so full!«, she whined and leaned back to stretch her stomach. Carter sat next to her and just laughed.
 »Can you stop laughing at me all the time? I’m dying here!«, she protested, giggling about herself again and again.
 »The fun stops with eating, doesn’t it?«, Carter asked her jokingly.
 »Hell yeah! It was worth it. If I have to die, then please by an overdose of pizza! Best way to go.«, she said with a satisfied grin.
 »Could we still live a little before that? Becoming a couple, finishing the training, building a life together ... stuff like that. You can still die after that. Just saying.«
 She looked at him more seriously.
 »What? Are you going to hurl now?«, Carter asked half laughing, half worried.
 »Are you thinking about things like that?
 »I told you before our first kiss what kind of guy I am. Since you clearly like me, I automatically think ahead. And the just mentioned things are part of it.«
 She changed her sitting position. »Okay, so basically I’m all for it. Let’s see for a moment if it works at all.«
 Carter crossed his arms: »But, Miss Richards, are you suggesting that you’re willing to have a relationship with me?«
 Kelly tried in vain to sit upright on the bench. She groaned:
 »That depends ... do you even want to have a fat, full-eaten cow like me as a girlfriend? I’ll tell you right now, that’s how it always works with pizza.«
 Carter gave back: »Let me put it this way ...« He leaned towards her and kissed her still oily lips. When he removed his face again, Kelly beamed and got a hiccup.
 »Then it’s probably off- *Hicc* - official. The two of us are together now!« She cursed because she had imagined this moment to be much more romantic. They sat there for quite a while next to each other and looked at the people passing by. After some time Kelly seemed to be able to move normally again.
  
 Sunday was Carter’s first difficulty because, apart from Roderick and Billy, everyone in their group was there. It was very hard not to show the attraction to Kelly too much before the others. Leena noticed it the night before. He told her how it had gone and she seemed excited.
 Since then she always winked at him mischievously when he tried not to get too distracted by Kelly. She deliberately teased him by dropping things and bending down before him to pick them up. Or she sat down next to him and stretched her breasts out extensively. On Monday there was an extra banana for breakfast, and after she ate it pleasurably in front of him, he hurried to the toilet and splashed cold water on his face. Even when he was on guard duty in front of the main building that evening, she ›accidentally‹ strolled past and had ›accidentally‹ wet her shirt before. Carter wasn’t sure if she wanted to heat it up or just irritate him. He doubted very much that he would endure this until the next date. She was off the following weekend, but he and Leena were assigned as guards on a diplomatic flight to Kunaz.
  
 Besides Tim, who had been on Zahkar the week before as escort at a state gala, they were the first to leave the planet for a service. Typically, recruits were only assigned to duties that took place within the Nekon-Traverse because the distances could be covered in a weekend. Since these duties would take up both free days, the recruits concerned were given the following week off. At lunch, Carter and Leena sat with Tim to question him.
 »What was it like on Zahkar?«, he asked him.
 Tim shrugged his shoulders: »If I knew that. The ship landed in a closed hangar and I had to stay on board. During takeoff and landing, I guarded a door and couldn’t even look out of the window. The only thing I saw was a blue-violet Salvani diplomat receiving our procession.«
 »That’s disappointing ...«, Jane said.
 »I suppose it will be similar for us. We have only six months of training behind us and are hardly more than better weapon mounts. We are certainly not chosen as escorts for a high official when it comes to presenting humanity.«, it came from Leena. Kelly said: »I think that the services will only be interesting for us when we have the two years behind us. But whether we really do more than just guard duty or routine jobs is also uncertain.
 »Is that so bad? Personally, I’m not exactly keen on being sent to some combat area and fighting for survival with a shotgun in the middle of the turmoil. The fact that I’ve been drafted is already lousy enough, I don’t want to risk my life for these scumbags.«, Billy commented.
 »They don’t want your life at all.«, Roderick joked.
 Tom added: »Don’t worry Billy, they won’t send you into the field with a shotgun. Your ego is so huge that you can take out whole waves of enemies with it alone ...«
 »... because they have to laugh so much at the sight of you that they can only curl on the ground and no longer fight.«, his brother ended the sentence.
 The recruits laughed, even though Billy seemed rather offended.
 When the group got up to move towards the hell trail, Carter was pulled into a corner by Kelly and she kissed him with a fiery passion. Then she followed the others and he stood there completely irritated and had to pull himself together before he could follow.
 Banes still seemed to be out of action and the training was relaxed with the barely perceptible supervision of the older substitute. Carter had Leena show him the technique for climbing ropes. The fact that the rope was clamped between his feet and he pushed himself upwards seemed difficult to him. Jazzir had them ready so that they had learned enough movements for regular sparring. They fought more often against each other to simulate a real confrontation. Their instructor, however, made it clear that most alien races did not behave like humans. They had to study their individual fighting styles and learn their physical weaknesses to beat them. So they began to use the holograms of the other species to study their physique and attributes. Major Dunn also repeated this topic, practicing in the simulation room with moving targets and equipment, while alternating different types of aliens as enemies. They noticed in each subject that the difficulty increased because they now possessed the basic skills. However, as they were not yet very proficient, the exercises seemed quite challenging. Nevertheless, they were motivated because the instructors, apart from Banes, treated them with more respect.
   Reluctant Mission
  
 The following Friday, Carter and Kelly were on duty together. They were assigned to escort a convoy. A shuttle took them to a military outpost in downtown New Denver. There was hardly any personnel stationed on-site and most of it was used as a camp. A load of weapons was to be transferred from there to Osilon. For cost reasons, ground transporters were used to deliver goods within certain distances. Therefore, the two of them headed for a truck that was actually driving on the road with wheels. »Wow ... I didn’t think that there were still ground-based vehicles in active service. These things are prehistoric ...«, Kelly wondered.
 Carter thought: »I’m not sure how you can save money with them. The transport time by shuttle is much shorter. But what the hell? So we just travel for three hours on the road. We’re on Utopia, so what’s going to happen here?« Kelly had to admit that he was probably right. Utopia was a place with a lot of poverty, but in relation to it, there were few crimes, because the military presence was very high everywhere. That and the security bots floating through the streets were enough reasons for most ordinary people not to be carried away to commit crimes. The two were received by the coordinating officer and assigned to their posts without a long introduction. They were to stay on one of the transport trucks and keep an eye on the cargo. So Carter climbed onto the loading area of the truck, where there was enough room for two people to sit at the rear. He helped Kelly up, who settled across from him. No cover was deliberately thrown over so that the armed soldiers could be seen from a distance. Not that any criminal gang was crazy enough to attack the military. One simply wanted to permanently show an impression of strength. As soon as the convoy began to move half an hour later, the two were ordered to keep their assault rifles lying visibly on their laps. The boxes were securely lashed and there was a car with several guards in front of them and a mobile machine gun behind them. 
 »A little over the top, if you ask me.« Carter said.
 Kelly just grinned and looked around. The beauty of this duty was the view. At first, they drove between the huge towers of New Denver and saw the curious working families wandering the streets in their spare time. It was more fear than respect visible in their eyes. Carter wondered if the current situation on Utopia was worth it at all. In fact, he felt the way of life and culture of the T’zun and Salvani were far superior to their own. When he spoke out his thoughts, Kelly replied: »That may be so, but the T’zun also had their phase of exploitation and self-destruction. Maybe one day humanity will get as far as they are today.«
 »I don’t know. They had only one world at the time and had already understood their mistake before they reached another. We may have left Earth too early. Perhaps a war by overpopulation would have been exactly what we needed for further development.«, Carter pondered.
 Kelly shook her head: »Why are you thinking about something like that? Enjoy the view. Look! We’ve left the city behind now and everything is green, wide and free.«
 Carter puffed: »I’m just not the type who can sit still for a long time without much thought. I enjoy a sight like any other, but after a short time, my head works again. Well, and so I thought about the next year and what comes after that. On the one hand, I want to commit myself and explore worlds, but support a system like this? I don’t think I can do that.«
 »You don’t have to. There are enough military tasks to make things better. Explore planets, defend innocent people, work for the initiative or be transferred as a guest to a troop of an alien military. There are many ways if you really want that.«
 As they talked, they didn’t notice the silence that suddenly surrounded them. The birds didn’t sing anymore, even though they were passing a small forest. Carter suddenly felt a pull in the pit of his stomach, a premonition. He warned Kelly, but then the first car of the convoy exploded in front of them, rolled over in the air and crashed into the car directly behind. Shortly afterward the same thing happened to the two rear vehicles. Now there were three trucks and one SUV with MG left.
 He grabbed the rifle and jumped off the loading surface. Kelly followed his example and the rest of the guards also moved carefully around the load. A shot came out of the forest and one of the soldiers fell over with a hole in his forehead.
 »Sniper!«, yelled another guard. At that moment, twenty men and women, armored with wildly mixed parts, came out of the thicket and pointed their weapons at them. They approached from both sides of the road, so there was no escape route. Carter put on his rifle.
 »Are you crazy? Stop it! You can only handle the gun for a few weeks. They’ll kill us if you shoot them!«, Kelly warned him.
 Deep down inside, this situation seemed familiar to him and he felt what he had to do. He shot the next best enemy, pulled a box from the truck and took cover behind it. The exchange of fire panicked all the guards and they opened fire as well. Despite the many exercises, no one had prepared them for the noise, fear, and chaos of a shootout. Kelly squatted with her hands on her ears next to Carter. He jumped out, threw a wagon cross at an enemy and fired three salvos at another enemy. Fortunately, the last one hit him and he dropped dead. The hustle and bustle had allowed a guard to man the machine gun on the car. He shot around with a hell of a noise and killed four enemies as he was blown up by a rocket along with the vehicle. The irritated enemy now had the cross in his hand. Carter waited until one of the guards shot around and drew the attention of most attackers before he stormed out. He wanted to punch the enemy with his fist in rage, but his hand bounced off his helmet and he sprained it. Then he got the wagon cross smashed against his upper arm and a kick against his leg so that he fell on his back. He couldn’t prevent a painful whimper from clearing his throat.
 With his healthy hand, he pulled his pistol and shot the man at close range from below. Unfortunately, another enemy had noticed him and put his gun on him. Carter’s eyes widened because he couldn’t possibly escape. Even before he came to think about the consequences in panic, Kelly jumped out behind the cover and let a constant fire sweep around without aiming. Some of the projectiles pierced the enemy by pure luck. A hit in the shoulder, followed by screams of pain, ended her firestorm and she fell to her knees. Carter fought angrily at her feet and aimed straight at a shooter who executed one of the kneeling guards from behind.
 He heard a loud rumble, then felt a biting pain at pelvic level. When he looked down, his jacket and pants were full of blood. It hurt so much that tears shot into his eyes and veiled his vision. Kelly’s crying penetrated his ears, followed by a knock, and then something hit the floor.
 »Finally she keeps her mouth shut. Stupid girl, why is she shooting at us instead of just staying down?«, a rough voice asked.
 Shortly afterward a kick in the hollow of the knee forced him to the ground and he had to put his hands behind his head. A rifle was pointed at the back of his head.
 »Now you don’t feel so strong and brave anymore, do you? For a recruit, you’ve got a lot of guts, kid, but enough playing for today.«, said a soft, pleasant voice.
 A woman at some distance now talked to one of the guards.
 »What was that all about? You just had to give up, then it wouldn’t have come so far. Your people would not have had to die. We fight against the system, not against brave soldiers who only fulfill their duty. Because of your senseless resistance we had to kill almost all of you.«
 There were only five men left in the convoy. When Carter saw that and the fortunately only unconscious Kelly, massive feelings of guilt came up in him. He was responsible. He had all these people on his conscience. His instinct had advised him to act, but his abilities had not been enough.
 The woman held two fingers to her helmet and heard a radio message, then she ordered out loud: »F4zzer says we should take the goods and disappear. In a few minutes, this place is overrun with soldiers and he can only buy us a few moments of time. The rebellion must continue!«
 The man behind him lifted his gun and five seconds later millions of twitching pain signals shot through his entire body. He fell forward and fidgeted uncontrollably. It took a moment to stop, although there were residual twitches for hours afterward. For a felt eternity he lay face down on the street. He didn’t know who was still alive, who was dead or what was going on around him. He heard the trucks driving away and then nothing more. He had plenty of time to think about his mistake until the military arrived and collected the survivors.
  
 At the base, he and Kelly were patched up by a doctor. Both gunshot wounds were in harmless places as the shooters seemed to know their profession. She was by no means angry at his behavior, as none of them had learned to act properly in such a situation. Yet he felt guilty. He learned that the attackers belonged to a resistance movement that had been sporadic in recent years and had caused trouble for the military. They stole weapons and supplies, but only killed when it could not be avoided. The leader was a guy named F4zzer, whom Henry knew as the best hacker in Utopia.
 While Kelly had quickly forgiven him, Leena seemed to be interested in this hacker. She was always curious when someone resisted the system. Carter and Kelly were given the following day off to rest and heal quickly with a stimulant.
 He should have been happy that he could spend a day off with her, but his head was working without interruption. He swore to himself that he would never again act so rashly. He wanted to get better so that the next time he got into such a situation, he wouldn’t act wrong again. The moment he had to watch Kelly beaten unconscious with a gun to his head, kneeling and crying, followed him. It was all due to the instincts and premonitions he sometimes had. They always proved to be correct, but apparently, they only helped when he was able to put them into action. He decided to analyze these moments carefully as soon as they came back. He also vowed to do everything he could to become a damn good soldier. He wanted to have the strength to master such situations.
  
 Back in their daily lives, the two survivors first had to answer heaps of questions and describe their experiences to their comrades in detail. Of course, they kept a few things to themselves.
 Despite this memorable experience, normality continued at some point. In theory lessons, they had dealt with the allied aliens in the meantime, so the current contents were about the neutral Vindurans who lived in the Dark Sea. Their homeworld Nunak was a radioactive rock planet without any flora and fauna. As the most intelligent species of the known galaxy, they aroused enormous interest, but unfortunately very little was known about their way of life or their past. Their intentions and goals were a mystery to the peoples of the Initiative, but as they had played a crucial role in the founding of this alliance, this was accepted.
 The little and controversial information about the Vindurans kept the group busy for the rest of the day, and even on Friday, they continued to philosophize about what else there might be in the Milky Way. »A planet full of naked Amazons idolizing every man who enters their world.«, Billy dreamt.
 Tim said: »You probably mean humanoid or human amazons. Jellyfish Amazons would be far less attractive.«
 Carter interjected: »You know that Amazons are warriors? They’d rather cut your head off before they would lower themselves to blow you.«
 Kelly smiled: »Imagine the title of this story: Billy, the horny astronaut looking for a blowjob. That sounds more like a bad porn title.«
 They laughed and Billy left while they talked.
 Leena said: »If you think about it, there really aren’t many species we know at the moment. Who says that in an adjacent system there aren’t other aliens we haven’t met yet.«
 Jimbo threw in: »And think about it: The galactic maps they show us are all two-dimensional. But even if a galaxy, like a star system, moves its contents in circles around the center, a galaxy cannot entirely be represented on a flat plane. There are nebulae that lie above or below other systems. In space, there is no above or below. You actually need a three-dimensional representation.«
 Henry asked: »What about a four-dimensional representation? There are theories about other dimensions.«
 »You mean the multiverse theory? Well, maybe that’s a bit far-fetched. Before you think about that, there would have to be evidence.«, Jimbo said.
 »Okay, can you two stop doing that? My head is already spinning ...«, Jane complained and hid the face in her hands.
  
 After they started to do weight training with Jazzir in order to increase their strength as well as their mobility, the weekend began with aching muscles. Carter had to be at the hangar at six in the morning. A shuttle brought him and Leena to the New Denver military spaceport, where they were equipped with a pistol and assault rifle and put into a standard military uniform. It was reddish and consisted of soft and comfortable pants, clean boots and a thick, tight top. The sleeves could be rolled up optionally. Carter hoped that this service would be quieter than the last one.
 The two were guided to the spaceship. It was a medium-sized, elongated model with flat, triangular wings at the sides and several fins at the stern. It looked like an old-fashioned, but much wider and thicker aircraft of earlier times. The people mostly oriented themselves to proven designs. The ship had flat disc turbines, propulsion nozzles, which could only be seen as narrow and circular from the outside because the rest was hidden inside. The turbines emitted a kind of blue energy during operation, thanks to the T’zun technology.
 Carter and Leena entered the ship through the stern ramp and were taken to their positions by the security guard. They were assigned as guards in front of the meeting room. From the ramp in the hold, they climbed upstairs to a lounge with sofas and a minibar. Adjacent to this was a room separated by frosted glass windows. Inside was a table with holographic surface projection and several screens and swivel chairs. To the left and right of the door, they had to stand guard. A while later they heard voices coming closer. A military adviser with the name ›Hale‹ on the sign and a diplomat in a noble outfit came around the corner. The dignitary looked at the two recruits condescendingly and meant in passing to Hale:
 »I really don’t know why your people keep giving us these beginners. The girl is so skinny, I don’t even know if she can lift her weapon to eye level at all!«
 Carter noticed how Leena involuntarily strained herself and her facial expression was stony. He nodded to her not to be angry at the arrogance of the man. They stood still for two hours, staring aimlessly around after the ship had lifted and flown off. Due to the artificial gravity fields on board, there was no need to buckle up or remain seated. They were bored to death, but that was the fate of a recruit. Guard duty was always boring.
 »What is supposed to happen here? The biggest danger is my slipping trigger finger if this idiot passes here ...«, grumbled Leena.
 Carter warned her: »Come on! You’ve already received four warnings because you don’t follow the rules and have been noticed negatively. Banes also punished you several times. You can’t afford any more attention! Just ignore the idiot!«
 He knew she was too proud and too stubborn to actually do it. Accordingly, he was glad that the diplomat named William Grant didn’t come back. He had gone up the spiral staircase to the captain’s quarters and had not been seen since. After standing there for almost seven hours and gradually becoming aware of the strong desire to sit, the captain came and brought the relief. Apart from the cockpit and the captain’s quarters, they now had free access to all areas of the ship. Since the rest of the day was free, they first wandered around and took a closer look at the rooms.
 In the loading zone, there were several crates and a few metal barrels, all of which were lashed down with straps. From there one could reach a small medical station, a prison cell, and the machine rooms. There was also a corner with armor and weapon cabinets in the actual cargo area. At the top, there was nothing more besides the lounge and the meeting room. The cockpit was adjacent to the lounge so that the pilots could rest during their breaks. If one went up the spiral staircase, one reached the captain’s quarters and the crew’s bedrooms. Carter and Leena sat down in the lounge, where a few other soldiers talked muffled. At first, they sat next to them and chatted with them. They learned a lot about what life was like in the military and what their colleagues had already experienced. One knew Banes from his own time in Osilon and cursed the sadistic son of a bitch. A female soldier had several scars on her face and talked about her mission on a planet called Igo, where the Initiative troops had fought some fights with the Lorgans. She described how her unit was torn apart with bare hands by the big lizard-like aliens and how their rough weapons caused enormous damage. It had been an early operation against the new enemy and they had been expelled shortly thereafter.
 »It is the worst feeling there is. To watch your friends and comrades die, to be wounded yourself, and then to learn that all of this was in vain ...«, she said bitterly.
 Leena seemed more angry than compassionate, but Carter was very upset. As soon as the soldiers had to go on duty, the two of them sat down on a sofa at the viewing window. From there they could watch the stars and dream of the vastness of the universe. Since the distances in space were enormous, it seemed as if they were standing still even at full speed. The auxiliary engines were only used when traveling to other sectors.
  
 »Would you have thought that you would end up here?«, Carter asked Leena.
 »In the military? Absolutely not. I’ve always hated the whole system. In my opinion, the government is completely wrong, corrupt and incompetent. On Earth, it has failed and on Utopia, it is even worse. Greed is the biggest problem. Greed for money, power, and fame will always drive people to want to rise above everything else. Perhaps we are simply doomed to perish ...«, she returned.
 »That’s a dark point of view. Mine is somewhat different. I’ll leave Earth out of it because I’ve only been there twice and can’t really judge the situation there. First of all yes: People are often stupid, anxious or greedy. And yes, as things are developing on Utopia, serious problems will eventually arise. Nevertheless, I see it as an opportunity. Every small change for the better is a success.«
 »Your point of view is quite naive. What are a few small things supposed to do? We will certainly never achieve more than a few little things.«
 »Why not? How do you know if one day you won’t have the chance to bring about a big change for the galaxy?«
 »Realism. Probability. You pick.«
 Carter had to smile about her negative nature.
 »You know, I think people are like that because we were turned into that by a few. The T’zun don’t know greed. They share everything and if something breaks, they repair it together. No one rises above the others.«
 »Yes, their bodies wouldn’t feel Ki any more otherwise either.« She held on to her critical point of view ironically.
 Carter leaned back and looked at the distant stars where there was possibly life that was completely different.
 »I don’t know ... I think I want to spend my time exploring the galaxy. To see things no one has ever seen before. And maybe one day I’ll come across a solution to this problem.«
 Leena made only »Pfff« and crossed her arms. »The Vindurans are right to keep out of everything and to stay amongst themselves. To engage with the people would only bring them trouble.«
 Carter came back to his original question: »If you didn’t want to be in the military, what’s your plan after the three years?«
 She replied: »Honestly? I don’t know. I like working with computers and I’m good at making plans. Maybe I would be suitable for the business world, but then I would again support a system that I condemn.«
 »There are hardly any professions where you don’t play into the hands of the system. It is very sophisticated. You can’t get around it.«
 She looked over to him: »Maybe it is my destiny to find a way around it. If you don’t resist the system, it will never change.«
 Her statements were always similar and Carter had the feeling that this unbending and radical kind would one day take her to jail or the grave. But there was nothing he could do about it. He still tried to keep her from maneuvering into more trouble while he was with her. The captain came to them and suggested going to sleep soon. In space, there were no times of the day and one slept as the services allowed. In ten hours they had the next guard, this time at the cockpit door. The plan was to be in the room above Kunaz until then. There a diplomat ship of the Salvani would dock and lead a discussion with Grant about the increase of import taxes. Of course, Leena didn’t like the subject and to be used as a guard for such a purpose was particularly displeasing to her.
 Carter waited while she went to the toilet, but it took almost half an hour for her to return. They strolled into the bedrooms, which were actually a long corridor with small capsule-like beds. There they lay down to sleep.
  
 As soon as the alarm clock rang, they got ready and went downstairs. From the window, they could now see the dark green world of Kunaz, and behind it, you could see a part of the big moon Zahkar. Other smaller moons were also visible. In the distance, they discovered the silhouette of a space station and directly beside the lookout one saw the front area of a ship of the Salvani. It looked like a metal wasp. A halfway large oval with longish folded wings and a long, curved spine downwards. It was so compact that it had to be a private vehicle. They stood at their posts and saw Grant enter the meeting room with a small, bent, brownish Salvani. Not much happened for quite a while, except for the occasional passing of a soldier, and once a pilot came out and got himself a bottle of water. Then at some point, the voices became louder and you could hear the echoing sound when the Salvani talked with his speech device.
 The door blew open and the old alien diplomat stomped away while Grant hurried behind him. »... Congressman, please! I see these figures for the first time today! We are renegotiating and finding ...«, he was heard begging.
 Carter wondered what had happened in there and when he saw Leena’s slight grin, he realized she had something to do with it.
 After the ambassador’s ship detached and flew back to the planet, they also turned and set course for Utopia. Their guard duty was only half over when the captain called all crew members except the pilots into the loading zone. They were to line up and Grant walked up and down the railing.
 »Many of you will have noticed that my meeting with the Salvani delegate was anything but good. The purpose of this meeting was to lower the import taxes on Salvani products on Utopia so that we could purchase more goods for the military at lower prices. All this should strengthen our entire infrastructure and make life easier for all of you in the long run. Unfortunately, for some reason, our financial structure was openly thrown onto the monitors, along with the more critical uses of those goods. Someone exchanged the file of the adapted data for official uses and costs with this general file, which sets us back at least a year in the negotiations! I don’t know if this was a bad joke or planned sabotage, but you can count on us to investigate. Whoever is responsible will feel the consequences!«
 He marched away foaming and everyone returned to his post whispering. As soon as silence was restored and Carter stood guard again with Leena, he hissed towards her:
 »Are you crazy? What were you thinking? They will catch you and then you will be prosecuted!«
 She grinned gloatingly: »We’ll see about that. Anyway, these cheaters don’t screw the Salvani that fast anymore.«
 Since soldiers were constantly passing by, they could no longer talk about it without being heard.
 On Sunday evening they came back to New Denver and were brought back to the base. They argued in the room for quite a while, but they would never agree. Carter liked to play within the rules against the system and Leena didn’t give a shit about the rules. One day this attitude could get her into real trouble, he knew that much.
    
  Progress
  
 Day-to-day life came way too fast for Carter. Although he had no duties this week, he was no less tired. He dragged himself to the others with Leena in order to endure Clemm’s daily drill and then wake up to the morning sports. That wasn’t hard at all because Kelly stood up in front of him to slowly do her knee bends so he could look straight at her butt.
 On the way to breakfast, he told her about his impressions of the trip. He left out Leena’s activities in case anyone else listened to them. After a short passionate kiss in the bathroom, they had to go to class. That day they met Major Dunn on the very outskirts of Osilon. They walked behind the hell trail, where some more experienced recruits were struggling, and discovered a shooting range. The base had a small gate on the back, which was mostly used for special deliveries or by officers as a quick entrance. Behind it, outside the grounds, there was a second shooting range. The gate guards let them out and Dunn was already waiting nearby. She sat with her legs apart on a long box and sharpened a knife blade. She put it away as the group had set up.
 »Now that we’ve been doing exercises and shooting around for quite a while, with and without equipment, it’s time for something difficult. This shit is starting to bore me. Today I’ll show you the first special weapon only used by professionals. The sniper rifle, or just sniper.«
 She took a long case out of the box and pressed the button. It extended the barrel, shoulder rest, grip and rifle scope and thus became a good third longer. Carter found precise weapons particularly interesting and was thrilled to try one. 
 »That’s why we’re out here!«, Henry exclaimed.
 Dunn said: »Well understood, Speedy. So: A sniper is used completely different than the weapons you know so far. A good shooter is as good as invisible and almost noiseless in covert operations. You need a lot of patience and accuracy for this task. Depending on the model, you can fire several clicks. In the past, some shooters needed a partner to help them calculate the environmental impact. Wind speed, humidity, the trajectory, gravity and acceleration due to gravity, all that crap. These are all factors that have to be taken into account when shooting from a long distance. Today the HUD does this job, but it doesn’t make it any easier.«
 She pointed in one direction exactly opposite the base. There were targets in the distance, which could be watched more closely by means of a camera transmission on their bracelets.
 »Despite all HUD technology, highly developed riflescopes, and recoil dampeners, an accurate shot at such a distance is difficult.«
 Nambur asked: »What’s a click?«
 »Fuck I forgot, you’ve never heard that before. A click is a short form for a kilometer. This has something to do with different units of measurement that were once used on Earth. The fools didn’t want to see that a uniform system saves everyone an assload of work.«
 She distributed the rifles, of which there was only one model for exercises, and the recruits lined up next to each other. In the beginning, they were to place the weapons on dedicated supports mounted on the tables. Later they lay down on the free area directly in front of the shooting range and used the integrated legs. »There are always recruits who believe through films and video games that they can shoot freely while standing. Forget that very quickly! Freestanding, you’ll never have the calmness in your arms to hit a target. If the enemy is close enough to be targeted standing up, then use an assault rifle.«
 Carter was a little unfamiliar with the length of the gun, but he liked the feeling. The rifle scope could zoom in up to a few yards from the target and the feeling of pulling the trigger was indescribable. The short moment between the shot and the actual impact at the target was always like a rush. One waited with held breath whether the projectile would hit. 
 »Major! Do we also practice with moving targets if we can handle the weapon to some extent?«, he asked.
 Dunn laughed loudly: » Handle to some extent? Snipers train with this weapon for months before they are allowed to fire at anything moving for the first time. And they practice exclusively with the sniper. We won’t get that far in basic training. If you want to learn that, you’ll have to commit yourself, kid.«
 Most recruits didn’t hit the target at all. Kelly was accordingly frustrated.
 »Ah damn horseshit! Why don’t I hit the stupid fucking target with that stupid shit thing?!«, she cursed around.
 Dunn raised his eyebrows in astonishment: »Richards, that’s an exquisite selection of curses. I like it when you talk like that, it liberates. You don’t hit because you’re in too much of a hurry. Look at how Sanders is doing it.«
 Carter felt watched but was not disturbed by it. He zoomed in on the target, adjusted according to the target HUD, took a deep breath, breathed out slowly and squeezed the trigger. The projectile scratched the outer edge.
 »You’re a damn natural, Sanders! Maybe one day you can really practice with moving targets.« Turned to Kelly, she said: »Precision is not about speed. It’s about accuracy. Slow is precise and precise is fast. Take your time, breathe calmly and hold your breath before you pull the trigger.«
 Kelly tried, but her bullet missed. Leena had also listened and imitated it, but she just didn’t have a talent for shooting. Moreover, the long rifle seemed almost as big as her.
  
 Already in the afternoon, a new teaching topic awaited them. Kova was there, but there were no practice glasses to be seen.
 The Salvani waited in her strange dark brown clothes. She wore wide pants that concealed the shape of her beetle-like legs and a jacket with matching four sleeves, one of which was tied. No matter how often they saw her, the sight of a Salvani with clothes seemed strange to them. »Greetings, recruits,« it came from their voice synthesizer. They always found the clicking noises her jaws produced when speaking very distracting.
 »Your plan includes HUD training, but we’re actually starting with another topic today that you might need as your military time progresses. Maybe not very often and also in later missions, but still it is important. I’m talking about hacking. All species that are capable of space travel use a lot of technology. Every technology, in whatever form and variation, is controlled by computers. So if you understand the way a computer works, you can influence its performance and function. You don’t have to be able to read the symbols of the other species, the HUD does that for you, even if some basic language skills wouldn’t hurt. However, you have to learn the basic structure of programming languages in order to change a function.
 If you learn this and learn the different hacking techniques, you can later attack, rewrite and manipulate almost any machine-controlled system. Locked doors, alarms, extinguishing systems, VIs, HUDs, ships, even equipment, and weapons can be sabotaged by hacking. There are certain upgrades for specialists, but many things can also be achieved with the simple multitool.«
 She raised her hand and a long, narrow holographic screen appeared above it. It seemed to have significantly more functions than their bracelets.
 »Multitools are the evolution of your multifunctional bracelets. They are used as a chip under the skin of the arm and can therefore not get lost. But only professional soldiers get such things because they’re expensive.«
 The recruits sat down in front of the computers and Kova explained to them the most basic concepts of a hack. Since they had already seen the main features of the programming languages of all peoples from other subjects, they tried out some simple things with the help of a support program. »The more you know about system hacks and programs, the easier it is to get results without tools. You can also attack in many more ways to outsmart a system.«, Kova explained.
 Carter found it enormously complicated but somehow managed to get it right after Leena gave him additional explanations and helped him. Kelly looked at the two of them to do anything right at all. Most of the group had a hard time hacking, only Henry, Gina and Leena were good at it. They all knew how useful this skill could be outside the military as well.
  
 With the new subjects, the timetable became more complex every day and some training became rare. To their relief, the hell trail with Banes belonged to this category. Unfortunately, Annie’s lessons were also included, because they had covered most of the basic things in the meantime. The rest of the week was filled with weight training and combat training with Jazzir, two marches and several weapons training sessions in full equipment. Especially on Thursday, the simulation was unusually challenging.
 They had to deal with a horde of flying creatures, which together with enemy human troops took action against them. Carter had an assault rifle and pistol with him and had been separated from Leena. Kelly had been eliminated because one of the winged things had caught her. Only himself, Leena, Roderick, Tim, and Nambur were still in the game. Leena fought alone on the edge, while Tim and Nambur stood back to back. Roderick was covered behind a rock to reload his rifle because his magazine was overheated. It was only a simulation, but the technology was very realistic with haptic holography, smell simulation and surround sound.
 Carter noticed Tim and Nambur being encircled and was about to jump up as a flying creature rushed down on him. He shot it, but he had to overheat his magazine. In that time Tim had been caught and Leena fled from two attackers. A soldier had climbed on the rock above Roderick and aimed, but Carter couldn’t reload or switch to the pistol so quickly. He acted instinctively, running towards Roderick, who got scared because he thought he was going to attack him. Instead, he used a broken box as a stepping stone and knocked down the soldier with the rifle shaft. But he slipped and hit the ground hard in front of Roderick. His helmet slipped and the air was pressed out of his lungs. He heard several flying creatures throwing themselves at him and then it loudly banged a few times. After he had straightened the visor, he saw that Roderick had perforated the creatures with the shotgun. If Nambur hadn’t covered him from behind, he would have been killed. He had risked his own safety for Carter. Shortly afterward they were overrun, but they had never held out that long before. 
 Carter took off his helmet and looked at him. Both gasped from the exhaustion and adrenaline. »Why did you risk your ass for me?«, he asked.
 »Because you did the same for me. Many guys just talk, but when it gets tough, they chicken out and prefer to save themselves. So I owed you that. Now we are even.«
 Carter nodded and Roderick took it wordlessly. Major Dunn ended the simulation and strolled to them.
 »Not bad at all, Sanders! A daring attack with the shaft, but still effective. Your shotgun was pretty busy too, Tindall. Zobek and Talbot showed the most famous of all team techniques, that was clean work! But the rest of you ... sucked balls. Richards, you didn’t survive five minutes. If you don’t become more attentive, it will instantly kill you in reality. And Whittaker ... running away from the enemy in panic in the middle of the battlefield is ... pathetic. I haven’t seen anything like that with any recruit before.«, she criticized.
 Leena was very embarrassed and she blushed. Dunn was right and she knew it. Kelly felt just as bad, even though Carter patted her on the shoulder, she wordlessly went for a shower. He sat down in the locker room and started to take off his armor. Roderick stood at the locker next to him and did the same. »This cheap standard equipment is shit! Takes far too long ...«
 Carter just hummed and nodded. He pondered how to cheer up Kelly later. »She’ll get over it. Such a scare sometimes works wonders. Next time she’ll try harder.«
 »Who do you mean?«, he asked and expected that it was about Leena.
 Roderick skeptically raised a brow: »Are you serious? Even a blind man would have noticed how you and Kelly are into each other.«
 When Carter felt caught and looked surprised, his comrade just laughed.
 »I’m just kidding, Sanders! I saw you smooching on the toilet the other day. You hide it pretty well. I know that. I once had a girl who wanted to keep it secret. Somehow that seemed to give her a kick.«
 Carter asked bluntly: »Why are you talking to me? You take every opportunity to annoy me. You despise me and my father and you keep trying to make me look bad in front of the others. That doesn’t fit the picture.«
 Roderick put his shoulder plates on the bench next to him and breathed out deeply and slowly.
 »I’m sorry about that.«
 Carter didn’t know what to think.
 Roderick explained: »Your name is a symbol for the privileged. When I saw you in your cheap clothes and with the innocent expression on your face, I only saw all those bastards who always made my life hard. I am interested in Leena and she makes friends with you of all people. That has upset me even more ...«
 »Then why did you make a fool of her whenever you could?«, Carter asked him.
 »Frustration. You never reacted to my insults, you never retaliated. That you didn’t give me a confirmation for my anger made me even angrier. I don’t want to go on like this. It’s no use and Leena will never like me if I keep you in my crosshairs. So I apologize that I made your life difficult.«
 Carter was astonished by these words and especially by the fact that the whole thing probably started with Leena. She had obviously spoken to him more often than she had told him. Roderick just stood there and waited for a reaction. He let him squirm a little bit. »Thank you. I accept your apology and I hope we get along better from now on.«
 He stood up and held out his hand and Roderick took it. He looked at Carter thoughtfully for a moment.
 »Call me Rod!«
 »Not Ricky? All right, then, Rod it is.«, he joked.
 Rod was shaking: »For fuck’s sake, not Ricky! That sounds awful ...«
 They smiled stiffly and changed their clothes. Carter was in good spirits because now he felt less uncomfortable near Rod. It would take a while, but maybe they could even become friends.
  
 The remainder of the week was a bit calmer with more hacking and a little weight training. This weekend was Kelly’s father’s birthday and she flew home, so Carter did the same. He spent the time with Magnus in front of the TV or he was gaming with his friend from Earth again since a long time. He also called Zoe and told her how he was doing while she told him about his nephew Terry’s latest adventures. On Saturday night, he talked to Kelly via his bracelet for over an hour.
 The following week was busy as he was on guard duty right on Monday and Tuesday. Since his girlfriend was on duty on the following two days, the evenings were not very satisfying. However, they were able to plan another date on the weekend off. On Wednesday they had a lesson with Annie again and since the last time was almost two weeks ago, they were looking forward to it.
 The Commander glared at them as they settled in their seats motivated. »It’s good to see you! You look a little tired. I know that. Each group has the most strenuous phase during this period of training. But don’t worry, it will pass. What always helps me in such times is to check things off. A feeling of success and completion can work wonders. In order for you to get that this week, today and tomorrow we will go through the last two peoples that are still missing. The Lorgans and the Gumai.«
 As usual, she called up the appropriate system on the star map. »Practically, the Lorgans and the Gumai are the only species in the Utbikh-Cluster, so the khaki line is also the friend-enemy line. The only inhabited system is the Kachan-System. Kachan is an orange star of sun-like size. There lies the homeworld of both species. The name of this world is unpronounceable to humans, so the sound you hear from the locals saying the word has been turned into the variation ›Halog‹.«
 She called up the planet. It seemed yellowish, but this seemed to be due to the light of Kachan. Annie walked up and down as she showed images of the surface.
 »Halog is a world of opposites. It starts with the color. From space, the world seems yellowish and unfriendly. This is due to the unique gas mixture which, similar to the ozone layer of Earth, spans the entire planet. On the surface, it is predominantly bluish or goes into the green.«
 Jane asked where the pictures came from when the Lorgans were their enemies from day one.
 »The T’zun had long trade relations with the Lorgans and they gave us these photographs and some other helpful data.«, Annie explained.
 »The contrasts, however, go much further. The planet is not only home to one, but two intelligent species at once. The reason for this is the different vegetation and structure on Halog. A large part of the world is covered by water and the more intelligent Gumai have developed there. Their high-tech and modern cities were built on artificial plateaus or massive pillars above the water surface. However, these are only the places where they live together with the Lorgans. They have also built several impressive underwater complexes where there are extensive algae forests.
 The Lorgans however mostly live on the landmasses of Halog, which are characterized by dense forest and jungle areas, which are mostly crossed or surrounded by dark, pointed rock formations. The whole planet is extremely moist with record-high humidity. It rains daily, but the air is still very warm due to the proximity of Halog to Kachan.«
 The group marveled at the huge building complexes, some above and some below the water. Annie then showed the depictions of the Lorgans.
 They were clearly reptiles. They looked like a mixture of monitor, lizard, and dinosaur. The male members were very broadly built, with strong muscles and thick tails full of spikes. At the elbows, you could see a bone tip that stood out along the forearm. Not every Lorgan had the collar of a frilled lizard around the neck, but they all had many short, backward-facing horns spread across the skull. In addition, there were three rows of needle-sharpened teeth and shortened jaws. Some even had a pointed bone on the ›nose‹.
 The female Lorgans were substantially slimmer and more delicate than the men. They did not resemble dinosaurs as much as they did agile salamanders. Their scaly skin was generally lighter with green and yellow than their male counterparts, who looked more dark green, dark red, or dark blue. Their tails did not hang down as much, but often stood out and a skin collar was less often seen in women. But the horns on the head and the jaws were usually longer.
 Rod was amazed: »Shit! We have to mess with these huge fighting lizards? We definitely need heavier guns than a pistol ...«
 Annie agreed with him: »Yes, the Lorgans are excellent swimmers, can run fast on land on all fours and have noticeably greater strength than humans. But they also have weaknesses: In the long run, dry air is a problem for them and they can’t stand the cold. Precision is also not one of their strengths, but they prefer to use heavy melee weapons or large caliber firearms. Their society is based on the tribal principle. Clans always form around strong leaders. Female Lorgans almost never take part in combat operations, but provide for the safety of the eggs, the nests and the offspring.«
 Overall, the lizard creatures seemed to be rather simple, but Annie made it clear that they may look rough, but they weren’t stupid. Then came the presentation of the Gumai. They were completely different, but still had parallels to their ›flatmates‹. They looked like a hybrid of chameleon and toad. The physique was delicate, with a narrow oval trunk, thin legs, and arms where slim hands with swim skins could be seen. The fingers became wider towards the end, like an inverted cone, and the tips were slightly arched inwards. 
 »With their hands, they can both swim quickly and climb excellently, as the fingertips function like suction cups.«, Annie described.
 The comparably thick but long neck full of gills ended in a chameleon head with two independently moving eyes and a sticky tongue. A thin, rolled tail was also visible. The male representatives often had many warts on their bodies, the females as good as none. The men with their shorter spines moved slightly more bent than the women. »In principle, Gumai are highly intelligent, upright chameleons with gills. There is no simpler explanation. Just like chameleons, Gumai can imitate the color of their environment, but much better than the Earth animals. They are many times smarter than Lorgans, which is why they are technically more advanced. There is a long-established symbiosis between them.
 The Gumai develop technologies, spaceships and do most of the thinking, while the Lorgans do the heavy work and protect them.«
 Leena wanted to know: »Are the Gumai smarter than the Vindurans?«
 Annie laughed: »That always depends on which of the two you ask. My personal impression is that the Gumai are increasingly distinguished in practical developments and branches of science, while Vindurans prefer the theoretical disciplines. Philosophy, cloning, the energy industry, Vindurans are constantly trying to push the boundaries. Gumai develop only what they need and use all their intelligence to improve existing technologies.«
 »If they are so clever, why are they at war with us? The troop strength of the initiative should be an absolute superiority.«, Billy interjected.
 Annie had her arms crossed on her back. »That’s not exactly true. The Lorgans may be outnumbered, but they are tough opponents. Their battleships and armors are made of a material similar to our synthium. Since we’re not yet using the synthium as standard, we’re inferior to them. Their weapons have a much higher penetrating power and do more damage to us. We have studied some of their technologies, but so far no one has been able to understand or reproduce them. The strategic and tactical expertise of the Gumai must also not be ignored. They are extremely strong enemies and only humans are their declared enemies. The other races are part of the initiative, but they have so far only helped us economically and with technology, not with troops.«
 »They don’t want to risk anything. If we lose, they would turn against us to save themselves ...«, Urma grumbled.
 Annie replied: »It’s not that simple. They have a long history with the Lorgans without conflicts. The war was only declared to us and even if the other peoples support our side, they do not necessarily want to destroy the Lorgans. They usually try to find a diplomatic solution. As long as they do not openly take action against the Lorgans, they will not be attacked in their territory. So far, the whole thing has been more of a political conflict than a physical one.«
 »And why do these lizards hate us so much?«, Tom asked.
 »No one has been able to find out yet. They don’t talk to us and they don’t talk to the other peoples about us. A simple conversation might end the war, but as long as there is no communication, we will never find out.«
 »Totally mad ...«, it came from Nambur.
  
 Carter spent the rest of the week looking forward to his date with Kelly. Since they both didn’t want to go to the Skymarket, but didn’t want to stay at the base either, he invited her to his home. She must have liked the idea, because ever since she smiled at him broadly when she saw him and nobody looked. When Saturday morning arrived, she was already waiting for him at the landing site. Leena had told him that she had apparently gone to the lockers quite early. She was wearing a deep blue summer dress that ended above her knees. She had a shoulder bag with her because they wouldn’t come back until Sunday evening. Leena had looked at him with a correspondingly meaningful look when he had told her his plans. Kelly glowed at him and as soon as the shuttle landed, the skirt of her dress fluttered. The two got in and the vehicle gently took off again, heading towards the Sanders property.
 »Wow, that’s a lot of green space and even a small forest! And the house looks totally modern! Is that a waterfall on the house wall?«
 »Yes, it goes down from the pool on the roof and a filtration system pumps it back up. That’s pretty cool.«, Carter explained.
 Although he knew Kelly’s family was rich and they probably had a house of a similar size, he felt a little guilty. Presenting the property to someone seemed like showing off to him. »Oh, can we go in the pool?«, she asked him.
 »Do you have any swimming gear?«
 »No ...«, she said with a prankish look.
 They landed and he led her up the driveway to the front door. She opened and Magnus came out. He smiled. Carter didn’t know if he was just happy that he came home, or more that he finally brought a girl with him.
 »Good morning both of you! It’s good to see you.« Turned to Kelly, he added: »Magnus Sanders, very pleased!«
 She also introduced herself.
 »Richards? But not a sprout of the Dimcod dynasty?«
 She confirmed that.
 »Unfortunately, I have never met your father personally, but I have only heard good things about him. But I don’t want to bore you with my economic topics! Come on in!«
 He led them up to his apartment, where an extensive breakfast was prepared.
 »I have to go on a business trip afterward and will therefore not see you again. That’s why I at least wanted to have breakfast with you so that I could get to know at least a little bit of your charming company, Carter.«, it came from Magnus.
 There were bread rolls, boiled eggs, fried eggs, scrambled eggs, croissants, sweet pastries, cakes and several kinds of fruit. It was much more than anyone could eat.
 »Don’t worry, I didn’t put this on to show off. I’ll have everything that’s left brought to the poverty help in New Denver. I do that every day. But before it goes there, I take what I like for myself.«, Magnus explained, shoving a strawberry into his mouth.
 Kelly took some pancakes and a waffle, which surprised him. She told him about her fast metabolism. He found that very interesting, but he didn’t want to have a scientific conversation. Instead, he asked the two what they learned at the base. They talked about Annie, Jazzir and the many exercises with Banes and Dunn. »Yes, sport is one of the most important things in the military. As a soldier, you have to be in top form at all times. I’ve noticed that my son has gained a bit of muscle mass since he got there.«, Magnus giggled.
 Carter replied: »It’s been almost a year now ...«
 »It’s been seven months. Don’t exaggerate.«, Kelly said.
 »Where do you have to go?«, he asked his father.
 Magnus leaned back a little: »I fly to Earth. Syntech has achieved some breakthroughs that have sparked the interest of politicians there. So I have to go there and explain to them what we have developed. In the best case, I can make it clear to them that Syntech has no interest in setting up sites in the homeworld. We work under Utopia law and as soon as you do business with Earth, you have to comply with countless additional directives. The board doesn’t like that at all, so they don’t want to negotiate with them.«
 »You can say what you want about Earth, but when it comes to human rights, they are way ahead of us. This may lead to problems, but most of all it harms the corporations. People get a lot out of it.«, Kelly found and sipped her juice.
 Carter interjected: »Human rights are not even known to many workers here. Nobody has the means to go to Earth. I’m afraid companies are quite effective in ensuring that their workers don’t run away.«
 »We have many weaknesses here. Ethics is a very fragile plant on Utopia ... There is a group of important economists like myself who understand this truth. Unfortunately, we are too few and cannot do much about it. We block harmful decisions and obstruct authorities whenever it helps people, but we could hardly stop anything.«, Magnus sighed.
 After they had eaten, his father said goodbye and winked at him again. He liked Kelly very much, which he also told her. Then he had to leave and Carter took her to his apartment.
 She admired the artificial fire and the wall of water. »You really have a lot of books. Have you read all of them?«
 Carter looked at the shelf. »Not all of them, but most of them. I’ve learned a lot from that. I always found e-books too impersonal. Sometimes I don’t want to be dependent on technology. A book written hundreds of years ago should feel a bit like that.«
 She flipped through a few titles for a while. She giggled when she saw the size of his TV, then she noticed the old weapons on the wall.
 »You like swords and bows? No wonder you enjoy shooting so much! But unfortunately, these ancient weapons won’t help you.«
 When she asked if she could hold a sword, he gave her the katana. She pulled it out of the sheath and held it against the light. The silver blade sparkled. »On one side, it’s pretty cool to hold something like this in your hands. On the other hand, I find it barbaric that people used to slaughter each other in such a primitive way ...«
 She asked him what he liked about it.
 He answered: » To use a firearm is easy. You practice a little shooting and at some point, you can fight with it. Anyone can learn that. A sword or bow requires long training, and without all the modern technology, body control is what matters here. When you master a sword, it is not the blade that is the weapon, but the person who wields it. Moreover, a sword fight has something elemental, something majestic. It has style and looks impressive. Two riflemen hiding behind cover all the time are a silly way to fight if you ask me.«
 She wanted to try it, so he grabbed the recurve, covered it and walked with her to his hut. He moved the target closer and gave her the bow. He demonstrated to her how to hold and tighten it. He put his arm around her and guided her hands. She seemed to like it very much and leaned against him. He kissed her and gave her an arrow.
 He corrected her posture a few more times, but then she hit the target at the edge. She was proud of it, but he shot in the middle and stuck out his tongue. She threw herself at him and they both fought playfully on the grass and rolled around. In the end, he sat on her and held her hands to the ground. She looked at him through her fuzzy hair and he kissed her. Just as she put on a mischievous smile, a peep came out of his bracelet. The butler reported that the food had been served. Carter had it taken to the hut where they sat down and enjoyed delicious burgers.
 After they had finished, they stayed seated for a while and watched the view of New Denver.
 »The city is really ugly, isn’t it?«, Kelly asked.
 »No kidding ... Have you ever been to Henderson? It’s a much nicer city!«
 »Was I ever there? I studied in Henderson. That was the best time of my life. The university was demanding, but you can do so much there and most people are friendly and open-minded. However, there are hardly any corporate buildings, but more educational institutions, government complexes and instead of mines there are energy plants, solar fields, wind parks and water turbines everywhere. You can’t see the poverty of the other cities.«
 Carter had to admit: »You know, before my time in Osilon, I was thinking about what to do. I had all kinds of ideas. Martial arts choreographer and reconnaissance pilot were the highlights, as my father always likes to say. Syntech was also an option, but I never wanted to study. I don’t think much of our educational system.«
 »When conscription’s over, you’ll have all the options.«
 »I’ve been wondering whether I’d sign up. I don’t want to be a front-line soldier or anything like that, but being part of a team of explorers ... that sounds really exciting. Just like Annie used to do. I want to enter worlds where no one has ever been before. To discover things that no one has ever seen before.«, Carter fancied.
 Kelly looked at him with glowing eyes: »I think it’s nice when you’re so enthusiastic. Experiencing your enthusiasm and your dreams is great. I like listening to you talk.«
 He returned to the present and smiled. He stood up and held out his hand to her. He pulled her on her feet and took her by his side. With his arm around her hip, he strolled off towards the woods. They walked quietly beneath the trees, where he told her about the acrobatic exercises. She told him stories from her student days and her childhood. They laughed a lot and enjoyed themselves. It was already late afternoon when they were back in the house. With a big bowl of popcorn, they got comfortable on the sofa and watched an old comedy.
 Kelly said: »It was a beautiful day, Carter. I feel very comfortable with you.«
 He felt excitement spreading through his chest.
 »I feel the same way. I enjoy the time with you. I have never felt such kind of affection before«.
 She smiled and kissed him. Then she gently took his hand and pushed it under her dress. After a short while, in which she enjoyed what he did with her eyes closed, she pulled him to his feet. They moved into the bedroom. Carter sat down on his bed and expected her to come to him, but she grabbed her dress and took it off. In black underwear, she stood in front of him and his gaze wandered up and down her body. She took off his shirt and when he looked back at her, she had opened her bra and it fell to the ground. Carter saw it lying there and his eyes slowly wandered across her legs up to her sporty belly and breasts. As soon as he saw her naked in front of him, the excitement was almost unbearable. He felt hot and wanted to touch her. But before he could do anything, she opened his pants and pulled them off as well.  
 The next morning he only remembered a few pictures of the night. Now she slept blissfully on his chest and he felt her warmth and her breath. He just felt happy at that moment. As he moved, she woke up and purred at him as she yawned and stretched. The blanket slipped off her body and Carter saw her in all her glory in the morning light. They both showered and dressed. After breakfast, Kelly wanted to see the pool on the roof. They climbed up and the upper end of the staircase led into a small room with an adjoining sauna and whirlpool. There they also found towels and some bathing things. But before he could suggest to her to choose a bikini, she had undressed again. Naked, she slid into the water and waved Carter to come to her.
 So he also undressed and jumped right into it. She laughed brightly as she got hit by the splashes. The two paddled, dived and fooled around.
 It eventually led to sex in the pool. Carter couldn’t resist her curves. In the afternoon they returned to the ap
  
 After they had great trouble on Sunday evening not to stick together permanently, but to act as if nothing had happened, the next weeks and months went by without surprises. Sometimes the two met at night to have sex in the showers. On a nice Thursday, he got a blowjob in the toilet. Now that Kelly was safe with him, she was insatiable and Carter loved it.
   Turn of the Year
  
 Shortly before the end of the first year, as usual, they had weapons training with Dunn. The cursing instructor was in a good mood that day.
 »All right, folks! Today we do something new. In one week you have finished your first year of training and fresh recruits pissing themselves full of fear come to the base. For you, this means that you will soon start with more demanding training. The beginner shit is over! We have to keep in mind that at the end of your second year you should have a fixed level of knowledge. So today we’ll start preparing you so that you won’t be such greenhorns anymore. That’s why we’re going to take on a new subject now.«
 She pointed to a table next to her on which lay a rifle, two pistols and a small stick that looked like a club.
 She pointed to it one by one.
 »If you go into active service and spend your third year with a boring task, it’s almost always totally trivial. You’re only there to look like soldiers. Nobody knows that you are only as dangerous as wet toilet paper. And so that you don’t accidentally kill anyone in these pseudo-jobs, you’ll be equipped with such toys. Stunning weapons. What you see here is a stun rifle, a stun gun, an electric shock gun, and a shock stick. These things are like deflowering: The one lying down hurts and he doesn’t know exactly what happened afterward. The one on top just has fun doing it.«
 The group always found Dunn’s crude humor strange, but somehow funny.
 » How does this stunning work?«, Gina inquired.
 »These are small projectiles, similar to needles with a ... let’s say a generous amount of anesthetic. You know, the stuff they immediately take you out with at the hospital. The good stuff.«, Dunn explained.
 She took an electro-weapon and said: »And these ones are blasting a serious punch through the victim’s body. The victim usually trembles uncontrollably on the ground like a fish. The muscles twitch completely chaotically, like in a full-body orgasm, only much less awesome.«
 Carter looked at the gun with discomfort and remembered vividly how he himself had been electrified. It was an experience he wouldn’t like to have again.
 »Many people piss themselves ... sometimes even with land. The muscles are tense for quite a while afterward, so that the victim cannot move. Electric weapons are actually the less desirable solution because the victim is often awake and unable to move. Such weapons are, however, more suitable if you are dealing with a synthetic opponent.«
 »There are synthetic opponents?«, Nambur asked in surprise.
 »Sure there are. The Vindurans often work with mechs. They’re not that common, but they do exist. And if one of them should actually stand in front of you at some point, you can, of course, tell it that statistically, it has no place there, but it will still blow your brains out.«, Dunn commented.
 When they took the guns, they quickly realized that the handling was essentially identical to regular pistols and rifles. The main differences were the weight and the lack of recoil. This was because stun bullets were fired with much less energy after all the needles were supposed to remain stuck in the target’s body, not go through it. Since stun guns and pistols were often used to remain undetected, the weapons worked with air pressure to avoid making loud noises. It seemed easier for them to fire, but since they were used to the higher weight of normal models, they often missed the target because they wanted to align them too quickly and swiveled too far. The electric pistol fired strangely because the range was quite short. There was a version that fired the power directly and a more expensive and effective version that fired three small flat discs. They attached themselves to the target and produced the electric shock there. This increased the range.
 After testing everything, Dunn showed them how to handle the electric stick.
 »It’s similar to any other nightstick you’ve practiced with Jazzir. But you shouldn’t apply your defense in the same way. Many techniques against percussion weapons work by touching the weapon to influence the direction of the movement. You are welcome to do this, but only once. Then you’ll fidget on the ground like a stupid salmon. Don’t forget one thing: an enemy with a military armor cannot be stopped like this. Most armors simply drain the power or charge their own batteries with it. If you’re spotted, that’s it. And if you die because of something like that, then I’ll come and piss on your grave, because in that case, I’ve wasted too much of my life on you. Whoever pulls such a shit, I’ll kill him myself!«
 The group smiled, even if they couldn’t be sure if it was a joke. Not far from the shooting range, some recruits were on the hell trail and were mercilessly chased by Banes. He ran near them and shot one of them with the paintball rifle, who he thought was too slow. The poor guy fell down. The Major just stood there laughing. The group around Carter looked at the whole thing with growing resentment towards Banes. He turned to them and said: »They are almost as pathetic as you! The loser in front thought he was especially talented, but he’s a total loser. Reminds me of you, Kennedy.«, he addressed Billy and laughed.
 As soon as Banes turned around and aimed a paintball at another recruit, Carter noticed how Billy’s face had darkened. He looked as if he was about to explode. Probably he was just thinking of all the humiliations he had endured. In recent weeks, he had to repeatedly overcome obstacles on his own, was punished several times for failing to do so and had always been the target of the major’s devastating comments and personal attacks. Before anyone could react, he grabbed a stun gun and fired at Banes after a short alignment. At that moment the major leaned aside to fire himself, so the bullet missed him. Unfortunately, the rifle had a considerable range, so the small syringe continued to fly, reaching a height of two meters where it hit a recruit just climbing over the wooden wall. 
 He immediately passed out and fell headfirst. The wall was a long way from the shooting range, but they could still hear the cracking sound as the young man hit the ground. What then happened seemed to Carter to run in slow motion due to the shock. Billy opened his eyes in horror, the others held their hands in front of their mouths or stared in disbelief. Dunn knocked his gun away and Banes turned around. He looked at him with an expressionless face at first, then with anger shortly afterward. He shot a paintball right between his eyes, was with him with a few big steps and knocked him down with the rear of the paintball rifle. Then he rolled him onto his stomach and forced him to stand up with one arm behind his back.
 »You weak little shit!«, Dunn cursed.
 Banes kept his temper and said: »That’s it for you, boy.«
 He pushed the still completely paralyzed Billy forward to the crashed recruit whose comrades had gathered around him. Billy was frozen and couldn’t believe what he had done. His mind had been in a rage and he just wanted to hurt Banes. That he had accidentally killed someone now caused absolute panic and fear coupled with guilt in him. Three paramedics came running from the main building, but you could tell by the angle of his neck that the young man was dead. He had fallen vertically on his head and the impact had bent it ninety degrees. The neck was broken and the paramedic suspected that the spine also had some fractures. Fortunately for the poor guy, he was dead immediately and had not suffered. The dead boy’s comrades stood around the corpse in horror and looked at the instructors irritated because they had not seen what had happened. Blameful and even angry glances at the shooter followed shortly afterward.
 The others watched paralyzed as Banes took Billy to the main building and the paramedics pushed the dead boy after him on a stretcher.
  
 Due to the events of the morning, the rest of the lessons for the day were canceled. In the evening, they were gathered in the dorm room and told that Billy was no longer in their group. They later learned from a rumor that he had been sent to prison for his crime. They sat on their beds when Billy’s closet was emptied, and after the military police had asked some questions, they were left alone again.
 »I knew Billy was a moron, but that he was really freaking out like that ...«, Leena broke the ice.
 »I can’t blame him for trying to shoot Banes. The guy really deserves it. Especially after he had constantly crushed him like that.«, it came from Jane.
 Tim and Tom nodded synchronously.
 Carter said: »He didn’t want to hit the guy. The fact that it went like this was unbelievable bad luck for everyone involved. Sure, he would have been punished with a severe penalty, whether he had hit Banes or missed, but not like that.«
 Roderick said: »Billy is a self-absorbed asshole, but he’s not a bad person. He would never hurt anyone on purpose. That’s why he took the stun gun. Had it been normal weapons, he wouldn’t have fired.«
 »Are you sure?«, Urma asked.
 »What do you mean?«
 »I used to see the look in his eyes a lot. It is the look that people put on when they act regardless of the consequences. When they become involved in their own heads. Usually, such actions are absolutely self-destructive. Anyone who has such a look would have done anything.«
 Nambur said: »Basically it’s Banes‹ fault. If you treat someone that way, beat him up and humiliate him, he’ll want to fight back. This is a completely wrong method of teaching. Discipline and obedience or not.«
 They all agreed that Billy was not to blame in theory, but that it was an accident. Unfortunately, the military thought otherwise.
  
 Although the shock was still in their bones, the next day the lessons continued and they were forced to put Billy’s fate aside and concentrate on everyday life again. The year mark passed without a noticeable difference. Only the sight of the new recruits reminded them that they were no longer the rookies. For months, they repeatedly wanted to get out of the base and back home somehow, but with time, they yielded to their fate.
 With Billy gone, Roderick no longer had a buddy to chat and eat with every day. As he hung out with Leena more and more, Rod decided to give Carter a chance. This formed a group of Carter, Kelly, Leena, and Rod. Since Rod had discarded his previously unfriendly nature, his positive side was quickly felt and he became a welcome part of their small group. One Friday evening Rod flew into town to check on the apartment. The other three sat on the meadow in the base because they were all on duty the following day. Leena watched Rod as he left and Carter said:
 »You like him very much. Don’t even try to deny it! You meet secretly, talk to each other often and you always check him out. You like the guy, but you don’t want to admit it.«
 She moaned and put her head in her neck: »Not that again!«
 »What would be so bad about it if you admit to yourself that you have a thing for him? You could tell him and then you would be together. He already expressed his interest on the first day.«, Kelly said.
 »I don’t want to have a ›boyfriend‹. I don’t need that weight on my shoulders. Constantly having to pay attention to what someone else wants and making compromises, even if you find his opinion absolutely stupid ... no thanks.«, Leena grumbled.
 Carter said: »But that’s not all. Have you never wondered why people compromise? Why you do that to yourself when the right choice for you would clearly be a different one? Because the other person means so much to you that his or her well-being is the most important thing for you. Because a decision that pleases you but makes your partner unhappy does not bring you joy in the end.«
 »And I should put this dependence on myself? That sounds more than stupid.«, Leena replied shaking her head without understanding.
 Kelly explained: »There is more to a partnership than compromise. You enjoy the time together, you have fun without having to do anything. Everything becomes more beautiful when the other person is around. And then there’s the sex ...« She looked at Carter all the time, first in love, then mischievous. »I can have sex if I want, even with him. But that doesn’t mean I have to have an annoying relationship. Now and then I have sex, and before the sentimental stuff starts I leave.«, Leena insisted.
 Inside she pondered about what she had heard. She was indeed attracted to Rod, but so far she had just thought she wanted to have sex with him. Now she tried to figure out if there was more to it.
  
    
  Simple was Yesterday
  
 The following day they had no lessons, which indicated that something special was planned. As expected, Clemm showed up and brought them to Banes in front of the main building. Expecting one of their constant marches, they groaned inwardly. The Major, however, had not strapped on his usual marching gear. »Your second year has begun and even if you are one less, I expect top performance from everyone. No one has to fight alone anymore, but that doesn’t make your life any easier, believe me. Some of you are expecting a march now, but a simple march is for beginners and that’s not what you are anymore. So it’s time to make it a little more exciting. You have martial arts experience, weapons knowledge and you had tactical basics. It’s time to unite all of it. From today there will be field exercises.
 That means real mission simulations. Some of them in the simulator, others in the field, at night or special events. Today we start with a field test. I’m watching exactly what you’ve learned.«
 At least that sounded interesting, Carter thought. Afterward, they trotted after Banes into a fenced area near the base. There were woods, a pond, a few empty huts, and several puddles. »I had expected a trench ...«, Rod said amused.
 Banes replied: »Trenches don’t require training. You take cover or shoot. Special tactics are no longer possible. In forest areas, urban areas or on new worlds it looks different.«
 When the group arrived in the middle of the field, Clemm distributed paintball rifles and pistols to them. From the opposite side came another unit of equipped recruits who were to be their opponents.
 »Since you know each other well, it would be difficult to recreate a real combat situation if your group were to compete against each other. In reality, you only know your enemy by hearsay and you have to be prepared for anything. That is why we teach all groups strictly separately. So you can compete against completely unknown and therefore unpredictable enemies.«, Clemm explained.
 Banes stepped between the two troops. He held up a Utopia flag and rammed it into the ground in front of him.
 »The objective of this exercise is to conquer the flag and bring it into your own base. You start in opposite corners of the terrain and the exercise ends when either a team has conquered the flag or a team has been completely wiped out. It will be shot with blue paint. Hits on arms or legs mean that this part of the body may no longer be used. Head or torso hits mark the end of the exercise for that player. I can monitor this with my multitool, so don’t even try to cheat! We are at war and there are no other rules.«
 Clemm and the Major led the two teams to their starting points and showed them which threshold the flag had to cross to win. Then the exercise began. They had never worked as a unit before. Banes had appointed Tom as Commander for this training. He was now to coordinate his team. They activated their HUDs and communication and Tom gave the orders. »Okay people ... uh ... how do we do that now? I would suggest that we split into smaller units. Hm ... well, so ... Jimbo, Urma and Kelly, you go left through this swampy area. Carter, Nambur, and Jane sneak through the middle of the forest. Rod, Tim and I take the other wood on the right and Henry, Leena and Gina accompany the middle team. You three provide a distraction. Find the enemy and fire around a bit to make them flee like rabbits.«
 The group split up accordingly.
 Urma grumbled: »Great ... swamp ...«
 Carter joined the other five who were supposed to go through the middle. Jane pointed out that the troops in the center usually ran into the firefight and were sacrificed. But Leena said that the distraction could save their butts. They fired their rifles and tiptoed through the woods.
 Leena complained: »This is completely pointless. The flag is in the middle. It makes no sense for the enemy to come to our side. That won’t get them any further. Here we are completely safe and should run faster. The enemy is certainly almost at the flag by now.«
 Tom insisted on stalking carefully and as they approached the flag on the small hill between the trees, Carter spotted movements on the opposite side of the forest.
 »There are some up ahead.«
 Leena, Henry, and Gina scattered along the forest line looking for suitable positions from which to fire in various directions to tell the enemy that some of them had been discovered. »Where are you? Did you all arrive?«, it came from Carter’s comms.
 He announced that the two central units had reached their target positions and Kelly also reported the arrival of the left team. The right squad had gotten lost between the trees and needed a moment. Carter wondered how you could lose the way with a HUD. He heard several shots. Apparently, one guy from the other team had tried to crouch to the flag and Gina had seen him and fired at him. She hit his leg and he limped and crawled to safety. He was still in the game, but couldn’t do much more. »Clean shot Gina!«, he praised her by radio. »What shot? What happened?«, Tom asked out of breath.
 Nambur explained to him what was going on.
 »Very good, Gina!«, it also came from the Commander.
 Carter couldn’t help but notice the bad organization of her team. Tom seemed to have no talent for it. In the following two hours, one team member always tried to reach the flag and was shot at from the other side. In the end, nothing happened. The enemy team apparently had a new plan after Leena scared them off several times. They moved up the hill together, moving back to back. Some of them were hit and eliminated, but four made it back to the forest with the flag.
 They chased them, but Carter knew immediately that they would never catch them. The distance was already too great for that. The enemy won and the exercise ended. They gathered and Banes walked up and down between them. »That was the most ridiculous thing I’ve seen in months. Like every year, the first exercise is a disaster. The teams were not divided according to their strengths, the situation was misjudged, the procedure was ineffective and despite a stalemate of more than two hours, nobody had the idea to change the tactics. And the best you could come up with was a cluster attack with a loss rate of sixty percent. A costly victory against an equally poorly organized enemy.«
 Both teams had made a lot of mistakes, but Carter liked it because it taught them to do better next time.
  
 The mood in the evening was rather cloudy. Even though Carter told them that the first exercise was certainly never going well, it didn’t seem to cheer anyone up. But Leena agreed. She had a number of things to criticize that she presented to him in detail in the room. She had an eye for detail and a sense of tactics. »Your strength in anticipating your enemy’s movements could also help you with chess. Why don’t you play with Jimbo? Maybe you’ll learn something from him.«
 After initial skepticism, she seemed to like the idea and started playing chess with Jimbo on a regular basis. She had never tried it before, but once she understood the rules, she enjoyed it. Meanwhile, Carter could use the time Leena was downstairs in the dorm to play a whole different game with Kelly in the room.
  
 The weekend would be pretty boring for Carter. Kelly was on duty with Leena both days on a transport ship and his father was on a business trip. When Saturday began, he lounged on the meadow and read one of the fantasy books he had brought from home. Suddenly Rod appeared and seemed out of breath. Carter looked at him questioningly.
 »Hey ...«, Rod gasped and let himself sink onto the grass next to him.
 »What ghost did you see?«
 »I just got off the phone with a buddy of mine ... in New Denver. He looks around the garage from time to time and checks my place. Apparently, I had a break-in.«
 Carter closed his book. »What about the car?«
 »It’s still there and doesn’t seem to be damaged either, but they sprayed a fat red cross on the garage door. I guess they were looking for something valuable and then marked the place for the buddies. They want to get my car! You once offered to keep it for me ...«
 Carter nodded: »Of course, Rod, whatever you need, buddy.«
 »Thanks, man, this car means everything to me! I must not lose it ... How exactly are you going to help me?«
 He thought: »Well, my father has some vehicles in our underground garage, for which he employs a mechanic. He also has a tow shuttle. I call him and we meet him there. Then he will take the car wherever you want. I can offer to put it up in our house until you find something else.«
 Rod looked relieved: »That would be really great! Could we do that today? I don’t want to annoy you, but I can’t tell how long it will take for these guys to come back ...«
 »No problem at all, I have nothing to do anyway. Come on, let’s get your car before somebody steals it!«
 Rod trotted after him restlessly as Carter ordered the mechanic to Rod’s address and then asked Michael, the driver, to pick him up. While waiting for the shuttle, Rod stepped from one foot to the other. »Why are you so nervous? Do you think those crooks will steal your car out of your garage in the middle of the day?«
 He made ››Pfff‹‹ and said: »Carter, you still live in the world of the privileged. It’s always dark in the working-class neighborhoods and the cops don’t care about things like theft or burglary. Murder is the only thing where they get active.«
 »You mean to say that the workers work hard for years for small wages and when they finally have saved enough for something, they have to fear every single day that it will simply be taken away from them? Completely without the help of the law-keepers?«
 »Why do you think the workers hate the privileged so much? We are better slaves here on Utopia. Murder interests them up there only because it pollutes the streets and because in some shift in the mine there is a worker missing who has to be replaced. They don’t care about us. We have no rights like you.«
 Carter simply did not understand how such injustice could arise. It was completely obvious, but the rich who were not actively involved simply closed their eyes to it. The shuttle picked them up and they flew to the lower levels of New Denver. Michael let them out a bit remotely because Rod’s apartment was in an area that couldn’t be flown over because of the tight buildings. The mechanic’s vehicle had also landed there and was waiting for Carter. He greeted the man and explained the situation to him. Rod had to drive his car to the shuttle to load it up.
 The two went through the narrow alleys to Rod’s booth, where at that very moment three shady figures were messing with the marked gate. Carter pointed to a fourth man who was standing at the stairs to the apartment as a scout. They carried the marks of the son of a bitch Gargan they had beaten the last time.
 He smiled at Rod and waved at him. When he noticed that the guard turned to pick something up, Carter raised his fist and Rod stopped in the middle of his movement. A few days earlier they had learned military hand signals. As soon as the guy looked the other way again, they stalked closer. At that very moment, the gate opened and one of the guys whistled out loud.
 »Not bad Hanky! You were right, this gem is worth a lot. With the profit, we can get drunk for quite a while!«
 Even before Hanky could answer, someone tapped him on the shoulder. When he turned around, he got Carter’s fist in his face and fell to the ground like a wet sack. Rod knocked the second one down with an old plastic box he had picked up. The watchman came running, but before he could even raise his hand, he received a blow from Carter with the edge of the hand against his throat. Gasping, he went to the ground. Rod grabbed the last one by the shirt and lifted him up. Rod was a third taller than the guy and cast a shadow on his face. He didn’t say a word but threw him against the wall of the house, where he slid down unconscious. »These hand signals are actually quite practical!«, Rod remarked with a smile.
 »We arrived just in time ...«, Carter wondered about the criminal act shortly before noon. »Let’s get my baby out of here!«
 Carter stood by the car while Rod searched his belongings and put everything valuable or important in the trunk. He helped him to put his rare tools for internal combustion engines in a box.
 After they finished, Rod looked around the empty garage. »I don’t think I’ll be coming back. Life here was interesting, but it couldn’t have gone on much longer. I’ll think of something when the training is over.«
 »You still have two years to think about it. Luckily we can sleep in the base as long as we are recruits. This means that you have to worry about a new place to stay only afterward.«
 Rod nodded and they got into the fire red car. They took a very winding detour through the rows of houses to arrive at the shuttles.
 The mechanic whistled impressed because he had never seen such a model in real life before. Rod didn’t have to tell the man that this collector’s item had to be handled with great care. He loaded the car into the shuttle as if it were made of glass. They followed him to the estate with Michael in the other vehicle. When Rod saw the building, he by habit wanted to make a snide remark, but he held it back.
 Carter had noticed this and said: »Yes, I know, it’s pretty exaggerated. My father needed a distraction after my mother had died.«
 The floor went down and cleared the way to the garage as soon as the shuttle landed there. There were some old and also some new sports cars in it. Rod got glassy eyes at the sight. »You didn’t mention you had so many rare cars! That’s a ...«
 »Yep.«
 »And that one! Is that a...?«
 »It is.«
 »You don’t seriously have a ...«
 »But I do.«
 Carter smiled at the bewilderment in Rod’s voice. They drove his car to an empty spot further back, where he simply left his things in the trunk. Carter said: »I think your darling is safe from thieves here. It can stay until you find your own place to put it.«
 Rod looked at him seriously: »I can’t tell you how grateful I am to you. You are a good person and a good friend. I feel guilty every day that I treated you so badly.«
 Carter put his hand on his upper arm and said: »I have forgiven you and I can understand you. Now all you have to do is forgive yourself.«
 Rod nodded slowly: »I owe you one. No matter where, no matter when, if you need me, I’ll be there.«
 Carter smiled: »Now don’t be so dramatic. It’s like a movie.«
 Since the two were already there, he showed Rod his apartment. Rod liked the TV very much and he had to grin at the sight of the swords. »Nice! Where did you get it from? I mean, of course, you have money, but I’ve never heard of a shop on Utopia where you can get real swords.«
 »There is none. My sister Zoe sent me the things from Earth. She knows that I love this and every year I get a package for my birthday.«
 »Very awesome!«, he marveled at the bows.
 »That’s the reaction I wanted! Kelly didn’t react quite like that. Also interested, but not as enthusiastic.«
 »You had her here to visit?«, Rod asked with a smirk.
 Carter grinned back: »Oh yes. She was so visiting here.«
 Rod grinned even wider: »And how often was she ... visiting?« The question was so clearly ambiguous that it was already tangible.
 »About four times ...«, he proudly returned.
 »Damn dude! Four times? You animal!«, Rod laughed and they fist-bumped. »But seriously, I’ve been watching you and I have to say, you really go well together. You should see her smile when she looks at you and you don’t notice.«
 »Did you know that Leena also smiles when she looks at you?«
 Rod’s grin was replaced by unbelieving amazement.
 »Really? Don’t fuck with me!«
 Carter shook his head: »I’m not. She won’t admit it, but I think she likes you. She is afraid of commitment and doesn’t want to be dependent. But I’m one hundred percent sure she wants to play your clarinet.«
 Rod grinned all the time. After talking for a while, Carter made sure there was something to eat. Then they spent the rest of the day gaming on the giant TV. The next morning they woke up on the sofa where they had fallen asleep playing in the middle of the night. Between them were empty beverage cans, cracker crumbs, and torn half-empty snack packs. And two soaked pizza boxes. It had been a great men’s night, and after breakfast, they checked in on the car before flying back. This weekend Carter and Roderick forged a friendship that would last for a very long time.
  
    
  Nirvana
  
 The following days were quite normal with close combat training and sports. Annie told them more about the economic systems on Utopia and Kova taught them a new programming language. No one had been assigned to services this week, instead, their bracelets only said ›Nirvana‹.
 That was a strange indication, especially when looking up the various meanings of the term. When Friday ended, Drill Sergeant Clemm came to them in the evening.
 »As you may have seen, your duties, as well as your leave this week, have been canceled. The reason for this is the so-called Nirvana exercise, which will last the entire weekend. Tomorrow morning, pack up your gear at the counter and make your way to the airfield, understood?«
 »Sir, yes, sir!«, they replied.
 After he left, they puzzled what was meant by Nirvana. As soon as they were at the hangar the following morning, they found a spaceship there. It had the shape of a shortened boomerang, curved and wide, with a pointed nose. It was quite high as if the ship had a thick belly with green windows. Banes and Dunn were already waiting. They waved them in where they saw three metal ring ways within a spherical dome that grew wider and wider and from which one could gaze out. At the very top, you could see the pilot’s control panel and narrow passages into other parts of the ship. »There is not much space here ...«, Henry stated soberly.
 They distributed themselves on the round ways, while two further groups of recruits entered the spaceship.
 »Three teams this time. That can be something ...«, Kelly murmured.
 After waiting on board for about half an hour, the ship took off and left the base. They saw the terrain and New Denver getting smaller and smaller underneath them. Soon they left the atmosphere of Utopia behind and looked at it in its entirety. A green-blue ball with far less water than on Earth, but it was all freshwater. It only took about three hours for another planet to come into sight. It was a gray world whose actual surface color was not recognizable under the seemingly endless seas of clouds.
 The major said: »What you see here below us is the planet Nirvana. It’s a fog world where it’s permanently dark and unreal. There are some quite dangerous life forms down there and several human outposts. The air is breathable, but it’s not very warm and it doesn’t smell good either.«
 »Fuck no, the whole place smells like cow shit!«, Dunn added unhelpfully. Banes seemed to know her nature well enough not to go into it.
 He continued: »We will equip you right away and then each group will be dropped off at a different location on the planet. In this exercise, you don’t compete against each other, but each troop fights for itself. For each team a distress signal transmitter has been placed, just waiting to be switched on. Between you and the transmitter, there are natural and created obstacles to overcome«.
 Dunn took over: »There are some really bad filthy creatures living down there, that’s why you get real guns for the exercise. That’s also the reason why you don’t compete against each other. We already had a dead man for this year and it should stay that way.«
 »The route to the transmitter is chosen for the earliest you can reach it tomorrow, so you have to spend the night outdoors. Take shelter, otherwise, it can become critical. We monitor the entire operation and there are always rescuers nearby to get you out in case of an emergency. If this happens through your own fault, you’ve lost. The winner is the team that reaches its transmitter first.«, Banes explained.
 Dunn said: »Each group has a commander who is in charge of the entire mission and who the others have to follow. These are Sam Jones, Uhla Kanopis and Leena Whittaker. You three are in command and responsible for the success of the mission. This is a very dangerous mission, so take the responsibility seriously.«
 An exercise over two days in a strange world! As the group digested what they had heard, the ship entered the grey atmosphere of Nirvana and the windows immediately became useless. The others whispered excitedly, but Leena had become completely silent. She had closed her eyes and seemed to be worried about something. Carter wanted to ask her, but then came the order to get the equipment. 
 While the first team was being dropped off, their group equipped themselves. They were given a standard set of field armor in a dark gray to merge with the environment. Also a simple helmet without HUD or air filter, a Cypher pistol and a Cedar type assault rifle, which was a bit bulky but effective. In addition, there was an electric stick, basic rations, and one medikit each as well as simple sleeping equipment. Because of the many exercises in the simulator, the whole thing still looked like a normal lesson and not like a real situation. The ship landed in the middle of nowhere and Banes waved them out. The first thing they noticed was the almost freezing temperature, followed by the unpleasant smell in the air. The major grinned nastily: »The stench is not unhealthy, only a massive imposition. Something like this can always happen to you, so get used to it. Whittaker! Your bracelet should have a red dot on it by now.«
 She checked and actually there was a red blinking on the outer edge of the screen, which wandered along the edge depending on her viewing direction.
 »You can see the location of the transmitter as the only one and also only the direction, but without a map. The fog only lets certain signals through and physical real-time maps are not included. You have short-range communication, nothing more. I repeat: seek shelter for the night! Because of the fog, day and night are more or less the same here and the temperature remains stable, but the fauna here is not exactly tame. Have fun ...«, he added and returned to the ship. 
  
 Already shortly after the take-off, it was not to be seen anymore. The twelve recruits stood in the fog a little helpless and made themselves aware of their situation. Carter asked Leena: »Do you have commands for us? Otherwise, I would suggest going in the direction of the transmitter to get a feeling for the surroundings.«
 He still had the defeat against the rebels in his bones and was glad not to have to deal with armed enemies there.
 First, she activated the bracelet trackers so they could find each other in the mist. Then she looked at the others.
 »This time we’ll be smarter. When we march, we stay close together. Carter and Urma will go ahead as scouts and inform us about obstacles and enemies. Rod, you go ahead of the group, you are the strongest shooter. Henry and Gina form the rearguard and keep an eye on our backs. Kelly and Nambur cover the flanks and the rest stays with me in the middle.«
 Carter asked: »If you’re the only one with the red dot, how should I and Urma know in which direction we have to go?«
 »You can’t see the transmitter, but I can mark points on the blank map. I’ll regularly mark places in the right direction for you to follow.«
 Carter and Urma put their helmets on, nodded to the others and headed for the first marker. The environment seemed to be the same everywhere: black rocky ground with cracks or boulders and omnipresent fog. Half an hour later, the two of them hit a wall of rock. They searched left and right along for a passage. Urma discovered an entrance, but whether it was a tunnel or a cave could not be said. After they had informed Leena, she said: »Split up. Urma, you try to climb and Carter, you take the tunnel. Both of you be hellishly careful, we don’t know if there are creatures somewhere. Caves are rarely empty. The rest of us will take the easier way.«
 »Scout is a shitty job ...«, Urma said, looking up.
 »Depends on how good you are.«, Carter gave back, put his hand on the folded rifle and entered the tunnel quietly and carefully. The passage was big enough for the rest of the group, but it was completely dark. Since they only had very simple equipment for this operation, the helmet did not have a night vision function. So Carter had to turn on the light on the rifle. If he was honest, he felt more comfortable with the gun at the ready anyway. The tunnel described several slight bends and so far it looked as if there could also be an exit. 
 All Carter could hear was his own breath, an occasional dripping from somewhere and from time to time he could hear the wind whistling through the tunnel. That, too, was an indicator of an exit. Here and there he noticed insect creatures that looked like little spiral noodles with innumerable little legs that fled from him in fright. This reminded him that Annie once said that the abundance of living beings in the universe was infinite. On the already known planets, most species had been explored and named, but on unexplored worlds, there were still endless new creatures. »Has any of you found such a noodle insect?«, he asked the group by radio. Jimbo replied: »Those things crawl all over the place. They are called Siktos. They’re the biggest nuisance here on Nirvana. Harmless, not harmful to humans or equipment, but totally annoying ...«
 Carter smiled briefly, but he stopped all of a sudden when a new noise joined the dripping. It sounded like a very slow, soft humming. Carefully he moved around the next bend and shone around. The pitch was uneven.
 »Possible contact with a life form.«, he reported.
 »Do not confront! We know nothing about the creatures here.«, Leena ordered.
 Carter wanted to sneak on when his light found the source of the hum. It was a being on six legs with orange, smooth skin with blue stripes. Above arms and legs, thin stripes of skin extended upwards and it had a slowly twitching tail with a bushy end. Long, sharp, curved claws reflected the light. The head was broad and elongated with many pointed teeth, but without eyes. The way it stayed there reminded of a predator cat. He knew instinctively that he had a hunter in front of him. 
 »I’m afraid it’s too late for that ...«, he whispered into his microphone.
 The sound was enough for the creature to locate him, and it jumped towards him. Carter felt the adrenaline sharpen his senses and fired a salvo at the creature. It just missed and the noise made the beast angry as well. It jumped at him and he screamed in shock and breathed excitedly. He heard the razor-sharp claws scratching his armor and a rather smudging sound. Four of the legs stood on him, while the foremost two struck at him. He resisted by defending with his rifle. The animal’s saliva dripped into his face and its stinking breath was disgusting. It growled and roared and the noise echoed unbearably loudly from the walls and ceiling. He feverishly thought about how to approach the beast. He fumbled at his side. Since the creature had no eyes, it could not be blinded. The rifle was good for defending, but it also prevented him from shooting. He wouldn’t be able to fight the power and speed of the beast forever.
 Finally, he squeezed his hand past the creature’s paw. He pulled the pistol and fired eight bullets at close range into its chest. The creature staggered down from him but didn’t seem to want to give up yet. It struck out and he was catapulted away. He could roll out of the way in time before the beast landed on him again. The thing roared and threw his head back and forth, and Carter gave him a good punch with the rifle that he carried like a club. Then it jumped again, but he ducked out of the way so that it crashed against the wall. He shot several times, but the creature was fast and made a set up on a raised surface. There it remained with a whipping tail and listened. He knew he was gasping too loud to be able to hide, so he aimed and shot it in the hind leg. But that hardly did anything and he was caught with two paws. From his helmet, Carter heard the others shouting something, but he couldn’t pay attention now.
 He got up and threw himself against the beast so that it was thrown a bit away. He picked up a sharp-edged stone and when the creature threw itself at him again, he rammed the tip into its side. He had aimed for the throat but had been too slow. Swearing, he squatted and waited to see what the monster would do next. It seemed tired, as his usual prey probably didn’t fight so hard. That gave him courage and he shot again with his pistol. The following attack of the animal tossed it out of his hand. He had to jump out of the way. Unfortunately, he ended up in a narrowing of the cave from which he could not get out since the beast was already standing in front of it. Carter wanted to retreat to the back wall, but then the monster launched again. He realized he couldn’t go anywhere, so he just ducked and hoped to be without pain for a few more seconds.
 Fortunately for him, there was a sharp rock behind him that had impaled half of the creature, saving his life. It slipped down, struggled to get up and growled maliciously at him. He pressed the barrel of the rifle directly onto its forehead and fired at least ten projectiles. That was finally too much for it and it died. Carter breathed deeply and mumbled: »That’s what you get for messing with me ...«, then he giggled like a lunatic and sat down next to the carcass. The others had listened to everything on the radio and ran to help, but Carter had preceded by a good click and it would take them a while to get to him. »I’m so relieved that you made it!«, Kelly shouted over the mic in complete disarray.
 »Ask me ...«, Carter laughed. He looked at the beast. It was made to kill and he had defeated it. He reached for the mouth, broke off one of the fangs and pocketed it. He felt a terrible pain in his side. He reached there and felt a tear in the armor. His glove was full of blood. »Fucking cheap armor!«, he cursed.
 Fortunately, the recruits had suffered injuries in the course of martial arts many times before and subsequently learned the basics of first aid from Jazzir.
 Carter pulled out the medicine from a side pocket and then took off the armor on his upper body. Since it was a simple standard piece of equipment made of flexible fabric, it was a cumbersome and painful act. A tear in his side gaped there and bled heavily. »Guys ... I killed this thing, but it also got me pretty bad. I’ll try to stop the bleeding.«, he stammered into the microphone.
 Leena reported: »Hold on, Carter! We’ll be with you in a few minutes.«
 He didn’t exactly remember the correct procedure for an open injury. He took a portion of SaniGel, a semi-liquid gel with disinfecting and closing effects, and sprayed it into the wound. The burning of the disinfectant was like a shock and he growled. »Fuck!«, he shouted out as it started to burn.
 After a while, the pain eased again and Carter was able to apply a cover pad, a special adhesive patch. Then he waited for the others to arrive. First came Urma, who had achieved nothing with her climbing tour. The rocks were too high and sharp-edged to get over. So she had climbed down again and joined Carter. She kept her eyes on the way forward until the team arrived. When they did, Kelly hurried over to him and looked at the wound. The SaniGel had served its purpose and stopped the bleeding. Once they were in a base, it would have to be sealed, but until then it had to work. She put the armor back on him and just said it was absolute shit and useless. Now that he was no longer fully operational, Leena sent Tim with Urma to scout ahead. They looked at the carcass.
 »Damn it, Carter! How did you survive that thing? That looks monstrous! Led alone the claws!«, Jane was amazed.
 Kelly looked horrified. Rod, on the other hand, was more impressed. Leena said: »We have to go on. If we still want to achieve something today, we must not rest. Can you walk?«
 Carter stood up supported by Kelly but felt quite normal. The cover pads released a narcotic so that wounded soldiers could get to safety. »Should work.«, he just said.
 They made their way through the tunnel. The creature seemed to have been alone. The exit quickly came in sight, but that didn’t make it any brighter. They walked almost three hours over more or less flat terrain. At one point they had to sneak a bit crouching because another of these creatures was stalking nearby. If it had had eyes, they would not have escaped, but since it seemed to orient itself by sounds, it simply ran past. Since they couldn’t see far through the endless fog, they didn’t talk much in order not to draw attention to possible dangers in the surroundings. Carter didn’t notice much of the wound thanks to the anesthesia but moved cautiously to avoid risking further damage. If one did not feel his injuries, one tended to be daring. 
 »What time is it?«, you could hear Jimbo ask.
 »Hard to say, but according to the bracelet, it’s afternoon. Soon we should think about where to sleep. I don’t want some orange fucker dragging me out of a tunnel.«, Urma radioed back. Tim reported: »I think I found something here. The NavPoint is still a bit further outside, but I’m standing at a gap. Depth unclear. But I hear something mechanical. I’ll walk along the edge and look carefully. I’ve made a mark on the edge so you don’t almost fall down like me ...«
 Leena said: »Urma, where are you right now?«
 »I left Tim half an hour ago when we were at a junction, but my way was a dead-end into a valley full of these beasts. I came out undetected and now I’m catching up with Tim.«
 »Very good, he shouldn’t explore that noise alone.«
 After another ten minutes of walking, Tim came back.
 »Okay guys, I found something. A way across the abyss, but I’m not sure it’s our best choice. Here’s some kind of conveyor belt or elevator. A cable car with platforms held by steel ropes on which boxes, barrels, and carts are placed. The whole thing is automatically controlled from a console.«
 Leena replied: »That sounds like a good opportunity. Why shouldn’t that be a good idea?«
 »I am the son of a miner. If there is a fully automatic goods transport system, then there is also something on both sides from where loading and unloading take place. I haven’t discovered anything here on this side yet, but they don’t transport crates into nowhere. I’ll take a look around.«, Tim said.
 In the meantime, Urma had arrived at his position and they heard the live report via comms how the two found a narrow entrance to a quarry. Several construction machines and crushers were operated by workers in protective suits. Inside, suction systems seemed to keep the fog out so that the dimensions could be seen. Due to the huge area of the quarry, no one noticed that the two scouts were squatting and looking from the edge. Apparently, every half hour a load of stone and metal ore was loaded onto the cable car and sent over the abyss. From this, they concluded that there had to be a facility on the other side for further processing. If they had wanted to transport the material by shuttle, they could have done so from the mine. The group reached the cliff and then moved towards the wire rope hoist. It seemed to fall down a little. They gathered nearby, but out of sight.
  
 »Okay, how are we supposed to get down there unnoticed? Up here they have a timed schedule and if we follow it, we can get to one of those platforms unnoticed. But we don’t know what it looks like below. I don’t want to ride down there on one of those things completely unprotected.«, Nambur thought. Leena said: »We have to send someone ahead and have the situation investigated. But I can’t make a plan if I can’t see what’s going on. Without image transmission, I guess that means I have to go myself.«
 While she was thinking about how to do this, Carter had a suggestion.
 »These platforms are fastened with ropes. They join at the top. Directly below the transport cable, they are connected to the fastening mechanism. Up there is a small maintenance disc on which you can stand. If two people lay down there left and right, they could go along unnoticed. From there you can see what’s going on down there.«
 They looked up and saw the named platform that each transport unit had. The sleeping equipment included a small tent for one person, which was equipped with pegs and plenty of rope if needed. So Carter suggested using a curved herring as a grappling hook to get to the top. That was a good idea and after waiting for three workers to load a batch of ore onto a platform, Leena and Rod sneaked there. The linkage moved permanently and as soon as the material was on its way, an empty platform arrived.
 The workers had left and used the improvised hooks to pull themselves up. There they lay flat so they could no longer be seen.
 »Okay, we’re up. This is an optimal observation position. Except you can’t get down so fast from here.«, Rod said. While the two of them slowly drove over the gap, the others waited sitting down for the report. The workers were too close for conversations or comfort breaks. It only took about fifteen minutes for Leena to report.
 »We see something now. There seems to be some sort of ore processing plant here. Directly at the winch is a subcamp with heaps of cover, but there are workers everywhere. It should be almost impossible to get through here unnoticed, especially not twelve of us.«
 Rod added: »The building itself is reasonably large, but it stands on a flat surface and is surrounded only by simple low fences. Apparently, the predators are afraid of the place because of the noise. In addition, the unloading point is designed so that the entire structure is supported by a thick, high steel wall, which practically blocks the view of the loading platform. Only the workers who unload can see the cargo. If we take them out, you can just stand in the elevator and come down.«
 »We’re not killing innocent workers!«, Gina protested.
 Rod said: »By taking out, I didn’t mean killing, but knocking out. We have electric sticks.«
 »But unlike up there, the workers are standing here all the time and there are two of them. Silently is difficult from up here when there are two of them.«, Leena noted. »Team, wait for the next load and then take the platform afterward. Me and Rod, we’ll figure something out so you won’t be spotted.«
  
 As soon as the loaded platform docked at the unloading station, there was a loud rumble and one of the workers stopped the cable until it was unloaded. The small area where Leena and Rod lay was now connected to a low maintenance hatch. She knew they could come down there unnoticed, even though this was too slow for the whole team. She opened the shaft and they crawled into it. Through small holes in the floor grid, they saw the unloading process underneath them. One of the workers said to his colleague: »How long do you think it will take these recruits to get here? We were told we wouldn’t have to work overtime for that!«
 »When did the military ever tell the truth?«
 »They should have been here a long time ago ... until now, those guys were always faster.«
 »Maybe they’re smarter than just walking into the middle of the plant without thinking. But I really enjoy pressing the alarm button and waking up the robot guards in the crates. Do you remember how the last group was completely frozen in fear when they came out of the boxes all around them?« The two laughed.
 Leena immediately told the others: »Warning to all: The workers here have been warned by Banes that we are coming. They’re supposed to summon robots when they see us. So don’t let them see you at all. Me and Rod, we’ll get out of here.«
 They waited until the others reported that the unloading station was in sight and then sneaked down the maintenance ladder. The two workers stood loosely at the railing and waited for the next load. Just as they were discovering people on the platform behind it, Leena and Rod were taking them out with targeted electric shocks. They pulled them into a dark corner and waited until the others got out. Now they were all down at least, but on the enemy territory without reconnaissance. Carter sneaked to an edge and glanced around the corner. Tom did the same on the other side. The many workers were scurrying around and there was hardly a chance to move between the next barrels unseen. As soon as an opportunity arose, Carter threw himself out of cover and rolled behind a large crate, from where he had a better perspective. He could hand signal the team when a time window opened. But that didn’t happen at first. The others became more and more impatient and then it happened as it had to happen.
 One of the workers shouted at his three colleagues: »Where are these two idiots? Fell asleep at the post again, huh? Come on, we’ll unload ourselves so we can get done for today!«
 Thereupon four men set themselves in motion, with the unloading station as their target. »Fuck!«, Carter hissed and reported it to the others. They looked around helplessly, but there was no way out. He looked around and his gaze got stuck on a hover cart. Such wagons could float above the ground in spite of heavy loads and be moved easily. All you had to do was press the appropriate buttons. Several barrels were lashed lying on this special cart. Leena saw that and gave him a quick instruction. Carter sneaked between a few loosely standing boxes and activated the device. He set the speed to full power and then pressed forward. The cart shot off and crashed into the middle of a high pile of crates at some distance. He took advantage of the noise and roared loudly and painfully so that even the last worker ran to the scene of the accident to help. »Go! Go! Go!«, he hissed and the others scurried along behind the barrels to the fence and swung over. Carter followed them and dropped to the ground. They hurried ducked into the safety of the fog. As soon as they could neither see nor hear the installation, they took a break.
 »That was a brilliant idea, Leena! You saved us!«, Henry praised enthusiastically. Also, the others were relieved by her obvious ingenuity. She said to Carter: »You are a true treasure for any commander or tactician. You can never plan for all eventualities, so you need people who can react quickly in such cases. I bet you’ll be a really successful soldier if you want to.«
  
 After their rest, they continued in the direction of the signal. Their bracelets showed that it was almost evening, but they wanted to continue a few more clicks before camp. It wasn’t long before they met an apparently busy road leading away from the processing plant. Shortly afterward, they found a rather high barricade, a wall of light metal. »A fucking roadblock?«, Kelly asked in disbelief.
 Rod said: »Looks more like a checkpoint to me. That means guards and means of communication. So it’s better not to be discovered.«
 Henry spotted a small path in the fog that led steeply and narrowly up the rock that limited the way. So they would quietly come further up and approach the wall sideways if they couldn’t even bypass it completely. But this hope vanished when they were close enough. The barricade had a pylon right in the middle, which reached into the sky and had a laser sensor there, which monitored everything for miles along the wall. They gave up searching for a way to pass through a tunnel right away. Rod pulled his rifle and looked through the scope at the railing on the upper wall. »Looks like we’re dealing with robots here. They appear to be simple watch bots with light weapons. Does anyone know anything about that?«
 Gina stared through her visor: »Droids. They’re much better than plain watch bots. I don’t see an antenna on them, so they’re probably not controlled by a central VI, but have their own programming.«
 »That means you can’t just wreck the central computer and be done with it.«, Jane said annoyed.
 Gina smiled: »But on the other hand it also means that the others don’t notice when we switch off one or two of them. These things don’t look well armored, but our weapons aren’t exactly quiet. I think we should try the electric sticks.«
 Leena said: »It would be stupid if we all approached together. Gina, you and Henry go in and look around. Take out every droid you meet. See if there’s a way to get through unnoticed.«
 The two of them nodded and sneaked off. While the others waited mostly in silence, Rod kept his eye on everything with his rifle, as best he could with a simple scope and through the fog. Carter was already annoyed that they would only get better weapons at the end of their training.
 Gina reported that apart from the actual main gate on the road there was a smaller passage below the mast through which one could overcome the wall. However, it was sealed and there had to be a console somewhere to open it. »Such panels are usually in a central computer room or control center. And this is the best-secured room in such a place.«, Leena stated. Rod watched as Gina sneaked up on a droid and pushed the electric stick to a connection point, whereupon it went down slightly smoking. »Three droids less.«, she reported. »The upper area is clear.«, Henry added and waved Rod. Leena led the group to look around. They entered the rampart over a plank and saw the three fried guards. The passage was a simple door that was tightly closed. One could have simply walked around the door if it hadn’t been for the red laser wall that triggered an alarm at the slightest touch. Henry reported that he and Gina had found the door to the control room one floor down, but it was flanked by two droids. They couldn’t take her out unnoticed and one shot would alert everyone else. Leena thought about how to tackle the problem. She and Carter looked around and at the same moment noticed the small boulder on the cliff not far from the wall. They looked at each other and he nodded to her. After an order, Tom sneaked back onto the rock and approached the boulder. He pushed and rolled him to the ledge above the path. Leena to the two spies: »Watch out, we’ll provide a distraction. Then you can strike.«
 Tom gave the rock a push and it fell down, landed on a slope and began to roll. It pounded against the wall with full force and a loud metallic ›KLONG‹ was heard. At that moment all droids were moving towards the sound and the two guard droids at the command room stepped to the nearest window. Henry and Gina used this to shut them down and pull them into the room. »Perfect! We’re in. I see the correct desk. It’s not even encrypted, I thought we’d have to hack into it first.«, Henry muttered.
 The doorway opened, but Gina reported: »Shit! Guys, there’s a droid coming up to look for the origin of the rock. You have to get out of there, quickly!«
 Unfortunately, there was no visual protection for ten recruits on top of the wall. You could see through the laser barrier and the distance to the protective rock wall was too great. Carter didn’t hesitate a second and ran back. He made two big steps on the ledge above the door through which the droid would come. As soon as the machine stepped outside, it saw the recruits and the red attack light lit up. Carter acted immediately. He jumped over the droid guard and threw his electric stick against the head of the guard in mid-air. Instead of an alarm or loud shots, one could only hear a metallic sound of the small impact before its circuits burnt through and it fell over. Carter rolled off and got his electric stick back. The others looked at him in bewilderment, but he only held his side with a smile filled with pain.
 »That was absolutely stupid, Carter! You’re injured and this is just a stupid exercise!«, Kelly angrily hissed at him.
 Rod said: »But it was also the coolest move I’ve ever seen!«
 The others were all excited about Carter’s acrobatics. When Henry and Gina joined them again, they walked through the passage and disappeared across another plank into the rock niches. When they had brought a half-hour distance between themselves and the wall, they discovered another cave, which was no tunnel this time. They reached the inner chamber very quickly and it was empty. They all checked together. Leena decided that it was an excellent spot for the night’s rest, as there were no signs that the cave was a creature’s shelter. The others were equally exhausted and relieved to be able to set up their small tents. They could not secure them to the ground because of the massive rock, but since there was no wind or any external influence, there was no need. Without wood or other fuel, there was no fire, but they had long-lasting glow sticks with them, throwing a few onto a pile in a hollow. They sat around in a circle and talked. Meanwhile, Kelly looked at Carter’s injury again. Due to the dive roll at the processing plant and the acrobatic move on the wall, the wound was torn open and blood passed the SaniGel. The anesthetic had also subsided.
 Kelly sprayed a little more into it to close it again and attached a new cover pad. He sighed with relief as the fresh remedy began to work. »Carter is having a really good day today, isn’t he?«, Jane giggled in the dim light.
 The twins had already fallen asleep sitting down and Nambur was not far away. Rod sat down next to Carter and said:
 »How you killed that monster was really impressive, buddy. I was really worried for a moment.«
 »You? What about me? I was on the verge of a panic attack!«, Kelly remarked. Carter reacted slowly because he was very tired. He said ironically: »I’m sorry that my encounter with a predator and the subsequent agony made you both uncomfortable. In the future, I will try to schedule my near-death-experiences better so that it is more pleasant for you.«
 The two laughed quietly and Rod patted him on the shoulder while Kelly snuggled up to him. Leena watched the whole thing but said nothing. The others talked muffled about the day’s events and how they and Carter had got them through. When she heard that, she felt pride. She liked finally being able to show off her talents.
 He crawled into the tent Kelly had erected for him right next to hers and fell asleep after whispering goodnight to her.
 Leena stayed awake and took over the first guard because nobody could know if these creatures were hunting at night and if there weren’t more monsters out there. She sat and pondered for a long time.
  
 The next morning they were hardly rested because the ground was hard and uneven and the thin field mattresses did not help much. They dismantled the tents and sat down to eat their rations.
 Nambur jokingly suggested eating outside and admiring the surroundings. Nirvana was not called that without reason. Then they set off again. Leena’s bracelet showed them the way and after about two hours of walking over uneven rock fields, they came to a wall. It was a steep, high rock face. According to the signal, their target was less than fifty meters away. The scouts couldn’t find a way to go in any direction. Urma interjected that the bracelet did not indicate the altitude. Maybe it was above them.
 Since they couldn’t walk anywhere else anyway and time was running out, they decided to try and climb up. As on the previous day, Carter proposed to replace their missing climbing equipment with the ropes and pegs of the tents. The rock was not as hard at this point and with enough strength, the pegs worked like climbing hooks. Not all of them were good at it. Carter, Urma, Tom, Kelly, and Rod did quite well, so they showed the others how to do it right. Particularly bad climbers like Tim and Leena got ropes tied around their hips and were connected to one of the more experienced, who secured them in an emergency.
 This way they set out for the ascent. The rock was so rough and coarse that in many places one only had to grab and move on without using the climbing hooks. They didn’t feel comfortable on the steep wall, above and below them nothing but fog. It would have been quite possible that this wall reached miles up, so they hoped this was not the case. Luckily Kelly reached the top of the wall an hour of slow climbing later and told them it wasn’t far. One by one they lifted themselves over the ledge and struggled to their feet. Leena looked around and gasped: »Well done, guys ... that wasn’t easy. Now we’re up. Let’s have a look around.«
 »Not necessary.«, Jimbo said, pointing in one direction. Right in front of them was the ›top‹ of the small mountain in the shape of a stone dome with several arched entrances. All this was of natural origin, but it looked like a huge pavilion of rock. Right in the middle, they saw the red flashing of the transmitter.
 »We made it!«, Gina exclaimed enthusiastically. »Yes, we made it ...«, Leena repeated quietly and her relief was noticeable.
 They slowly moved towards the transmitter. Their thoughts wandered to hot showers, soft beds, the canteen food that seemed like a feast to them compared to field rations, and overall relaxation. Carter thought of Kelly without clothes and an end to the pain in his side. The anticipation was building up and soon afterward they reached the transmitter.
 It looked like an old radio, only the antenna was much bigger and flashed intensively. The device stood on two boxes in the middle of the plateau.
 Carter suddenly got a very dull feeling in his stomach. Once again his instinct spoke. Initially, he wanted to ignore it after the last fiasco, but Rod also seemed to feel it.
 »We should grab this thing and get out of here right now. The military puts its transmitters in places that are practical and this indoor area can’t be used for landing. That’s absolutely suspicious.«
 Urma said: »Come on, this is just an exercise. We’re not really at war here, where you have to fear ambushes ...«
 She had not yet finished speaking when armed droids rose from loose piles of gravel and circled them. Tim raised his hands as a precaution, but Carter didn’t hesitate a second. He pressed the transmitter’s distress signal button and pushed it to the ground so they couldn’t destroy it. Then he knocked over the boxes, pulled his pistol, shot three droids in the head and squatted behind them. There he pulled his rifle. The others hastily took cover and fired. Rod knelt next to Carter and they backed each other up. The original droids had been killed quite quickly, but more came through the entrances. The recruits sat together in teams of two and three, shooting at any enemy who moved. Their training with Major Dunn paid off. They hit their targets in most cases, they didn’t panic and they took care to help each other. The boxes Rod and Carter were squatting behind didn’t last long after they were surrounded. Rod noticed some debris nearby. He gave Carter a hand signal and he nodded briefly. He dashed forward, shot three nearby enemies, beheaded another droid in front of him with a rifle strike, and then fired wildly around. This gave Rod time to grab a scrap plate the size of his upper body from the debris. He attached it to the shield holders on his forearm. He used it to protect himself and Carter, and whenever they reached a droid who wasn’t shot, Rod smashed him with the heavy shield. The others stared at them all the time, for they attracted most of their enemies so that the rest could catch their breath or regroup. Suddenly a loud signal sounded and the droids ended their attack and stood still. The team looked around suspiciously to see what disaster would come next, but instead of an enemy, Major Dunn joined them through the stone arch.
 »Holy shit! I can’t believe this! That was motherfuckin awesome!«
 None of them really knew how to react.
 Dunn continued: »Of all the groups before you, you are the only one who has ever successfully completed this exercise. We are doing this kind of training to show the recruits that teaching alone is often not enough. You encounter monsters, you can’t rely on technology, you can be caught by civilians or encounter unexpected obstacles, and even a supposed victory can plunge you into chaos. But you have mastered everything we have put in your way ... unbelievable. The other two groups gave up yesterday.«
 They were just about to celebrate when Carter moaned loudly. The fight had given the wound at his side the final touch and the anesthesia didn’t seem to help either. The major waved them with her energetically and Kelly and Rod supported him. They went to the ship as fast as they could and took off with Dunn. As the fog passed by the outer windows, he sat on a box of weapons with his legs apart, holding his side, Kelly stroking his head. Rod and Leena looked over at them worried. Rod said: »Carter is quite the daredevil. I didn’t expect him to do that.«
 »He should have taken it slower. It wasn’t necessary to do such crazy stunts.«
 »Are you serious? You really want to complain? Now? You have good decisions and commands to show for and your actions led us to the transmitter. But without Carter’s creativity or his courage and his ›stunts‹ it wouldn’t have gone so well in some places.«
 She had to agree with him. In fact, she was happy that somebody had taken the improvisation away from her because she didn’t like it.
  
 The ship reached the military base ›Fog‹ and paramedics picked up Carter on a stretcher. He was taken to the hospital wing, where his armor was removed and the cover pad loosened. The pain became even worse. In the corner of his eye, he saw the whole group standing by the window and watching him being treated. The military doctor noticed this and said to him:
 »Your comrades are worried about you.«
 Carter just nodded and the doctor went on.
 »The wound came from a kravan. Fortunately, kravans have no poisonous or contaminated claws, otherwise, they would have had to stop the exercise. Fortunately for you, only the skin and muscle fibers were torn open, the internal organs are intact. It was good that you used the SaniGel immediately.«
 Carter felt no pain because he had been given a strong anesthetic. They rolled him from the stretcher to a free space and several mechanical arms came up from the floor. One of them spiked him briefly. Another did a holographic scan of his entire body. Then some smaller arms came along and began to work. The doctor typed a few things into the controls but kept talking.
 »This machine will seal your wound. When you joined the military, your ID data was loaded into the database. As you know, your Holo-ID has a complete data history of your body. Once you are of age and fully grown, you will be deep scanned. Your organs, your DNA and all your biological data are captured and stored. This data package is called the original state. This is what your perfect healthy stature looks like. And this data package is used by this machine as a template. The stitch just served to determine the state of your hormones and any changes to your DNA so as not to carry out the renewal with old cells that your body could reject.«
 »Renewal?«, Carter asked.
 »That’s what sealing is, actually. These arms distribute so-called raw mass into the wound and at all other places which do not match the original condition. This is gray biomass that contains unformatted cells. Then these raw cells are encoded with your DNA using a second arm, just like a computer program. Once that happens, they are your cells, and your body recognizes them and involves them in the healing process. We basically replace damaged tissue with brand new material. Afterward, you will be irradiated with regeneration waves. They simulate the signals of your body, which stimulate the healing process and at the same time supply the necessary energy for it so that you can heal like in time-lapse. What would normally take weeks heals in hours here.«
 Carter’s dizzy head buzzed. He fell asleep while the machine replaced the injured cells and connected them so that they could heal. When he woke up some time later, he was as good as new. No pain, just a long scar. The doctor said that even an abscess threatening to form in his intestines had been lasered away. He dressed and joined the others. They greeted him joyfully and Kelly threw himself at him and didn’t seem to give a damn about the reaction of those present. Banes called the three groups to him.
 Behind him, on the base monitors, you could see the camera footage from the helmets, some fog filter footage and other video footage that little drones had made permanently.
 »The exercise is over. Two groups failed, as I had expected. In fact, it was not intended that any group would succeed in this exercise. This training unit was designed for reconnaissance task forces with high-end equipment, where silence in an unknown environment is part of their job. Recruits with simple equipment would not have been able to do this. On the one hand, we wanted to see how far you could get, and on the other hand, we wanted to see how you would do. Teamwork, command structure, obedience, initiative, ingenuity, combat strength. Group one didn’t get very far because they didn’t take their leader seriously. Everyone ran wherever they wanted and you ran to a kravan’s hunting ground where we had to get you out.
 Group three was caught by the researchers at the mineral station because they just went in to ask for directions.«
 Banes hit his hand against his forehead and Dunn laughed loudly. »But group two has done an unparalleled job today. You listened to the commands of your leader, almost used the radio channel professionally and organized yourself well. Scouts, spearheads, flanks and rearguards, a proper formation.«
 Leena seemed to be proud of herself.
 »Sanders survived the fight with a kravan and was quickly and well taken care of. I wanted to stop, but you had the situation under control, so I let you do it.«
 Rod fist-bumped Carter and Kelly hugged Leena. The others also congratulated each other. Banes interrupted the small celebration: »Now calm down. You may be promising recruits, but you are still recruits. Beginners. Nevertheless, it’s nice to see that we trainers don’t spend our energy on nothing. However, you still have a lot to learn. So off to the ship! We fly back to the base.«
  
    
  Tangible Infinity
  
 Monday was a day off because the weekend had been so exhausting. There were no duties this week either. Whether they were trainers, recruits or employees of the base - whoever met them did so with curiosity and interest. Their group had mastered a Special Forces exercise by the simplest means. Years later, this would still occur in stories.
 Satisfied, they sunbathed on the meadow near the sports field. Carter was uncomfortable with all the attention because he wanted to spend time with Kelly in peace. Rod had made himself scarce that day and was out in town with Tim and Tom. Carter didn’t know where the others were. He had sunk into a book about a great hero who had to avert a catastrophe with his companions. Kelly lay with her head in his lap and took a nap. They loved those free days to relax, but something had awakened in Carter during the exercise that he had never felt so strongly before. The fear he had been carrying since the service with Kelly against the rebels had been replaced. He didn’t want to rest. He wanted more. Learning more, getting better, using more modern equipment and going on exciting missions. He was more and more convinced to commit himself as a soldier after his training.
 Rod had already decided a while ago to work for the military in some way. As a mechanic, he could earn much more and more steadily than in his small illegal workshop.
  
 The next day training resumed. Their lesson plan indicated another new subject that led them to the hangar. There the Salvani technician Kwax waited with another man. He had a broad build and certainly had strength in his arms, but you could also see his slight rounder belly through his jacket. He had gray, medium-length hair, pupils of different colors and a cigar in his mouth. One of his eyes was surrounded by scars, which looked strange. »Greetings, recruits. I’m chief mechanic Willis Thompson, but Willis will do. I suppose you already know Kwax? This Salvani really knows about hardware. I know a lot about human technology, but he knows them all. That’s why he will occasionally honor us with his presence. It’s part of his deal with the military.«
 Kwax just waved for a moment, as if he wasn’t really happy or willing to be there.
 »My job is to bring the topic of spaceships and vehicles closer to the recruits. Because part of the basic training is that you have to be able to fly a shuttle. And a space fighter. So let’s start looking at that, what do you think?«
 He waved them with him and they followed him into the hangar, where they took a spaceship and flew to the big military shipyard of New Vienna.
 Willis and Kwax showed them the most common types of ships to encounter in space.
 »When the first human ship left Earth, it had used the latest technology. A new element found for the first time outside our solar system. After the process had matured, we were able to achieve a similar effect with a combination of other elements. The result was warp propulsion. Clean, extremely strong and very durable, but also incredibly expensive to manufacture. Well and then we met the Salvani. They gave us knowledge about the super warp drive. With the help of an element called Iom, the construction was child’s play and the stuff is almost unlimited in space nebulae. In the meantime, Syntech has developed the Talon series in collaboration with the T’zun. Ultra-warp technology. With these, you can reach superluminal velocity for the first time. The current military standard is Talon-3 engines, but newer models already use the Talon-4. There are even some select special ships that are allowed to use the revolutionary Talon-5 special turbo warp Ultramax. The propulsion alone is worth more than our entire base.«
 Jane asked: »Superluminal velocity would mean we’d have the range to leave the known systems and enter unexplored territory, wouldn’t it?«
 Kwax answered for the first time since they were on the road: »That’s true, but the navigation technology isn’t ready yet. Flight vectors can only be calculated using current star maps and known rotational and orbital speeds of all planets. Unknown space must first be manually examined, mapped and explored.«
 Carter said: »Well, as far as I know, the Vindurans have already developed systems that can capture and calculate all the important data of a planet with a simple scan. My father told me that Syntech has been trying to get a prototype for months.«
 »Unfortunately I don’t have such insider tips.«, Kwax reluctantly admitted.
 »Another question: How does a spaceship steer in a vacuum? I didn’t see any thrusters that weren’t pointing backward. And there weren’t any steering surfaces either.«, Nambur asked.
 »Ah! An excellent question. Control surfaces would be completely useless without air resistance. The solution is vacuum resonance technology. The vacuum of space is a force of nature that acts with a massive suction on everything inside it. Weightlessness is the result. Since everything can be moved easily there, no matter how large the mass is, the driving force of a real thruster is not necessary at all. Small stabilizers at different points on a ship that send out impulses that affect the vacuum and it works. It creates a kind of counter-suction to the vacuum and thereby achieves a repulsion, the strength of which is adjustable. I’m not a scientist, but it works very well and uses almost no energy.«
  
 Kova had an excursion into the different types of robots, which ultimately led them to a philosophical discussion about the soul. They were only interrupted after dinner when they arrived at Annie’s simulation room. They had never worked with her there before, so they were curious why they didn’t study in the normal classroom. As so often, she answered her question before they could ask her. »We’re here in the simulation room today because we’re starting our planetary science and galaxy mapping classes. The best way to imagine it is to see it.«
 As if this had been an order, the room became dark and the holoprojectors went up. Suddenly the group stood in the middle of space looking at the Milky Way. Infinity unfolded in front of them and they were immediately awestruck by how enormous it all was. 
  
 Carter asked: »What exactly do you mean by ›known‹ galaxy?«
 Annie called up a holographic image of the Milky Way.
 »›Milky Way‹ is only the term used by our species for what is commonly referred to as the Omni Galaxy. Humans defined it centuries ago as our galaxy. It is unimaginably vast. It is of course only one of an infinite number of galaxies, but since no people has yet succeeded in traveling to another galaxy, little attention is paid to them. At least not until the technology is advanced enough.« The Holo Milky Way looked like a nebulous structure arranged around a center, a dark area, which according to scientists was full of huge dying stars and black holes. It seemed as if star systems were just meager pocket editions of a galaxy that also had a core around which everything else was moving. Only that it had such enormous dimensions that the rotation was not measurable. Annie marked four tiny sections.
 »Of all the billions of stars, several can always be grouped together. This works because there are many space nebulae in the Milky Way, which can only be seen from a distance, but which are not visible on site. They often have certain shapes and everything in them is assigned to the nebula. This is the only way to give a rough location. We call this summary of stars of an area a star cluster, or a sector. Due to the rather limited navigation and propulsion possibilities so far, the known species have only been present in the four close sectors. The Nekon-Traverse we are in. This includes the solar system and several smaller uninhabited systems. Over here lies the Aeon-Width, where the T’zun, Pintans, and Krodaa are living. The space in between is empty.«
 Then she pointed a bit upwards on the picture.
 »Here we find the Dark Sea, a rather dark area where the Vindurans reside. And here lies the Utbikh-Cluster. There the Lorgans and Gumai can be found. Between the traverse and the width, there is only empty space, but the two are separated from the cluster and the dark sea by a brownish nebula. It is crossable and full of gas divers, but it is a kind of visual dividing line. That’s why we call it the Khaki Line. Of course, there are hundreds of thousands of such sectors, but we will explore them one day. New species will definitely be found.«
 She let the information sink in a little.
 »I just want to show you that the area we know as the ›galaxy‹ is only a tiny fraction of what is out there.«
 The group wanted to reflect, but Annie interrupted their mumbling.
 »Being aware of the sheer mass of unknown worlds awakens the urge to discover in many of us. And the nice thing is that we can discover it system by system. There are stars in every sector. These are the lights you see in the sky at night. They are all, like the sun of Earth, the center of a system around which various celestial bodies are arranged. Due to the extreme reactions in their core, stars not only have a glowing heat but also generate a strong gravitational field, which attracts these celestial bodies and then always moves them in a circle around them. But the variations are endless.«
  
 The group stared and was fascinated by the many stars. One of them was zoomed in closer. The marker called it ›Zelot‹.
 Annie began with her remarks: »A star system is always named after the star at its center. We see Zelot here, the star of the system we are in right now. There are several classes that describe certain orders of magnitude. Zelot and the Sun we call class one stars. They are rather small to medium in size and produce enough energy to support the development of organic life at a moderate distance. Then there are class two and three. Class two are large stars that usually capture more planets in their system, but they do not produce organic life as often. And class three stars are huge, so their gravitational field is incredibly strong. But none of them exist in our four sectors. One suspects that the stars in the core of the galaxy are so enormous that no classification is possible. The class, however, says nothing about the composition of the star that determines the color of the glow.«
 She zoomed in to the Dark Sea to the system ›Dark Star‹. Everything seemed to be dark and the star looked dark purple.
 »The Dark Star is a good example. It emits black light and accordingly the worlds in its system are also dark. There is no organic life, only what has been brought there. The Vindurans have some facilities there, as far as we know. Another example would be the Krunos-System. There we have a very special phenomenon. The red star Krunos I and the blue star Krunos II exist next to each other and orbit each other. But Krunos I is much larger, so the red radiation is predominant among the Krodaa.«
 The picture showed the Krunos-System and the strange constellation there. Next to the homeworld of the Krodaa, Sandabar Neh, another small star floated. Nambur asked what it was and Annie said they would treat it later. »Stars have a limited lifespan. Depending on the number of elements in the nucleus, the reaction there that causes gravity and glow lasts several million to billions of years, but then the star will implode or explode. This is called a supernova and the result is often a black hole. Many myths revolve around these, that they are wormholes with which one can travel through time and space, but this could not yet be clarified.«
 The map zoomed in on Utopia. The planet looked rather boring after the dark star and the Krunos-System. »Stars aren’t the only celestial bodies out there. There are still brown dwarves. These are stars whose mass is too small to trigger the reaction that produces the glow. These brown dwarfs are mostly like rock planets simply uninhabitable chunks without atmosphere. Some of them end up in the gravitational fields of real stars. Then there are so-called rocky worlds. These include Earth, Mars, Utopia Beta, Nirvana, Dao Prime, and many others. These are planets that have a core of stone and metal. They have an atmosphere but are not necessarily life-friendly. They can have moons, but not more than three or four, because their own gravitational field is too weak for that. The term rocky world is mostly used by aliens, we call it an earth-like world.«
 The hologram moved into the neighboring system and showed an uninhabitable gray rock sphere. They all knew the sight from school.
 »Rock worlds are not to be confused with rocky worlds. Failure is a typical example that really consists exclusively of stone and metal. There are also various silicates or radioactive elements. Some rock worlds have a weak atmosphere, but not all.«
 The map migrated to the Hiron-System of the Salvani, where the outermost planet moved to the center. It was called Pokat. It was bluish with a lot of white.
 »Another typical type of planet is the ice world. These planets have a core of rock and metal, but a high amount of hydrogen and related elements. Since they almost always lie on the outer edge of systems, the distance from the star is so great that its heat no longer arrives there. There are other reasons for ice worlds, but Pokat is a prime example. It is also an ice dwarf. Any form of a planet can also be a dwarf planet, whose mass and size are smaller than the average.«
 Again the picture wandered on, back into the Zelot-System past Utopia to a dark red sphere. »Hades. A hot world whose temperatures make it just about possible to enter in protective suits. Such lava worlds, also often referred to as ›pressure cooker‹ worlds, are, in contrast to ice worlds, very close to the star of the system. Many of them are too hot to land there.«
 Jane asked: »Why would you want to land in such a place?«
 Annie replied: »There are three reasons why anyone wants to enter a world at all. Either it is inhabited or habitable, it is scientific curiosity, or there are raw materials there.«
 That made sense because, for the populated worlds, material was needed, it was taken from other planets. The view changed to Nura, the gas planet on the edge of the Zelot-System.
 »Probably the best-known category of planet is the gas giant. From Jupiter and Saturn to Nura here in the system, gas giants are almost everywhere. They consist of a core of rock and metal, which is surrounded by various gas mixtures. Inside there are mostly violent exothermic reactions and storms, so it is not very wise to steer a ship in. Only probes could be used to collect some data. We often use gas giants to operate refueling stations because they break down the planets‹ gas into its chemical components and process it into fuel. Even battleships whose shields had to absorb too much energy are often discharged safely by gas giants.«
 The recruits let it all sink in for a while and discussed their questions with Annie. Especially the name ›Omni-Galaxy‹ seemed strange to them, but all species had agreed on this name. However, the lessons continued the next morning so that they would still be in the matter with their heads.
  
 This morning the image showed an orbit around a star consisting of small boulders. None of them had seen anything like this before.
 »Besides the normal planets in the systems, there are of course many other things between the stars. The best-known phenomena are asteroids. These are the remnants of former planets that exploded or were smashed and blown away. In a vacuum, they do not lose their speed and therefore you often see them flying by. If they are trapped in the gravitational field of a star, they circle around it like everything else. If an entire planet is smashed and captured, an asteroid belt is created in its orbit. Beautiful to look at, but the nightmare of every pilot.«
 Leena asked: »What else is out there?«
 Annie laughed: »There’s nothing that doesn’t exist, remember? There are nebulae like the Khaki Line. The gas divers live in them. These are huge stingray-like life forms that seem to feed on radiation or elements within the nebula. That’s why you shouldn’t fly through the line. Then there are debris, dark matter, planetoids, comets, meteoroids and infinitely many other unknown things. But what I wanted to mention are exoplanets. Planets of any form that are not trapped in any star system. Some just float somewhere in space, others move through it. There are even said to be exoplanets roaring through space like asteroids. If one of these collides with something, it really bangs.«
 They imagined a hot world flying through space like a meteor and then shredding a planet or a ship. »By the way, I am often asked, so I just tell you directly. An asteroid always consists of solids and is in an orbit. A comet, on the other hand, is made of dust and ice and becomes so bright by the reflection of starlight. That’s why these things evaporate when they enter an atmosphere. And then there are meteoroids. These are free-flying solid bodies that do not necessarily have an orbit. As soon as they enter the atmosphere, they start to glow due to the heat. This is called meteor or shooting star. What then strikes the planet’s surface and remains is called a meteorite.«
 Kelly said: »Pff. Why the stupid name changes?«
 Annie just chuckled over it. She smiled and kept moving the map while she talked. She looked very excited. »As I said, there’s nothing that doesn’t exist. I think you’re beginning to understand my fascination with the infinite possibilities of such a huge galaxy. We can still discover new things for thousands of years in the future.«
  
 The following Tuesday an exercise was scheduled for the whole day. Nothing good came to them when they had to arrive at the hangar. The same strange-looking ship was standing by. This time there were even three more groups as they boarded. »Please, not another stupid fog world!«, Gina hoped. Leena said: »Unlikely. The military exercises only on nearby worlds if possible because the transport to other systems is too expensive only to train recruits. Nirvana is the only fog world here.«
 They weren’t convinced, but it seemed unlikely that it would be another mission on Nirvana after such a short time.
 They flew back into space, but not far away from Utopia. The planet had obviously lost some of its mass in the course of the eons, even though none of them knew of craters or anything similar on the planet’s surface. However, several different asteroids followed the world on its orbit. Now they headed for one of them. »Why are we flying towards this huge boulder?«, Tim asked nervously. Banes instructed them to equip themselves. There were the simple combat suits again, but this time with a fully equipped helmet and breathing mask. They clicked the mouthparts into it and heard how they tightened themselves. Then they connected each other’s hoses to the back of their hoods, which linked the air supply in the torso to the helmet. The technology seemed prehistoric to Carter. As soon as they took their rifles and pistols, the working HUD showed that it was a harmless energy weapon for training purposes. This indicated that they should be competing against the other teams. However, this assumption turned out to be wrong as soon as Banes spoke to them. He himself wore a military green armor that seemed a little older. It was heavily scratched and in some places, it had scrapes and small dents. His head was still without a helmet and he explained the exercise to them.
 »Listen up losers! This is going to be an asteroid exercise. In missions, you will always find yourself in situations where you land on a planet whose gravity is stronger or weaker than that on Utopia and Earth. Stronger gravity makes movements more difficult and you get tired faster, but overall it’s not very unusual and with upgrades not even noticeable anymore. Less gravity, on the other hand, is a shitty situation. Whether on a planet without atmosphere or in space, you have to learn to deal with zero-gravity.
 Running, jumping, shooting. It’s all completely different out there. Every combat suit, no matter how outdated or simple, has some basic functions for moving in a vacuum. I deliberately say that because even a room full of water is airless. These systems also work there. So let’s go outside and try not to just drift away.«
 His helmet came up in several parts from the neck opening, unfolded with the help of several mechanisms and joined together above his head. It was an extremely cool sight to see how modern armor unpacked itself or retracted. They all turned on their air supply and the ship’s hangar opened. Suddenly they felt completely light and Carter noticed his feet leaving the ground. An order for the HUD and the suit activated the stabilizers in the boots, landing him back on the stone floor as if magnets were holding him there. They ran very slowly out into the open and some of them were quite anxious. They were standing on rock and when you looked down it was like any other ground, but when you looked up you could see the infinity of the stars. They felt completely defenseless against the yawning blackness. Banes said: »Intimidating, isn’t it?« His voice was a little distorted by the loudspeakers of the helmet. »Here one first becomes aware of how infinity feels. If nothing separates you from the endless fall into eternal black but a few used stabilizers.«, he giggled.
 They moved around and noticed that their movements felt just as light as usual, only slower. Running worked quite well because the stabilizers made it possible for them. Accordingly, you could duck very well. Carter wanted to lie down, but he kept slipping back into a standing position. New suits offered more useful possibilities. Banes demanded them to practice jumping.
 He said: »An asteroid is not the same as a walk on Luna. The Earth-Moon has a fundamental gravity due to its round planetoid shape. That’s why it is round because all matter is pulled to one point. If you jump there without stabilizers, you slowly sink back to the surface. But an asteroid doesn’t have that. If you jump here without the boots, you will float on in this direction forever. So don’t be stupid if you don’t want to die out there. The stabilizers will stay on in any case!«
 The HUD indicated that the boots were level G1, which meant that they were currently simulating Earth’s gravity. Banes told them that the attraction of the Earth’s moon Luna corresponded to one-sixth of Earth’s gravity. That’s what they adjusted. With G0.15 the movements were much more fun. The steps became slower because the body did not follow as fast. When they jumped, it took a while until they landed again and they also came much higher and further. Carter tried a triple somersault and even had time for a few more. Leena stood there rooted to the ground. The thought of free-floating in space had completely disturbed her and she didn’t dare to jump. Rod also found the experience very unpleasant. Since Banes looked in her direction and she had already had enough trouble with him, Carter jumped to her, grabbed her under the arms and threw her to Rod. He laughed and caught her, turned her around and threw her back to him. Leena protested loudly, but there was nothing she could do about her being misused as a ball. In spite of the embarrassing situation, her body got used to trusting the stabilizers, and she no longer cramped as she looked up. Kelly jumped up and threw herself at Leena to get her out of the boys‹ trajectory. The two landed gently and she thanked her. She hit Carter on the shoulder, but he didn’t notice much of it.
 He jokingly yelled ›Ouuuuuuuuch‹ while imitating swimming movements in the air and Rod demonstrated a very long jump kick to the others. Banes seemed to understand the goofiness a little bit, but nevertheless, he reminded them to stop this nonsense. He showed them a series of tactical maneuvers and movements to repeat. Most of it was difficult due to lower gravity. A recruit from another group asked: »Major, why are these exercises necessary? The stabilizers are normally supposed to have Earth’s gravity. That wouldn’t be a change.«
 Banes enlightened them: »That’s right, but the normal case is the normal case. It doesn’t always exist. Let’s say a stabilizer fails. Let’s say your HUD is not working properly or you are in a place that has a rejection, an anti-gravity. Then the strongest setting would be comparable to this. Sometimes you fight on the outer surface of a spaceship and don’t have magnetic boots. There are several stories of soldiers who were suddenly confronted with moon-like conditions. If something like this happens to you, you must at least be able to make some movements to survive.« He held up his rifle.
 »If you get involved in a firefight in a place like this, there’s no cover. You can be as fast, as deadly or as persistent as you want, nobody can survive it for a long time. In such a situation, the only way not to get hit is to be on the move. And by that, I mean unpredictable movements. You turn gravity a little lower, so you hurt yourself less when you fall, and then it’s jump!«
 He showed barrel rolls, somersaults, screws and other acrobatic maneuvers in the air and always shot in the same direction. »You have to learn to aim at the enemy from every angle and with every movement. That looks very impractical and not very professional, but it’s better than dying just because you’re static like a target.«
 They all practiced the maneuvers first. It was important never to jump too high or too far because otherwise the enemy would recognize the trajectory and shoot you out of the air. After a while, they were able to do some basic jumps and fired in the same direction. What nobody expected was that Banes would make an exercise out of it after all. He always wanted one team to compete against another and fight an open fight. In Carter’s unit, he appointed Rod commander for that training. As soon as they and the opposing group had taken their places, they were given a short time to think of a strategy. But Rod was not strategically gifted at all, which he knew and immediately admitted. So he said: »Do you have any suggestions? I’m delegating the tactics.«
 Carter had to smile because Henry already had an idea and Rod looked at him. Leena was less spontaneous, and since she hadn’t had time, not much came from her. Rod waved Henry and Gina close and when he heard their suggestion, he just grinned. The major started the exercise and while the enemy jumped around like crazy trying to fire at them, they did their best to protect Henry and Gina. The two tapped focused on their bracelets. Banes watched with suspicion. The practice bullets were slow, so they could be avoided with very little effort. Carter went in front of the others with Rod to draw the fire, and the two performed some very cool acrobatics with reduced gravity. Then Henry suddenly reported success and the opponents fell to the ground and couldn’t get up anymore. He had hacked their HUDs and set gravity to G3. This pulled the poor recruits down with triple gravity, where the others with normal gravity just passed them to shoot them down. Henry had ignored the combat exercise and defeated the system. His team won without loss and Banes was speechless. That hadn’t been the purpose of this exercise, but in fact, Commander Rod had led the group to success by using the strengths of his people. Since the rules were not violated, Banes had to declare them winners.
 »You seem like an extraordinary group to me. First Nirvana and now this. Obviously you need bigger challenges.«
 They didn’t like the way he said that at all. Nevertheless, that day they had once again provided a topic of conversation for the whole base. Henry just laughed: »I was about to make one boot heavy and the other light! Then they would have looked really stupid!«
 But they hadn’t wanted to expose the other recruits, because something like that could happen to them very quickly as well. Fairness was important because it made them good winners. The opposing troops openly admitted their defeat and were impressed that their opponent had played them like that. The journey home was correspondingly cheerful. They talked to the other recruits and laughed together. Banes just said that he had never seen so many happy faces after an exercise and that didn’t seem to please him very much.
  
    
  Advanced Techniques
  
 The many lessons on galactic topics had not been so concentrated without reason. Just a few days after this space experience, the recruits went into space again. But this time it was something completely different. Their transporter did not head for an asteroid or planet. They flew only into the immediate surroundings of Utopia. There the warship ›Homebase‹ floated in orbit. It served as a mobile command center for the Utopia fleet and was also used as a training site for space missions. As they approached, the recruits stood spellbound at the windows and marveled at the sheer size of this colossus of a spaceship. The hangar was in the lower area. There were three of them, one at the front, one in the middle and one further back. They headed for the front landing zone and flew into the ship from below. A gate opened and they landed in a chamber. The gate closed again and the room was pumped full of breathing air to get out.
 The recruits were excited when they came from the landing field into the main hangar, where hundreds of fighters and several dozen frigates were standing, maintained and armed.
 In the morning Willis showed them around on the huge spaceship. Fast elevators and transport trains brought them to the different areas of the ship. In the train, they saw a large canal, which ran through the entire length of the ship. There were about thirty railway tracks, spread horizontally and vertically. In addition, there were about a hundred transport tubes, where elevator capsules or blocks of goods were shot through at high speed. White lighting revealed the dimensions of the tunnel. They felt as if they were in the stomach of an unimaginably large monster. First, they looked at the engines. There was a surveillance platform for the chief technician, from where the ten engine turbines could be seen in their entirety from the inside. They were slightly staggered. Three next to each other, two above and the same again. Each of them had platforms, and floating mechs rushed around like repair drones and spare parts stores, welding, soldering or riveting something. All turbines were connected to the technician platform through a thick pipe. From there, the tube bundle led up through the ceiling together. The technician drove up with them and they entered a spacious hall in which it glowed light blue. A huge metal ball floated on a pedestal-like device, emitting bluish energy mist and vibrating permanently. Around it, there was a kind of round protective cage made of six thick metal rods firmly anchored in the walls of the room. Three rotating rings moved crosswise around the sphere.
 The technician showed them blueprints: »That sphere over there is the heart of the Talon-3 engine. It’s made of a special resonant alloy. Inside is an Iom core with some other elements that react with each other. It’s like thousands of tiny orbs crashing against the inside walls of the sphere with full force, constantly chasing back and forth. This is the reason for the vibration. Whenever two of these orbs meet and collide, massive energy is released from the sphere into the feeder. It converts the whole energy and powers the turbines. You can control the process very well and even reach the speed of light. These rings keep the radiated residual energy from escaping, but with newer models, you don’t need them anymore.«
 He showed them the huge energy stores that served as buffers for the energy fluctuations that sometimes occurred. Then they went to the control room in the heart of the ship. There was the weapons control room. They visited the control consoles, which were necessary for the many thousands of guns on the hull, but an engineer explained to them that they were not actually used. A VI took over the control of the weapon systems. From a single control panel, targets, priorities, and enemies were selected, which the VI then targeted simultaneously with all weapons. There was also the shield control. The comprehensive neysanic shields had been developed in such a way that their own guns could fire through it, but no projectile could penetrate from the outside. However, there were exceptional cases where they had to be shut down, and the appropriate controls were at that location. The control center was a round room on the ceiling of a large hall in which on one side stood the massive shield generator for the central part of the ship. There were three of them to cover the entire Homebase. Separated by a triple reinforced protective wall, the mighty major cannons were located on the other side of the room.
 The smaller guns could aim at targets, but the large cannons consisted of four long tubes that were less mobile. In battle, they came down from the belly of the ship and were aligned 360 degrees horizontally. They fired single high-energy projectiles or a permanent beam of energy that penetrated almost everything. According to the weapons officer, these guns were fired only twice in history, and one time was a test run. Carter didn’t even want to know what damage these things could do. After they had a good look around, their last stop was the bridge. It was at the top of the ship and quite big. Several long windows allowed a view of Utopia. The captain stood or sat on an elevated platform, while the technicians had their terminals in short rows underneath. A small side room served as a hologram chamber and there was another monitor above the front window. The captain himself was not there. Since Willis had served on such a colossus for years, he explained to them how it worked.
  
 The complex correlations were completely overwhelming. It was inconceivable how many processes had to be coordinated and run smoothly in order to move a warship or control it in battle. Willis observed benevolently the impressed curiosity of the recruits. It was a place to which great respect should be paid, for the power held by the captain of this ship was almost impossible to grasp. After running around for a while and looking at everything, they took the elevator to one of the ship’s three hundred forty-two canteens. There they ate lunch side by side with the crew members. The food was the same as on the base. The military put everyone on an equal footing. The individuality of the men and women on board was much greater than they were used to. There were technicians in dirty overalls, soldiers in normal everyday uniforms or in standard operational equipment, a few mechs and bots and some unusual individuals in higher quality equipment. Especially striking was a unit in red and black armor, which was absolutely high-tech. The weapons on their backs seemed to be modified and equipped with special upgrades. On chest or shoulder, the letters K5 were written in white. »Willis, what kind of troop is this? They look very professional.«, Rod asked.
 He looked in the indicated direction and puffed amused for a moment. »They should look like this. That’s a Special Force Unit. There are several special units in the army. Snipers, aggressors, infiltrators, scouts and so on. Each of these units is proud of its status. But some soldiers have experience in all areas. They end up in the K program. This is the special training program for the Special Forces, the best. These people are ranked by skill and experience. Beginners who come directly from the academy or base start as K1. The elite with a lot of experience and especially well-developed skills will be honored to wear the K5 badge. This unit has access to the best equipment and the most advanced technologies. Better than that doesn’t happen the regular way.«
 Carter followed up: »What does ›regular‹ mean? What else is there?«
 Willis finished chewing his steak and said: »Well, the official way is to work your way up. Some are also transferred directly to the K5 due to special achievements. But K5 is only the best force we generally know. There is also the PSU. Precision Squad of Utopia, the Elite Special Forces. While the K5 is used for official operations, the PSU is not called. They’re already there. The PSU is specialized in particularly critical, dangerous or covert operations. These are sometimes things that are never publicly announced. Well, you can’t apply to join the PSU. You are chosen by them and every K5 would sell their soul to be allowed there. But these are hemispheres you’ll probably never reach, so don’t worry about it.«
 They watched the troops secretly a few more times. These men and women were the absolute eye-catchers in the room. Their armors looked so modern and cool that Carter, as so often, wished the training would progress faster.
  
 After lunch was over, the recruits went back to the hangar. A man who looked like a pilot showed them around. He wore a greenish jumpsuit and a round helmet with a darkened visor. Underneath was the mouthpiece hanging from a tube. It looked a bit old-fashioned because even in fighters the oxygen supply was always given without a mask.
 The pilot stood on a box and said: »Welcome recruits! Today your world and your life will change. Today is the day you lose your innocence. Today ... you have your first flying lesson. Every soldier in the army must be able to pilot a fighter. It’s not about flying a combat mission, there’s additional pilot training for that. Nevertheless, you should be able to steer such a ship.«
 They were all excited and shocked at the same time. The man led them to a fighter resting on a cleared square. It was the demonstration model. The pilot explained to them how the sleek spaceship was constructed by means of a projection. He talked and the hologram visually highlighted what he was saying.
 »This is a standard Typhon-class fighter. It has a single turbine with a Talon-3 miniature engine, six stabilizers, and a seat. The hull is made of a reinforced alloy but is not as thick as it could be for maneuverability reasons. Onboard are normal hatto-guns, two beam cannons, a set of six homing proton missiles and four bombs. An EMP, a hatto-bomb, a barbed sticky bomb, and a proton bomb.«
 Then he showed a representation from the cockpit and explained the switches and levers to them. Gina asked in a panic: »There’s no room for a second pilot? Someone, to help us in an emergency?«
 Jimbo, the twins, and Leena also seemed to be very afraid of piloting a fighter without any experience. Rod was worried about how he would remember all the buttons and switches so quickly.
 The man laughed: »You don’t think we’ll put completely bloody beginners in a fighter without help. These things are way too expensive for that. Of course, you get support, but not from a pilot of the fleet. In landing bay C6 there are twelve fighters ready for you. Go there, put on flight overalls and sit down. See you in three hours. Have fun!«
 He and Willis strolled away chatting and left the recruits alone. They stood there completely irritated and didn’t know if they should go or not.
 »Is someone waiting for us now?«, Kelly asked the others. Before they could stand around any longer, a group of workers with crates came by and chased them away. The activity there was enormous. They decided to change first. Maybe Willis would wait for them afterward. In a locker room at bay C6, they found green flight overalls protecting the body against the strain. Helmets were also there, but new models in gray. Carter put it on and the padding automatically adapted to his head shape.
 Since there was still nobody there to give them orders after the change, Carter decided to simply sit in a fighter to get a feeling for the cockpit. As soon as he started, the others followed his example one by one. The moment he sat down, seat belts automatically extended and fastened crosswise. Carter just said frightened: »Okay ...«
 To his horror, there was an answer: »Okay.«
 He cautiously asked: »Hello?«
 The reaction was: »Hello.«
 Carter tried differently: »Who’s talking?«
 The answer was: »I’m Jenny, the onboard instance of the military’s operational VI. My job is to navigate, control all of this fighter’s systems, and communicate and interact with the pilot and the command center.«
 After a short moment, his bracelet beeped.
 »Connection established with minitool, hello Carter. Nice to meet you! Today is your first flight, that’s great! I’ll help you learn the controls of this Typhon fighter, and soon you’ll be a great pilot.«
 »Uh ... thank you?«
 »It is my pleasure! How about you close the cockpit and turn on the ignition so we can get started? Just pull the yellow lever to the right of you, then press the green button right next to it.«
 Carter did what he was told and the cockpit closed. He heard the small servo motors tightening the lid and sealing it airtight. Then followed the green button that breathed life into the fighter. Everything began to glow orange and a large HUD appeared on the windshield. »Systems activated. Very nice, Carter! Most of the fighter’s functions can only be tested in space, so why don’t we take off and leave the hangar? I’ll show you how it works and help you.«
 The switches Carter was supposed to operate lit up conveniently and he also followed Jenny’s verbal tips. He grabbed the controls and released the landing stabilizers. The fighter left the ground and floated lightly, whereupon Jenny retracted the landing pads. There were actually two control levers. One was for tilt and control and the other for controlled speed and weapons. Very slowly Carter slipped out of the bay into the transfer room. As soon as the others also floated behind him, the airlock closed and pumped out the air. The outer hatch opened and Jenny helped him steer the fighter out of the ship and into free space. As an experienced gamer, Carter had good hand-eye coordination and quickly got the hang of it. He slowly flew out into the open and the sight chased a comforting shiver through his body. Never before had he felt such freedom. The infinity lay before him and he was free to explore it. Theoretically. Practically Jenny explained some of the switches in the cockpit to him.
 After she had finished, he asked: »Say, Jenny, can I talk to the other recruits? We must have some kind of team channel.«
 »I’m sorry, Carter. During certain practice flights, such as this first test flight, communication between the fighters is forbidden. Your attention should remain focused.«, she said.
 Carter flew around a little and tested some buttons she suggested to him. After about an hour of practicing, it was time for a challenge.
 Jenny asked: »Are you ready for a training flight? It’s a simulation that’s often used later on. The flight training program includes a series of different practice flights and combat situations to be completed. You are ready for the first exercise. Do you feel like it?
 »Sounds interesting, let’s try it!«
 She briefly took the wheel and put the fighter in a straight position. Then the list of simulations appeared on the screen and Jenny chose the first one. It was called ›Ringflight 1‹. The HUD projected a flight route in the form of yellow rings in space. In truth there was nothing, but on the HUD they were visible. It was like a flight simulator in a real space fighter. It reminded Carter of his video games. A timer counted down and then he rocketed off. He had underestimated the speed of the ship and dashed past the rings with full throttle. Jenny reset the exercise and he tried again. At the fourth attempt, he got the hang of it and flew curves, slopes, turns, and strange figures to pass all the ring as fast as possible. Flying was a lot of fun for him. He could see another fighter jerking and buzzing around in a rather wobbly manner. Something told him it was Leena. He asked Jenny to repeat the exercise and she restarted it. On the second attempt, he managed to get to the record within a few seconds. He wanted to keep trying, but she explained that the flying hour was over and they had to return to the hangar. So he flew back towards the ship, but with unnecessarily many rolls and twists. The landing wasn’t very difficult, especially because she helped him.
 »It’s been a pleasure flying with you, Carter. See you in the next lesson.«, Jenny said and his bracelet beeped. He got out of the fighter and saw Willis and the pilot waiting at the edge of the bay. He hurried to them and as soon as everyone gathered, he asked:
 »How was the first flight experience? You don’t want to stop, do you?«
 He laughed and rejoiced when Carter and Rod told him how great they thought it was. But not everyone showed as much enthusiasm as the two of them. Especially Leena and Jimbo didn’t enjoy it at all and were happy to have ground under their feet again. »Not everyone is born to fly. But when it comes to the worst, you should at least be able to evacuate a ship with a fighter.«, Willis said at their sight. They had slightly green faces.
 On the flight back, they talked about what they had experienced. Rod said: »I want to become a pilot! That was so awesome, dude!«
 Carter said: »Fuck yeah! I found the feeling so unbelievable! This freedom! This power in my hands ... that was epic. Just epic.«
 Kelly asked Leena: »Do we really have to do this again? I really don’t need that ... Floating alone in space. The slightest malfunction and you’re screwed. Completely helpless in space.«
 »Jenny is the first VI I was allowed to interact with. She sounds so natural, not cut or chopped off at all. That’s so cool!«, Henry praised. Jimbo hurled and had a paper bag in his hand with which he sat silently at the window. Jane kept him company, but he didn’t open his mouth just to be on the safe side. »Are there any concrete exercises?«, Urma asked Nambur, but he didn’t know.
 »I thought we had all flown the first course. In any case, I flew an exercise. Rod?«, Carter wanted to know.
 He nodded and they realized that Jenny analyzed their behavior and only suggested the simulations when they were ready. In his bracelet, he found the practice courses and next to ›Ringflight 1‹ there was a checkmark with the note ›Completed‹.
  
 In the meantime, they had been through more than two months of the second year. The training became harder and harder, but more and more subjects were dropped. Normal sport decreased and there was hardly any theory. But something new and bad came along. Whenever a lesson was unpleasant, it would certainly be led by Banes. It was exactly the same this time. He stood in front of them grinning broadly.
 »Time for my favorite subject. It’s called resistance training and just to be clear, we’re talking about physical resistance here. We have to prepare you to endure anything. Cold, heat, long time without sleep, physical exertion, high gravity, pain ... everything you can encounter on foreign worlds or in war. Next week there will be survival training. Until then we will prepare you.«
 This preparation consisted of one hour in a hot sauna, three more in thin clothes in a cold chamber, a night mission without sleep, an asteroid exercise with double gravity and nerve simulations. This was a helmet that simulated pain signals to the brain. They had to wear these devices throughout the week and the simulated injury changed several times a day. There were cuts, bruises, broken bones, headaches, gnawing hunger, torn skin, abrasions, gunshot wounds, and burns. Between these more severe pains there were little things like sore throats or blisters in the mouth for long periods of time, which didn’t really hurt much, but in the long run, really affected the psyche.
 After six days of suffering, they were completely devastated. Sometimes they had to abort in the middle of a lesson and squirm on the ground in pain. The instructors knew that this was bordering on torture, but this hardening was incredibly important for later injuries. »A soldier who has never been shot can’t think clearly at the moment it actually happens. The shock paralyzes him and he will be killed. If you’ve already felt this pain, then the shock is absent and you can still react. This is a vital experience.«, Banes told them the morning before the survival training.
  
 They’ve been gathering, as so often lately, at the transport ship. The relief at the end of the simulated pain was too great to worry about the next exercise. The ship started and left Utopia. They saw the stars turn into elongated streaks as it accelerated to the speed of light. »Where are we going?«, Jane wondered.
 Their destination was Kunaz, the Salvani homeworld, or more precisely, one of the moons. Its name was Punikah and it was a jungle moon with very unpredictable weather. Once they arrived there, they were all dropped off individually. Carter was one of the first. Banes went out with him. It was a brooding heat. He wore his military clothes with jacket and cap and he immediately started sweating. The major handed him two small pieces of metal, a water bottle, and a knife. »The purpose of this exercise is to survive until tomorrow morning. Usually, such training would take several days, but Punikah is so dangerous that one day is enough. You can give up, of course, but we’ll use this test to see how much you can withstand. This decides at the end of the training for which tasks you are suitable. So be tough, Sanders! Now we’ll see if you really have a soldier in you.«
 With these words in his ears, he saw the ship flying away. He breathed out slowly and looked around. He was standing by a small stream on an open meadow right at the edge of a wood. It was a jungle, so he felt little desire to go in there. He had seen a documentary about survival in the wilderness before and had a few things in his head. For example, water attracted both prey and hunter. Where he stood now, he would meet predators. For this reason, he filled the bottle and started to move. He took off his jacket because it was terribly hot. If he wanted to spend the night there, he had to build something for himself. First, he needed a suitable place.
 On the open surface, it would get too cold and he would be widely visible. He didn’t like it, but in the forest, the chances were better, even if he had to pay more attention there. So he marched into the jungle. Already after a few minutes, he was itching everywhere. Small bloodsucking mosquitoes sat on his arms. He scared them away and put the jacket on again. He thought he’d rather sweat than be sucked dry. He moved as quietly as possible, but it was clear to him that he would hardly have a chance against a predator if he did not have a larger weapon. He picked a fairly straight thin tree and sawed it off with the back of the knife. Then he removed leaves and branches and carved a stable tip. With this simple spear, he felt a little more secure. He stomped through the high leafage and looked out for insects that could sit on it. Soon he discovered a rock with a small cavity. It was on the ground, but he could hardly find better protection.
 Next, he had to gather everything for the night, because he could look for food later and if necessary hunger until he was picked up. He had enough water and the stream was not far away. He went out and collected large, broad leaves and a few climbing plants. He had to avoid strange crab lizards several times, the blue color of which worried him. From the collected things and some long sticks, he built himself a kind of roof sail. It even looked quite stable. Not far from the campsite old leaves and moss were lying around. He took it and freed it from the big insects that fled in panic. He sincerely hoped that none of them was poisonous and visited him at night. From the softer material, he made himself a small nest in the cavity. He took a step back and looked at his simple dwelling.
 »Not bad for a few hours‹ work.«, he had to admit. He sawed the remaining sticks into shorter lengths and rammed them into the ground like a low palisade fence. He hoped that this would scare off the smaller animals. His water was rapidly reduced due to the heat and he would have to get more. Looking up, he noticed some dark clouds brewing. The air became clammy and unpleasant. He hurried to collect as much dry wood as possible and put it under his small roof. He knew that rain would cause a drop in temperature and also that he needed a fire at night if he wanted to keep predators and other animals away. Gradually hunger bored into his stomach. He was wondering if he could hunt something when a creature that looked like a giant cockroach discovered him. The beast immediately crawled towards him and he knew his wooden spear was useless here.
 He ran through the branches and heard the rustling of the leaves as the creature pursued him. He reached the river and scared away some strange flying beings and some scaled deer, at least they reminded him of it when he jumped headfirst into the creek. He hoped the beetle thing didn’t like water. He emerged and gasped for air, seeing the cockroach standing at the edge of the water and waving its big antennae. Something grazed his leg and he grabbed it and tore it out of the river. It seemed to be a kind of eel, with little pointed teeth and it wriggled like crazy to get out of his grip. So he wasn’t safe swimming either. He had a desperate idea. He threw the eel at the cockroach, which caught it from the air and disappeared into the forest. He hurried out of the water and filled his bottle. That had to last until morning because he didn’t want to come back again.
 When he let his eyes wander, he saw one of the scaled deer lying wounded on the ground. It had gray scales, five horns, big ears, and very strong legs. Apparently, they lived in the nearby mountains. It still gasped quietly, but one of these cockroaches had pulled out a leg and taken it with it. Carter quickly fetched a few broad leaves and hurried towards the animal. He pulled his knife and stabbed its throat to end its suffering.
 »Rest.«, he said in a calm tone to relax the dying animal.
 As soon as it was dead, he cut off a few pieces of meat from the flank and wrapped them in the leaves so as not to spread too much blood and smell. He hurried to the edge of the forest with his prey and secretly hoped that he would not encounter any of these giant insects again. He discovered a kind of hive on the ground that was probably abandoned. At least he didn’t see anything that indicated small flying insects.
 At that moment it suddenly began to rain heavily. The rain was incredibly loud and splashed down on him. His clothes were soaked within minutes and it flashed and thundered. Carter broke two branches of a dead tree and took off his undershirt. This planet was openly hostile to him, he thought. The jacket would probably have to do, even if he was already cold now. He tore the shirt in half and wrapped the fabric around the wood. Then he dipped it into the brown, sticky substance that adhered to the edge of the insect hive. He rolled both improvised torches around for a while hoping the stuff was burning. The storm clouds had made it dark in the meantime. He noticed a small rodent rushing into a hole to protect itself from the rain. Carter wanted to be safe and rammed his spear into the den. When he pulled it out, the impaled rodent hung dead on it. The hunt was normally harder, but he seemed to be lucky, which he greatly appreciated.
 With the two pieces of metal, he could strike sparks and after some cursing attempts under a tree where the rain did not go, he lit his torch. With the meat in his arm, the dead rodent on the spear and two torches in his hand, he was quite loaded. An encounter with a giant cockroach would not have been good. But these creatures didn’t seem to like rain either and he made it to his dwelling without any problems. There, with the help of the torch, he immediately set out to light a campfire. Except for a few places, his canopy was leak-proof and due to the slight angle, the rain just splashed down in front of the camp. Carter froze quite a bit, but the fire made it bearable. He sharpened the other side of his spear and used it to grill the meat. Besides, he tried to gut and skin the rodent. It was disgusting and Carter was glad he hadn’t eaten yet. Cutting meat off the flank of one of these deer creatures was bloody but doable. However, taking intestines from a carcass was disgusting and he resisted nausea with difficulty.
 In the end, he had simply cut away large pieces because he couldn’t stand further skinning and cutting around. It was enough to eat it together with the other meat so that he could be reasonably satisfied. He was glad that he didn’t have to look for berries, because in a strange world plants were always an extreme gamble. With a full belly, a big sip of water and sitting at the warming campfire he could endure it. The rain seemed to ease, but not completely. After a while, he put on another load of wood and decided to get some sleep. The splashing and the fire would keep the animals away. As his mind slowly drifted away, he thought of how Kelly, Rod, and Leena might have performed.
  
 Early in the morning, he was startled because he heard noises. The rain had stopped and his fire had burned down to a faint glow. The rodent’s intestines had attracted one of the cockroaches and it seemed to be snooping around. »Fuck!«, Carter hissed. He grabbed his spear and a climbing plant and tied the knife to it. So the weapon could hopefully hurt the beast. The thing would surround him in the corner, so he had to get out. As soon as he had walked even two steps, the beetle thing hissed and squeaked and crawled towards him. He hurried around the rock where there was a small open space. There he took a crouched thrust position with the spear. The animal slowed down because it noticed that he wanted to defend himself.
 It shot at him and he hit it first against the leg, then against the backplate. Both were ineffective and even angered it. It continued hissing and straightened up a bit. The fidgeting that followed was apparently a kind of demonstration of strength. Carter swung his weapon and chopped off an antenna. The squeaking got louder and it wriggled even more. Then he pushed the spear forward and rammed the knife into its body. The creeper tore and the blade came loose and got stuck. The shaft broke off and was thrown away. The creature was now really angry and attacked. With its pointed gripping arms, it carved a wound into Carter’s chest and another into his calf. The jacket was shredded. With the cut on his leg, he couldn’t walk that well anymore, but when the creature wanted to attack again, he threw himself at the monster and it landed on his back. He grabbed the stuck knife and tore it from belly to head through the beetle’s body. That seemed to work and it was dead at once. He stood there trembling with cold, pain and adrenaline, thinking.
 Because he could no longer sleep safely in his dwelling, he had to go outside. Hopefully, the beetles would not follow him there. He limped to the fireplace and tied the rodent’s pieces of fur around his upper arm. He threw the broken jacket around his neck like a scarf and the rest over his head like a hood. He had lost the cap in the water the day before. Since he didn’t know how long it would take to get picked up, he had to take something to eat with him. He tied the beetle’s carcass together with climbing plants and dragged it after him. He lit the second torch on the weak coals and then walked through the jungle. In one hand the fire, in the other he pulled the dead animal behind him. He met some beetles, but all he had to do was wag the flames a little, and they sought out the distance. As the morning brightened and temperatures rose, the insects came back and stung him everywhere. It was a torment as he had no more clothes to prevent it. The ship landed a few hours later where it had unloaded him the previous morning. The image that the recruits and Banes had as Carter approached was unique. Shredded pants, topless, with dried blood everywhere and a tear in the chest, a scarf from the old jacket and fur on his arm, he came trudging towards them. With the knife in one hand and the rope with the dead beetle in the other, he stopped in front of them shortly afterward. Kelly stood next to Banes and looked at him in horror, looking only slightly savaged herself. Leena stared speechlessly and Rod was as new and laughed loudly as he saw Carter’s look. »Hahahaha! Only Carter Sanders manages to turn a night out into a massacre!«, he shouted amusedly.
 Even the major looked speechless. To top off the whole performance, which of course he had planned so dramatically on purpose, he threw the dead beetle at Banes‹ feet and said: »Here! I still have breakfast left, if anyone wants.«
 Then he just slipped past everyone into the ship. The drama was tangible and he enjoyed the ghostly looks of the others deeply. Onboard, he could take a shower, have his wounds treated and dress again. Then he returned the pieces of metal and the knife to Banes, on which the greenish blood of the beetle was still sticking. The major asked: »What happened to you, Sanders?«
 He shrugged his shoulders: »I survived, that‹ s what happened. What am I supposed to say about that?«
 Banes just nodded. Many soldiers never talked about their experiences. That made it easier to forget. It seemed as if Carter had had the worst luck. Kelly had also met one of those beetles, but she had run away and hid long enough for help to come. Rod had relaxed comfortably in the snow-covered mountains until the pick-up arrived. He had waited with a bottle of melted snow until the day was over. He had simply starved because the hunt was too dangerous for him. Leena hadn’t even started the exercise because she had always known that she didn’t want to do a job in the field. The others had also been dropped off in areas where there were hardly any animals and half of them had broken off. Nobody had encountered eels, beetles and scaled deer, had built a dwelling or had had to wander through the jungle during thunderstorms. Looking at Banes, Carter now had the feeling that there was some respect in his eyes. The others also looked at him with newly won awe. 
  
 The rest of the week was free to reward the strains of survival training. Carter didn’t feel excessively exhausted, but he was happy about the break. As chance would have it, his father contacted him shortly afterward. He had free tickets for the big Utopia semi-final in the shuttle race in New Hamburg and asked if he and some of his friends would like to fly there with him. Of course, he asked them immediately. Kelly was happy to come back from the base with Carter, even if races weren’t her thing. Leena wasn’t really interested in something like this, but she didn’t have anything better to do and one didn’t have to ask Rod twice when it came to cars. So they found themselves in New Hamburg two days after the call. The city was situated near a small mountain range and had a large lake. Both were good reasons for many people to settle there. Usually, it was rather quiet in such a small town because there was little industry there and it was on the border to the green side of the planet. On this day the traffic was, of course, significant because of the race. Magnus had the tickets from a friend at Waver Industries, a manufacturer of acoustic technology and sound systems. He was working on the effect of various sound waves on synthium-coated plastics and had a special device made for it that earned this friend millions. Since Magnus was already looking for opportunities to do something with Carter, the race was the obvious choice. Already during the flight there he had welcomed Leena and Kelly and introduced himself to Roderick.
 »Roderick, yes? Aren’t you the one whose red speedster is in my garage? A very nice muscle car, without question. If the new zero filters that are being developed on Earth actually work, then vehicles with internal combustion engines could be registered on Utopia. That would be something, wouldn’t it?«
 Kelly said: »For cars from the street era there aren’t enough usable tracks here.«
 Rod added: »Moreover, the ban has never stopped me before. I was caught a few times, though. It cost me a small fortune to get the car back from the cops.«
 Leena found the subject rather boring, she had never been interested in cars. Carter knew that and talked to her about something else for which she was visibly grateful. The race would start on the outskirts and the special shuttles were modified to float just above the ground so they couldn’t fly shortcuts. A modern and luxurious VIP lounge was located in a dome above the start and finish line. It stood on four metal supports that stretched in a slight arc along the track and were anchored to the floor at the foot of the stands. The normal spectators sat on the steps and cheered. Huge white screens were extended and high-performance projectors lit up the image of the race there. Dozens of cameras at the shuttles as well as drones and fixed track cameras filmed the event from several angles and perspectives.
 As soon as the starting shot was fired, they watched as the colorfully painted cars with massive advertising messages on them shot off and turned around a bend a few kilometers further. From then on you had to watch the action on the monitors. In the lounge, there were several screens, an all-inclusive bar, and a restaurant. Of course, they didn’t follow the race all the time. It served more as a backdrop to spend some time together.
 Magnus was very curious what had happened to them in the past weeks because he had been on Dao Prime for business and hadn’t noticed anything. They first told him again about the miserable field exercise they had failed completely. Magnus already knew this story from Carter.
 »Well, I already told you that no master has fallen from the sky yet. Even all weapons training doesn’t help if you’re not well-rehearsed as a team. That’s what your grandfather used to say.«
 Afterward, they told him about the mission on Nirvana and their joint performance. Magnus was very excited.
 »There you go! But an exercise for Special Forces? That’s pretty awful to expect you to do that. I mean, I’m proud of you and everything, but it’s still not okay. You were almost being torn to shreds by a kravan? They can’t tell me they would have been in that tunnel in time to get you out. You would have died if you weren’t such a fighter!«
 Magnus got even more upset when Carter lifted his shirt to show him the scar. He also saw the not quite healed tear on his chest.
 »And what is that?«
 Carter told them what had happened to him on Punikah. The others did not yet know the story and listened spellbound. Of course, he reported it soberly as if it was nothing special. It was true that he had been very fortunate, but all were aware of the fact that none of them would have survived. Magnus got upset again because he was convinced that the rescue would have been necessary by the time he had escaped into the creek at the latest.
 »You’re so strong, Carter ...«, Kelly said proudly and kissed him on the cheek. He didn’t really know how to react to her behavior. For him, it was just training. Magnus suspected: »You must have this strength from your grandfather. I never heard much about his missions, but his comrades sometimes came to visit and I saw the respect in their eyes. I was never particularly strong, which is why I was never in the military. I’ve always been an egghead who loved research.«
 He laughed and explained to the questioning faces that Carter’s grandfather Richard was a member of a special mission team. »You’ve always been strong, Dad. After Mother’s death, you pursued your goals because you knew how important your work was. And yet you took as much time as you could to be with me and Zoe. That was certainly not easy for you and you also got this inner strength from grandfather.«, Carter said appreciatively and looked at him.
 Magnus didn’t know what to say. He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye, but he smiled. »I’m pretty worried that at some point you won’t come home from one of those so-called ›field exercises‹. I didn’t realize how hard the recruits were trained. That’s crazy.«
 Carter wrinkled his nose as he felt the aching pull in his calf that was still coming from the wound. The experiences had hardened him and he felt stronger and more experienced, somehow more manly than before.
 »I am thinking of committing myself after the training. Not because I want to emulate grandfather or because I can’t find anything better. I have noticed that most of the areas in which we are trained are very interesting and fun. And it’s cool to be out and about with all this equipment. The danger ... I’ve never felt so awake and alive. I’m also fascinated by the idea of discovering new unknown worlds with a reconnaissance team. I think that’s the right thing for me.«
 Magnus sighed and nodded slowly. »I had already thought that this would happen. You know, secretly I was always a little sad that my way led me to a lab and then to an office. Don’t get me wrong, kids, I like my life and I’m proud of my achievements. I have helped many people with that. But a part of me would also like to be out there. See what my father saw. Feel what he felt when he left us at home to go on an adventure trip. I wanted to understand him. But this life was never meant for me. So I am very proud of you despite all my worries, my son. If you want to do what I could not, I will support you in whatever way I can.«
 Kelly listened to them smiling, but Leena and Rod looked away and thought of other things, for this conversation reminded them that they had lost their families.
 »What’s bothering you?«, Carter asked them.
 Rod shrugged his shoulders: »My parents were never this open or compassionate. And when they died, it was more of a concept for me. Family. I never really had it and at some point, I didn’t need it anymore.«
 Magnus contradicted: »Nonsense! Every boy needs a father. And what yours could no longer do, you are missing now. Someone who tells you how stupid it is to run an illegal garage in such a dangerous part of New Denver and how risky driving illegal cars is. You would not have listened, moaned or ignored it, but inside you would have known that there is someone who cares about you. This feeling is priceless and absolutely important.«
 Leena stared at the empty plate in front of her. »With me, it was a little different. I had already told you that my parents were still alive. They are simple workers and were never really interested in me. I think I was merely the result of tax consideration. There wasn’t much love. My mother is not too maternal and the kind of affection that my father gave me I don’t wish for anyone.«
 Kelly looked at her questioningly and Leena said: »I was abused if the innuendos were just not clear enough. For several years. My father invested his wages in alcohol, and my mother hated him. Since she often didn’t come home at all but stayed with her new boyfriend, whom we all knew she had, I had to serve as a replacement. This is why I ran away.«
 Everyone at the table was quiet and looked around uncomfortably.
 Magnus spoke: »I will not ask you for details, nor will I try to sugarcoat it. I don’t want to know his name either, because even if he were arrested and condemned, it would ultimately bring you more pain than satisfaction. I respect your strength. You’ve become harder, but it doesn’t seem to have broken you as much as it would have done to others. Your parents both failed to be there for you. But you need a role model, just like all of us. A person who cares about you and tells you when you do something stupid. I suppose you don’t value it yourself and maybe don’t want it either, but there’s a hole deep inside you. I am glad that you both have found friends.
 Carter has told me a lot about you and I think his opinion of you is very high. I am not your father, but if you ever need an open ear ... I will listen. I know how painful it is not to have a father and if I can be even a little help to make you feel less lost, then I will do it. That is important to me. Just think about it, that’s all I’m asking for.«
 Carter looked at his father in astonishment. Rod and Leena looked agitated and several times it seemed as if they wanted to say something, but they did not. Kelly was quiet and had her hand on Carter’s leg where she stroked him. Magnus cleared his throat and said:
 »Well, I think we’ve had enough serious topics for today. What do you think of a load of big, juicy burgers with a mountain of fries?«
 This woke them from their trance because they had gotten quite hungry and when the promised plate came full of burgers, they threw themselves at it like a horde of wolves. Rod and Leena became more talkative again and they chatted about all sorts of topics. Carter noticed Magnus asking them questions about their preferences and interests. He tried to get to know them and build a base. The two didn’t notice his intentions but raved about their hobbies and you could see how they liked him more and more. He was an excellent businessman and mastered rhetoric and many negotiations and persuasion techniques. If you didn’t know how to use it, you often didn’t notice. Carter had read books on the subject and similar techniques when he was in puberty.
 His father liked to use it on him to get him to do something. In order to recognize such tricks and to escape them, he had taught himself the whole thing. For this reason, he noticed the small keywords in Magnus‹ statements. He appreciated that his father did this because both Rod and Leena urgently needed positive experiences. In the meantime, they watched the racing shuttles roar through the narrow canyons of the bedrock, performing daring overtaking maneuvers. The cheering of the crowd kept coming up to them.
 Carter had the impression that everything in his education and private life was gradually improving. The relationship with his father was constantly good, the romance with Kelly became more and more intimate, the friendship with Leena and Rod also became stronger and stronger and the lessons became more demanding day by day. This made it harder for some of them, but for him, it felt as if the exciting times were just beginning. The training accelerated.
  
    
  Consequences
  
 Although they had regular field exercises and Carter and his group mastered them better every time, there was still much to learn. They repeatedly lost to other teams and made mistakes, but in the meantime, they learned their lesson. The classes also did not become less, but there were constantly new topics and increasingly complex requirements. They were no longer the pathetic beginners Banes had called a failure on their first day. Overall, the major’s behavior had improved in the past weeks. He was still an asshole, no question, but he insulted them less and seemed to have developed a minimum of respect. They could repeatedly prove to him that they had learned and he seemed to approve of that.
 But that didn’t save them from his paintball bullets on the hell trail. However, there were fewer of them because they were improving all the time. Since Billy’s imprisonment, they were an even number and there were no more lone fighters, so they could train more effectively in teams of two. This also affected their morale and despite the tougher demands of the instructors, the mood was good.
 Major Dunn and Kwax introduced them together to the world of heavy weapons used in particularly extreme situations. From rocket launchers to fire- and cold-based guns to a cannon that fired miniaturized nuclear bombs.
  
 Leena said: »I find it absolutely unthinkable that the government would misuse beneficial technologies like this cryogenics to extinguish fires as weapons.«
 »But it was expectable, wasn’t it? The military looks at every technology with the question in mind of how to use it for war.«, Urma responded. Tim said: »At least the good guys have these weapons.«
 »The good guys? Do you really believe that? They only let us believe that we are fighting for the good. The lies of the government do not exactly testify to morality and ethical reflection. We are only used to satisfy the disagreements and greed of others. Slaves, that’s all we are.«, she snorted frustratedly.
 Carter and Rod raised their eyebrows and went out for dinner with Kelly because when Leena started her tirades against the government, it took a while and they wanted enough time for dessert. When they were back at the table, Kelly pondered: »Imagine that ... you hold a weapon in your hands that has the power to destroy an entire small town. Influencing life and death on such a devastating scale should be impossible for any person.«
 »I don’t know if I could pull the trigger when I’m ordered to. There really would have to be a lot at stake.«, Carter thought out loud.
 Rod said: »Oh, you know, I think I’d like to fire a mini-nuke on an uninhabited world. It must be a unique feeling to exercise so much power ...«
 So they continued to philosophize until they had eaten and had to go back to the shooting range. Kwax was no longer present, but Dunn still seemed to be in a good mood.
 »There’s nothing like a big, long, thick weapon in your hands that fires a decent load when touched properly.«, she laughed ambiguously. »The day is not over yet, we have another great topic to discuss before the weekend approaches. One word: explosives. You’ve practiced with grenades and heard of several ways to blow things up, but today there are more details.«
 On the long table lay grenades, adhesive bombs, pipe bombs, package bombs, suitcase bombs, bomb packs, some modern looking spheres and a reddish stick next to a bottle of liquor. »Bombs are a really great thing. In principle, they’re nothing more than what the wise guys in the lab call an ›exothermic reaction‹. An explosion. Triggered by an external impulse like heat or electricity. Explosives are incredibly versatile. Setting traps, tearing down buildings, killing or scaring the shit out of someone. But not very suitable if you work quietly. It is usually deafeningly loud and visible over long distances. Nevertheless, you can use it precisely, contrary to the prevailing opinion.«, she explained.
 She showed through the series of models.
 »Explosives aren’t very complicated. Simple things, like a Molotow cocktail or dynamite, can be made quite easily with the right materials. Fuck, I do this every third Thursday of the month. Experts can make shrapnel and incendiary bombs out of household items. Ultimately, the question is what you want to achieve.«
 Rod said: »Building bombs doesn’t sound like an easy thing to me. And what are they supposed to do except tear a hole into something?«
 Dunn laughed knowingly: »Bullshit! You obviously have no idea, so shut up and listen! Bombs consist of four components: a case, a detonator, an explosive and a variable element. The case decides how the bomb detonates. Fragile materials like glass, thin plastic or special lightweight cases should lead to immediate detonation. If the hull strikes sparks, the detonator is omitted. Otherwise, this is decisive for the time of the explosion. There are fuses, pens, time fuses, receivers, what you want. Any form of external influence can detonate the bomb if you take the appropriate detonator. The explosives are also freely selectable. C4, gun powder, nitroglycerin, radioactive materials or alien explosives. Depending on the choice, the detonation is different. This also enables quieter and more precise explosions.«
 »I wasn’t even aware that explosives are more than a bomb or grenade.«, Nambur had to admit. Dunn crossed her arms. »You’re not alone with that, Green. What you certainly don’t know is the benefit of a variable component. Not every bomb explodes to cause damage. You can use poison bombs to silently eliminate people, EMP bombs against electronics, smoke bombs, light bombs, shrapnel, et cetera. There are no limits to a creative spirit here, and there are some in the military. I’m one of those experts, which is why the 13th Infantry Division still uses the Dunn Grenade today.«, she said proudly.
 None of the recruits wanted to know exactly what was special about it. The following hours, she showed them how to disassemble grenades, detonate explosives, place bombs and what kind of explosives were best for different targets. In the coming weeks, they would learn how to build and disarm complex types of bombs.
 After class, Leena was asked by Clemm to accompany him while the rest of them went to dinner.
  
 On their return to the barracks, a nasty surprise awaited them. Carter and Kelly wanted to enter the room, but the door was open and several military officers carried Leena’s things out and down the stairs. She sat on his bed with empty eyes, staring straight ahead.
 »What happened here?«, Kelly asked worriedly, but Carter had a dark premonition. Leena’s answer confirmed it. »I was charged with sabotage and summoned to a hearing. Tomorrow morning. There they decide what to do with me. Maybe I’ll see Billy again sooner than I thought.«
 Kelly was completely irritated and after Leena was taken away by the military police, Carter told her how she had sabotaged the Salvani negotiations on their guard mission. Her hacking skills were good, but not perfect. Although the cameras hadn’t captured her, her changes to the ship’s system left traces that had been read and tracked back to her. Carter went to the computer and contacted his father. He told him everything he knew and hoped Magnus could help somehow. He didn’t find her deed particularly bad or despicable because he thought similarly. He also said that this particular diplomat was quite a son of a bitch, known for his ruthless methods. He promised to talk to some people.
  
 The next morning was tense. Leena was at the hearing and the rest of her group had melee lessons with Jazzir but could hardly concentrate because they all wanted to know what would happen to her. As soon as the lunch break had finally arrived, she came to the mess for dinner. She looked tired, but also relieved. She sat down and started to report.
 Apparently, William Grant, the diplomat, had struck a totally inappropriate tone during his statements and accusations. The method of negotiation he had planned had no legal authority and any result would have been worthless in case of doubt. Nevertheless, Leena’s arbitrary and potentially harmful behavior had been the subject of the hearing. Contrary to expectations, she was not imprisoned like Billy and she was not excluded. Some members of the jury had spoken to Magnus Sanders and changed their minds. The result was that Leena had to move into her own room without a ComNet connection. Her bracelet would be constantly monitored and her movements tracked. Each instructor was encouraged to keep her under close observation, and she was no longer allowed to perform duties outside the base.
 »If my behavior is inconspicuous and otherwise exemplary until the end of the second year of training, I may spend my last year without restrictions. I had enormous luck ...«, she said.
 She knew she wouldn’t have gotten away nearly as well without Magnus. When she sat alone in the room with Carter and Kelly in the evening before she had to go to her own room, they talked again.
 »Thank you, Carter. I suppose you asked your father to help me. That probably spared me jail. But I still can’t regret what I did. Even if the diplomat had acted legally according to the law, I could not have turned a blind eye. But for the rest of the year I’ll keep a low profile ...«, she smiled, as if there was a choice.
 Carter nodded calmly: »You’re welcome. My father said that he would be there for you if you needed him. I know you didn’t believe that or you thought you would never have to claim it. But I could not just remain inactive. You are my friend and I am there for my friends.«
 Her and Kelly’s eyes became soft and after Leena left, he was amply rewarded by her. After an hour they lay naked on his mattress and he stroked her back while he looked at her.
 »Say, Miss Richards, a bed has unexpectedly become available in my room. And so I thought to myself ...«
 »Yes?«, she asked playfully.
 »... you might be interested in renting.«
 »Rent? And how much would the rent be, Mr. Sanders?«
 Carter thoughtfully inhaled air: »Well, in view of the current rent situation, inflationary adjustments and bail ... I would find about three blowjobs a week appropriate.«
 He grinned and she replied: » Well, I had to blow my last landlord only once a week. And once a month a ride was due. I don’t know if I like your offer.«
 »I could be persuaded to go down to two blowjobs, but then riding should happen at least twice a month.«
 Kelly pretended to think: »Hmm ... well, but only because the room is really well located and looks very comfortable. And the landlord also seems to be a pleasant guy.«
 The two of them reached out to each other playfully to seal the deal.
 He said: »As for the deposit ...«
  
 The fact that Kelly had moved into Carter’s room didn’t surprise anyone. Everyone had expected this and Leena was also happy because he had wished for it from the beginning. Accordingly, they hardly talked about it but concentrated again on the lessons. The week was over so quickly that Carter had the feeling that it was still Wednesday. After they had finished the close combat with Jazzir and a bit of hell trail with Banes, they took a shower and were free to go. Kelly had planned an outing with some of her friends from her student days and Rod had gotten sick. Leena was only allowed to leave the base every two weeks, so Carter decided to go home again. He hadn’t really lazed for a weekend in a while and wanted to play video games for hours. After he had wished Kelly lots of fun and kissed her extensively, he went to the landing field where Michael picked him up. When Carter saw the shuttle waiting there, he felt the need to fly himself. »You know, Michael, it’s been ages since I’ve been driving. How about I give you a ride home?«
 The long-time chauffeur and friend of the family smiled and said: »You want to drive me to the city?«
 »Oh, I’m sorry, I meant to my house. You are our driver as long as I can remember and for me, you belong to the family. I always forget that you don’t live with us.«
 It was true, Magnus had chosen the domestic workers very carefully and always treated them generously and respectfully. He maintained the employer’s distance, but Carter didn’t have to. His father had hired almost all the servants shortly after his ascent. They had become like a family to him. Habana, the housekeeper with her daughter Gwen, Timothy the gardener, mechanic Adam, Jerome the cook and of course Michael. Only since a few years, the security consultant Johnson had joined the family and even if he was sometimes a little suspicious because of his work, he seemed to fit into this family. 
 Carter flew leisurely towards the property and was told by Michael what was new. Apparently, Jerome had had offspring and was away for a while, so his cousin Pedro had taken over. He was a motivated guy, who paid a lot of attention to fitness and also reflected this in his dishes. Magnus didn’t always seem to be happy with it, which made Carter smile. He started the landing approach slowly and put the shuttle on the landing spot a little crooked. Considering how sensitive this model was compared to the military standard he flew more often lately, he could be satisfied with himself. He got out and waved to Michael, who was still doing a messenger flight for Magnus. Carter strolled to the entrance with his backpack and when he was inside, he leaned the heavy thing against the wall next to the door. He would later exchange the books he had read for a few new copies. He was about to order something to eat from the robot butler when he heard a child scream. That wasn’t the sound he was expecting in that house. He went up to Magnus’ apartment and was surprised to find that his sister Zoe was visiting with her family. He was very happy to see her, but they hadn’t noticed him yet.
 He sneaked quietly through the dining room instead of using the hall and then suddenly stood behind her. Magnus discovered him first but said nothing. Zoe talked the whole time and didn’t let anyone speak anyway. »... and I just thought to myself: Why not go on holiday to Utopia and visit Daddy again? Well and even if I find it really beautiful on Earth, it’s good to see all the things from my childhood again. It’s just like before, only Carter isn’t following me all the time.«
 »Don’t be so sure of that!«, he said and grabbed her from behind. She squealed surprised. When she turned around, she was already beaming with joy.
 »Carter!«
 She hugged him very tightly and then came Eddy, who had got up from the sofa and greeted him with a handshake. »Pleased to see you again, brother-in-law!«
 »Likewise, Eddy.« Carter replied with a smile, for he had already liked Zoe’s husband when they were still dating. Then he saw little Terry, now four years old, waddling around the corner with a toy dinosaur in his chocolate-covered hand. »Hey, there’s my buddy!«, he greeted his nephew, but he had only seen him twice, and kept a proper safe distance. Zoe said: »Look, Terry! That’s your Uncle Carter. Do you remember who Uncle Carter is?«
 The little guy sucked on a wet chocolate bar and then shook his head before a granite sculpture near the TV attracted his attention. Zoe wanted to go after him and Eddy seemed a little embarrassed, but Carter just said: »It’s okay, Zoe. He barely knows me, and at that age, you only remember a few of the people who tell you things in a silly voice. Or those who bring gifts. When he gets older, he can certainly relate more to the term uncle.«
 Magnus agreed with his son when he said: »Carter is right. When you were little, Zoe, you always treated your aunt Abigail like a stranger. She never took it as rationally as your brother.«
 She rushed to Terry because he had run into a dresser and bumped his head. Eddy didn’t seem a bit worried, in contrast to Zoe.
 »You don’t seem to worry much about your son.«, Carter said amused.
 Eddy shrugged his shoulders: »As often as he hurts himself during the day, he must have learned it soon. The first times I was worried and panicked, at some point I realized when he was just clumsy and when he really hurt himself. Sometimes it’s annoying that he keeps running into cupboards, but you can’t prevent it. If I follow him at every turn and stop him, he never learns to look ahead himself. He slowly starts to understand things and he asks me what I am doing. Whenever I tell him about it, he listens to me. Although he does not understand many things, it is an indescribable feeling to pass on my knowledge, my passion to him. That is what makes it so special for me to be a father. I read him stories and days later he mumbles passages to himself when he plays. Only now do I really realize that he is my child and carries my qualities within him. It is remarkable and it is my responsibility to shape his personality.«
 Carter suspected that you could only understand something like that if you experienced it yourself.
 When Zoe came back to them and sat on the sofa with Terry on her lap, she asked him: »How’s the training going? I have to admit that I had imagined before that you would become a soldier. It was always clear to me that family life would be too boring for you.«
 Carter told them what he learned and what he thought about discovering unknown worlds later as an explorer.
 »You don’t want to learn the history to date, you want to write new history. I have an honest respect for that. The last few decades have already changed so much that entire libraries could be filled with it. Maybe future historians will write about your discoveries and deeds.«, philosophized Eddy as Terry began to tell Magnus about his Dino.
 »Oh well, so far I’m just one of thousands of recruits who don’t attract much attention. I try to be good, of course, but I’m still far from fame. I have no idea where my path will lead me.«
 After dinner, Terry seemed to have got used to him and he wanted Carter to read him a story. So he sat by the boy’s bed and read him the story of a Persian prince who had found a genie in a bottle. This adventure then became Terry’s favorite story. Then Carter treated himself to a chocolate bar and went to the TV for a few hours. 
 In the morning, Zoe told him about her work on Earth. The construction company she worked for was one of the most successful.
 »Of the hundred largest companies in the world, seventy-three of them had us construct buildings. I started there as an assistant to one of the account managers. He handled an entire construction project in Sydney. I learned a lot from him and when he died in an accident last year, no one could quickly replace his expertise but me. I was involved in all the processes and so I was given the task on a trial basis. Two months ago I officially became a project manager for one of the next major projects in Tokyo.«
 Carter asked: »Don’t you have to travel a lot then?«
 »Such projects usually take between one and three years, so it’s not so bad. Eddy can work anywhere and there are international schools in every major city. But I was thinking about enrolling Terry in one of the new flexible education programs.«
 Magnus asked and Eddy said: »These new programs are designed to teach children in virtual classrooms using VR technology. If parents often move, the children can still keep their schoolmates, no matter where they log in. The lessons have been copied from new Scandinavian school systems and are only about half as long as compulsory lessons in the past. In return, the children are taken a few hours a day to so-called social support. These are youth centers where children of all nationalities can play together and learn social behavior. Without restraint and judgment, they do not feel under pressure and develop more freely. Even for children who are more introverted and interested in individual activities, there are theme groups where they can do these things side by side to exchange ideas and have like-minded people with them.«
 Zoe remarked: »Loners are usually only loners because society keeps pushing them to deal with people who are completely different. Studies have shown that children who had no interest in other people are still very social and pleasant if you put them together with children who have the same interests.«
 Magnus said: »Sounds like they’ve finally learned something after centuries. I suppose, however, that the reason for this were more likely the T’zun. Because that sounds suspiciously like their educational system.«
 Eddy raised his arms in resignation: »Of course. If history has shown one thing, it is that mankind will never take the most sustainable path if no one shows it to them. They follow the short-sighted orders of power-hungry politicians. Earlier tribes were always led by the greatest warrior and the wisest elder or the most experienced shaman. These titles had to be earned. Every decision was made by the tribal member who had the most experience in this field. But since the emergence of monarchies, dictatorships, and democracies, despite the many promises, the well-being of the people has never been in the focus of attention. And that is still the case today.«
 Carter completely agreed with Eddy: »You should have a chat with my friend Leena. You could philosophize for hours.«
 Magnus said loudly: »Anyway, we are proud of you, angel. You have the beauty and the gentle nature of your mother and the economic understanding of me. A successful career is inevitable. Carter comes more after Grandpa Richard. A curious spirit who wants to reach for the stars.«
 »I married into a family that seems to be called to greatness anyway. And without having to do anything for it, I get a little footnote in the story. As a husband, son-in-law or brother-in-law of a great name.«, Eddy said with a smile.
 »Or as a father. Or as a historian. If you write the story, you can customize your own role as you like.«, Zoe laughed.
 They talked for a while and then they took a trip to Skymarket, where Terry could take a long carousel ride. Carter looked at the place where he kissed Kelly for the first time. »I know that look. You’re in love, aren’t you little brother?«
 He looked at Zoe and his face revealed that she had caught him.
 »I’m happy for you. I had always feared that your special interests and hobbies would make it hard for you to meet someone who would accept you. Apparently, recruitment has triggered more than just your new calling. When you get to know love, you have a different view of the world, don’t you?«
 Carter raised an eyebrow: »I don’t know why everyone always says that. It doesn’t change anything. You feel that way, but from the outside, you only get to know a new part of life. Everything else remains the same. Obligations, interests, likes and dislikes, all that remains constant. Only one factor is added. A new point of view, different feelings, changed desires. A more positive view of everything. But from a purely rational standpoint, nothing else changes.«
 »Just that rational and in love can never exist at the same moment.«, Zoe said wisely.
 »You are a terribly cheesy romantic!«, Carter snorted amusedly.
 »Guilty!«, his sister admitted. »But I know what you mean. I love Eddy and I love Terry, but I also love the feeling of controlling millions in my job and making decisions. Many people depend on me. Sometimes I have to be tough and it’s not always easy. But I love my job and there I act calculatingly and occasionally ice-coldly. The ability to switch emotional and rational thinking is priceless.«
 Carter hugged Zoe. Even when they were little, she had understood him. He knew she would always support him no matter what. And he would do the same for her. He walked along the sidewalk with Terry to get ice cream so his parents could have a few moments to themselves. The kid kept pointing at things or people and making hissing noises. He pretended to be the genie of the Persian prince in the story. Most of the ladies around the boy came closer curiously and looked at him whispering. Carter wondered what women always had with children. There were moments when he found Terry quite cute, but there were also more than enough situations where he’d rather be back at the base. Armed with a large soft ice cream, the two of them slowly walked back to his parents. Carter was amused to find that Eddy was jealous of the ice cream. Zoe didn’t miss it and when Terry was fixated on something else, she grabbed it, licked it herself and held it out to her husband. Eddy and Carter were disgusted in sync: »Ewww!« She just laughed and ate the rest of it leisurely. They spent the evening comfortably in Magnus‹ house and talked. Zoe would fly back to Earth with her two men on Wednesday and Carter would be at the base. She told of what was happening on her homeworld and her time there. Eddy also reported some things that had happened.
 »You know, it got much better. After the colony was successful here, there were several more waves of emigration that led here. After that, birth control was introduced for several decades to slow down the growth of mankind. Well, and for a while now everything is back on track. However, more than two children are still forbidden.«
 Carter then talked about the training and how he and his group did team exercises that were not always pleasant. He unconsciously rubbed his chest where he had been reconstructed. Eddy seemed impressed by what he had experienced.
 » It is hard to believe how much you recruits learn. Think about what this knowledge would cost if you wanted to acquire it in another way ... You receive skills that most people can never learn. And even if much of it has to do with killing, there is still something more valuable. Useful skills like flight training, sports units and close combat. Even if you’re not aware of it because it seems normal to you, you’ve become a very dangerous man by now.« With these words, Carter had to think for the first time about how he looked to an ordinary person like Eddy who hadn’t done any military service. With the skills he had learned, it wouldn’t be that easy to attack him on the street. His knowledge of events and conditions in the galaxy was also greater than average, even by the standards of the privileged. On Sunday, Carter could spend the morning with them before they took Magnus on a trip to New Vienna. He said goodbye to his sister and Eddy, while Terry didn’t appreciate him and looked at an action figure he had in his hands. He was still watching them being driven away by Michael. He hadn’t realized how much he missed having Zoe around. Her life on Earth and Magnus‹ work gave him the feeling that his comrades at the base were currently more of a family than the real ones.
    
  Calling
  
 The time at the base passed quickly as usual and none of the recruits noticed how long the training had already lasted and that they only had half a year to go. Soon the final exams would begin. At first, they were frightened when they heard that there would be exams, but they calmed down quickly when they were explained. As Annie had already said on the first day of class, all their training, including lessons, group exercises, and field exercises, was recorded by the bracelets they wore. These so-called ›exams‹ were only for the purpose of doing a realistic exercise or simulation.
 But although some subjects ended, others remained, and even new courses were added. Nambur grumbled: »They’re seriously going to give us new subjects?«
 He flinched when Jazzir stood next to him. The T’zun could move silently like a cat, which was probably because he was one.
 »Well Mister Zobek, that has quite justified reasons. It’s clear to me that you’re all longing for the end of your apprenticeship and finally want to leave this base and have a halfway settled life. This is always the case for recruits in their second year of training around this time.«
 He smiled and his pointed teeth sparkled in the light of Zelot. He seemed to be happy about something. When Banes was happy, it usually meant nothing good for them, but Jazzir had never enjoyed harassing them. They actually thought he was one of the best teachers. He folded his hands on his back.
 »During the last half-year, you will be confronted with all the fields of teaching you were not ready for before. These are advanced things and some ... let’s say ... more exotic things. Nothing you absolutely need, but all of it can help you.«
 He paced up and down as he continued: »With me, you will learn what is probably the most exotic of all fields. People have often wanted to delete it from the curriculum, but the Lorgans are enthusiastic ritual melee fighters. That’s why I teach you how to handle retro weapons. This is antiquated and outdated weapon technology that is no longer state of the art. Why am I showing you this? Because in many ways it is wise to know old techniques. Your opponent doesn’t expect that. Most defense systems, guard robots, and droids, just like organic beings, are always anxious to know the latest attack options and to consider countermeasures. They completely neglect the old and proven methods, and that’s how you can beat them.«
 Rod crossed his arms and Jazzir asked: »Skeptical?«
 »Most buildings, vehicles ... even armor is made of metal or some ultra-strong alloy. I think it’s no wonder that defenses don’t care about attacking with a club.« Rod said critically. Jazzir giggled at what you could see on his shrugging shoulders.
 »Do you think retro weapons haven’t been developed further? My people and also the Lorgans hold on to ancient traditions and rituals ... within certain limits of course. We are not savages.«
 »The Lorgans are.«, it came from Jane and the others laughed.
 »Oh, don’t be deceived. The Lorgans do space travel together with the Gumai for almost as long as the T’zun. Don’t let their wild appearance fool you. That’s pure tactics.«, Jazzir pointed out.
 »Our customs have always included ritual battles in which one tests one’s strength and discipline. Even the weapons have never changed in principle.«
 He pulled out something that looked like a long, narrow grip. It was made of dark metal and wrapped in black fabric. A short red cord dangled at the lower end. Suddenly a blade about three times the length came out. It was double-edged, pointed and glowed bright silver in the sunlight. The surprised respiration of the group gave way to astonished murmur as Jazzir made the weapon swirl smoothly and incredibly fast. After he had finished his demonstration, they applauded, but he raised his hand to silence them.
 »Martial arts are not something that is demonstrated for purposes of self-expression. This is a dak’tar. In your language, it would be called a folding blade. It can be quickly extended and retracted and still has higher durability than swords of earlier times. I would agree with Mr. Tindall that such a weapon has no chance against a mounted gun turret ...«, he said and cut a metal strut, which he had already provided, into two parts. »... but my people have mastered the art of making these weapons so that they can still be used effectively today.«
 Tom said: »That was impressive!«
 »I hadn’t expected that«, Urma followed.
 Jazzir gave each of them a traditional, old, but above all blunt one-handed sword. It resembled the weapons that the ancient Romans once used. »Even if normal soldiers only receive the standard weaponry, it is important to master a few movements with a sword. Many of your military’s rifles can withstand and repel a sword, but you have to be able to do that.«
 He demonstrated some simple movements to them. The only one who didn’t move was Carter. Jazzir strolled to him and asked if he had seen the movement correctly. He said to him: »I’m sorry, Jazzir, but at the moment it’s very difficult for me not to become arrogant.«
 He raised the blade and whirled it almost exactly like Jazzir had done, albeit a little slower. The T’zun showed a slight smile. Without warning, he attacked Carter with a deliberately slow strike and he parried surprisingly fast and launched a skillful counterattack. Jazzir got involved and they had a brief duel before he pushed Carter’s blade aside and poked his own against his chest. »I’ve never seen a human recruit who could wield a sword before. Of course, your style is rough and slow, but it’s a rare pleasure. Where did you learn that?«, the T’zun asked interestedly, while the others stared at Carter with open mouths.
 »Already as a child, I was fascinated by old weapons and martial arts. I taught myself a few things, but I had a few years of training in fighting with blank weapons. Swords, bows, staves and stuff like that.«
 »Well, then you should be vigilant because very few people have the opportunity to learn the art of weaponry from a T’zun, even if it’s just the basics.«
  
 While eating, they all sat excitedly near Carter to question him. Even in class with Kova and then with Willis, he kept noticing curious sideways glances. He was almost happy that they had flying lessons the following day. So he could fly around a little undisturbed. After the week was over, Clemm told them that it would soon be the retro week. Five days long only retro weapons and techniques with Jazzir. Apparently, the military command staff considered old weapon techniques unimportant, so they compressed everything into a single week. The next days of training would include another field exercise outside the base.
  
 It was a day’s exercise that was supposed to be finished before dinner. Therefore there were only rations for lunch in the backpack. The large troop shuttle transported them towards the target area together with another group. They were all a little nervous. Although they already had some of these exercises behind them, it was a thrill every time. They didn’t know where to go, what the mission would be, who was in command, or what to expect in general. It was very realistic. Banes had, as usual, put on his winning smile when he could spread discomfort and fear. As always, Dunn was also in the game and looked as if she wanted to take part and kill someone. The other recruits seemed to be a bit older, according to Banes they were cadet officers. This meant that they had completed their three years of training and even half a year of additional schooling. They had much more field experience and Carter suspected that Banes was using his group only as moving targets for the young officers. Accordingly, the members of this team were arrogant. They looked at them condescendingly and spoke derogatorily while standing next to them.
 Rod was terribly upset and Kelly stared at them sinisterly. Carter ignored them, but Leena was just not the type of person to put up with anything. She stepped up to the loudest of the guys making fun of her and said:
 »I would suggest you show some manners. You’ll soon be officers and that means a lot of responsibility. If you behave as you do, you’re definitely not going to be given a command.«
 One guy came up to her and said self-absorbed: »You better respect the authorities, sweetheart! Soon you must carry out my orders.«
 Contrary to all expectations, Leena replied: »That may well be so. But one thing people like you like to forget: you are depending on us. If you don’t show respect and treat your subordinates badly, they won’t listen to you anymore. Either there will be resistance or you will be sacrificed at the first opportunity. In battle, you have to be able to rely on your comrades. That means you have to be one of them, otherwise, you won’t be respected. In the face of danger, you will quickly realize how superior you are when your people are not by your side. Apparently, you didn’t learn anything at all.«
 The guy still smiled arrogantly, but he seemed to have no answer.
 »That’s what I thought.« She added and came back to them.
 Carter said to her: »Damn, you got balls!«
 Leena replied with a smile: »Someone must have some here.«
 Even Banes, who had listened to everything, had to smile.
 They approached a large dome made of metal struts, which were framed by triangular glass panes. A round opening served as an entrance zone. Inside, an old city had been recreated, as it existed in hot regions on Earth. The buildings were built on two slopes and there was a dusty street at the lowest point right in the middle of the complex. The houses all had light brown or sand colors with small square holes as windows. Flat roofs gave the whole scenery a strangely ordered appearance. The alleys between the buildings were narrow and it was probably difficult to move around because you could hardly see anything until it was too late. Since all the houses were similar, orientation was also difficult. Apart from himself, only two others had had no command so far and something told him that it was his turn today.
 The ship landed on the street in the middle and they all got off. Besides the two teams, Banes and Dunn, two normal soldiers had come along from the base. They were waiting for the rules to be explained to them.
 »Well, let’s do this.«, the major said and rubbed his hands.
 »As you’ve already noticed, today’s exercise is an officer candidate fight against recruits. I assume that you recruits will fail. But so far you’ve shown more talent than anyone would have expected. What we are practicing today is a hostage scenario. Each team will take posts on one side of town. Both will receive a prisoner to keep an eye on, that’s the two here.« He pointed to the soldiers from the base.
 »The task is to free the other team’s prisoner and not release your own hostage. If you lose them, you should try to take out the enemy team. The winner is the one who frees his hostage and protects his own, or eliminates the enemy.«
 Dunn led the recruits to their base and Banes took over the contenders. After climbing up through the narrow streets, they entered one of the buildings through a wooden door. It had two floors and several corridors. The soldier had his hands tied behind his back and sat down on a chair. Dunn looked into the faces of the recruits.
 »I miss that kind of action ... fuckin‹ hell, I’d love to join in! But you rookies have already shown several times that you have a lot of talent. This time Sanders will be in charge and I’m very excited about how you’re doing.«, she addressed him. »Don’t forget: Protect your hostage and save the other one. Good luck ...« Carter already suspected he was in charge. The others looked at him and wondered what he was thinking. He folded his rifle and attached it to his back. Then he pulled the pistol and unlocked it. He had learned enough to make a solid plan quickly, and his inexplicable instinct told him what was best. Unlike before, he was now capable enough to trust that impulse.
 »All right. The most logical way is to divide into two teams. Me, Rod, Urma, Tim, Tom and Henry go out and find the hostage. The rest of you will stay here and protect our guest. The man is tied to the chair, so you don’t have to stand next to him and wait for someone to attack. Gina and Leena, you get on the roof. You are our eyes and pay attention to everything that approaches. When you go to the edge, you should be able to see everything along the main paths despite the narrow alleys and high roofs. Be sure to lie down, because if anyone sees you, they will know which building is the right one. You’d also be easy targets.
 Kelly, you and Nambur will patrol the street. Kelly in the back, Nambur in the front. You’re not supposed to defend anything while you’re alone. Raise the alarm and assemble before you attack! Don’t just run around the building, but go round and round other buildings. We want to make it as hard as possible for the enemy to find the right house.«
 The referred people nodded and went to their posts. Carter ordered Jane and Jimbo to stay inside and peek out the windows. He thought it was nonsense to leave someone with the hostage. If a team really entered the building, they were very likely inferior and would lose to the attackers. The two of them should keep an eye on everything from above. A high walkway, which ran through the entire upper floor, was visible in the large entrance room as a balcony above the room with the hostage. The railing was closed brickwork so that it was easy to use as cover.
 »If they really come in here and look for the hostage, don’t let them see you. They’ll also send a team of four and you’ll hardly have a chance against that. Wait until they get the hostage out. Two will have to support the person and then you can take out the two guards. If you’re fast, you can even take them all out. Up there they won’t notice you until it’s too late.«
 Jimbo asked: »What if they search upstairs?«
 Carter smiled because he had expected the question. »We leave the door to the prisoner wide open so that they don’t even get the idea of going upstairs. And if the others fire at them from the outside before they come in, they’ll be very careful when they take the hostage out. So you should be able to aim well.«
 The plan seemed solid, so they were all happy with it. As Jane climbed the stairs with Jimbo, the other five gathered around Carter.
 »Is it wise to go off with so many? Shouldn’t we leave more guards behind? If they’re really coming up with a team ... I mean, they’re contenders. I’m sure they have a lot more to offer than we do.«, Henry worried.
 Carter looked at him: »It doesn’t matter how much they’ve already experienced. In a battle with little equipment, only those with better tactics have the upper hand. These guys look like spoiled and self-absorbed assholes to me. That means they won’t consider us a threat and won’t give us much thought, let alone effort. And that’s exactly what we’re exploiting.«
  
 They left the building and Carter saw Kelly sneaking around between some houses nearby. He looked at his bracelet and activated the position markers for the six members of the attacking team.
 »We split into two teams of three to cover more ground. If any of you see anything, don’t fire! We’ll need to stay undetected on this mission. If you see anyone, let us know. If even one shot is fired, they know where you are.«
 Carter would go with Tim and Tom, while Rod led the group with Urma and Henry. They pulled out their rifles and unfolded them. They were real assault rifles with special stun ammunition. They marched off and remained in radio contact. Since they had not been given helmets on this mission, they had to speak quietly. It was broad daylight, so camouflage was difficult. They walked between the narrow rows of houses and were prepared for every movement. When they reached the road, no one was there. Carter took advantage of the moment and threw himself on the ground to roll in the sand and dust. Since he was pretty sweaty, some of it stuck to him, giving him a decent camouflage. The other two did the same and advised Rod’s team to follow their lead. At medium range, they saw four enemy units running across the path. They wore black uniforms and were clearly visible. He shook his head.
 »Carter to defensive team: Watch out, the enemy has entered the zone. Four targets, black uniforms.«
 »Copy that. We’re already waiting for them.«, it came back from Gina.
 He waved Tim and Tom and they hurried over into enemy territory. From that point on, they moved methodically. Carter took the lead and walked in front, Tim stayed in the middle and kept an eye on the roofs and Tom formed the rearguard and covered their backs. Apart from a few crickets and the quiet sound of their fighting boots in the dust, they heard nothing. Carter stepped to the corner of a house and peeked left, right and up before rushing into the adjacent alleyway. Every house opening was a threat and he pointed the weapon into it as they passed.
 Rod reported: »We have seen one. On the roof diagonally in front of us. What should we do? If we sneak past, he’ll probably see us.«
 Carter and his team leaned against the wall as he spoke. »Can you enter the house he’s standing on?«
 It took a moment and then Henry said: »Yes, the doorway is in his blind spot. What if there’s someone in there guarding the entrance?«
 Carter replied: »They don’t have enough people for that. Be careful, but it’s very unlikely that they’ll leave one of their eight people to guard an empty house. Sneak in, walk up and quietly take the guy out. Don’t get caught!«
 Just as Carter was moving on, Nambur reported: »I saw the enemy. They sneak through the streets and gradually approach the base. Shall we surprise them?«
 »No. The longer they take, the more time we have to look around unnoticed. Stick to the plan. Let them get through to the hostage.«
 The moment Carter led them past a small house, he heard a noise. A gurgle. He peered through the window and saw an enemy closing a bottle. The guy talked to his bracelet.
 »Oh Gutter, honestly, why am I standing guard here at this house? They are newbies! They don’t come here anyway. They all surely protect the hostage. Nobody dares to come over to us.«
 Carter smiled at the twins and sneaked through the entrance. He grabbed the guy from behind, disarmed him, muted his radio and held the gun to his head after he had brought him to his knees. »Tell me where your guards are!«, Carter demanded.
 The guy was stubborn: »I ain’t telling you shit, you fucking recruit! My friends will kick your ass!«
 Carter smiled and nodded to Tim, who turned his comms up loud. Less than ten seconds before Rod had contacted them and he was still talking.
 »... was a piece of cake. The idiot cleaned a spot from his rifle in peace and quiet and didn’t pay attention to us at all. I took him out. No noise. We’re moving forward now.«
 Tim switched back to quiet and Carter said to Rod: »Wait a minute.«, then he looked at the opponent again. It was a chubby, red-haired, freckled guy with an arrogant facial expression. It was exactly the expression that the privileged had put on every day of their spoiled lives. Carter said: »Tell me where the others are. I’ll stun you, but if you still want to be a stubborn motherfucker, I’ll just leave you out in the blazing sun gagged and tied up. Then you can piss your pants until someone finds you. I also take a few photos for your comrades and the entire base. Everyone should know how you excelled as a security guard.«
 The guy seemed to panic and gave in almost immediately. Carter transferred the positions of the opponents to the team’s map. »Here you go, Rod! We now know the enemy’s positions. Sneak up to the other scout and eliminate him. We do the same. Then the resistance is easier to break afterward.«
 »All right, we’re on our way.«, Rod confirmed.
 Leena gasped: »Carter! They approach the building and have discovered Kelly. Nambur was taken out and we keep our heads down. We wait until they lead the hostage out and then we initiate the trap.«
 »Very well, let them be confident.«, Carter gave back and put a stun dart into the aspirant’s shoulder. »Everything is running according to plan! I thought these guys were better ...«, Tom said almost disappointed.
 »Don’t let yourself be tempted to carelessness! They can still finish us off.«, Carter warned the two.
 They left the building and now that they could see the positions of their enemies in real-time, they no longer had to look around every corner. They quietly moved towards the position of the second scout on their side of the zone. It was a woman. She walked from house to house and occasionally looked into one. She seemed much more concentrated than the last guard. Apparently, they had noticed that two of her people had not called back in. Carter signaled the twins to rush around the block so they could go for a pincer attack on the enemy. He watched the guard’s movements motionless. Once he almost had been detected, but his dirty camouflage hid him from the eyes blinded by the sun. Rod meanwhile reported that they had taken out the second guard and were now heading for the building with the hostage. Tim and Tom appeared behind the enemy and sneaked towards her in the shadow of an alley. Carter slowly moved towards the opponent, but at that moment an old wooden shutter slammed shut two meters next to him, creaking loudly.
 What happened then seemed to run in slow motion. He knew the woman would see him in a second and he didn’t hesitate. He sprinted off and relied on his team to do the right thing. As soon as the foe saw him, she pointed her rifle at him and fired. Carter rolled away and he felt the wind and the slight vibrations of the stunning darts as they buzzed past him and hit the ground. Just in time, he made it around the corner behind a house wall. Two weapons were fired during the brief cease-fire, so synchronous that it sounded like one if you couldn’t hear the fine difference as they had learned in training. He looked around the corner of the house and saw two stunning darts stuck in the guard’s body, one in her thigh, the other in her hip. When the woman tilted forward like a wet sack and landed with her face in the dust, Carter saw only Tim and Tom standing there with their rifles up. He stepped out and nodded to them approvingly. »Good shot.«, he praised. The two of them bumped the weapons against each other and went back into position behind him.
 He radioed that the fourth guard was down and they were now moving in the direction of the hostage as well. Meanwhile, the enemies seemed to have reached their prisoner, as the defensive team was getting ready to fight. Carter trusted them to do their job and kept his head in the game. The opponent’s hideout was different than theirs. It was a square, two-story house on a small town square that represented a free area around the building. They would be seen in any case. Carter liked to think about what Leena would do in those moments. He played through possible scenarios of how the enemy could proceed. They should know by now that their scouts had been eliminated. If he had to hold the position, he wouldn’t put all four defenders in this little house. In the square they would be as easily attacked as the assailants, so that was out of the question. The points on the map showed the enemies in the building, but his instinct hummed like a beehive.
 »What do we do, Commander?«, Rod inquired.
 »What do you see?«, Carter asked him.
 Rod said: »The house is in the middle of the square. If we just run at it, we get shot. But how else are we supposed to get in? Is there any way we can lure them out?«
 Carter thought for a moment, but he was sure that in this exercise it was not allowed to undress the unconscious opponents and disguise in their equipment. He was still bothered by the insecure feeling that something was wrong. He stared at the map and the dots. They were all in there, but why didn’t that calm him down? »Wait, I’ll think of something.«, he said to Rod. He imagined them running towards the building and then being shot down from the front and back. But there was nobody behind them anymore. But it seemed strange to him that two of the points hadn’t moved an inch in the last few minutes. Could it be ...?
 Carter spoke to his bracelet: »Look around the area around the square! I have a bad feeling about this.«
 He led the twins through the alleyways between the houses, so they could not be seen from the marketplace. After half an hour they met the other team. Rod saw them coming and said:
 »There’s nothing here, but that was obvious. The dots are all in there.«, he pointed to his display. But Carter was still restless. He climbed up a wooden ladder and looked over the edge of a roof. As he had suspected, two enemies were creeping back to back along the roofs that were connected by wooden beams. They searched for them. Carter warned the others and they pondered how that was possible.
 He said: »I knew something was wrong. The dots didn’t move. They must have found out how we tracked down the scouts and took off their bracelets.«
 Rod sighed: »And what now? We can’t reach them unnoticed. And even if we get them out of the way somehow, the guys in the building know we’re there, and they destroy us if we even put a toe on the square.«
 Urma asked: »And if we split up again? We attack the two on the roof and you storm the building from the other side at the same time. They’ll look in our direction and won’t even notice that you’re coming from somewhere else. Divide and conquer. It’s a saying on Earth.«
 »We can forget silently here anyway without better equipment.«, Tom said disgruntled.
 His brother added: »And we won’t get through without sacrifices anyway.«
 Carter battled his brains, but all his ideas seemed too risky in their current situation and would perhaps lead to even more losses.
 While they were thinking, Jimbo reported: »Jimbo to attack team! Our trap snapped, but the guys were ready for it! We caught one, but the other three shot Kelly and Gina and took off with the hostage!«
 »Fuck!«, Henry cursed because now they had no more choice.
 Carter said: »We have to act immediately while they’re still on their way with the hostage. If they support these four here, we will be done. We’ll do it, as Urma suggested. Rod, you three approach the roof guards and take them by surprise. Try to stalk as close as you can before you attack them. We rush to the other side of the square and as soon as we hear any noise, we charge. Let’s go!«
 He and the twins hurried through the narrow alleys and watched as they came to a slightly wider entrance to the marketplace on the opposite side. Carter ordered the defenders not to pursue the hostages. They were in an inferior position. After informing Rod that they were in place, they prepared their rifles and got ready for a sprint. Rod said: »We are right below them. In the house, there is a staircase to the roof. We attack as soon as they’re close enough. Do me a favor and don’t screw this up now, okay buddy?«
 After about three minutes, which were excruciatingly long for Carter, they heard a tumult. They didn’t wait for anyone to report but ran like crazy towards the lonely house where the hostage was. As expected, shots were fired from the top window of the building towards Rod’s team, so Carter and the twins could enter without resistance. He gave hand signals to follow him on the stairs. He glanced up and saw the prisoner sitting on a chair, tied up and gagged, watching attentively the two aspirants shooting wildly out of the window. One of them had to cool his magazine and Carter signaled the assault. He and the twins stormed up the last steps hoping the enemy would not hear them until it was too late, but the prisoner saw them first and made a muffled sound. That was enough for them to turn around. One widened his eyes in surprise, the other shot immediately and hit Tim right in the chest. Tom caught the other one by the arm and Carter made a big leap to the window and knocked down the last guy with the rifle stock before shooting a dart into the rear of the lying enemy.
 He looked out and saw one of the two roof guards lying down on the square holding his leg, which was strangely bent. The other guard lay unconscious on the roof beside equally motionless Henry, while Rod supported Urma, who limped. Carter frowned. He looked at the hostage and shouted irritatedly:
 »Why did you scream? That almost killed us! Idiot!«
 He stepped up to the man, loosened his shackles and pushed him down the stairs. Banes ordered them to leave every fallen comrade lying because you couldn’t carry dead men around in real combat. They met Rod at the edge of the square.
 »What do we do now? There are only three of us left. Urma snapped her ankle and can’t walk properly anymore.«, Rod explained.
 Carter turned to the hostage and said: »We have to get out of here before they get back with their prisoner. You and Rod support Urma to make it go faster. Make yourself useful. Tom and I will watch your backs.«
 He asked the defensive team in which direction the enemy liberators had disappeared. Leena said they hurried east, so Carter had to take the western bow. He ran ahead, Rod and the hostage supported Urma and Tom followed. At times they almost carried her.
 As he had hoped, they did not encounter any enemies on their way and they reached their base without incident. He ordered Tom to take the liberated man up to a room and then asked Leena to take care of Urma. »That didn’t go as badly as we thought, did it?«, Jimbo asked.
 Rod replied: »There aren’t many of us left, but there aren’t many of them either.«
 Leena came in and said: »Well, but since we’ve lost our hostage, we’ve got to defeat all the other enemies to win.«
 »There are only three left. We’ll make it.«, it came confidently from Rod. Carter asked Jimbo what exactly had happened. He explained that the guys had walked through the entrance hall as planned with the hostage in their midst, but one of them had been constantly looking up so they couldn’t shoot. Then the prisoner had stumbled and bumped into one of the four, whereupon they had the opportunity to hit one of them. »I have no idea how the guy stumbled. There was no obstacle, he walked safely and with his legs apart, and there was nothing else to see. He must have stumbled over his own feet. Before they got out, I could have sworn he winked at me.«, Jimbo said.
 Rod shrugged his shoulders and replied: »Of course he did, after all, he escaped you.«
 But Carter had a thought, and when Tom came down the stairs and told them that the man was left in the first room relaxing on a bed, he said louder than necessary: »To win, we have to take out the three remaining opponents. Rod, you take all the remaining teammates and go hunting! I’ll stay here with Urma and see if our guest heard anything about their tactics when he was with them.«
 Leena asked: »Shouldn’t someone else stay here with you? What if they come back to finish us off? Then you would be completely alone ...«
 »But I am only one man and you are on the move. This is the only place they know where we could be. If they only find me here, you can ambush them.«
 He put a hand on her shoulder: »I can manage here. I have a plan. If I hear anything from that guy up there, I’ll get back to you.«
 Rod nodded, grabbed his rifle and grinned: »Let’s go chase some officer candidates!«
 They disappeared through the entrance and quickly they were gone. Carter ignored Urma, who was sitting on a chair with her eyes closed. She was no help anymore. He climbed up to the liberated soldier’s room. He sat quite relaxed on the bed there, fiddling with something as he entered the room.
 »How are you?«, he inquired.
 The man replied: » Quite well so far. It wasn’t exactly pleasant to stay in the same position all morning, but otherwise, they ignored me for the most part. That was also absolutely fine with me if I had to be honest. These people are really terribly arrogant and convinced of themselves. You can’t imagine how amusing it was to see their bewilderment when they were gradually being taken out. That was you, wasn’t it?«
 Carter leaned at a table when he replied: »That’s right, I’m the commander of this team.«
 »I saw that right away. You carry this authority that distinguishes a leader.«, the former prisoner said a little hypocritically. Carter didn’t like the way the man talked at all.
 »Did you hear how those idiots planned to proceed? After all, the building wasn’t exactly big and very clairaudient.«, Carter wanted to know. The man didn’t keep the eye contact up for long and said: »No, unfortunately, I can only guess, I’m sorry. Apart from the fact that they sent a team for liberation and left one behind for defense, not much strategy was recognizable. You may have noticed that aspirants have a tendency to overestimate themselves.«
 Carter had to smile: »I just can’t imagine that they didn’t make a plan. After all, they distributed their scouts quite effectively. That requires good coordination. You must have heard that.«
 The soldier’s eyes were scurrying around, a sign that someone was thinking of a lie. While the guy was trying to explain to him why he hadn’t heard anything and that the enemies were a miserable bunch of narcissists anyway, Carter noticed that the man was always messing around with his pocket. His words were bubbling out of him faster and faster. He seemed very nervous. His instinct warned him.
 »Don’t you feel well?«, he asked and stood up quite leisurely from the table. »Uh ... yes, of course. I’m sorry, I’m just very upset. After all, I was a hostage. And this, please forgive the expression, ›interrogation‹ here is also not exactly calming for the nerves. Even if it’s polite.«
 Carter became restless. The pieces gradually came together to form a picture. When he had stormed the stairs with the twins, the man had looked at him motionless for three full seconds before screaming. Had he been frightened, he would have done so immediately. He had wanted to warn the opponents. Likewise, the other hostage had not stumbled but had deliberately bumped into the candidate so that Jimbo could shoot. The wink was a gesture meant to be ›Gladly done‹. That and the fact that the guy before him didn’t want to reveal the details of the enemy’s plans and became more and more nervous, gave Carter assurance that the hostages were moles. Their job was to stab their rescuers in the back. In his pocket, the soldier had to have a weapon or some other tool to do this. But how would Carter react? If he reached for his pistol, the man would be quicker because his hand was closer to his jacket pocket.
 The expression on the guy’s face showed that he wanted to pull the gun and shoot him in a few moments. To gain some time, Carter put two fingers to his ear as if someone had contacted him. »Yes,« he said, pretending to listen attentively.
 »Yes?«, he said, pretending to listen attentively.
 The man probably didn’t want to warn the others and waited with drumming fingers for Carter to end communication before attacking. At that moment he had the idea of how to get out of this situation. He shouted: »What?! They slipped past you and came to retrieve the hostage? Shit! Get back here! I’ll try to stop them as long as I can!«
 Then he looked at the man and said: »Looks like this isn’t over yet. Stay in here and nothing will happen to you.«
 The soldier seemed insecure as to whether to attack and Carter took advantage before changing his mind. He flinched pretendingly and asked: »Did you hear that?«
 The guy listened, but said: »What did you hear? I didn’t hear anything. What’s wrong?«
 Carter put a finger on his lips and the man nodded slowly and still didn’t seem convinced what to do. He stepped to the door and pulled the pistol. He wasn’t 100% sure if he was right about his theory, so he didn’t want to just shoot the soldier. He deliberately moved out of the room slowly and cautiously and a bit along the corridor, out of the man’s field of vision. He walked a few steps away and simulated fighting noises. He groaned, growled and fired some shots at the floor and wall by the door, so the guy thought he was wrestling with a contender. Since Carter was already openly suspicious, the man certainly didn’t risk him winning the fight to get to him. If his theory was correct, he should now leave the room and fall into his back. He moved close to the door and waited with his fist on his chest.
 As expected, the spy stepped through the door, but Carter struck him against his throat with his uplifted hand in a flash to disturb his breathing. He disarmed him and turned him so that he had pointed the gun at his head while holding the other arm around his throat. The man ruffled from the punch.
 »What kind of game are you playing, huh? Are you supposed to spy on us and then shoot us in the back? Just like the other hostage is supposed to do with the contenders?«, Carter asked demandingly. But before the spy could cough up any kind of answer, the horn sounded, announcing the end of the exercise. He let go of the soldier, who bent over and coughed hard. In the heat of the moment, he had completely forgotten that it was only training and he apologized by patting the poor guy on the back. »What happened?«, Carter asked the others.
 Leena replied: »We had just arrived at their base when the hostage simply turned around and mowed the three down frontally. Apparently, the hostages were camouflaged moles who were supposed to defeat us from the inside out.«
 Carter knew he didn’t have to say anything, but he wanted the feeling of fame and praise that it would bring him if he did. So he said:
 »I know I just caught our liberated hostage and wanted to interrogate him. The other one seemed to be faster.«
  
 As the exercise was over, Carter waited until the man had regained his senses and the two supported Urma down to the road where the transport shuttle was waiting. Banes and Dunn stood there with the disqualified recruits and contenders and the rest of them just arrived. As soon as everyone was around, the major clapped his hands, impressed.
 »That was the hottest show I’ve seen in a long time! You’re awesome and could really make a difference.«
 Even Banes seemed to be a little excited because he was very busy preventing his jaw muscles from smiling. »That was indeed an unexpected turn of events. The aspirants have two years more experience and they’ve already had some real missions.«
 He stepped up to Carter: »I was curious about how you would do as a leader, Sanders. When I first saw you, I thought you were just another one of those imaginary snobs who were only after fame and prestige. A narcissistic little prick.«
 While he said that, he pointed to the neglected candidates.
 »This assumption was wrong, I must admit. As a commander, you showed an extraordinary performance, almost exemplary.«
 The losers seemed ashamed, for no one looked over at them. The others looked satisfied with themselves, even those who were beaten.
  
 Compared to this eventful Wednesday, the rest of the week was hardly worth mentioning. He had a little argument with Kelly because she wanted to go on a trip with him on the weekend, but he didn’t feel like it. It wasn’t enough to get one of them not to sleep in the room, but they didn’t talk much and each of them stayed largely alone. She spent her Saturday with Leena and he lazed around with Rod.
 Carter said to him: »I’m telling you, she’s turning a mosquito into an elephant. We spend the whole week doing sports, taking lessons and whatnot. Then you are not on duty at the weekend and can finally relax, and she wants to do something ... As if I wanted to waste my day off in some shopping mile.«
 Rod asked skeptically: »Excuse me Carter, but are you complaining that your gorgeously hot girlfriend who loves you and has sex with you wants to spend her free time with you? It sounded a bit like that.«
 Then he had to smile: »Yes, I’m sorry. It’s just that I just don’t always want to do something big.«
 Rod crossed his arms behind his head while lying on the meadow. »Well, that’s why I like being single, my friend. I do whatever I want. I never have to justify myself, never ask anyone for permission, never apologize, never give in or show consideration for anyone. If I want to chill, I just do it.«
 »Then why are you so keen on Leena? If you’re that content alone, why do you want to bring trouble into your life?«, Carter asked him.
 Rod got suspicious and seemed to feel caught.
 »I don’t know, everything is different around her somehow ...«
 »If you work on your car, do sports, eat something, spend your free time, you’re missing something. You can’t talk to anyone about what you’re experiencing and you lack that. I know the feeling, dude.«
 Rod changed the subject: »Next week is the retro week ... that is so unnecessary. Swords, clubs, and bows are totally inefficient. Even weapons pimped out by the T’zun are still old-fashioned and completely useless against a modern weapon. The Lorgans will certainly not attack us with a sword.«
 Carter replied: »Of course they will. They use ritual arm hatchets, halberds, and axes in close combat as if that were still necessary with the claws. You’re much better off with a sword than with a rifle. In melee combat, front-line soldiers are killed without a melee weapon.«
 »Maybe, but a bow? Let’s be honest! As a hobby for nerds like you that might be okay, but in combat? You might as well throw stones!«
 »Wait and see, Rod. I bet if Jazzir shows you how to do it right, you’ll look at it differently.«, Carter said.
 Rod raised his hands to appease: »I’m not saying that it’s not admirable or that it doesn’t look impressive. But the Lorgans won’t give up just because they find our attacks so stylish.«
 The two discussed for a while, but Rod didn’t want to be convinced and Carter saw no reason why he should have. Everyone had to choose their own weapons. Nevertheless, he was very curious to see how Jazzir used retro weapons effectively. 
  
    
  The Retro Week
  
 They were very excited on Monday. They hadn’t forgotten how Carter had crossed blades with Jazzir. Although not all of them appreciated the benefits of a sword, these ancient weapons seemed so exotic and extraordinary that they all found it interesting. The T’zun awaited them on the drill ground shortly after breakfast. Behind him, along the entire length of one side of the field, were metal perforated walls with countless types of weapons. In addition, there were small barrels everywhere, in which long weapons and swords were stored. Jazzir was topless and the bright fur on his chest shone in the morning sun. »This week we are trying out all sorts of weapons that have long retired as war equipment. Nevertheless, there are always dead soldiers who have died from the same weapons that, according to the command staff, they were never supposed to encounter. For this reason, there is the retro week. My ambition is not for you to master all this, don’t worry. Even mastering one of these weapons takes years. No, just practice a little. Hopefully, you can at least prevent them from killing you with them. The one who knows the handling and some techniques with a weapon is much more difficult to hit with it.«
 That sounded plausible, so the recruits nodded approvingly, even if Jazzir didn’t need their approval at all.
 He continued: »The weapons you see here are divided into two categories. Probable and unlikely. This refers to how realistic it is to be confronted with them. The next five days will be divided by weapon type. Today: bladed weapons, tomorrow staff weapons, Wednesday bows, Thursday blunt weapons and Friday specials like axes.«
 Without further ado, he grabbed a long sword from the perforated wall.
 »Blade weapons mainly refer to swords. Double-edged, single-edged, straight, curved, daggers, short swords, one-and-a-half-handed, two-handed, European, Asian, Karygian, Mokabic, there are countless variations. The sword has been the central weapon of mankind for over two millennia.«
 Carter asked: »What do Karygian and Mokabic mean?«
 Jazzir paused and then explained: »Karygia and Mokabi are two continents on Basura’Tanoh, our original homeworld. There these weapons were developed and used for thousands of years. We are quite similar to you on that end.«
 He asked them to each hold a sword. »Since we can’t learn the art of swordplay in one day, I’ll show you a few tricks. There are many ways to fight with swords. Blade to the front, blade to the back, two simultaneously guided weapons, double swords, and other special features. We focus on the use of a single weapon, with the blade pointing forward. We test it with different models.«
 The first was about simple one-handed swords, as they had used them the last time. Just like then, Carter was under-challenged and bored. For this reason, Jazzir demonstrated the simple exercises for repetition to the group and then showed him some more advanced techniques in a duel. Of course, there wasn’t enough time for proper training and Carter felt that his teacher regretted that a little. They were allowed to practice during the day with curved single-edged swords that were completely different. Shortly before dinner, there was a fun session with heavy two-handed swords, some of which were longer than the height of some of the women. Jane could only grab the top of the handle standing upright if she stretched her arm at least halfway up. The handling of such a huge and massive weapon seemed rough and not very useful to them. Jazzir reminded them that enemies like the Lorgans had a high body mass and had to be hit very hard for them to get harmed. Thrashing into a target with full force was a liberating experience for them all because it felt more like a fighting act than firing a firearm with focus.
 In the evening they sat together in the dormitory and wondered who they’d like to strike at with such a sword. The most chosen opponent was, of course, Banes, but also other tormentors in the life of the recruits were among them. Especially Leena, who could never overcome some memories of how her father had abused her, imagined the use of a sword vividly. They were still completely perplexed that Carter was allowed to practice with Jazzir. Some of them had even stopped moving to watch the two. Rod, Leena, and Kelly already knew about his preferences and the small collection on the wall.
 »What makes you think you want to learn to fight with a sword? I mean, what is the likelihood of ever being able to use it these days?«, Urma asked.
 Carter replied: »It wasn’t easy to find a teacher here on Utopia either. It’s rare even on Earth.«
 »Your father must have been thrilled ...«, Jimbo bantered.
 »Oh, you know, he actually thought the idea was pretty cool and he was even jealous that he could never learn it. We’re both big movie fans, you know. Medieval, superheroes, and fantasy are our favorites. I guess that’s why it always fascinated me.«, Carter thought.
 Jane asked if another hobby wouldn’t have made more sense in retrospect. Her aversion to these old-fashioned weapons was clearly noticeable.
 Carter said: »Swordfighting and archery are not just about defeating your opponent. It’s about body control, striving for perfection and above all a calm mind. It has many parallels with martial arts, which is why such weapons are used in many forms of martial arts.«
 »Nevertheless, it is a barbaric way of killing. Such a thing was not given up without a reason.«, Jane insisted with a wrinkled nose.
 Tom replied: »So when I look at these flamethrowers, cold guns and the other heavy weapons, I would honestly prefer a sword. A bullet in the shoulder is hardly more pleasant or more humane than a cut, at least in terms of suffering.«
 They discussed it for quite a while, but it got late and the next day approached. Since the retro week was physically very demanding, they immediately went to bed. 
  
 On Tuesday the weather got worse, so Jazzir moved the lessons to the simulation hall. To make it more realistic, he made the room look like a human-Asian mountain temple with an incredible view. He showed them a number of different staff weapons. »There is not the one, perfect form of staff fighting. The type of movement depends on what kind of weapon you have in front of you. Typically you start with a simple staff, a so-called Bo, or Kun, as it is called by my people. You can practice all movements with it because it has no attachments. The simplest style is to grab the weapon at one end and point the other side forward. This corresponds to the fighting style with any staff weapon that has only one attachment. This includes spears, naginata, halberds, and glaives. It is not always easy to make the correct movements because the weight of the blade can be quite large. However, the attacks are often controlled from the center.«
 He showed them both variations and they were very impressed. He whirled his staff so fast that it was partly only visible as schemes. »The center is the right approach if the weapon has two attachments. Double pikes are a prime example. Such weapons were rarely used, however, both by humans and by T’zun. The handling is a bit more difficult and you have less range.«
 They could admire different models of such weapons everywhere in the room. »I can understand why we should be able to fend off a sword, but who still uses something like that today?«, Tim asked and held up an old and decorated spear.
 Jazzir relaxed in front of the group and explained: »It’s true that this will probably not happen to you very often in normal fights. But you think very narrow-mindedly. For millennia, your species thought they were alone in the universe. To this day, many people are convinced that they are the most superior race. Pride is a trait that seems typical of your species, just like greed and ignorance. You had to realize, however, that you are not alone in the universe. Just because the cultures you know fight mainly with firearms doesn’t mean there aren’t any other beings out there. Maybe they are fighting with swords. I know the desire of many space-traveling soldiers to explore the unknown vastness of the galaxy. There are creatures you don’t know yet.«
 »Have you discovered any clues to new species yet,« Leena asked.
 Jazzir thought for a moment before reacting: »There are a few. Isolated reports, sightings of strange ships, planets with ruins of unknown origin and some creatures have even been seen several times. The point is, no matter if you encounter creatures with swords, fangs or with completely new powers, the more you know, the higher your chances of survival are. That’s why we do this.«
 The whole day was limited to guided exercises with staffs and combat training, during which they suffered many bruises. Carter thought the training was great and had the most fun of them all. He and Rod fought against each other, but Rod had absolutely no talent for such weapons. He got hit on his fingers more often and cursed every minute.
  
 That night, they were all too tired to talk. Kelly seemed to be less tired from the lessons than he was. »I did martial arts for a long time, don’t you remember? We used to call that ›warm-up phase‹.«, she laughed and he knew she was pulling his leg.
 The following morning he was quite tired and not exactly eager for lessons. However, it was the day of the bow and he loved it too much to allow himself to shuffle around like a zombie.
 Jazzir spent the first hour showing them the different types of bows: Short bows, longbows, hunting bows, riding bows, and composite bows. The technique was very demanding and using one of them effectively in combat required years of training, far more than Carter could show for.
 »Now that you’ve tried to put an arrow on the string and stretch it, you’ve probably realized the difficulty of doing something like this quickly. Quivers are either on the back or on the side, depending on the bow and personal preferences. Neither is helpful if you can’t get the arrow on the string.«
 The T’zun demonstrated a lightning-fast shot at a target ten meters away. The group was thrilled.
 »What keeps most would-be shooters from learning the bow is the difficulty. A modern sniper has to aim for a long time, do calculations in his head and hold his breath before the shot. Body control, practice, experience, and precision are required. With a bow, this applies to every shot, no matter at what distance. This can be frustrating during training. So don’t get annoyed if you practice today because for most of you a bow is useless in combat. The effort of learning is out of proportion to the benefit. There are very few exceptions for peoples other than mine.«, Jazzir said with a tense sideways glance at Carter. He had shown them several more modern bow models that offered some useful functions, but these variations were too powerful to be given to a recruit. 
 They each got an ordinary recurve bow from the armory. Designed for sporting competitions, they were perfect for beginners because they were optimized for hobby shooters. They had arrow support surfaces, simplified string winding and sport arrows that could be clicked onto it without much effort. At some distance, targets had been set up for them, but Jazzir still demanded that they practice the pulling movement in a dry state for almost an hour. Since most recruits were only used to modern weapons, which did not require much physical strength, their arms quickly became weak. Keeping the string in tension was exhausting and their fingers hurt despite the bow gloves. Even Carter noticed it because he hadn’t fired for a long time.
 When the exercises were finished, they all seemed pretty depressed. For most of them, this week was just useless. Even Carter couldn’t imagine that he would ever go into battle with a bow. He had scored some good hits, but he didn’t say a word about it which the others interpreted as modesty. The result was perceptible goodwill towards him.
 The Thursday was quite painful, as the handling of blunt weapons was easier, but hits hurt them more. It didn’t matter whether it was a club, a heavy mace or a modern nightstick. All in all, even Jazzir admitted that such melee weapons were among the most ineffective tools of attack. Most hostile creatures had either battle armor, old metal plate armor, scales, or chitin armor that protected them from blunt force. According to Jazzir, even with a power-boosting exo-suit, one could not apply enough force for real damage. So they were happy not to have to pick up the subject again on Friday. On that day, Jazzir told them that they would switch between several stations to try out all the rare weapons. These included nunchucks, three-linked rods, a long chain, a combat fan and some types of axes. The day was the most fun for them because it wasn’t about actually practicing. Each of these weapons, except the ax models, was so hard to learn that they were more likely to get hurt if they tried a fight. So they laughed a lot when someone tied themselves up or tangled up in the chain. They bawled because the fan in the hands of a giant like Nambur looked so silly.
 But most of all they had fun with the nunchucks. Each of them hit themselves against the body at least three times with the pieces of wood connected with a short chain. This happened even more frequently with the model with three pieces of wood. They could hardly imagine how people of earlier ages had competed against each other with such primitive devices.
 »Imagine if we had done the training exercise last week with such things. You sneak around a corner of a house and hit your face with this wooden thing in front of your opponent’s eyes ...«, Rod laughed and tears of joy rolled down his trembling cheeks.
 Gina agreed: »Or you have to draw the bow first and hit your elbow against the helmet of the person behind you. He then staggers around half-blind.«
 Tim laughed with a loud sound: »And the facial expression of a Lorgan, if you beat him with a club at full force and then he shrugs his shoulders completely without understanding! A look that really says: ›What did you want to achieve with that?‹«
 They fantasized such stories for the rest of the evening until they fell into their beds completely tired. Carter stood outside with Leena for a while in the warm evening air.
 »All in all, I thought the week was cool. Sure, we’ll never need most of it, but it was interesting to have these antique things in our hands.«
 »Oh, you know, you seemed to be doing quite well. Jazzir was so enthusiastic, I thought he wanted to adopt you.«, Leena giggled.
 He smiled: »In the end, I’d have to become a trainer like him. No, thank you. I’d rather choose a special unit and use my skills.«
 »You mean when you’re good enough. Which special unit wants have you fool?«, she teased him.
 »Probably the rival department of the one that takes in people with two left hands like you. Such guys who can hardly shoot straight ahead.«, he returned with a grin.
 They continued to tease each other for a while and enjoyed their conversation. Because of her single room, they rarely had the opportunity to make nonsense only as two.
  
 The weekend was once again filled with services, so there was no real relaxation. When the next week started, the normal lessons seemed to be insignificant. It gave them neither the excitement of the exercises nor interesting new content. They had to get through two weeks until they finally reached another milestone. They had completed all of Kova’s hacking sessions, thus completing another subject. The free time slot was filled by Kwax to demonstrate special mission technologies to them. The Salvani dealer would even have his own lessons this time without another instructor being present. He stood in the middle of the simulation hall and waited there with a crate for them. He rubbed his hands and looked like a fly.
 »Hello there, I was asked to show you something very special today. And since it’s not a weapon in the true sense of the word, I don’t have to put up with that pain in the wings Dunn. I really know a lot of people of all species, but none of them is nearly as crazy as she is.«
 He corrected himself when Leena pointed out to him that he had actually wanted to say ›pain in the neck‹. Carter whispered ›nerd‹ into her ear and she held out her middle finger discreetly.
 Kwax took an object out of the box that looked like an arm-guard. He strapped it to his forearm, which was quite impressive considering the missing fingers. His jaws grinded as the artificial voice explained to them that it was a common addition used by many units.
 »This special weapon here is called the Multator ... at least that’s the official name. The soldiers say multi-bar to it. Whatever you want to call it, it’s a rack for the forearm that can serve various purposes. It was originally designed for reconnaissance troops to advance on surreal worlds.«
 He pointed to a small roller at the rear end and then to a strange arrowhead further forward. »It’s a rope thrower that fires an ultra-light rope made of special polymer fibers at high speed, which is designed for climbing using a grappling hook. Climbing, swinging, pulling a little ... in combination with jetpacks, this is an unbeatable aid for movement. Of course, you can also use this function as a weapon and draw in enemies, tie them to each other or set up trip wires.«
 He demonstrated them how to fire with it and they should climb up a wall. They thought about how much easier it would have been to climb on Nirvana with such a device. He then showed on his model that it was possible to equip the bars with silent stunning or poison darts and then fire them using a sophisticated mechanism. The range was limited, but the possibilities seemed enormous. Kwax mentioned that Syntech recently integrated folding blades as extendable melee weapons. They looked at different models and he demonstrated how to attach them to different types of armor.
 It was the first of their lessons with the Salvani, but it appeared to be an always interesting subject that gave them an insight into great equipment.
  
 After the lunch break was over, Clemm came into the dining room. However, he did not approach them, but stood in the middle of the room and addressed everyone in it.
 »As you all know, tomorrow is Mutton-Day. A holiday commemorating the first wave of settlers and the brilliant astronomer Henry Earl Mutten who left Earth to live here on Utopia Beta. You are free to leave the facility. Since Mutten-Day coincides with one of the hottest days of summer this year, the administration has decided to host a summer party to raise morale. Therefore, on behalf of the Supreme Army Command, I would like to invite you to participate in this celebration. It begins in the afternoon with an extensive barbecue and ends at 2300 with a party at the parade ground.«
 His facial expression during the lecture left no doubt that he did not approve of the frivolous celebration. The recruits were totally excited and talked loudly and enthusiastically about it.
  
 When the celebration took place on Tuesday, they all had a relaxed, sunny morning behind them and were absolutely thrilled at the prospect of a party. Carter had thrown on short jeans, a pair of red sneakers and a loose shirt and strolled with Kelly in hotpants and a belly-free strappy top towards the smoke that the huge grill blew into the sky. Rod was already standing in line in his black muscle shirt waiting for a load of meat. Leena was sitting at a table a little bit away and had a salad and bread in front of her. She waved to them and while Kelly strolled over to her, Carter queued up with two plates. Since the military required a lot of sport and one was quickly brought into a good physical condition, they feasted extensively at their celebrations. So there were gurra burgers, masklu steaks, bacon from Earth pigs, marinated orato chicken, corn on the cob, gurra sausage, and many other grilled delicacies. Even some T’zun specialties could be found. In addition, you could get pizza from an oven and there were ice cream machines and several beverage stations with alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks. Kelly got bright eyes as Carter headed towards her with her heavily loaded plate.
 »I still find it funny how much and how glad you eat.«, Rod munched smiling.
 Leena also smiled as Kelly pushed three strips of bacon into her mouth. The others from their group were all over the place. Some played ball on the court, some took part in a small wrestling tournament right next to it. Jimbo had found a lot of people who wanted to play him in chess.
 »If you really don’t have any lessons, the terrain here doesn’t look so gloomy. The sun is shining, the grass is green and the trees are waving slightly in the warm breeze.«, Carter commented.
 »Yes, if there weren’t the many bullet holes in the trunks, because some people can’t aim ...«, Leena replied with a grin.
 Kelly said: »So you’re talking about yourself, huh?«
 She laughed: »What can I say? I don’t think I’m gonna be a front-line soldier.«
 Rod mischievously said: »Who knows? Maybe they still need cannon fodder. Besides, someone must carry the white flag.«
 »With your statue, you’d be ten times better cannon fodder.«
 The two grinned at each other and both Carter and Kelly had to smile because something seemed to develop gradually. After the meal, which lasted quite a long time as Kelly was getting refills four more times, they went for a walk. It was the early evening and the heat had subsided. They sat down in the shade of one of the larger trees and chatted.
 Carter said: »Now we have more than half the training behind us. I have to say, it went pretty fast, didn’t it?«
 »Well, I’m looking forward to the end of the three years rather eagerly. I never wanted all this.«, Leena replied.
 Kelly asked: »Do you want to tell us that it didn’t do you any good that you were here?«
 Then Rod said: »Well, I wanted to join the military anyway, but I never thought I’d encounter so many experiences. Education was expected, but I found friends, even befriended a totally stupid privileged person and had a lot of fun.«
 Carter had to grin into himself, and Leena said:
 »Yes, you’re right. My opinion about the military and its approach hasn’t changed, but I wouldn’t want to miss getting to know you. I never had any friends, you know. At school, there were a few girls who liked me, but I could never bring them home. Well, visiting someone else ... my father prevented that. So it is a wonderful experience that I was allowed to have here.«
 While she said this, she looked at Rod several times before quickly turning away her gaze.
 Carter said: »When I was home a while ago, I chatted with my brother-in-law. He made me realize how much I have changed through training. We spend the whole day exercising. We practice a lot of different things and are so caught up in this rut that we don’t even notice what we can do by now. When someone meets us, we seem self-confident. Nobody can imagine what we can do. We’ve become quite dangerous.«
 Rod laughed loudly: »Nobody will expect Kelly to be able to crush a guy by every trick in the book if he makes a fool of her. Neither they expect it from Leena.«
 At that thought she looked away, embarrassed.
 »Kelly can shine even without her fighting skills. Her sight alone is enough to knock people out, but her personality can disarm even the meanest guy.«
 »Now you’re overdoing it a little.«, Leena remarked.
 »The fact is, she’s a wonderful person with a wealth of great qualities and abilities. Everyone would be happy to know her.«
 Kelly grabbed him and kissed him while the other two sat around embarrassed. Rod said: »Well, I’d say you should get a room, but you already have. So I ask for respect for your two friends, who are uncomfortable when you make out in front of them.«
 They detached and Carter grinned innocently.
 Kelly asked: »Leena, how’s your parole going? Is everything okay?«
 »Well, what’s going to happen? I’m under observation and I’ve had to miss good opportunities several times to do the right thing. I am frustrated but no more than usual. I’ll make it to the end of the year.«
 As they talked, it was getting late and the grill was dismantled. Instead, a music system was set up and loudspeakers were distributed. Colorful lighting was switched on and most recruits changed to alcoholic drinks.
 When Rod saw that, he said:
 »Oh no. If they all drink here, drunk people will have sex everywhere tonight.«
 »Now you’re jealous of the room, aren’t you?«, Carter asked.
 »Tonight probably everyone is.«, Kelly said.
  
 The party started without warning with the sound of loud music. It didn’t take long until some of the tables and benches were cleared away and the first recruits on the dance floor released their accumulated energy. The group threw themselves into the turmoil and as Carter set out to get some cocktails, Kelly started dancing. This was not his thing, he had no rhythm and two left feet. Apart from that, he didn’t like the crowds of people. Leena was at a bar at the side of the dance floor waiting for him and her drink. Rod stood by her, even if he would have preferred to go dancing. Despite the noise around him, Carter could hear them talking to each other.
 »Do you like to dance, Leena?«, Rod asked.
 »Sometimes. But today I’m not in the mood for it. I have a lot on my mind at the moment.«
 »Did you know that you get stuck at some point by thinking too intensely? It can help if you keep your thoughts occupied elsewhere and let your brain keep pondering a solution in the background.«
 »And dancing would be a possibility? I don’t know. I don’t feel like it.«
 Rod thought for a moment and then said: »There is also the thesis that you can tear the brain out of its rut with an unexpected turn so that you can get back to work fresh afterward. This would be one way of doing it, for example!«
 He leaned forward and before she realized what he was up to, he kissed her. Carter widened his eyes and waited to see how Leena would react. To his astonishment, she didn’t move at first. She let it happen and after a moment her lips loosened and Rod looked at her uncertainly.
 »I really hadn’t expected that.«, she admitted.
 »Is that good or bad now? How did it feel for you?«, Rod wanted to know.
 She contemplated for a while, then she said: »I’m surprised myself how much I like you, even though you’re a narcissistic idiot who talks a lot of shit. But I don’t want a relationship or anything. That’s too much stress and work for me.«
 »Who’s talking about a relationship? I find you pleasant as a person, you are easy to talk to, we have fun together and I find you attractive. I would like to go out with you and see if something can come of it.«
 »Sounds like a relationship to me.«, Leena returned.
 Rod crossed his arms: »You don’t want a boyfriend. You want to do your own thing, you want to be free and not tied down. I understand that well. I don’t need a woman who sends me messages all day and asks me how long I was in the bathroom either. I want to have a good time, do stuff, sometimes hang out and I want to fuck. We can leave out all the other crap.«
 Leena looked at him and her eyes wandered along his muscular arms.
 »So you want a casual solution and sex? That sounds much better! Sex when I’m up for it and a conversation partner when I need one, but no obligations. That’s exactly what I want.«
 »So ... Is that how we do it now?«, Rod asked.
 She answered by grabbing his head and putting her tongue down his throat. Kelly saw it from the dance floor and she got big eyes. She grinned wide and winked at Carter, who just came to the table with the four drinks. When the two told her they didn’t want a real relationship, she was a little disappointed. Later she whispered to him that the two would get together, even if they didn’t know it yet.
 The party was going on and they saw Henry making out with Gina. Nambur calmly bounced to the music, while Urma stood next to him and knocked back one drink after the other. Meanwhile, the twins tried to hit on female recruits as a team. Jane had already disappeared with a guy and everyone knew what she was doing. Overall, they all had their own way of having fun that night. After the party was ended punctually by the guards, drunken chants and other explicit sounds were heard for hours from different directions.
  
   No Choice
  
 The following week they started mental training to resist psychological interrogation methods. The first time they tried to break Carter with seduction, but hardly any women could physically compete with Kelly. Later he had a test together with Rod and they were supposed to give out codes because otherwise the other had to suffer from a pain simulator. They were good friends, but they had the ambition to become outstanding soldiers and so neither of them gave in. Leena had also said nothing when Jimbo was suffering, but Kelly had collapsed as soon as she heard Nambur scream. No one could blame her, even if she hadn’t done the job.
 They sat in class with Annie on Tuesday and had just finished one of her advanced subjects. It was about military strategy and tactics, a field in which Leena was particularly talented. They had gone through fundamental old teachings like ›The Art of War‹ from the Chinese Sun Tzu but also reports from General Custer, Winston Churchill, and other famous military generals and leaders. They had looked at the course of various historical battles to see how to proceed. Water attacks, fire attacks, sabotage, superiority, feints and more. They also dealt with various types of battles and battlefields, including ship combat, ground warfare, air combat, space battles, and distance battles. Each type of confrontation had different conditions and countless factors could determine victory and defeat.
 »The task of a strategist is to consider all possible turns of events, no matter how unlikely they may be. At the same time, you have to find ways that the enemy didn’t foresee. Ultimately, it becomes a battle of the mind. It’s a vague thing, but some individuals have a talent for it.«, Annie explained.
 Urma asked if she could give an example of such an unpredictable strategy.
 »In ancient China, there was a famous strategist named Zhuge Liang, or as the locals called him, Kunming. He was so cunning and farsighted that he was nicknamed ›Sleeping Dragon‹. Once he and his troops faced supremacy he could never have stopped. But unlike Leonidas of Sparta, he did not sacrifice all men for a kamikaze victory. He knew about his reputation and so he opened all the gates of the fortress and disguised the soldiers as civilians. He sat down above the gate and relaxed played a musical instrument. His opponent also knew about his reputation and because of the self-confidence of his enemy, he feared a trap and started the retreat. The extent to which this story actually happened is unknown, but the so-called ›Empty Fort Strategy‹ was used more than once at the time. A victory without a fight. So you see that absolutely anything is possible and should be considered.«
 »If anything is possible, the job as a strategist must be an impossible task.«, it came from Tom.
 Jimbo replied: »Well, you don’t really have to consider everything. Only what is realistic. Of course, you could prepare yourself for an invasion of flying cows, but the probability is not very high. Instead, you always look at the same things first. The environment, the weather, the own and enemy troop strength, allies and enemies, civilians, equipment, supplies and the position of the enemy. And then you try to work out every possible strategy that could be used against you and think about how to take advantage of it. Then you try to cover as many of those possibilities as you can and at the same time plan your own strategies that are less obvious. It’s like playing chess. You wait to see what your opponent does and react three steps in advance.«
 Nambur said: »But this is about real conflicts, not a board game«.
 Annie interrupted the debate: »Actually, chess is one of the games that many strategists played in their spare time to train their tactical thinking skills. James hit the nail on the head.«
 Just as she was about to tell the story of a famous T’zun strategist, all the bracelets vibrated at the same time, even Annie’s multitool seemed to be affected. Her facial expression became serious and she switched on the holoprojector. A portrayal of General Harvey Dukes, Utopia’s military chief of staff, appeared. He was a man in his mid-fifties with gray hair combed backward, several scars on his face and a cleanly shaved full beard. He stood there in his decorated uniform with his hands folded on his back and looked serious. That alone was nothing special, for it was a constant joke that the General would not even smile if Ronson Glades, his political opponent, fell on his face in front of him. But even without any words, they could all sense that something was wrong.
 »Members of the Utopia Military. Today, on the 224. day of the year 235 after the expansion, there was a violent clash between the military of Utopia’s united forces and the Lorgan-Gumai Prevalence on the planet of Zulath. As you all know, Zulath in the Aeon-Width is the military center and the main base of human forces outside our system. The attack was launched four hours ago by a fleet of enemy ships attacking out of the orbit, using landing ships to enforce a ground war. As this is only the third open act of war since the outbreak of the conflict, we were not prepared for a strike of this magnitude. Contact with the Joint Chiefs of Staff has broken off a few minutes ago. It can be assumed that our entire force was wiped out on site.
 I do not need to mention that the casualties from this defeat are devastating. If this attack is only the first step in a systematic strategy, we must be prepared for anything. With immediate effect, all the troops who are fit for duty will be put on active alert and we will immediately begin to take countermeasures.
 This is a dark day for humanity. Prepare for what comes next.«
 The transmission ended and left only shocked silence, probably planet-wide. Nobody had expected such a thing. After several years of smoldering hostility, the Lorgans had now taken the first big step.
 Leena said: »The other peoples of the initiative will no longer maintain their rather neutral stance. The Lorgans have just messed with the entire known galaxy.«
 Gina sadly remarked: »But unfortunately that doesn’t bring our people back anymore.«
 Jimbo kept silent in horror because his brother had been stationed on Zulath. Jane took him in his arms and gently swayed with him as he fought in vain against the tears.
 Rod asked Annie: »What does that mean for us?«
 She was hardly approachable herself. She pulled herself together and replied: »All on-call soldiers will be equipped and distributed to posts, reserve men will be called in again to replace fallen soldiers. Older recruits will be promoted at an early stage and will be given active status. Security and readiness at all bases will be increased, and unimportant posts will be temporarily closed. This will take a few days. For you it means nothing. Your training is not completed yet. It will be continued as usual. However, if the situation remains this serious, some of you will surely be sent on real missions in the third year. That, of course, depends on your talents and abilities, but the risk increases. But right now you have to finish the two basic years. So you have nothing to worry about for the next few months.«
 But her expression was deadly serious and they felt that she hadn’t told the whole truth.
  
 The rest of the day there were no more lessons because all instructors had to talk to their superiors. About half of them would switch to active duty and leave Utopia, or at least be sent to other posts. Dunn and Banes, however, seemed to stay. Only Drill Sergeant Clemm was recalled.
 Tom said at dinner: »Of course Major Dunn will not be removed. She is so crazy that she probably does more damage in the field than a horde of Lorgans.«
 A few of them laughed, but few of the recruits felt like it. Many had had family members on Zulath and feared for the future. The term war had always accompanied them over the last few years, but it had lost its meaning. Now it had returned with brutal force and floated above them like a dark shadow. War was something terrible. It destroyed families, lives, whole planets and left nothing but death, suffering, and destruction. Carter could feel the collective horror of the people around him. He felt the need to help, but he was just a simple recruit. Despite everything they had learned in the last year and a half, they were not even good enough to be summoned. It was frustrating.
  
 The situation remained tense during the following days and several recruit groups were relocated to other training camps because there were no longer enough coaches in Osilon. They were called together on Thursday. Not only Carter and his group, but all the recruits in the base. They gathered on the large square in front of the main building and were accordingly confused. After the events of the past days, everything was possible. It did loosen up everyday life, but it also created constant insecurity.
 The other instructors were all present and they saw Major Banes talking to the commander of Osilon. Shortly thereafter, he hastily walked away and the torturer seemed to be really brooding. A moment later he stepped on a pedestal with a microphone.
 »You were gathered here so that I could share something with you. Since we have lost a good third of our forces on Zulath and Earth troops are currently sending us hardly any reinforcements, the selective conscription was replaced by a general variant. This means that we will have many more recruits. But it also means that advanced semesters will have to fulfill more demanding tasks earlier. Of course, this only applies to those of you who haven’t turned out to be complete fools.
 To compensate for the lack of training time, reduce overall training time and make talented individuals even more effective, the Military Joint Chiefs of Staff gave a new order this morning. Each recruit will be tested for fitness and will be equipped with synthium-based upgrades if the criteria are met. These modifications are not a voluntary decision, but an acceptable procedure. The moral protection clause against unwanted physical changes has been limited to a certain degree by martial law. You can think of it as you like, but it has to be done.
 For this reason, in the course of the morning, all recruits present here were assessed based on their training data. You will receive your result in the next few minutes.«
 So it had actually happened. The military had introduced forced upgrades. Although for understandable reasons, it was a forced operative procedure. Carter could already hear Magnus raging as soon as he heard about it. He had no doubt that his results of the last months had qualified him for modifications. Not surprisingly for him, his bracelet vibrated and told him that he would receive some. It seemed that the nature of the upgrades depended on the performance of each recruit. An amazing amount of technology and synthium must have been provided to accommodate so many people.
 Kelly looked at him and seemed relieved that she was not affected. Rod looked happy, but because he would get some, and he seemed to like it. Henry, Gina, Urma, Tim, and Tom also had surgery ahead of them. Leena had turned pale. When Carter looked at her bracelet and saw that she was to receive several upgrades, he understood why. She hated the military and everything it stood for. And now, against her will, it would even change her own body. He didn’t know how she would react, but she didn’t have a choice. Carter only wondered why she was chosen despite her parol. That didn’t seem plausible to him.
 Banes registered the whispering noise and spoke again: »As you may have noticed, only about a third of the recruits here receive upgrades. There are several types of modifications that have been selected for you. The selection is based on your performance and the potential the trainers see in you. Synthium is very precious, and even if these types of upgrades contain little of it, it would be far too expensive and unnecessary to give every recruit all the improvements.«
 He waited briefly and then sent all those to the barracks who would not receive upgrades. Turned to the rest, he said:
 »Your preparation and operation will take place within the next three weeks. The schedule is still being prepared. During this time no exit is allowed and no services will be distributed. Classes will continue as usual. Dismissed!«
 Despite the hard words he seemed to be depressed. Apparently, he did not agree.
 Carter hurried to his room and left it to Rod to assist Leena. He briefly spoke with Kelly and then called his father to inform him. Magnus, of course, knew about Zulath and he was very concerned about the current situation. But when he heard about the upgrades, he became absolutely silent. Carter had expected furious swearing, but his father didn’t say a word for several minutes. When he reacted again, he said:
 »So it’s come to this after all. I always suspected that they would do that at some point. My friends and I did everything we could to stop it, but Zulath knocked everything out. I could go out in rage now and round up everyone I know in the military, but I’m pretty sure that most of them are as shocked as we all are. At the moment, hardly anyone can think clearly. The fear has them firmly under control. We have to face reality, Carter. I can’t help that decision. If I try, I’ll do us both more harm than good.«
 Kelly bent into the picture and said angrily: »There must be something we can do!«
 Magnus sighed: »I’m afraid there’s nothing anyone can do anymore. However, I can make sure that you get better treatment. For such surgeries, the military uses the simplest upgrades. They are outdated, not always reliable and can only be surgically improved afterward. Which of you four did it affect?«
 Carter said: »Rod and Leena are also affected. And by ›affected‹, I mean with Leena, she’s completely helpless, angry, and totally beside herself.«
 »That is understandable. Depending on which upgrades they use on her, it will permanently affect her life. This is not a small beauty surgery, where you straighten her nose. What modifications are these exactly?«
 Kelly said: »They were assigned individually.«
 Magnus nodded because it seemed logical. Carter looked at his bracelet and read aloud:
 »With me, it’s supposed to be a T-28, an A-4M9, an X-34, a 6-H1, and a P5X. Whatever that is.«
 Magnus frowned disapprovingly.
 »I guess your success has paid off. You shall get some quite powerful things. However, they are still within a range that you can cope with. Nothing you can see from the outside at least. But they are all old models.«
 »What exactly are they for?«, Carter asked impatiently.
 »Oh, of course, excuse me. I spend the whole day with such identifiers and don’t think about explanations anymore. A T-28 is a muscle upgrade. synthium-reinforced biochips are implanted in five places in the body, which change the composition of the muscle groups within a very short time in such a way that one has many times more strength. This also protects the bones better against fractures and dislocations. This upgrade is always used in conjunction with the A-4M9. These are synthium reinforced joints. All your joints will be replaced by this more efficient version so that they can support the increased muscle tension and power.
 The X-34 is a brain implant at the nerve control center. It accelerates the transmission of incoming impulses and promotes the reaction processes in the brain. This increases the reflexes enormously so that you can even dodge gunfire with a little practice. 6-H1 is a combination upgrade for the lungs and heart to increase endurance. These are all things you can’t see and if the procedure goes smoothly you can’t feel them. You’ll only notice the P5X. This is an eyeball upgrade. It gives you an internal HUD on your retina that is synchronized with a multitool. So you can use basic HUD functions without glasses or a helmet.«
 Carter thought most of it didn’t sound so bad. He was more afraid of amputations that replaced whole body parts. Kelly didn’t find these things particularly disturbing either. Still, it seemed inappropriate to force such a thing.
 Magnus said: »I’ll make sure you get the latest synthium versions instead of the old military models. If Rod and Leena contact me and tell me their upgrades, I’ll take care of them too. I want them to call me today so I can get everything sorted out in time.«
 He said goodbye because he had a lot to do. Carter brought the two to his and Kelly’s room. Rod showed him that he would get the same upgrades except for the eyes. Leena, however, had another identifier besides the HUD that no one else had. According to Magnus, it was a rarely used intelligence upgrade developed for strategists and scientists. It seemed unusual to him to give it to a recruit.
 »Improved intelligence is not something that can be considered a physical change. And it doesn’t hurt. Most things don’t sound that bad.«, Kelly found.
 But Leena was beside herself and screamed. She insulted the military in the strongest terms and then stormed out to complain.
 Although Rod was worried about Leena’s behavior, he was thrilled: »I think it’s brilliant! Who would have thought that I would be endowed with superhuman strength and endurance? A simple mechanic from the slums of New Denver. You can say what you want about the military, they are responsible for a lot of poverty after all, but they also give me the chance to make more of myself. And I won’t miss this opportunity.«
 Carter could well understand how Rod felt. Despite his origins, he had always run around with the feeling that he did not deserve the preferred treatment. Now he had the opportunity to make his own name. Nevertheless, he continued to wonder about the fact that Leena had been modified at all when she had acted openly against the system several times and almost ended up in prison. On the other hand, her behavior seemed much less stubborn than he had expected, despite the tirade and the screaming.
  
 Carter’s confusion became even greater as she had raised objections in the administration and made a lot of noise but quickly got over it. She seemed to have come to terms with her fate after only two days. It seemed strange, but at his question, she only replied that she had tried everything and that the military would harvest what they had sewn. With more intelligence, she wanted to tackle the system even harder.
 The rest of the week went by fairly quickly with the usual lessons. Already on the weekend, Leena was to be operated on, while Rod was scheduled on Monday and Carter on Wednesday. When she entered the medical department of the main building on Saturday, she looked very frightened. The others accompanied her to the door, but then she had to go in alone. Magnus had sent a Syntech shuttle very early that morning to deliver the latest upgrades for the three. So Leena would not just be the only one to receive an intelligence upgrade, but also the most advanced model on the market. But at that moment she didn’t care because she just wanted to run away.
 Rod put his hand on her shoulder and nodded at her. Her otherwise stubborn nature could not be seen and she looked back insecurely. Rod smiled at her and told her that everything was going to be fine. His tone left no doubt. She pulled a corner of her mouth slightly upwards and then turned around. After she was gone, the others slowly strolled back to the drill ground to sit and wait. The procedure would take about two hours.
 »Can you believe that operations used to take many hours? Sometimes thirteen or more. And this although it was still people who had to perform it manually. Phew, no wonder the mortality rate was so high.«, Rod thought.
 Kelly said: »If this had already been possible on Earth with precision robots, the overpopulation would probably have come much earlier. Even before we had developed the necessary space travel. Then we probably wouldn’t all be here today.«
 Carter said nothing and when they asked what was on his mind, he replied: »I was wondering if such an intelligence upgrade would have more effect than just Leena’s thinking capacity.«
 »What do you mean?«, Kelly asked.
 »If this implant increases your thinking power, it will certainly affect other areas as well. The way she thinks will change. It is a well-known fact that rationality and emotion are opposites. In most people, the two keep themselves in balance or the emotional side is stronger. But with the great thinkers, one finds, again and again, hints that they were described as people who were eccentric, unapproachable or emotionally cold. The more intelligent someone is, the more he becomes like a computer.
 You heard Jazzir after all. The T’zun teach their AI that it sometimes has to make deliberately wrong decisions. The behavior that would be rational, logical and correct does not correspond to what is morally or emotionally right. When people lose their connection to this emotional inner compass through too much intelligence, they become the opposite of an emotional AI. Such a person knows morality, but the newly gained intelligence makes them decide to ignore it.«
 Rod said ›Stop‹ before he could go any further with his philosophical remarks.
 »Now go easy, buddy. We’re talking about Leena here.«
 Carter said: »If it’s still her.«
 Kelly put her hand on his shoulder: »If the military gives someone such an upgrade, then they’re doing it because that person is suitable for it. They certainly don’t want the implant to produce a completely uncontrollable result. I’m sure they’ve taken precautions. Somehow.«
 Rod now seemed depressed, although Carter hadn’t intended that.
 As soon as Leena joined them again in the early evening, they were all extremely curious. The others in the group also came to hear how she felt.
 She was sitting on a bench looking straight at the sun. One could see her pupils shrinking in a flash, much faster than normal. Rod noticed that the iris had a different color and looked more perfect and flawless. Carter saw that the pupils were not contracted, but that a focus had set in. The whole eye seemed to be mechanical.
 Leena said: »Actually I don’t feel any difference. The intelligence upgrade takes a few days to work properly. My eyes were completely removed and replaced by these prostheses. I was angry when they told me that, but I don’t notice any change. The normal visual functions seem to work as intended because the improved functions don’t seem to be activated yet.«
 Her statements were not really helpful or meaningful to any of them. On Sunday, she had several moments when she flinched briefly, after which everything was normal again. That way Carter could get used to the idea that his eyes would soon no longer be in his head. He looked at himself in the mirror and made himself aware of it, but it was like a dream. He did not realize it properly.
  
 On Monday the lessons took place as usual, except that Rod and Henry were missing because they were operated on. Rod’s operation was supposed to last four hours, but they would not see him again this week. As his upgrades were physical, he needed a week to get used to them in a sheltered environment. The same was in store for Carter on Wednesday. Kelly had sex with him before getting up to say goodbye. She wished him good luck and kissed him long and lovingly before going to class. Leena also came by again to hug him. Late in the morning, he trotted to the main building. His stomach growled because he had to be sober. Since his stomach rebelled anyway, that was probably a good thing, he thought. In the medical department a doctor, a nurse, and a technician awaited him. Before he could say much, the nurse instructed him to undress. While he was doing that, the doctor talked to him.
 »Carter Slade Sanders. Very nice. I see you’re receiving a lot of modifications. One could almost become jealous. Such a list of upgrades is usually reserved more experienced soldiers. People seem to have high expectations of you. But well, to the topic. You are immediately put into an artificial coma, then the robots go to work.«
 He showed a projection with about twelve illuminated spots on the human body.
 »Parts are used at these points. In addition, we remove all the joints of your body and replace them with stronger models. Otherwise, the muscle upgrades would tear you apart. Your eyeballs will also be removed and replaced with these. They are state-of-the-art ocular prostheses. They are connected to the optic nerves so that your vision functions independently of the technical extensions of the prosthesis. In other words, your vision cannot simply be switched off. On the contrary, it even gets a lot better. Many people ask me that. Since you get the Syntech special model, you have a nice extra that we’ll explain to you later.
 When the surgery is done, you will stay in the rehabilitation area for about a week. There your vital functions, your values, and all other factors will be monitored. We will also teach you how to handle the new upgrades. All clear so far?«
 Carter had many questions, but since he couldn’t avert the surgery, they had time until after the surgery. So he shook his head and the doctor led him to the stretcher. As he stared at the ceiling, the nurse injected him with a very strong sedative and he couldn’t even finish his next thought or feel fear before he had passed out.
  
 When he opened his eyes again, it seemed to him that no time had passed. However, his whole body hurt, so that was probably not the case. He raised his head and his bed adapted to the movement and raised the headrest. He was lying in a recovery room with several hospital beds in it. Some people were walking around, nurses, guards, patients.
 »Hey, buddy! I’m glad you’re awake. How do you feel?«
 The words came from Rod, who sat next to him by the bed and grinned at him. Carter immediately noticed that Rod’s muscles had grown, and clearly so. He looked like a bull.
 »Everything hurts, so the procedure must have gone according to plan. But shit, Rod, you’ve become a real bear!«, he exclaimed.
 Rod laughed and got up to present himself.
 »Well, I was told my evaluation had clearly shown that I was a good front-line soldier. To give me this option, the muscle upgrades were set a little higher. I like it pretty much. I feel like pure strength crammed into a sexy body. I’m like a sports car.«, he laughed.
 Carter lifted the blanket to see if he had changed too. To his relief, everything seemed to be the same. But Rod said in astonishment:
 »Wow, your eyes dude! Just like with Leena. You can only see it when you look closely, but the green has become more intense and you blink less.«
 Carter took a hand mirror from the bedside table and looked at his face. Most of his eyes looked the same as before, but on closer inspection, he saw tiny mechanical parts that controlled the opening of the iris. It was subtle, but you could still see it. Yet it didn’t feel wrong. He had feared his body would no longer feel like his, but both the pain and the sight were proof that it was not. He wanted to get up, but Rod stopped him.
 »You must not get up yet. I’ll tell the coach that you’re awake. He will help you to cope with the changes, otherwise, you will break something. I accidentally knocked my bedside table to pieces when I wanted to turn off the alarm.«, he said with an embarrassing smile.
 After a while, the trainer came in a medical uniform and sat down on the chair.
 »Good morning, my name is Ted. I’m one of the rehab coaches. I’m sure you have a lot of questions and I’ll be there all week to help you get along. You’ve had several operations at once. Your body takes a while to accept the upgrades. The pain you feel is the change in your muscle structure that was initiated during activation. Your new joints and muscles will not function properly until this process is complete. This will take about a day. Until then you should stay in bed because sometimes your body will disobey you. As soon as the pain stops, you know it’s all over.«
 »Will I also become an animal like Rod?«, Carter asked.
 Ted laughed: »No, don’t worry. You can adjust the strength of the change and Rod deliberately made it more comprehensive. You are well suited in so many disciplines that you get a balanced setting first. You will be a bit stronger, but not as massive as with Mister Tindall. Get some rest and let me know if you need anything, okay?«
 He nodded. Since he couldn’t do much, he spent the rest of the day reading and watching movies.
  
 When the pain stopped the next morning, Carter called Ted. He came and said:
 »Wonderful, the values look good. All upgrades are fully active, your body has accepted them and they have started up. Now try to get up, but please slowly. Too hasty and you smash the bed against the wall.«
 That sounded a bit exaggerated, Carter found. But he noticed how movements that he could previously do naturally now required more control. If he grabbed the edge of the bed too tightly when he got up, the metal frame would bend. He placed his feet on the floor and lifted himself too quickly from the bed so that he flew half a meter into the air and fell on his nose.
 Ted straightened him up and commented: »That’s what I meant.«
 He explained to Carter that his gross and fine motor skills did not immediately adapt to the changed conditions. That’s why it took a week in isolation. They spent the day throwing softballs, lifting objects, opening doors and putting down and picking up water glasses. Everyday movements that could easily lead to destruction with the new strength. Rod was also in the large lounge and practiced close combat with Jazzir. He waved from time to time.
 Already on the second day, they switched to fine motor exercises. Computers, skill games, drawing and similar things that Carter hadn’t done for years.
 »Let’s test the limits of this power! I’d like to know what I’m capable of now.«, he asked Ted.
 He said: »Yes, that will come, but first you have to be able to live normally again«.
 On the third day, Carter was supposed to go to the obstacle course. Banes was waiting there for him.
 »Recruit Sanders. I judged you right from the start. You are talented. It’s time to put your new possibilities to the test. We go through the exercises of the hell trail one by one and see how your performance has changed compared to before. But first you run the ten laps on the course, you remember that.«
 The memory made Carter almost feel the stitch again, but he had no choice, so he started running. Surprisingly, he was faster than before and even after the third lap he wasn’t out of breath in the least. He was curious and accelerated his pace. He sprinted the following five laps and his breathing was hardly changed. At the end of the run, he felt as if he had just warmed up.
 »Damn, that’s awesome!«, he shouted out loud.
 Banes nodded with a grin: »I know.«
 Carter suddenly realized that the major had to have upgrades, too. That was certainly the reason why no recruit had been able to beat his time so far. Now he was able to do that. He kept the thought to himself and went to the stations of the hell trail, which now caused him hardly any problems. Although not all obstacles could be overcome with endurance or strength, he had acquired the necessary coordination long ago through the many training sessions. He was able to overcome all obstacles in one-third of his normal time. Banes seemed satisfied and a little impressed.
 »Even Tindall wasn’t as fast as you, but my best time comes from both upgrades and training. The new power alone will not be enough. So forget about that right away, boy.«, he grinned.
  
 The following day he was assigned to the strength area in the sports hall. Jazzir expected him there and together they explored how much weight Carter could move, how far the jumps were and where his limits were. He was amazed at what he was now able to do. He lifted the heaviest dumbbells, which just happened to push him to the limit. He jumped over a third of the hall and reached a height of three meters. Jazzir was impressed and he himself felt like a super-soldier.
 »Your strength now corresponds to that of a T’zun. You are all the more qualified to train with us. Dosing this power is another hurdle that you have to overcome now. I will help you with that.«
 The help came in the form of sparring with the T’zun himself. They fought against each other the whole afternoon and Carter learned not to use his strength to the full with punches and kicks, but to adapt it to the situation. Jazzir showed him some tricks that a person with normal physical strength could not use.
 Before they ended the day, Carter said: »Jazzir. I know you’re a trainer here and it’s your job to pass on knowledge, but I feel it’s a privilege to learn from a member of your people.«
 The person addressed bowed slightly, which was a sign of great respect for the T’zun.
 »You are a special person. Something about you is different and I feel that this something will take you very far.«, Jazzir said and ended the exercises.
  
 Back in the lounge, Carter realized Rod was gone. His week was over and he was back in class. It wasn’t over for him yet though. The next day began in the simulation room. There Kova awaited him with Leena, who greeted him joyfully. The Salvani had her computer and a strange-looking medical vaccination gun with her. She looked at Carter with her huge eyes.
 »Good morning Mr. Sanders and Miss Whittaker. I’m here to explain the functions of your eye prostheses to both of you. Normally these upgrades are compatible with all common military systems, but since you have a special model, this is not optimally given. It only works with a multitool, not with the wristbands. Typically, recruits only get a multitool if they commit, but in your case, an exception was made because Syntech donated the equipment for it.«
 Kova took their bracelets and injected a tiny chip into each of their left forearms in a capsule.
 »Now the synchronization with the bracelets is running, it takes a moment. Then the multitool initializes the existing upgrades and creates the home interface.«, she explained, although they didn’t understand a word.
 The bracelets beeped once and then a short flash of lightning drove through Carter’s field of vision. Then, suddenly, a holographic projection was built up above his arm. In a bright blue, an interface appeared that displayed file folders, metrics, commands, and settings like a computer screen. There were also various options and connections to recognized external devices to set up.
 »Your looks tell me that the interface is now visible. At the moment this is only visible in your eyes, but nobody else can see it. There is a command in the home interface that makes it visible to others. Please do this so I can help you.«, Kova said.
 Once they had followed the instructions, she explained to them how the multitool was structured, what menus there were and how to set it all up for themselves. The customization ranged from the color of the hologram to the representation of the keys to the division of menu areas and displays.
 Kova pointed to a special field that was rather inconspicuous.
 »This is the upgrade menu. Here you can see all the modifications active in your body, their settings, and their readings. Things like endurance improvement and reaction time are only monitored here, but muscle improvements can be regulated. Then there are activatable upgrades and functions like your ocular HUD.«, she enumerated.
 As soon as they activated the HUD, it suddenly appeared before their eyes as if they had glasses on.
 »Your eyes can create an HUD without external aids. The settings were transferred from the bracelet and should look familiar to you.«, she said.
 Carter tried switching it on and off several times.
 »That’s amazing!«, he marveled.
 Leena was also completely speechless. She kept looking at her multitool and then straight ahead. Kova walked to a table and got two pistols.
 »Your Syntech models have an extra feature that the standard parts don’t have.«, she explained.
 She pointed to the ›Zoom‹ position in the eyepiece menu. When activated, Carter suddenly saw everything much closer and then normal again.
 »With your thoughts, you can now increase the zoom of your view to up to four times magnification. And if you’re holding a weapon ...«, she said and handed the guns to them. As the weapon unfolded and connected to the multitool and the HUD, their gaze changed to a crosshair and expanded the HUD to include a target calculation feature.
 »Damn! That’s unbelievable! These things are usually only given to elite units.«, Carter said. Leena was still silent.
 »That’s right, but your special models also require special basic equipment. Let’s say it’s an advantage you have now.«, Kova admitted. She added that Syntech’s multitools had excellent hacking systems even without the add-on module.
  
 Overall, the changes Carter experienced in a week in high-speed would have been too much for most people. But he found most of it enormously practical and useful in everyday life. More power and reaction could never hurt and the HUD was not intended exclusively for military purposes. After Carter returned to the normal routine after the familiarization week, it seemed to him that he was moving more smoothly. It was a Thursday when he returned to regular classes. Rod and Leena were already in the room with Annie where she explained further strategies to them. Rod looked happy, he even got completely new uniforms because he had become too wide for the old equipment. Henry and some of the other recruits had also received their upgrades. Especially those with eye upgrades were conspicuous because they looked around unusually often. Carter liked to play around with the zoom and other settings, which occasionally distracted him a bit.
 In the evening he told Kelly everything he had experienced this week and she looked at his new muscles and eyes impressed. During sex, Carter realized he had to focus so he wouldn’t grab too hard. But she seemed even more energetic because she liked the changes. She often asked him how things felt, or wanted to see his holo interface. He spent more time with her again and they almost forgot how serious things were for Utopia.
  
   Ground Warfare Exam
  
 Since the situation was very delicate at that time, no more field exercises were carried out outside Utopia. Many sites were temporarily closed, so there were generally fewer duties for recruits. This led to free hours and idle time. Since they had completed most of the training subjects by now and the final tests were approaching, that was all right with them. On an ordinary Monday Leena came to the others for breakfast and she was happy to announce that she was no longer under observation. She had been lifted from her parol shortly before her upgrade and from that day she was officially rehabilitated again.
 »That’s great, Leena!«, Jane said pleased.
 The twins and Gina were also happy with her, while Rod stood smiling next to her.
 Carter looked more thoughtful and when Kelly asked him why he didn’t say anything, he replied:
 »I just wonder. She has committed harmful sabotage and has also been warned several times and punished for rebellious behavior. Such a person is usually not rehabilitated, especially not so quickly. And an upgrade wouldn’t be considered either. It seems a little strange to me that she gets away so easily.«
 »Maybe your father has his hands in the game again. He certainly has some possibilities.«, Kelly thought.
 Carter shrugged his shoulders and chewed on an apple. Despite his amazement, he was happy that Leena didn’t have to bear any long-term consequences.
 They were all correspondingly optimistic when they went to class. Even the sight of Banes and his paintball gun could not take that away from them. The mood rose even higher when they saw how much faster Carter and Rod were due to their upgrades. Meanwhile, he easily overcame the ladder to climb and they almost jumped over the wooden barrier from a standing position. In the beginning, Carter had to climb up the rope with a technique, now he pulled himself up by pure strength without the help of his legs. His reflexes had become so fast that he could balance much more easily on a rope. He and Rod were able to cover free race tracks in no time at all.
 When they arrived at the beginning of the hell trail, Tom said:
 »Fuck, are you, super-soldiers, now? That was awesome!«
 Even Urma wouldn’t have been able to keep up with them in terms of speed and endurance if she hadn’t also been modified with endurance upgrades.
 Banes said: »That wasn’t bad at all. But don’t forget that Lorgans are naturally as strong as you are now. And they can run just as fast. For a human being, you have been massively strengthened, but on other planets, this only corresponds to the norm. So don’t become too confident and stay alert and ready.«
  
 During this week, they had several weapons training and sports sessions, more frequently than usual. They asked Dunn about it and she said:
 »Is that too much shooting for you? Be happy. You’re right, of course, there’s a reason why you so damn often take up my time. You are shit. That’s the reason. Almost two years of practice with all kinds of weapons and some of you still haven’t hit the mark. Even Sanders, Powell and Palmer have hardly excelled despite their better eyes. And I had expected more from the Syntech eyes.«
 She spat on the floor and continued: »The fact is that you morons are still not as good as you should be. In two weeks your final ground war simulation will take place and you’ll have to shoot straight ahead. That’s why you have a lot of close combat and weapons training in these two weeks. Otherwise, you’ll make a fool of yourselves.«
 Rod put his hands on his hips and said: »I thought there weren’t any real exams here.«
 Dunn sighed theatrically, grabbed a gun from the table next to him and fired right in front of Rod’s feet. He flinched back and looked at her irritated.
 »You’re flinched and frozen instead of acting. In a real battle, you’d be dead now. The exams you’re supposed to take here aren’t to give you any grades. You’re not supposed to apply anywhere like a suck-up and crawl up people’s asses with your report cards. They’re simulations that show us if you’re halfway ready for the real world out there. In a way, it’s also a kind of test for us trainers whether our methods work. So don’t cry Tindall, grab a gun and shoot the target back there!«
 In the following two weeks they practiced almost exclusively hand-to-hand combat and shooting. Carter was able to practice with his weapon-HUD with target assistance and became a much better shooter. Leena also benefited from her new eyes. She did not become a masterful markswoman, for upgrades could not perform miracles, but she improved drastically. The twins fired synchronously, Gina hit the mark most of the time and even Jimbo had some good hits. Kelly held back a little. Without modifications, she felt weak and useless. Carter, Rod, and Leena cheered her up whenever they could.
  
 The day of the exam was a rainy Tuesday. They were all quite nervous this morning, although they had already experienced several simulations and completed them quite well. Nevertheless, the word ›test‹ was enough to intimidate them.
 Nambur said: »Oh people, why are you so quiet? That’s the official assessment simulation today, but our bracelets always measure how good we are anyway. They don’t just use today’s training for their evaluation, they use all our performances.«
 »I wonder anyway why such openly communicated tests are carried out at all. Our wristbands have all the data. I can even see my hit rate in weapons training here.«, Jane said annoyed.
 Jimbo interjected: »I think this exam thing is about making us nervous. We’re supposed to be insecure so that we’re under pressure. Real missions are about life and death, where failure means death. Then there is always pressure. Presumably, we should learn to deal with it and still act wisely.«
 This view seemed plausible to them, even if it didn’t take away the nervousness. They made their way to the simulation hall. Banes, Dunn, and Jazzir waited for them there. They went into the changing rooms and equipped themselves. Even after two years, the standard equipment still felt impractical and awkward. They ran into the hall and grabbed weapons. Pistol, assault rifle and shotgun were Rod’s equipment, while Leena only got pistol and MP. Each was equipped with the armament that, according to the records, they could handle best. Carter received the pistol, the assault rifle, and a sniper rifle. He wondered how a sniper rifle could help him in a ground battle.
 Banes stood in front of them and announced loudly:
 »Today is the day of truth. Almost two years of training culminate in these exercises and us three here ...«, he said with a view to Dunn and Jazzir, »... have put a lot of our time and effort into you to survive out there and do your job. Now we want to see how you behave in a realistic fighting situation.«
 He switched on the simulation and suddenly they found themselves in a swampy jungle area, where isolated trees stood at large puddles, the grass was partly knee-high and flames blazed in several places.
 »What you see here is the representation of a tribal region on Halog. Imagine if we had pushed the Lorgans back to their homeworld and involved them in a ground war. Battles are raging all over the planet, while fighters are flying around in the sky above you, battling against the Gumai squadrons. It’s hot, humid and dark. It’s raining and you’ve been in action for ten hours. Just before you can rest to eat and sleep, you’ll come across an enemy camp of Lorgans, who will immediately notice you and attack you. About one hundred soldiers fight alongside you against almost seventy lizards. Your goal is to take them all out and secure the area so the supplies can land. Let’s go!«
 All of a sudden over eighty Utopia soldiers appeared next to them and seventy huge lizard men in front of them and both groups stormed towards each other. The noise of the roaring warriors was deafening. Leena stood there completely perplexed and would have been overrun if Rod hadn’t grabbed her and pushed her aside. Carter waited a moment with bent legs and watched his enemies. Since they were simulations, his HUD didn’t help much as it couldn’t detect any life forms. The Lorgans were indeed large and looked desolate and deadly with their war paint. Only about half of them had armor that looked like crafted bones. The armored enemies carried firearms, heavy-looking rifles with wide or multiple barrels. The other Lorgans were just painted and had clumsy bone axes and metal axes that they swung angrily over their heads. Carter pulled out his pistol and remembered that the lizards‹ weak points were in the finely scaled areas under their arms and joints and on their necks. Chest and head had particularly hard scale armor. So he fired several triple salvos and hit an enemy below the neck, killing him. He rolled to the side when a bullet struck next to him. The shotguns of the Lorgans were a mixture of a military shotgun and a grenade launcher and one did not want to be hit by those things. Carter used his newly gained strength and jumped onto a nearby tree, where he was well camouflaged thanks to the green armor color. He switched to the sniper rifle and aimed. He had a good view of the situation through the visor. Leena had retreated a bit and coordinated some clever feints of the holo soldiers against the Lorgans. Meanwhile, Gina and Nambur fired from elevated positions at several enemy groups, with Jane keeping an eye on them. Jimbo had been surrounded by Urma and Tom, but they held their ground as holo soldiers supported them from all sides. Tim was hit by a hatchet in the leg and leaned against a tree where Rod defended him.
 A Lorgan struck an ax at Rod, but he stopped it with the shaft of his shotgun, grabbed it by the handle and pushed it against the lizard’s head. He tore it out of its hands, pressed the gun against the enemy’s throat and shot. Tim distorted his face in disgust as Rod, meanwhile, sank the ax into the shoulder of an armored opponent. Carter found that the three encircled ones needed his help the most, so he aimed and his HUD calculated the best targets and angles. In a short time, together with the holo soldiers, he managed to open a breach through which the comrades could leave the danger zone. Carter saw from the corner of his eye that his fire had caught the attention of some Lorgans. He could just drop off the branch he was sitting on before the trunk got hit. His attackers were two armed lizards and three axes.
 »Guys, it’s getting a little rough here!«, he shouted into his microphone.
 Out of nowhere Kelly suddenly appeared and fired across into the enemy crowd to distract them. She slipped underneath the legs of an ax wielder, disarmed him with her melee skills and finished him off with her assault rifle. Unfortunately, she stood between the enemies and realized that she couldn’t get out. Carter switched to the rifle, shot two distant enemies about to join and approached Kelly’s position firing. More Lorgans joined in, targeting him. Several of them were distracted as holo soldiers moved toward them from a flank.
 »I sent you reinforcements!«, Leena sounded from the headphones.
 Rod also came along and rammed a Lorgan with his shoulder, whereupon he crashed into his comrades and knocked them over.
 »Do you need help?«, he asked grinning and shot an enemy to pieces.
 »Good to see you, Rod!«, Carter replied gasping.
 Back to back, they shot all around, but the armor of the Lorgans was hardly penetrable.
 »How are we supposed to crack these bone armors?«, Rod asked.
 Meanwhile, Kelly tried to avoid ax blows and shot whenever she could. Leena rushed into the field and had a package under her arm. She avoided several bullets and approached Carter and Rod ducked.
 »Hey! The others are holding the position in different places, but I found something in our forward camp!«
 She gave each of them a rifle magazine. At one glance, Carter recognized it as piercer ammo. He changed the type of ammunition on his rifle and the energy lines on the side changed from orange to blue. His HUD also changed color and showed new tactical options. Rod immediately fired with the piercers and didn’t have a bad hit rate, but although the projectiles did a lot of damage to the ax bearers, they also bounced off the bone armor.
 »Fuck! What kind of armor are these? Nothing gets through.«, Rod cursed loudly.
 Carter’s HUD didn’t show any details about the holo opponents, but the target systems captured the shapes of the environment and marked the best hit angles for heads and other unarmored areas. He explained to Rod what he saw and the two of them passed these clues on to the group. The melee units were quickly destroyed. The result, however, was that a transporter of the Lorgans came to drop off additional units. This time Gumai-tripods were part of it. These were battle walkers for uneven terrain. They were as high as five humans, had three strong legs and a closed dome with sharp edges in which a Gumai sat and operated the controls. The ›tanks‹ used a double-barrelled gun that could even fetch fighters from the sky. Four of these mighty constructs now stood next to a group of about forty armed Lorgans with ax rifles. The lizards had attached ax blades to the lower parts of their weapons in order to have an advantage in close combat.
 As soon as the last of the first enemy wave had fallen, about thirty of the holo soldiers were still alive and Tim and Henry were eliminated. »What do we do now?«, Jane asked by comms.
 Carter called up the database entry for the Gumai’s tripods via his multitool. A 3D representation appeared and he, Leena, Rod, Kelly, and Nambur, who were nearby, looked at the image. These runners had only one known weak point, located on top of the roof, where the hatch was visible.
 »There’s not much we can do about them.«, Jimbo stated frankly.
 »Do we have anything useful in the camp? Maybe a rocket launcher?«, asked Rod.
 Leena shook her head. »There are only ammunition dumps and a few rifles. But it seems strange to me that there are no weak points. We have three legs in front of us, all of which should be equipped with joints and motors.«
 »Yes, but they are equipped with protective caps, we can’t reach them.«, Tom commented.
 Before they could talk any further, the opponents started their attack. The recruits had completely forgotten that they were on an active battlefield. Carter sent Leena to the camp to continue coordinating the holo soldiers and to think of a strategy. Meanwhile, he went on to attack with Rod and Kelly. Rod roared and fired to attract the enemy attacks as she tried to sneak up on a tripod from behind and get a better view of it. Carter used the resulting freedom to precisely eliminate some of the new Lorgans from a distance. This was much easier with the piercer ammunition. They heard Nambur getting caught by a tripod.
 Carter saw how one of the things had placed itself near a big tree and of course, he wanted to take advantage of that. He went off and Rod followed him because he suspected his buddy had an idea. Carter found a group of two Lorgans with rifles, which he and Rod took out together with a coordinated hit from behind. They grabbed the weapons with the hatchet extension and asked Leena to send some of their allies to occupy the tripod. As the metal monster fired wildly into the area, Carter and Rod hacked into the trunk of the tree with their amplified power, and after a short while it crashed into the vehicle and trapped it. The tree trunk wasn’t heavy enough to destroy the tank, but it was immobile and useless.
 The cheering of the others was loud, but it didn’t last long because Jimbo was hit. Shortly after the first tripod had fallen, the second one was destroyed by a fighter just passing by. This distracted the Lorgans so much that they could kill several of them. The two remaining Gumai tanks were standing a little apart next to each other. Far and wide was no tree or other aid to attack them.
 »Leena, we need a plan!«, Kelly shouted into the microphone, who had narrowly avoided an ax blow.
 The reaction was: »Okay, I might have something. Gina, Urma and Rod, you have to make your way to the wreck of the tripod. It’s on its side, so get the Gumai out of there. Have Gina hack the controls. The thing can’t run anymore, but if Rod uses his power to point the gun and Urma pulls the fire and runs around, then Gina could shoot at the other two.«
 »But that’s pretty vague, Leena.«, said Gina.
 »In combat, tactics are often vague, but you have to trust the strategist, so get going! I’m thinking of something else. I think I just came up with a plan B if that doesn’t work.«, Carter announced resolutely.
 He had a natural ability to lead because unlike Leena, no one doubted his commands, but they set off immediately. He waved Kelly and Tom to him. The fallen tree was a typical jungle tree, so thick green lianas hung from it everywhere.
 »If we cut these things off and use them as ropes, we could knock over the tripods!«
 Enthusiastically the two helped him to cut and collect the climbing plants. They were so far away from the noise that nobody fired at them. In the end, they had some long and some shorter plants.
 Kelly said: »They’re all too short to wrap all the legs on any one of them.«
 »What if we knot the short ones together?« Tom asked.
 She shook her head: »Even if the length were sufficient, the traction would not be strong enough. The knots would tear.«
 Carter pondered, while they saw Gina climbing into the fallen tank and Rod roaring, aligning the gun.
 He waved the two to grab the lianas and they ran away. He asked Leena to clear the way for them. She ordered the last holo soldiers to line up along her path and form a defensive line. It was risky, but if Carter’s idea or Leena’s plan didn’t work out, they were doomed anyway.
 The three liana wearers rushed to the two tripods still standing, which had focused their attention on Gina’s totally inaccurate and ill-targeted shots, firing at Urma, who was running around like a lunatic. Carter explained to Kelly and Tom what he was up to and they jumped between the metal legs of the combat machines. He used the short slings to tie the metal constructs to each other at the joints. His comrades used the medium-length natural ropes to connect the two freestanding limbs of both tanks. The longest liana was left and Carter climbed up the inner connected legs to tie them together at the narrowest point where the three limbs reached into the body. Then he dropped with the loose end and called all available comrades for help. He, Kelly, Tom, Leena, and Jane grabbed the liana and pulled on it with all their strength. Even Rod, who had just defeated the last Lorgan, came to help. In a joint act of strength, they first made the tripod sway and finally knocked it down. Through the connected legs it tore the second vehicle with it. They pulled out the Gumai pilots before they could raise them up again.
 The enemy was defeated. It was a bitter victory that had cost some of their comrades and more than half of the allied soldiers. After the simulation ended, the instructors reappeared. Dunn clapped and Jazzir looked very pleased, while Banes seemed more calm.
 »Well done, recruits. This exercise corresponded to a realistic situation that we often have to experience. Admittedly, the tripod exercise without special weapons was a bit unfair of me, because rocket launchers and similar equipment can be found in most camps. But since you so often shine with your ingenuity, I wanted to see what you do. You didn’t disappoint. Our assessment of your talents was largely accurate. You have improved a lot over the past few months. Sanders, that was a remarkable achievement! Excellent sniper action, good teamwork, and outstanding improvisation talent. You are a leader, that will take you far.«
 Carter didn’t know what to say. Praise from Banes was absolutely no usual event for him. Rod, Leena, and Kelly also received praise from the major, as did Gina, Jane, Urma, and Nambur. The others received rather neutral evaluations and constructive hints. As a group, they had mastered the test.
 Jazzir asked: »Do you know why you don’t feel good despite your success?«
 They immediately knew what he meant.
 »You achieved victory, but the price was high. You have lost some of your friends. You have sacrificed many soldier’s lives, which is bad, even if you did not know any of them. Even the loss of enemy lives is a loss of life. Each of these Lorgans and Gumai had memories, feelings, a family, hopes and dreams. A future that you have wiped out. You must never forget so that you always keep respect for what you are capable of. Being able to end a life does not always mean that you should. A victory in battle is nothing to be too happy about.«
 With these gloomy words in their ears, they returned to their quarters rather low-spirited despite their success.
   The Fruits of Labor
  
 The following weeks flew by and the successes of the troops spread quickly. Few recruits were able to show such achievements even before they had left the training camp. They themselves did not see it as a special achievement and did not talk about it. The daily lessons did not have much new to offer but were merely intended to consolidate and further improve the contents they had already learned. They all felt that the training was completed in less than three months. They didn’t know what this meant for each of them, but the fact that they probably wouldn’t meet again so quickly afterward created a feeling of growing sadness.
 On weekends, many of them preferred to stay at the base to spend more time with their friends while they still could. This was especially true for the four of them around Carter, Rod, Kelly, and Leena. They were so close that it felt like a small family. They were happy to get out of Osilon soon, but they didn’t want to leave the others behind. Kelly was very eager to have as much time as possible alone with Carter.
 On a sunny Tuesday, as so often, the hell trail with Banes was their destination. That day he didn’t have his infamous paintball gun with him. He just stood there with his arms crossed as usual and wore his trademark, the old-fashioned retro stopwatch he had worn the first day.
 »Watch out! In the last two years, we have trained and repeated the different stations of this trail again and again. You have gone through all possible variations and have gradually become better and better. Even though it felt like an eternity, you have finally reached a level where you would have to complete the most difficult path in a halfway acceptable time. This is true even for those of you who have not received upgrades. I have several of them myself, which is the reason for the best time. This means that only those who have these upgrades will have a chance to reach my time. In your group, it’s only Sanders and Tindall. The rest can’t possibly do it. Today is the day you can prove how good you’ve become. We do our monthly timing to compare it with your results so far and to track progress. So do your best and Sanders and Tindall, you two can seriously try to approach my record this time. No one will beat it, but it would be a decent performance if you got close.«
 Carter and Rod looked at each other with determination. Since they were in Osilon, Banes had been their tormentor. Although they understood the purpose of his methods, it would be a tremendous satisfaction if they beat the record. They would definitely try. Four minutes and forty-eight seconds. Only one second faster and it would be the greatest victory imaginable. Even all the other successful exercises had not given them such satisfaction as a new best time could.
 They lined up at the starting line and as everyone knew that Carter and Rod would overtake them immediately anyway, the others let them go straight to the front. There they stretched for a moment as Banes grinned because he suspected they were going to try and beat his time. Since only one person could be on some obstacles at a time, Rod said:
 »From both of us, you are the faster one. So you should go first.«
 Carter knew he was right and went to the forefront, although he felt a little uncomfortable there because the others could watch him. Banes demonstratively stood next to the start with the stopwatch in his hand, even if the time was measured by their bracelets.
 »Well, let’s see if you’ve gotten better. Go!«, Banes shouted the last word.
 Carter dashed off as if death was after him personally. He headed for the tires where the increased endurance didn’t help, but the improved reaction speed did. He accurately positioned his feet in each of the rubber tires and got through quickly. The mud hole had dried up as usual, but Carter threw himself at the scaffolding to climb over. He took two bars at once to save power and make better use of the momentum. As soon as he dropped at the end, he squatted briefly to push his legs into the ground and gain speed more quickly. The high wooden wall, which had always caused him problems just a few weeks ago, was not much more than a smaller obstacle. He jumped with such power that he could almost simply swing over it. He only had to pull himself up a little to land on the other side. The swing on the rope over the hole was not necessary due to his walking speed, because he could have jumped over the distance. He grabbed the rope and waited until it had carried him far enough to jump off. While he was hanging there, he looked back.
 Rod had just jumped the wooden wall and pulled himself up. The rest were still struggling with climbing. Carter turned his eyes forward with determination, where the barbed wire grid was. He threw himself on the ground and gently moved underneath, always one arm in front of the other and not too fast. He knew that this obstacle would last longer with too hectic movements. After a felt eternity, during which he constantly thought that time was running out, he was on the opposite side and came to the metal walls with the metal bars. In the distance, he saw Banes with the remote and realized that he needed the utmost attention. His improved reflexes ensured that the extending poles moved as if in slow motion so that he had enough time to avoid them. He used acrobatics to jump over some of the poles, slide through others, and just passed some. One hit him against the leg, but not enough to slow him down.
 He reached the climbing rope and jumped directly up the first one and a half meters. There he grabbed the rope and pulled himself up with sheer strength to get to the wooden platform with a gentle swing. He slid down the slope and flew over the ditch. The obstacle course was already easy for him before the upgrades, but now he just jumped while running or grabbed the ledge and swung sideways over them. Then came the most difficult part, the rope to balance. Carter slowed down and climbed onto it. He moved carefully and used his improved reflexes to avoid falling three times. ›Slow is precise and precise is fast‹, Major Dunn always said. This wisdom now enabled him to leave the rope behind and then race back to Banes along the running track like lightning. As soon as he reached the finish line, he turned around and noticed that Rod was less than ten seconds behind him. The others were far slower. Some were still fighting their way through the obstacles, the climbing ropes or the balancing act. It was the first time Carter really realized how much better the upgrades made him. Rod seemed to be thinking the same thing because he was astonished at the progress of the others.
 Banes said nothing and they waited together for the rest to arrive. Then he went through the times and they compared their progress.
 »Richards got twenty seconds better, very good! Palmer also needed almost fifteen seconds less. Powell, that was three seconds worse than last time, try a little harder. Fields, no change. At least. Whittaker was two seconds faster and Lambert even four. Talbot one was one second better, Talbot two was five seconds slower. Bolly never changed anyway and Zobek was ten seconds slower today. Some of you should really work harder.«, Banes judged disappointed.
 No one reacted to his remarks, because everyone was eagerly waiting to see whether Carter and Rod had come close to Banes‹ record.
 He checked the results and said: »Sanders, your time is four minutes and fifty seconds. Damn close! You’re a soldier to my taste, boy.«
 They were all delighted, and Rod patted Carter on the back in recognition. He knew that Rod had reached the finish a few moments later, but he didn’t know how many seconds he had started after him.
 Banes looked back on his list and for the first time in two years, his look resembled respect. He stared Rod right in the eye.
 »Four minutes and forty-four seconds Tindall. You undercut my time by as much as four seconds.«, he said in disbelief.
 The others cheered until the Major yelled at them loudly that they weren’t on a playground. But despite the yell, they all grinned and were completely beside themselves.
 Banes looked at Rod. »You beat me. After all those long years as an instructor, someone actually made it. Unbelievable. And then a recruit, at that. Normally this would only be possible for an officer candidate or specialist who received the corresponding upgrades, but the forced upgrades gave you a chance. I just never thought a greenhorn would be able to do that.«
 He kept silent for a moment to process the events, and the recruits didn’t really know whether they could talk or leave. Banes took his stopwatch off his neck and held it out to Rod. He looked at it after he had it in his hands.
 »The winner deserves the prize. I am a man of honor and I stand by my word. You deserve my stopwatch and I will finance your graduation with everything that goes with it. Congratulations.«
 His words, though with some injured pride, were serious and Rod went down in Osilon history. Of course, many recruits had passed their training with excellence and they were all marked on the plaque in the main building. However, no one had received this type of honor before. Every soldier trained in Osilon knew Banes and his bet and each of them would treat Rod with respect if they learned of it. Major Dunn made sure they heard the news because when she heard, she immediately sent a message into the Osilon Graduate Channel. After just one day, the information had leaked throughout the military, and even though Rod and the others did not notice much of this at first, Rod still received respect from soldiers he met years later.
  
 The rest of October flew by and the last two months began. Since the lessons hardly changed anymore and they only repeated, internalized and improved things, life outside the training became more important for them. Rod had flown to his car with Carter several times and had told him a few things about engines and they had been driving around the property. He had also been to the Skymarket with Leena, but she had always made it clear that it wasn’t a date. She tried to keep him at a distance and not let it get too close. Meanwhile, Carter’s relationship with Kelly had steadily improved and they both spent much of their free time together. He had made it a habit to continue reading his books so that he could finish the shelf at home. Since she wanted to be with him, he simply began to read it to her. He was reading fantasy books, epics, and other stories at the time, so she never got bored. One could often see them sitting on the meadow on weekends, Kelly resting her head in his lap, while he leaned against a tree and sat there reading to her. Sometimes Rod or Leena would join in to listen as well.
 Carter found this time wonderful. It was peaceful, pleasant and he spent it with the people who were important to him. But despite the anticipation of discovering new worlds, the certainty hovered above their heads that it would all end soon. But before that day came, there was still a lot to do. On a cloudy Saturday, Carter would drive home to Kelly for the first time. So far she had avoided this because her father usually had appointments and her mother was not the most talkative woman. But that weekend Ethan Richards had sworn to keep the day free for her visit.
 So this time a driver of her family drove the two from Osilon to her parents‹ country estate. It was some distance from Magnus‹ house, so that New Denver was hardly visible, but rather the nearest city, Bern City. The place was unimportant because there were no Syntech facilities there. The property was slightly larger than his father’s and less modern. Instead, it was designed like an old-fashioned villa on Earth. It still didn’t look old but like a noble mansion. Adjacent to the building was a large hall.
 Kelly pointed to it and said: »That’s the fleet. I spent a lot of time there with my father. He certainly wants to show it to you.«
 »Then you probably should have brought Rod with you.«, Carter smiled.
 They landed and Kelly walked hand in hand with him to the door. It blew open and a tall, handsome man in dark blue jeans and a shirt with a suit vest stood in front of them. The short gray hair and the goatee didn’t seem to match his remaining appearance. He glowed and embraced Kelly immediately. Without any further words, he also hugged Carter. He was astonished and a little irritated but didn’t say anything at first.
 »Hello, children! I am so happy to see you! I haven’t seen you for too long, my angel! And I wanted to get to know you for quite a while, Carter. So welcome, welcome!«
 He spread his arms and waved them in. The interior of the property was as distinguished and somewhat old-fashioned as the façade, but it was coherent and suited Ethan well. They walked through several rooms to the back terrace, where there was a huge pool with a woman swimming in it despite the cloudy sky.
 »Darling! Kelly and her boyfriend Carter are here, would you like to join us?«
 She just shouted: »Later!«, and continued her swim.
 Kelly got a sour expression on her face and her father directed them to a veranda around the corner and up to a staircase from where you could see the whole area. It was a dreamlike spot. They sat down at a white table under a fabric gazebo, on which some tempting meals waited. Pastries, fresh fruit and various drinks in ice containers were ready for them.
 Ethan noisily sat down on a chair, stretched his legs and sighed relaxed.
 »A day off like this is really worth its weight in gold. Of course, I’m mainly at home because of you, but I can’t say I don’t appreciate the peace and quiet.«
 Carter said: »I know the look from my father very well. He realized years ago that he would have to take regular days off when his phone would be off and he would just come to rest.«
 Ethan slightly widened his eyes: »Oh yes right! Your father is Magnus Sanders, the famous Synthium pioneer. His discoveries are known everywhere. I’d love to meet him, but the toilet business rarely requires the use of Synthium. Nobody has ever had such devastating sessions in the bathroom before.«
 He laughed at his own joke and continued:
 »Kelly has told me so much about you Carter. You seem to be a very special guy. Read, sporty, friendly and even modest despite your background. You can tell that your family wasn’t always rich. You still have decency and respect, that’s unfortunately not too common anymore.«
 Carter replied: »Most of the privileged people I met were pretty big assholes. Pompous idiots who behave completely inappropriately. Remember those officer candidates at the field exercise, Kelly? Those guys were total douchebags. It’s no wonder our planet goes down the drain when such dumb-asses have commands.«
 She twisted her eyes in the memory.
 »With your upgrades, you would have finished them off with Rod alone.«
 Ethan became attentive: »You have upgrades? You’re only twenty, aren’t you? Pretty early for something like that.«
 »Well, it wasn’t an optional decision. It was decided following the massacre of Zulath. Many recruits were modified, though hardly anyone as comprehensive as I was.«
 »Zulath was a disaster, but I don’t think it justifies the enforced upgrades. You can understand the idea, but whether - forgive me for saying so - inexperienced recruits with upgrades are the solution? I don’t think so. Even with muscle strengthening, a Lorgan could still tear you apart easily.«
 »Dad! Don’t say that!«, Kelly pointed out, but Carter took it calmly.
 »It’s okay Kelly, he’s right. We were really well trained, but we lack years of experience and upgrades can’t replace that. It just makes our death more expensive.«
 She wanted to make a response when her mother came around the corner. She only wore a thin coat over her skinny bikini and Carter had to admit that she was amazingly attractive for her advanced age. Kelly had much of her, but her gaze was indifferent as if her presence was like a courtesy call.
 »Kelly. And that must be Carter. Hello.«
 She sat down and poured herself an apple juice, crossed her legs and looked away. Although she wasn’t unfriendly, he felt more than unwelcome and accordingly uncomfortable. Kelly seemed to be boiling inside. Ethan recognized the situation and looked apologetically at Carter, then found an excuse to leave with them. He brought them to his car showroom, where Kelly immediately began to grumble about her mother’s impossible behavior.
 Ethan said: »You know how she is. She’s apathetic and completely disinterested in the world most of the time. I know she loves you because she often asks me about you, but she can’t show it. Something inside her is broken, something that cannot be cured anymore, I am afraid.«
 Carter did not know how to behave, so he preferred not to say anything. Ethan wanted to distract from the subject and showed him around a little.
 »This is a real Porsche from 2010. There are a lot of other German cars next to it and behind them are the American models. Do you see that red, sleek gem back there? That’s a Viper. The last model they built. Kelly always liked to hide there. You always liked the curves and the front, didn’t you, sweetheart?«
 »It’s been so incredibly long ago ... I miss seeing you tap around here at the age of six, the enthusiasm in your eyes. I know you are an adult and I couldn’t be more proud of you, but I miss having you here.«
 Kelly became emotional and hugged her father tightly. Carter stood next to her and smiled. The whole day was strange in a way, but he was glad to have met Kelly’s family. That he didn’t say anything negative about it created an even deeper bond between the two and she loved him more than ever.
  
   War of the Recruits
  
 Two weeks after visiting Kelly’s parents, things got serious for the recruits. On this Wednesday, their final examination would take place in the form of a space battle. It was a risky action, as a few days earlier, open attacks of the Lorgans on ships and human bases had begun at several locations in the galaxy. However, no one expected them to attack Utopia directly because even if there was little military on the ground, the planet had a reputation for being extremely well defended. That was not true at the time, but nobody knew. For this reason, the space test would take place as planned, and they arrived at the hangar in the morning, where Banes, Dunn, and Willis were waiting for them. While Carter was looking forward to another flight, Leena was all green in the face. Despite the many hours of training in the fighter, she was a terrible pilot and hated the mere thought of it, let alone a rapid and chaotic battle simulation.
 They boarded the usual green ship with the strange shape and flew up to the homebase. The giant warship hovered in the orbit above Utopia as usual and was the only real defense of the planet, as all large spaceships were stationed in other systems to show presence. They landed in one of the front hangars and changed. Carter still found the flight uniforms uncomfortable and outdated, but as a recruit, you got the discarded things of earlier days. They gathered at the fighters.
 Willis stood with his little belly next to the brawny and muscle-packed Banes and the no less fit Dunn and puffed in peace on an e-cigarette, whereby he began to talk.
 »Now, friends, this test is basically no different than the simulations you’ve been doing with Jenny the whole time. The only difference is that this time you’re all doing the same simulation together. That means you have to watch out not only for asteroids, debris and enemy fire but also for your comrades. You’ll have to cover each other, help each other and if possible ram no one. Because unlike the simulated fire and the holographic boulders, another fighter can actually harm you.«
 They whispered a little, but a growl from Banes ended it. He still wasn’t over the fact that his time had been beaten, and Dunn’s smirk didn’t help much either.
 »Don’t panic if you don’t have an overview, that’s perfectly normal in space battles. As long as you don’t get shot down, the performance is fine. If you also hit a few enemy ships, you’ll get a gold star on top.«
 With that, he sent them into the fighters. Carter wished the others good luck and realized that he had to take care of Leena and Kelly because both had little flying talent. The first one was really more suitable for thinking and planning and the second one would be a good technician, but not an active combatant. He was pleased to drop into the pilot’s seat, fastened the seat belt and closed the cockpit. When the buzzing of the fastening hood could be heard, all tension dropped from him, for in this fighter he felt free.
 »Jenny, are you awake yet?«, he asked.
 The board VI activated with a glow on a small monitor and the voice answered friendly:
 »Good morning, Carter. For you, I like to get up early. Today is your big day, let’s fly out there and show everyone what you can do!«
 He didn’t let her tell him that twice. He retracted the landing skids and slid to the hangar gate. The pressure equalization system was activated and the fighters floated out into the black void. Rod came close and waved at him through the window.
 »Can I talk to the others today?«
 »The relay communication was just opened, you can now talk to your teammates on the open channel or on individual channels.«, it came back.
 »Do you hear me?«, he simply asked out loud.
 »Yup, I can hear you, buddy.«, Rod replied.
 The others also reported in. Then Jenny spoke again, but this time apparently to everyone at the same time.
 »Today’s battle simulation should show how you can adjust, coordinate effectively and work together. The scenario is a combat ship of an unknown species, which attacks your own warship. You’re near an asteroid belt whose rocks float between the two fronts, making navigation more difficult. The enemy has fighters and a frigate as well as several bombers. Your mission is either to destroy the enemy or to successfully defend your allies until the timer expires. Good luck! Launching Simulation.«
  
 This activated the projection on their windows and a strange battleship appeared together with a fighter squadron, a frigate, and five bombers. In between, boulders floated everywhere.
 »Holy shit!«, Leena cursed, while Gina and Henry rocketed off immediately.
 Carter thought out loud: »Someone has to take command. Rod, you do that! I make sure they don’t get pulverized.«
 While Rod told the others how to fly, Carter steered confidently between some rocks, always keeping an eye on Gina and Henry. They seemed to think the whole thing was a game and flew completely daring actions that would have killed them in real action. He could take advantage of the enemy’s focus on the two to take out a bomber and two fighters before a pursuer targeted him.
 His HUD warned him that he was in the crosshairs of an opponent.
 »Oh no, not like that!«, he shouted and at the last moment performed a barrel roll, so the projectile missed him and hit an enemy fighter. Unfortunately, that didn’t help him shake off the pursuer. Henry made a U-turn and just shot past Carter to destroy the ship.
 »Thank you!«
 »We pay attention to each other!«, Henry replied.
 »Nambur is in trouble!«, Tim shouted, who himself was flanked by two attackers and drifted towards the frigate. Carter examined the situation and said: »Jane, Kelly, help Nambur! Urma and Leena, you take Tim away from there!«
 »I thought I should call the shots!«, Rod grumbled.
 »Then be careful!«, Carter admonished him.
 The exercise went well so far, although he had no idea how to defeat the battleship only with fighters. However, he had an idea for the frigate and after an arrangement with Leena, they had a plan.
 »Okay, I need Rod, Urma, Tom, and Nambur here with me. The rest of you keep the predators busy.«
 The people came flying to him and floated nearby. Carter had seen one of the two other bombers and he ordered Nambur to lure him in. He reacted as expected and immediately flew after him. The others waited behind some rocks and as soon as the decoy passed them, they all targeted the bomber, but only its engines. They fired and destroyed the engines, making it float around useless.
 »Jenny, please hack the bomber’s systems for me, will you?«
 »But I’d love to, Carter.«, came the answer. After about twenty seconds she reported: »I have full access to all of the bomber’s systems. Should I activate the self-destruct?«
 »Not at all. I want you to fire any remaining explosives at that asteroid over there.«
 He marked the corresponding rock on the radar.
 Jenny did what she was told and the bomber fired six rockets that set the boulder in motion due to the explosion and catapulted it directly into the frigate. This destroyed the ship and they had one less problem. The cheers of the others were great.
 »Don’t thank me. Leena had the idea with the hack.«, Carter said.
  
 At that moment the simulation stopped and they wondered if they had won, lost or done something wrong. Jenny said: »You have orders to return to the homebase immediately.«
 It didn’t make much sense to the recruits, but she couldn’t give them an explanation. As they changed course, Carter discovered what was going on. At the outer border of his field of vision, a ship had appeared that he had never seen before. It looked like a pointed cone whose wide end was equipped with engines. The surface was not smooth, as on other spaceships, but covered with a kind of rock. It looked as if it had been carved out of an asteroid and never finished properly. An enlarged view of it was enough for his HUD to identify the vehicle as a Lorgan combat ship.
 »Shit! Those are Lorgans! They’re actually attacking Utopia!«, it came from Leena, who was horrified.
 A real flood of bombers and fire from the guns of the enemy ship paralyzed the engines of the homebase.
 »But it’s only one ship, so that can’t be an invasion.«, Nambur observed.
 Leena had pulled herself together again and thought out loud: »They’re attacking us everywhere at the moment. Maybe they already suspect that our defense here is weak and sent a scout ship to check it out.«
 »And sacrifice the ship if they are wrong? That would be very daring.«, Jane noted.
 »The problem is that they are not wrong.«, Carter said.
 The silence that followed made it clear how serious the situation was. The homebase was the only defense for Utopia. If it was destroyed, the Lorgans could overrun the planet.
 »Guys, we have to do something!«, Carter shouted.
 »We are supposed to return to the ship, Jenny said. We are recruits, what can we do? We are only in the way of the real pilots.«, Tom replied.
 As if this had been a command, several fighter squadrons came out of the homebase and took up the fight.
 Carter struggled in his brain because he knew that a few fighters and a disabled warship would not stop this attack.
 Banes‹ voice sounded through the communication channel:
 »What the hell are you still doing out there? Get your asses in here, but fast! You’ll get shot to pieces!«
 The others had mixed opinions when Carter expressed his concerns. Rod and Leena didn’t think it was so stupid to help. Their fighters had real weapons and they could fly to some extent. Leena wasn’t a good pilot, but she was sounding out the situation and spotting weaknesses in the enemy’s formation.
 »This is insanity!«, Kelly shouted.
 »Your fighter’s weapon systems are shut down, Carter. Return to the hangar, otherwise, I’ll have to take control.«, Jenny warned him.
 He instantly reacted, opened the wiring of the control systems and disconnected them from the propulsion systems.
 »What are you doing Carter?«, Kelly asked when his fighter slowed down.
 »I do what I think is right.«, he commented.
 »You should return to the ship, that was a direct order.«, the VI said.
 »Jenny, what is the probability that an intervention by us will have a positive impact?«, he asked her.
 »Calculating ... the chances of a positive outcome are one in thirteen thousand two hundred thirty-four.«
 »Better than zero, so let’s do it!«, Carter insisted. »Your job is to keep soldiers alive, right Jenny?«
 »That’s correct.«
 »Since you can’t prevent me from flying out of there now, you could increase our chances by helping us.«
 She was silent for a moment, then came: »Your logic cannot be denied. I will help.«
 Rod laughed: »Did you just persuade a VI to act against her instructions? Kova will never believe us!«
 Henry, Gina, the twins, and Jane refused to help him with this insubordination and headed for the homebase hangar. Carter saw boarding ships moving toward the warship and thought they weren’t much safer there. The rest gathered around him and they were all determined to act against direct orders and help fend off the attack.
 Again Banes came into the line: »Are you deaf?! Why does only half of you come back? Get in here!«
 »We will help the pilots. They need every soldier there and we have learned more than enough to help them. There are too few troops here, we have to support them.«, Carter returned defiantly.
 »You’ll only get shot! We haven’t invested so much time and money in you to make you kamikaze pilots! Jenny, bring them back immediately!«
 »I’m sorry Major, my programming requires protecting the lives of the soldiers and ensuring success. A deployment of recruits brings an improvement of the chances of success that is greater than zero. So it is my job to help them.«
 »Are you serious? Don’t confuse the thirst for action with heroism. If you fly out there, you’re dead.«, Banes yelled.
 »You trained us. If you did it right, you should trust us to survive it. Otherwise, your time was wasted.«, Rod said with certainty.
 Banes was foaming with anger, but he knew he couldn’t stop them.
 »I hope for your sake that you die out there because if you don’t, you will experience some serious ass-kicking when I get to you!«
 Carter re-established Jenny’s connection to the engine and headed for the action.
 Jimbo asked: »What exactly is your plan now, Carter? I think it’s a pretty ineffective method to just fly into the turmoil.«
 »First we fly around the ship at a proper distance and scan for weak points or tactical clues.«
 Due to the distance, they were detectable by the combat ship with sensors, but too far away to attack. Therefore they were not classified as a threat and no enemy ship took the route to reach them. So they could circle the enemy once completely. The combination of their own HUD with the one of the fighter allowed Leena and Carter to perform a very accurate analysis.
 »Do you have an idea?«, he asked her.
 She replied: »Not yet, but if there was an obvious weakness, others would have discovered it.«
 »Jenny, do you see anything?«
 The VI responded: »The armoring, which looks like stone, seems to be some kind of bone material. Its texture is similar to the combat armor of the Lorgans. Ordinary projectiles cannot damage this material. The main guns of the homebase could hit successfully, but without the engines, they can’t target the enemy. There is no way to destroy this ship.«
 »If a computer can’t calculate a way to success, then we’re probably screwed.«, Urma said.
 »We should get back to the ship.«, Kelly said.
 »And then what? Are we waiting for them to destroy it?«, Rod asked angrily.
 Carter thought out loud: »Maybe there is another way. Jenny can’t see a way to destroy the ship by external fire, but what if we destroy it from the inside out?«
 Nambur said horrified: »Are you crazy? Even if there was a way onto the ship, we would be shot immediately! To destroy such a monster from the inside, you would have to hack or damage different systems. You have to pass through several heavily guarded areas. That’s impossible.«
 Leena contributed: »I think it’s possible if we proceed like on Nirvana. Quiet and precise. It could be doable.«
 Urma asked: »Let’s say we would support this crazy plan, how do you want to get on board? They have a pretty strong shield.«
 »Jenny, analyze the energy shield!«
 »It’s a standard neysanic shield. It’s for defending hattokinetic projectiles.«
 »Great. We already knew that.«, Rod grumbled.
 Leena said: »If I have understood the principle of neysanics correctly, it serves the transformation of hattokinetic energy. Normal kinetic energy is only repelled at high speed. So if you approach slowly, you could just fly through the shield. That’s the only way their fighters can leave the hangar while it’s active.«
 »So you want us to fly comfortably into their hangar? We can’t even get close.«, Jimbo said.
 »The ship’s structure and armoring don’t allow the Lorgans to place guns on the surface of their ships. That means only their fighters can defend the ship. So if we don’t fly into the firing line of their main guns and the fighters are busy elsewhere, we could get in without any problems.«, Leena explained.
 »And how should we keep the fighters away from the hangar?«, Nambur wanted to know.
 Carter had an idea. He flew to the outer edge of the battle zone and asked Jenny: »Who’s in command of the fighter squadrons here?«
 »Commander Rokos. He’s aboard the homebase, but due to the boarding attempts, the signal is compromised. The pilots fly as they see fit.«
 Carter put on the open military channel and addressed the word to all pilots.
 »This is Commander Sanders speaking. Due to the interruption of our communication with the homebase I was given the command. We have a plan to eliminate the enemy, but a small area of the battlefield must be free of fighters. I will send you the coordinates of the affected area. Keep the enemy busy and keep the bombers away from the homebase. Abort all fire on the enemy battleship, it won’t do any good. Focus on destroying the fighters and lure them away.«
 One by one, the squadron leaders confirmed the order and began new maneuvers.
 Rod laughed loudly: »What was that? ›Commander Sanders‹? They’ll throw you in jail for that.«
 »Banes is going to rip our asses open anyway, it doesn’t make any difference now.«, he returned without any worries.
 »All right, ›Commander‹. Are we going to fly to the enemy’s hangar now?«
 Carter confirmed that and they carefully approached the battleship. The closer they came, the bigger the colossus seemed to be.
 »Jenny, can you block the enemy’s scanners?«, Leena asked.
 »I’ve been hacking into their system since the beginning of the conflict using the homebase’s signal amplifiers. I just got access. When I block their scanners, they notice my intrusion and will take countermeasures. I suggest deceiving their scanners instead by hiding you from them. They will be able to see the rest of the ships correctly, so it won’t arouse suspicion.«
 That seemed like a good plan and Jenny executed it. Now they could approach the battleship safely. But as soon as they were inside, this would change.
  
 The closer they got to the hangar, the more nervous they became. Leena had several ideas and Carter could improvise well, but it was very likely that they flew to their deaths. They passed the shields and he was impressed. He would remember that trick. The hangar was almost empty as all the ships were out. Only a few Lorgan workers carried barrels around. As soon as they saw them, they dropped everything and hurried to sound the alarm, but the fighters had modern targeting systems and they pulverized everyone in the hall before anyone could activate a switch. There were no control rooms anywhere that anyone could hide in. So their intrusion was successful. They landed and transferred the connection to Jenny to their bracelets, but no signal arrived inside the ship.
 »Fuck! If we want Jenny’s help, we have to find the signal blocker and destroy it. What’s the plan anyway?«, Kelly asked.
 Carter rushed to a closet with weapons in it. The design was a little more massive than the military assault rifles, but the principle was the same. He grabbed some extra cooling magazines and one of the rifles.
 »Take weapons so that we can defend ourselves when they spot us. I have no idea what we have to do to destroy a ship. So I say we take care of the signal first.«, Carter decided.
 He found armor pieces on the Lorgans and strapped several of them to the pilot’s suit. Arms, legs, and chest were better protected this way. He connected his multitool with a communication node of the ship and downloaded the plans. A hologram appeared above his forearm and the others looked enthusiastic. The signal was blocked from the bridge, but the actual device that prevented the transmissions was not far from the hangar.
 »That should be possible.«, Jimbo said.
 »Depends on how much resistance there is.«, Rod remarked and took a closer look at his rifle. He discovered a small lever that extended a short but stable bayonet.
 The holographic display enabled Carter to use the HUD in his eyes to calculate a route to the destination and to permanently highlight the correct route as with a navigation system. In order to make them not only dependent on him, but he also transferred it to Leena’s Multitool.
 After they had all got armed and roughly stocked up with armor pieces, they made their way into a long corridor in a row. The interior of the ship was illuminated with bright yellow light strips in the floor and ceiling, creating a somewhat gloomy atmosphere. Whenever Rod, who walked ahead, came to an adjacent corridor, he gave hand signals and waited. Then, after spotting around the corner, they rushed to the other side and moved on. A Lorgan and a Gumai approached their position from the right and they spoke in their strangely throaty language. Rod was worried, but Carter nodded encouragingly. When the two were close enough, they jumped out and he first punched the Gumai in the face with full force. His increased strength broke part of his skull and when Carter grabbed him by the neck and smashed his head against the wall, it finished him off. Rod rammed his bayonet into the Lorgan’s throat. So both were quietly eliminated. They threw the bodies into a nearby garbage shaft and moved on.
 The communication room with the signal interference was in front of them, but about ten enemies were lurking around. Seven Gumai and three Lorgans, which seemed heavily busy. One wrong step and the whole ship would be alarmed. They couldn’t stay in the hallway forever before someone noticed them.
 »Since they all look in different directions, there’s no silent option here.«, Urma whispered.
 »We only have one chance here. We’ve got to aim precisely, then we can kill seven of them at once. We have to kill the remaining three quickly with a determined attack afterward.«, it came from Rod.
 »Then it would probably be best to shoot the Gumai immediately. They can sound the alarm faster.«, Nambur suggested.
 Since nobody had objections, they distributed themselves somewhat and targeted the Gumai. They didn’t see them because they were squatting behind a waist-high railing construction while pointing at them. At Carter’s signal, they all fired simultaneously and six technicians dropped dead. One had missed his target. The three Lorgans and the last Gumai swirled around in fright and confusion, then they got angry. Before one of them came to one of the two alarm switches in the room, they already fired at them and forced them into cover. Carter knew that only he and Rod had the physical strength to kill a Lorgan in close combat, but since they used their own rifles against them, the firepower was sufficient. Two of them were hit quickly, the third one got three steps away from the alarm before sinking to the ground. The lizards, however, returned the fire before their death and hit Jimbo in the arm. Fortunately, it was just a scrap, but it affected his accuracy. The Gumai almost had his hand at the emergency switch when he was knocked down by Nambur and killed with a knife.
 Carter said: »Very well done. Now destroy the jamming device.«, then he looked at Jimbo’s injury.
 »Yes, ›Commander‹!«, Rod joked and fired a salvo at the device, whereupon it broke down.
 A short beep was heard and then a holographic representation of Jenny’s head appeared above Carter’s multitool. Her appearance had apparently been modeled after a famous actress. A slender, attractive face with a long ponytail.
 »Connection established. Nice to be back, Carter. I’ve analyzed the situation. I suggest you paralyze the alarm system so as not to lose the element of surprise if you are discovered by enemy agents. To do this, you must hack into the console next to the entrance, which is separated from the rest of the ship’s network.«
 Jimbo was able to crack the terminal with Jenny’s help and finally turn off the alarm.
 Carter asked the VI: »All right, how can we destroy the ship?«
 Jenny called up the holographic plan of the battleship and marked three locations. One of them was the stern, the other was in the center and the last point was further forward.
 »To destabilize the ship from the inside out, the propulsion core must overheat. For this to happen, you must destroy the emergency power supply in the front generator room. The engine must then be put into maintenance mode and turned to full power, overriding the back coupling protection. Finally, the cooling system must be shut down by cutting off the main power supply.«
 »Let’s say we can do all this, how much time is left to get away?«, Urma asked.
 »According to my calculations, ten minutes after the cooling is switched off, the engine core will go into a critical state and explode. The explosion will affect a radius of fifteen miles.«, Jenny explained.
 »Oh, crap.«, Kelly said.
 »There are three parts of the ship that we must reach before the Lorgans can take countermeasures. That means we have to go as unnoticed as possible. That’s only possible if we split into at least two teams, otherwise, it takes too long.«, Jimbo commented.
 »In this case, Leena will lead the team to the engine core and Rod accompanies her. In every team, there has to be someone with more strength and a HUD. It’s best if you take Urma and Nambur with you. I go with Jimbo and Kelly to the reserve generator. When both are done, we meet in the engine room in the middle. It’s close to the hangar and we can leave quickly.«, Carter decided.
 »Why can’t I go to the emergency generator?«, Rod asked.
 »Don’t forget who‹ s the commander here.«, he reacted dryly.
  
 They split up and Carter went off with Jimbo and Kelly. Jenny and the HUD helped them greatly to stay undiscovered. Because the VI had hacked the systems, they could use the surveillance systems to warn them of patrols and enemies. She also triggered technical alarms and redirected crew members to avoid encountering the team. They sneaked around the big ship and the road was long and dangerous. When a Gumai came across the passage, Kelly grabbed him from behind and broke his neck. But she looked horrified. Then Carter realized that this was the first day they had both ended a life. The simulations had been so real that he felt he had killed several times before, but today a real creature was dead because of him. He put the thought aside for the time being because his own life depended on him remaining attentive.
 »How are things with you?«, he asked Leena.
 After a short murmur, she replied: »The way to the engine core was not as far as we had feared. We used a freight elevator. We see the control panel, but there are several mechanics on the way. We’ll never get there unnoticed.«
 »I’m afraid they’ll notice the maintenance mode is activated anyway. You’ll have to kill them all. Once the engine is set, you’ll have to encrypt the console.«, Carter advised.
 »We’ll figure it out somehow. How are things with you?«, it came from Nambur.
 »It’s still quiet. Our target is in the next room and because there isn’t much more than the emergency generator, there’s hardly any crew.«, Carter said.
 But he was wrong. The destruction of the signal interference had aroused the crew’s suspicion. Jenny had made sure that no investigation was initiated and had pretended to them that the power had failed. So technicians were at the emergency generator to see why it hadn’t started. That was an unfortunate complication, but nothing could be done about it now.
 The Gumai in the room talked to each other and the translation system in their helmets translated it into their language.
 »I have now checked the main generator three times from back to front. Everything is fine there. We should have a look at the feed lines, the control units, and the regulators. Hopefully, it’s them, otherwise there is a broken line somewhere and we may go looking.«, one of the technicians grumbled.
 Since the mentioned components were in the same room as the generator, they somehow had to go unnoticed while sabotaging it. Jimbo and Kelly waited in a small maintenance room because the three of them would only cause unnecessary noise. Carter sneaked into the generator room in the shade and squatted down to wait for a good moment. When one of the technicians looked away, he grabbed a sharp-edged tool from his toolbox. He waited a few minutes, but the Gumai didn’t seem to hurry and wiggled their tails relaxed as they worked on various systems.
 »We don’t have time for this shit!«, he cursed quietly. »Jenny, can you distract them somehow?«, he asked.
 About five seconds later it hissed continuously from a ventilation shaft on the other side of the room. Since the chameleon-like Gumai were scared, they all became briefly invisible, so that only their work clothes could be seen. Carter took advantage of this moment to pry open a cover on the back of the generator. There were several wired connections and a large control board. His HUD illuminated the line that would power the engine. Carter gave Jenny a signal and she caused another loud noise from another ventilation as he disconnected the wire and loosely tugged it between the others to make it look like everything was as usual from the outside. Another hiss and he ripped out the circuit board for safety’s sake and broke it, whereupon he put the individual parts back. He put the cover back on and put the tool on the floor around the corner, whereupon he scurried out of the room under the protection of the last sound. Before he walked away with Jimbo and Kelly, he heard a technician murmuring that he had probably dropped his tool.
 The moment the three returned to the hallway, they ran into a group of five Lorgans. They had no official order to go down there, so Jenny hadn’t been able to warn them.
 Kelly let her eyes wander upwards and just said: »Oh crap.«
 Since Carter couldn’t pull his rifle that fast, he ripped Jimbo’s gun out of his hands and shot the first opponent through the head from below. The rest of the lizards roared and one punched him so hard that he flew five feet. The other two had jumped behind cover. Jimbo didn’t have a gun, so Kelly had to defend him. She shot around fiercely so the enemy couldn’t aim at her in peace. She even caught one of them by the leg, whereupon he limped off screaming. Carter got back on his feet and saw one of the Lorgans with his head down storming towards him. He now ran in the direction of the greenish lizard man. In the last moment before the collision, he threw himself aside and fired in the air at the attacker’s back. A normal weapon wouldn’t have helped, but it was a Lorgan rifle that pierced him and knocked him to the ground.
 Then Carter tossed the second gun at Jimbo so that he and Kelly put the other two enemies in the crossfire. One of them knocked her down and Jimbo jumped on his back. Meanwhile, Carter ran towards his last opponent, avoiding a few shots with his enhanced reflexes. He also fired, but while running he missed and had to dodge a punch as soon as he was close enough. He heard Jimbo screaming as his mount shook him to throw him off. It was time to apply Jazzir’s lessons. He knew the weak points of the Lorgans and got involved in a duel. Despite the size of the opponent, he was able to hold his own due to his upgrades and deliver some good blows. Carter took three body hits, each throwing him back a bit, but his opponent was also crushed against the sidewall. Kelly regained consciousness and killed the enemy who had just thrown Jimbo off. This distraction was enough for the fistfight to turn out in their favor as well. Carter had picked up the opponent’s weapon and beheaded him with his own ax blade.
 »Fuck! What the hell Carter?«, Kelly freaked out as the head flew against her chest plate.
 They saw the bodies they had left behind. A few moments later, the Gumai technicians came around the corner and fired at them. A real shower of bullets struck the recruits.
 »That’s too many! We have to get out of here!«, Jimbo shouted through the noise.
 Jenny calculated the fastest escape route and Carter led them around several corners, through smaller corridors and further on. They were followed by the Gumai, who were shooting closely behind them. Kelly was hit in the shoulder, but at that moment she barely felt it. They saw an elevator in front of them, allowing them to drive to safety. Jimbo reached it first and covered them as best he could. He pushed the button and the other two slid through the closing doors at the last moment.
 Then they just gasped for a few heartbeats and realized how lucky they were to be alive. The elevator headed to the hangar, but there was also a stop near the power supply where they had to get off.
 Kelly groaned as the pain surged in her shoulder. Jimbo examined the wound as Carter searched himself. The armor pieces were scorched in several places and his helmet had a hole. It was pure coincidence that the hit hadn’t gone all the way through. He already felt some bruises, but that mustn’t stop them. The shoulder wound was a full penetration and since energy projectiles immediately sealed every wound with heat, she would not bleed to death. She had to endure it because they had no medical equipment.
  
 Rod reported shortly afterward that they had finished up with the engine core. Nambur had got a shot in the leg, but even though he was limping now, he could still fight. They had survived a small firefight and killed about ten Lorgans to get to the controls. Apparently, Rod had attacked the guys like a berserk and had distracted them so much that they could hack several maintenance drones. They had given them the time they needed. Leena had protected the control from intervention with an advanced encryption program after the start of the maintenance protocol. Unfortunately, the crew at the drives was too big, so they were chased through the corridors. This meant that Carter’s team also had to hurry. They ran from the elevator to the central engine room. Secrecy would not have been possible there anyway.
 Just before they reached the destination, Carter noticed a small open room. Due to a premonition he looked inside and found a pleasant surprise. Some heavy weapons were lying around on a workbench. The design was unknown to him, but he had his HUD. He grabbed a grenade launcher and attached it to his back. Then he grabbed a rocket launcher and ordered the other two to take one gun each. Kelly took the flamethrower with her and Jimbo grabbed another grenade launcher. They rushed to the engine room and already heard the roar and rifle fire. Rod had apparently not waited for long. They entered the room ducked and took cover behind a railing. They were on an elevated path that led past the many control consoles more quickly. Below them, several Lorgans and Gumai with pistols and rifles were standing, firing wildly at Rod and the others. From the passage behind them, they were also attacked and encircled. Carter saw a dead Lorgan lying next to him, carrying some grenades on his belt. He sneaked over and grabbed them. Then he dived down ducked on the climb above the opponents and said into his microphone:
 »Take cover!«
 Then he threw two grenades right in the middle of the enemy group and there was a powerful detonation. Several chunks rained across the railing and while Carter grimaced in his helmet and Kelly looked away, Jimbo opened his visor and vomited on the floor in front of him. Dunn had never mentioned in the explosives class that it would rain guts during explosions. Although the grenades had given Rod and the others some time to defend themselves against the enemies in the hallway, more and more hostiles came in from different entrances. Carter knocked over a server cabinet with a good deal of force, blocking the entrance they had come through. So nobody could shoot them in the back.
 »Okay, Jenny, where are the main controls?«, he asked.
 His HUD marked the slim control panel right in the middle of the room one level below. He gave the position to Leena, but neither her group nor his own had the ability to move.
 »Rod! Block the entrance with something big! As long as they come from all directions, we won’t last for long!«, Kelly shouted.
 A moment later it was rumbling loudly and the noise was diminishing a bit. Together the two teams advanced to the center of the room, one group from above, the other from below. They fired all the time or took cover. Fortunately, the engine room had many server racks and low railings that saved their lives. Though the Gumai could hide behind them as well, the Lorgans were too big for that. Carter fired with the grenade launcher and blew away three enemies who had Rod in their sights. When he noticed, Jimbo threw his launcher at him.
 »It has only got six shots, so use it wisely!«, he shouted, but it was already banging.
 An alarm on the multitool informed Carter that the fighters had been spotted in the hangar and were about to be destroyed. Jenny took control and blew away anyone who approached.
  
 Kelly was constantly on the move and had set herself the task of specifically attacking the Gumai. Leena searched for weak points in the enemy’s defense and drew their attention. Suddenly there was a crash behind Leena’s team. A large red Lorgan appeared in front of them and grabbed her. He lifted her up and his nasty breath struck her in the face. A long tongue drove out to taste their fear. Rod was so distracted that a shot hit him in the arm and he dropped his gun. Carter only had a few seconds to capture the situation. Everything around him slowed down. The optimized eyes captured every detail. Urma and Nambur tried to attack the Lorgans because Rod couldn’t do it anymore with his injured arm. Instead, he searched the chaos for his rifle. Kelly was above the main entrance door and remained in cover because they had been seen and immediately taken under constant fire. Her shoulder was hurting her, and the metal railing behind which she was crouching wouldn’t hold out much longer. Jimbo stood next to him and fired away, but he didn’t hit much. Carter was the only one who could still fight effectively, but that wasn’t enough. Was that the end of her journey? They had come this far just to die in the crossfire? No. He did not want to accept that. He grabbed Jimbo by the shoulder and said:
 »Go and prepare to shut down at the console! I’ll keep them away from you.«
 He then jumped over the railing and landed in a roll next to the crouching Rod behind a collapsed distribution cabinet. He left the cover and his HUD immediately calculated the angle of fire. He grabbed the gun and fired. Not continuous fire, but three-shot salvos. With a precision that was made possible by the combination of adrenaline and ocular upgrades, he killed one opponent after the other. He was like in a frenzy of fighting in which he had neither fear nor doubt. The instinct that had accompanied him over the past two years led his hands. Jenny overloaded some of the distribution boxes in the room, spraying sparks and distracting some enemies so Kelly could shoot them. Almost alone, he held their position for a full five minutes until Urma and Nambur had freed Leena using Jazzir’s melee techniques to avoid hitting her with a stray punch. He was hit in the side but forced to hide the pain. The Lorgan retreated beneath their subsequent bombardment and roared:
 »Damn humans! I will tear you all apart!«
 Rod had found his weapon by now. Jimbo shouted that he could press the switch at any time and turn off all the energy in the ship.
 Jenny calculated the fastest way back to the hangar and when Jimbo pushed the button on Carter’s command, she started a timer. At that moment the light went out and gravity disappeared as well. They activated the vacuum resonance function of their boots and could stay on the ground. But that didn’t apply to all enemies. Many Lorgans ran around without shoes, causing them to float and squirm helplessly, while Rod shot them one at a time with a satisfied grin. Carter dragged him on and waved the others to follow him. After about two minutes, the emergency generator jumped on, restoring gravity and air supply. The engine cooling remained offline. The ship began to shake.
 At his request, Jenny explained that the blackout had also paralyzed the shields and guns as well as the combat ship’s communications. Thus the enemy fighters were without coordination and the ship was vulnerable. Therefore it was bombarded by the human bombers with everything they had.
 »It’s time to get out of here!«, Urma said vehemently. How she had managed to remain unharmed so far was a mystery to them.
 They fought their way to the nearby hangar, where their fighters, controlled by Jenny, were still firing at isolated technicians and Lorgans. They ran towards them, but from a side corridor several enemies, led by the red giant, came and stood in their way. They had rifles and were armored.
 The red one seemed to be their leader. He had black war paint all over his body, a wide-toothed frilled neck, orange pupils and a big horn on his nose. He looked at the seven recruits with hatred and said:
 »You have caused a great deal of chaos here. You will suffer for this. If we destroy your pathetic warship, we will devastate your world and leave nothing but ashes! Then hopefully you will learn to keep your greedy fingers off the synthium.«
 Carter noticed that the red one liked to talk and that this was a unique chance to find out why the Lorgans were looking for war. Another strong shock, however, reminded him of how hasty they were to get at least sixteen miles between themselves and the battleship.
 He held the multitool in front of him and used the open military channel again.
 » All pilots listen up! This is Commander Sanders. In less than ten minutes the battleship of the Lorgans will explode. Abort attack immediately! I repeat: Abort attack immediately! Retreat to sixteen clicks and keep the enemy ships away from the homebase!«
 The red one growled: »Commander Sanders, is it? I’d remember the name, but you won’t survive this day!«
 »Ideas, Leena?«, Rod asked.
 »Only one. Break through!«, she shouted and Rod immediately began to fire. The others did the same and Carter used the remaining grenades in the thrower to pave the way for them. He also used the rocket launcher to destroy the entrance to the hangar so no more enemies would get in. Urma and Jimbo got into their ships and shot at the wave of enemies from the other direction. Rod couldn’t walk as fast after being struck and Leena tried to protect him. Kelly circled both and fired like a lunatic. Nambur limped towards his fighter, but the red one hit his healthy leg and he fell. The Lorgan slowly approached him and rolled him onto his back.
 Sinisterly, he said: »Pintan.«, and shot him in the head.
 »No! Nambur!«, Carter screamed in disbelief, while the red one looked at him with a nasty grin.
 He didn’t have cooling magazines left, so he had to wait, but he was full of anger and energy so that he again entrusted the command to his strange instinct. He ran towards a lizard man, hit him with the rifle shaft, pushed a grenade into his mouth, and punched him, which at the same time activated the detonator. Then he slid beneath another Lorgan and used him as a living shield against the explosion. The resulting chaos was enough for Rod and Leena to board their ships. Kelly too was almost ready to fly away. But the red one was the last obstacle between Carter and his fighter. He growled and had a murderous look. Carter’s rifle had become useless and he had to face him with bare fists.
 He hurried towards the red one and hit him against the hip with full force, but he only twitched briefly, then he hit Carter with a right-hander that smashed him into a loading crane. He rose and it felt as if he had broken a rib. Together with the contusions, the gunshot wound, and the bruises, he was about to collapse. He could fend off a few blows, but the red one was so strong and thickly armored with scales that no hit hurt him. At that moment Leena and Kelly came back. Leena threw him her rifle. Kelly threw the flamethrower at the Lorgan and the moment it flew close to the giant lizard’s body, Carter fired at the gun’s gas tank. The fire explosion swept the red one against a metal wall with a tremendous force, leaving a big dent and the opponent no longer getting up. Smoke rose from him and he had suffered severe burns.
 Jenny spoke: »Two minutes to the critical heating of the engine core. I recommend evacuating immediately.«
 The three ran to their fighters and together with the others, they dashed away. Once they had reached a safe distance, thirty seconds were left. Now the six recruits floated next to each other in their ships and waited. It took a little longer than Jenny had calculated, but then it was time. First, the wide stern of the cone-shaped battleship deformed, then a flaming blast wave tore it apart into a thousand pieces. Some of the fighters were destroyed by debris, but the recruits were able to evade.
 Many of the fragments entered the atmosphere and burnt up, giving the inhabitants of Utopia a unique image in the sky.
 After watching for a while as the squadrons of humans chased the enemy fighters out of the orbit, Kelly asked:
 »Shall we slowly go back to the homebase?«
 Carter sighed: »Yes, Banes will surely be happy to destroy me ...«
   The Guardian of Utopia
  
 In fact, what happened in the hangar of the homebase after the landing was completely different from what anyone would have expected. First of all, none of the instructors were there to receive them. Only the remaining recruits of their group were there. When they discovered Carter and the others, they bombarded them with questions and wanted to hear what had happened. Apparently, they had been left without any explanation. Before one of them could say anything, a few paramedics rushed in and took all six with them. They were checked from top to bottom and both Carter’s rib and side and Rod’s arm were treated. Leena was examined on her neck, Kelly on her shoulder and Jimbo on his weapon arm. When they looked at it objectively, they had gotten away incredibly well throughout the whole story. But they felt too much shock at Nambur’s death to be happy.
 The longer Carter thought about it, the better he could understand Banes‹ reaction. A handful of recruits who thought they could do something in the face of danger. The matter could have ended quite differently. In fact, it was very likely that they had simply perished. He didn’t know whether to call it luck, foresight or fate, what had protected them in there. Something told him that it was this strange instinct that had kept him alive.
 Shortly thereafter Banes burst in, followed by Dunn, Willis and the captain of the warship, Captain Rickett.
  The major said upset: »I can’t believe you’re still alive. What the hell were you thinking? Flying out with practice fighters and no equipment or reinforcements was insane! Clearly, the training sessions on discipline were wasted on you.«
 He wanted to keep on scolding, but the captain took the floor.
 »Which one of you is Carter Sanders?«, he asked dead serious.
 Carter raised his hand, relieved that his rib no longer hurt.
 »If I understood the reports correctly, you were the head behind this crazy action? You were the one who instigated six of his comrades to revolt in spite of a superior’s order?«
 Carter just nodded in silence.
 »Then it was you who, in addition to refusing to obey orders and instigating other recruits, stole a fighter from the fleet? Who arbitrarily overrode the functionality of our fleet VI and convinced it to help him in an open violation of a direct order?«
 Rod tried to throw something in, but Dunn shook her head.
 »And then not only did you have the arrogance to believe that you and a few recruits who weren’t even finished with their training could single-handedly stop a Lorgan battleship. You have also committed insubordination and unwittingly involved good soldiers in your suicide mission by misrepresenting yourself as a commander.«
 He was constantly walking up and down in front of Carter.
 He defended himself: »I saw how desperate the situation was and decided not to stand idly by. I owed it to Utopia, the men, and women out there and to myself to do everything to help. I am talented at finding unconventional solutions. I thought it wouldn’t hurt to try.«
 »And he didn’t force any of us! We all accompanied him voluntarily. Nambur did the same.«, Urma sobbed.
 »And when you confront him, he insists on his decisions without the slightest feeling of remorse.«, the captain continued.
 And then, completely unexpectedly, he grabbed Carter’s hand and shook it vigorously and energetically.
 »These are the people the military needs more urgently than ever! Men and women who stand up for the right thing, whether others approve of it or not. You should stay within the limits of the military order, but there are moments when you just have to follow your instincts. And that’s exactly what you did today and not only did you save the recruits next to you, but also hundreds of good pilots, the entire crew of the homebase and ultimately all of Utopia. If you hadn’t destroyed the battleship with your completely crazy plan, this one ship would have conquered our homeland without further resistance. But now that the Lorgans don’t know what hit them, they’ll assume our defenses are strong enough to stop them. That may have prevented further attacks. You, young man, are a hero and I will see to it that you get the recognition you deserve. All of you!«, he closed with outstretched arms and shook everyone’s hand before he walked away.
 Willis stood next to the door grinning and Dunn had crossed her arms with a benevolent expression on her face. Even Banes had something in his eyes that looked suspiciously like pride, even if he would never admit it.
 Jimbo asked Dunn: »Why didn’t you ever warn us that grenades could lead to a rain of guts and body parts?«
 She giggled: »I didn’t want to spoil this joyful experience for you. I will never forget my first bath in blood and intestines.«, she said, sucking in the air with pleasure.
 Willis shook his head in disgust and Banes had his hand in front of his face.
 Carter felt miserable when he saw Urma crying and the image of Nambur being killed kept coming to his mind.
 Dunn noticed this and said to them: »You have lost the green one, Nambur Zobek, haven’t you? That sucks. This is one of those things you can never avoid despite all the explanations, warnings and training. You will always suffer losses. If you are unlucky, you will lose friends. But remember that he gave his life because he believed in it. He died fighting for a better future and I don’t think he regretted it.«
  
 After that day, the events surrounding the attack on Utopia quickly spread. Jenny had transferred the surveillance footage from the battleship to the homebase throughout the mission, so they could study the recruits‹ actions closely. The video of Carter holding position for five minutes against almost a hundred angry Lorgans and Gumai quickly became one of the most-watched videos on all the Initiative’s worlds. The tale of his deeds almost completely overshadowed the presence of the others, which he didn’t like at all. Only Nambur was mentioned occasionally, but the rest was simply ignored. It wasn’t for long before Carter was nicknamed ›Commander‹ everywhere.
 The remaining six weeks of training were almost normal, although the political and military situation was tenser than ever. The increased attacks of the Lorgans required a stronger interference of the other member peoples of the initiative, which they made available nevertheless very hesitantly.
 Nambur’s absence hit the recruits harder than Billy’s absence. They held a memorial service for him and Urma was not the same afterward.
 On the last day of the two-year basic training, there was a festive event followed by a party, which was completely paid for by Major Banes thanks to Rod’s new record on the hell trail, but he was happy to do so in the face of recent events. That evening, the recruits‹ families were also invited. Magnus was there, as was Ethan Richards. His wife had not come with him, which did not surprise Kelly much. Major Banes stepped onto the stage and stood in front of the guests. The entire square in front of Osilon’s main building was packed and there were even some of the most important military personalities present.
 »The life of a soldier is a very hard road. In the history of mankind, it has always been a sign of great courage and honor to follow this path. To be a warrior always means to fight, never to rest, to subordinate one’s family and friends, one’s own happiness and well-being to the welfare of all the people. It is a blessing and a curse at the same time and not many soldiers reach a blessed age, especially in times of war. You see terrible things, you even have to do some of them yourself, and all this in the name of peace, ironically. Most of us have nightmares or have to struggle with bad memories. We lose battles, limbs, and friends on the way. Such a life is only chosen after careful and ample consideration.
 Unfortunately, however, we do not currently have the luxury of relying on the number of those who make this choice on their own and must force young and promising men and women to do so. That is why my colleagues and I, the trainers, have been given an important task: to ensure that, at the end of their compulsory service, these young people can return home to lead the lives for which they are meant. That requires hardship, from us as well as from them. We often have to be merciless because the galaxy out there is relentless as well. People here like to call me ›the torturer‹ because I know no pardon and expect absolute devotion.
 Now you might think that I am ashamed to bear that name. But in reality, I wear it with pride because it means that my recruits are hard enough at the end of their training to survive what’s out there waiting for them. Unfortunately, not everyone is cut out to be a soldier and for some, the day of recruitment is the death sentence. But many of them return home at the end of their compulsory period and they can only do so because they have learned everything from us. Therefore, I am proud to congratulate today’s graduates on completing their basic education and I hope for them that one day they will be able to live in peace«.
 Nobody had expected such a speech from Banes. The applause he received was correspondingly strong. Captain Rickett then came on stage, followed by none other than General Harvey Dukes and Ronson Glades. This caused great astonishment because in the current situation the General certainly had far more important things to do than to attend a recruiting celebration. The crowd quickly fell silent as the handsome man with the walking stick prepared to say something. His powerful voice would not have needed a microphone.
 »Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. If I interpret the looks of the people in the audience correctly, you wonder why we are here tonight. Why do the three probably most influential men on the planet Utopia take the time to take part in a celebration despite the seriousness of the current situation? Well, the answer is quite simple: the most powerful women of Utopia had no time, so they sent us.«
 Nobody had expected such a joke and the laughter was great. Since the female members of the government had other duties, they did not attend military occasions.
 Ronson Glades took the floor. His soft voice was a strong contrast to Dukes and he was very quiet even with a microphone.
 »The reason for our visit here is to pay tribute to the recruits whose courageous efforts we owe to sitting here today laughing at the General’s jokes. As we all know only too well, our troops have been decimated due to the tragedy on Zulath. It will take months to replace even a fraction of what we have lost. That is why we had to make the hard decision to upgrade some of the more promising recruits ahead of time and against their will. This decision haunts me every day, but as we have less and less time for thorough training, we must use it to ensure that our troops have a chance to survive the war.«
 The General continued: »The situation has led to the homebase, our famous warship under Captain Rickett here, being the only defense we can afford in the orbit of Utopia. It was only thanks to our military reputation that no one attacked us. The Lorgans wanted to put this reputation to the test and by just a hairsbreadth they would have succeeded in conquering Utopia. What they would have done with us in this case, we can only guess.«
 A shiver was running through the crowd, but Glades kept talking.
 »This attack came out of nowhere and it caught us unprepared. We had no options and fought out of sheer desperation. But a small group of recruits among us today didn’t want to accept that. They were ordered to retreat to the homebase after the attack had interrupted their exercise, but some of them refused. They risked their future, their freedom and not least their lives to help the other soldiers defend Utopia. One of them, unfortunately, paid this price.«
 Then Dukes took over again: »You may think that young recruits can do nothing in such a battle. That’s what many of us thought. Even their instructors urged them to turn back. But these were no ordinary recruits. This group had already beaten the probability during their entire training and had overcome almost unsolvable tasks with teamwork, tactical skill, competence, and ingenuity. And it was precisely this group that had a daring plan for this unsolvable situation, which ultimately worked out and saved us all.«
 Glades said: »We all know the footage of this day and we all know their faces. We would like to personally congratulate the six courageous recruits who took up arms for all of us in this hour of need. Welcome with us on stage Urma Bolly, James ›Jimbo‹ Fields, and Kelly Richards!«
 The three were taken to the top with great applause and they received congratulations and special awards as well as gifts of money.
 As soon as the enthusiasm subsided, Dukes continued:
 »You are probably wondering where the other three are whose deeds we were allowed to admire on the videos. As their achievements should be highlighted, we want to call them separately and give them the highest award that can be achieved in training. Please come up to us, Leena Whittaker and Roderick Tindall!«
 Again there was thunderous applause as the two of them climbed onto the stage and received large gold badges.
 Then Dukes said again: »But one person is still missing up here. The recruit, whose willpower convinced his comrades here and even our VI Jenny to support him in this whole action. Son of the esteemed synthium pioneer Magnus Sanders, I now proudly ask ›Commander‹ Carter Sanders to join us!«
 Now the cheers and the stomping of the people were deafening. Carter had to try very hard not to turn bright red. At the top, all three dignitaries shook his hand and also presented him with the golden award.
 Dukes said: »Carter, even if your actions could have turned out devastating, you decided to dare. You alone stopped almost two squads of Lorgans and saved your comrades and the mission. Unfortunately, I can’t really appoint you commander, for that you need more experience ...«
 Again laughter went through the crowd.
 »... but I can honor your deeds in other ways. I hereby officially award you the Medal of Bravery of Utopia, the famous Synthium Cross, and give you the title ›Guardian of Utopia‹!«
 From then on the applause was no longer to be held. Carter was the first person to be appointed a war hero before the end of his training. He stood there next to his friends, his father in the crowd and the leaders of the planet behind him. Never before had he felt so proud and completely planless about how to behave. He was glad when he could leave the stage after a tribute to the fallen Nambur.
  
 After the official award, the approval lists were issued. It was a document that, based on their individual strengths, contained the activities for which they were eligible in their third year of compulsory military service. Kelly only got opportunities on Utopia, including a technician career. Leena had no options, only one job. She would work as a strategic consultant for a military-owned security firm in Greystone. That wasn’t exactly a bad job. Rod and Carter had several options. From infantry soldiers to ship crews to pilot training, everything was there. Carter could even become a sniper, officer or scout. But they didn’t have to make the decision immediately, they were allowed to relax for a few more weeks. Congratulations, compliments, and conversations with proud parents and relatives followed. After the families had left the premises and the party was in full progress, the four stood a little apart under the big tree on the drill ground and watched the colorful hustle and bustle.
 »It was a crazy time here.«, Rod said.
 »I didn’t want to come here at all at the beginning. But now ... I think I will even miss it. Everything except Banes.«, Carter laughed.
 He wrapped around Kelly’s waist and held her tight while Leena stood thoughtfully beside them. Rod leaned casually against the tree.
 »I will miss to have you around me. I don’t know if it will be possible to keep in touch at all times, but let’s make a commitment. When the third year ends, no matter what we do afterward, we meet right here under this tree and remember.«, Kelly suggested.
 »I would like that.«, Leena replied.
 »Before we get there, we’ll have a lot to talk about.«, Rod suspected.
 Carter took in the air with delight and said: »Yes, next year will be an adventure. I’m curious to see what comes next.«
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