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“DON’T DO IT! GO, AND you’re as good as dead,” says Mario, looking suspiciously from side to side. The halls are empty. But even empty halls have open ears. 

“Argo, you know how things are. You know ÆTAS has no hope. The hegemony was stripped from its drones during the Multidrone War, and you know as well as I do that war is won with drones—and the Megachine has more than one billion! All is lost. There is no hope. Best thing you can do is shut up, do your work, and keep your head down. The war will end soon anyway. ÆTAS is weakened beyond hope.”

Mario is right on one account: the Megachine is powerful. Its power is not the product of luck. Its power came from the confederation of China, North Korea, and all their conquered lands, including the whole of Latin America, all the way from Mexico to the Patagonia. 

Those old enough to remember back in the day say the third world war was apocalyptic. It started in the year 2034 and ended in the year 2045. Most believe the war never ended. It just began a new phase. The phase of world domination on behalf of the prevailing side.

The nuclear bombs rained down during those harsh years. Nuclear blasts and mushroom clouds governed the earth. That’s when nuclear winter hit, the sky was blacked out, and the temperature plummeted.

The United States, the great hegemonic power at the time, was too distracted defending Western Europe. That’s when Leonardo Chavez, with the help of a drone army supplied by China, took advantage and conquered Latin America in a single blitzkrieg.

The battle that conquered Latin America didn’t even last a month. That was in the year 2045, right at the end of World War III. Afterwards, that bastard Chavez baptized his new conquered land as SLAV: Socialized Latin America under Venezuelan rule. Later that year, Chavez pledged himself to the Megachine, and thus the confederation became global. 

“Argo, listen. Listen to me, dammit!” says Mario, his gaze constantly scanning the hallway. It’s a hospital after all. People are constantly coming and going.

You can’t trust anybody, or anything, these days. Eyes are everywhere. Ears come in many shapes. Spies will eagerly turn in their own to earn a couple of Venezuelan bolivares.

I’ve often thought of Mario as a spy. He fits the personality, the type of guy who would turn me in for a fancy dinner, or even less than that. We’ve been friends since we started studying medicine to become doctors in this forsaken land. Took me long enough to graduate, only to realize there is no better quality of life even in a profession like ours.

“You can’t do this! You know what’s happened to those who oppose the Megachine. ÆTAS will inevitably fall. Let them fall, I say. Let them lose. It’s not our skin, anyway.”

“I don’t know, man. Can’t just let them win. Just can’t...”

“Always tunnel-visioned, Argo. The grass is always greener, you know. Once there, you’ll regret it.”

“You’re just jealous I’ve got the balls to do it,” I joke.

“It’s just dumb. Nobody jumps ship to board a sinking one.”

There was once a rebel group called the the CRC, Citizens Rebelling against Chavism. It was quickly dispatched by SLAV and its special forces army, with only a few members remaining well hidden in dungeons and sewers. To survive, they basically became like rats. SEDISU, the name of the special forces army, made people disappear with too much ease for my taste.

“You will allow socialism and the pigs who dictate to take over humanity? And without a fight? You’re crazy. A coward.”

Mario licks his lips. He hates being called a coward. But he is one. Always has been the type of guy riding the wave. He’ll never oppose it.

“You still believe in that old fallacy called freedom. You think that ÆTAS was created out of thin air? It was formed because the allies lost World War III! And then they lost the Multidrone War! The only way to survive was to form a hegemony in the land once known as the United States of America, where ÆTAS now hides in the shade, desperately holding on for dear life. They are surrounded on all fronts. The Megachine is poised for the deathblow. Just lay back. Watch the spectacle. It’s only a matter of months before the war is over.”

“I just can’t,” I say.

“Do you know why they are losing?

“Why?”

“Because they no longer have drones. No drones. None. Nada.”

“So?”

“You’re blind and pathetic. You well know modern wars are fought and won with drones. If you don’t have them, guess what? It’s flesh and bones who fight wars. Flesh and bone against drones, and you and I are well aware of the outcome. Flesh can’t fight metal. Metal grinds flesh. It’s that simple.”

“We will fight the drones with courage, strength, and honor,” I say, imitating the propaganda that filters in from the north, mostly distributed by ÆTAS supporters—at great risk of being found by SEDISU soldiers.

“We, as in you and the ÆTAS?”

“Yeah.”

“Who do you think goes to the frontlines?” says Mario with a sudden flare of anger.

“Soldiers, cadets, captains, we all battle as one army.” I’m suddenly unsure of what I’m saying.

Mario laughs out loud. This draws unnecessary attention from some nurses. When they’ve turned a corner, he says, “They send people like you. Immigrants from the socialist lands who left their homes to fight under their banner. If you go, you’ll become cannon fodder. You’ll end up buried under thousands of shells and dead bodies. There is no hope, Argo. There is only death or submission. Choose.”

“It’s minds like yours that allowed SLAV to be created in the first place,” I say with a surge of rage. “The attitude of the cowardly who would see their friends and family die and not move a muscle as they perish, but would accept the situation as if ordained by some god.”

“Such a poet. You are quite convinced about going, aren’t you? This is not you talking, Argo. I’ve known you for almost nine years, since we signed up to become doctors. This is Carmen speaking, that sweet girl who’ll never give you but a single kiss. I know you love her. And she has courage. Not you. She must’ve brainwashed you. Am I right?”

I feel my face flush.

ÆTAS has been recruiting soldiers for decades. You’d better not be seen by a drone or a security Anzhou reading one of those banners. ÆTAS is in desperate need of foot soldiers in the absence of drones. And they know people like me are eager for change. So, they freely allow immigrants into their land, guaranteeing a new citizenship card and all, fair wages and even a home, in exchange for ten years of service in the military. Ten years is all they ask. I would give my life for a chance to fight the Megachine in exchange for such a prize.

I was born in the year 2070, when nuclear winter had already blocked the sun and poisoned the air. I’ve never seen the sun, only read about light phenomena like sunrise and sunset. I was born in the Megachine and have never been out of this land, which they say was once called Guatemala. This country was once part of Central America, but all that is now gone. It’s still called SLAV by some who support Chavez, but most of us call it Megachine.

Mario is about to continue his campaign, trying to dissuade me from migrating to ÆTAS, when heavy steps are heard across the hall. The sound is ominous. A punitive march. Heavy legs smashing against the floor. The buzz of drones becomes audible, and both Mario and I start to shake.

An enormous military-grade Anzhou is on its usual patrol. Above it two Wasp-class drones hover. The Anzhou is all metal, without a single soft edge to make you feel comfortable in its presence. 

Anzhou–it’s rough and deadly. It has two humanlike powerful legs with many joints and bolts, allowing it agile movement. Its feet are big and heavy, able to crush a man’s skull with a single thump. Its pelvis is small and joins its legs to a large torso with pistons and many moveable parts holding together its two long humanlike arms. In its hands it holds a W-85 12.7 mm heavy machine gun, equipped with a large bayonet below the muzzle. The large rifle is held tight in its hands across its chest, at the ready to aim and kill. The head is small, round, and shiny without decoration. Its eyes are all black and have a glitter, as if they’re possessed by a devil.

The Wasps are the typical war drone, the most common multipurpose tactical drone you’ll see deployed in the field. Be it patrolling or attacking in hoards, the Wasp is considered the deadliest because of its versatility and agility in the air. Wasps are yellow and black in color and have four small gyrocopter blades that allow for precise movements. Underneath its yellow carapace, it possesses six small cameras that look like eyes and two small caliber SMGs.

Two SEDISU officers walk at the side of the giant Anzhou in their green and red military uniforms and hats, with both with their arms folded across the back. Those assholes. They walk chin-up as if they are better than you. 

Sedition. Dissolution. Suppression. That’s what the acronym stands for. And they perform those tasks well. 

The patrol party walks past us, the Anzhou and its terror-inspiring gaze studying each of us dressed in our scrubs and lab coats. I drop my gaze to the floor and hope not to be a person of interest. There’s nothing worse than an Anzhou being interested in you. Then you get interviewed by the human soldiers, asked for your ID and permits, and, if unsatisfied, the Anzhou and Wasps have the authority to execute you on the spot.

They march right past us. Mario sighs as they walk by. I feel my heart thumping up to my neck. I grew up alone. My parents were killed in a raid that was disposing of CRC rebels. The SEDISU simply bombarded a whole area, in which, unfortunately, my parents were being transported through the metrorail.

Alone and in despair, it was through Carmen and Jorge that I eventually overcame depression and entered medical school. Becoming a doctor was supposed to make you some sort of superior citizen. But honestly, it’s a living hell for everybody. 

Wages are almost none. Food is the only thing enjoyable, but even that runs scarce when you have few coins to spare. We depend on government-issued rice and beans, and you have a fixed allotment per month. Runs out, tough luck. 

“Oh shit...they’ve found a person of interest,” says Mario, still pale.

I study the patrol and see that they have stopped a man walking down the hall. The interview seems to be going well, the standard questions are being asked. Suddenly the man yelps and begins to run down the hall. 

People around him flee as they see the man running with two drones hovering over him. In less than a second, the Wasps open fire and reduce him to a pulp. The sound of the SMGs roaring makes me shiver. You hear it every day. I hate that sound. I hate when they kill some innocent guy for stupid reasons, like forgetting your ID or simply by acting odd or appearing like a spy.

“And there you have it,” says Mario, as we walk away briskly from the scene. “There’s an example of what you’re up against if you join ÆTAS. You better think twice.”

I feel a trickle of urine down my leg at the thought of fighting against machines like those.
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I’M STARTLED BY THE roar of several warships flying over the hospital. Gigantic machines of death piloted by SLAV air forces. But those technological beasts can be automated as well.

As I leave my job, I do my best to appear as poor and disheveled as the average man. I cover myself from the cold, and from radiation. You’d think being a doctor would give you some sort of social status. No one gives a damn. A white coat or a pair of scrubs is a sign of you having a couple of Venezuelan bolivares. Even though the average petty crime is punishable by death on the spot by Wasps, some would risk robbing you just for an extra bolivar. Times are hard.

The streets are a cemetery of old electric cars and gas motor vehicles, accumulating dust and rust as time eats away at old paint. Streets are for walking or riding an old bike, but it’s difficult with so many obstacles, old debris from the war. You wanna get someplace far, you use the metrorail. I usually walk. My home isn’t far from the hospital.

I walk fast. I avoid people asking for money. I try not to make eye contact. A group of glue-sniffing junkies seem to be praying to a fire burning in a trash can. A few gunshots are heard at a distance, followed by the rampage of an Anzhou’s 12.7 caliber. I suddenly come to a stop and sniff around like a hound. That smell...that sweet delicious smell...

My apartment is near. I can see it. But I just can’t resist. I have to eat grilled church pigeon. I close in on the small kiosk with clouds of smoke from the grill coming from its chimney. I greet the cook, “Hey, Narg.”

“What’ll it be today?” He’s never been the chatty type.

“Two church pigeons with special sauce.”

“Ain’t got no pigeon. Out of order. Got only grilled rat and mushed roaches.”

“Damn. Then I’ll take a grilled rat with special sauce.”

“Mushed roaches on the side?”

“No roaches today, thanks.”

I notice three men on small stools at the side of the kiosk, talking in silence. One notices me, but quickly loses interest and resumes talking in a low tone.

“That’ll be three bolivares,” says Narg, handing me the grilled pigeon. Smells amazing.

“Three! That’s absurd!”

“Hey, man. Shit’s expensive these days.”

I grumble and hand over three bolivares in coins. Narg wears a gown stained with blood. You can hear the animals squeaking and squealing under the counter. The cook’s face is riddled with skin cancer, the type of patient you’d see in the clinics.

I once had a friend who had an illegal rat farm in his house so he could eat meat without regulation. Then, one day, I never heard from him again. When people disappear, you just assume they’re dead. I was once tempted to start a rat farm myself. I had caught a small one in my home and was thinking about keeping it for breeding. After thinking it through, I concluded it wasn’t worth it. Government has eyes and ears everywhere, and I know they’d know about my rat farm within a day.

I bite the delicious tortilla-wrapped grilled rat. That crunch, the delicious juices, and the tortilla made just to the point of being soft and crunchy at the same time. I walk off daydreaming, enjoying meat for the first time in weeks. I’m halfway through the taco and notice something’s wrong. I peek over my shoulder. I’m being followed by three people. No, not the three guys from the kiosk. Other people.

I’m not sure what this is about, but the only illegal thing I’ve done is talk smack about SLAV and daydream about joining up with ÆTAS. The latter alone could be enough to sentence me to instantaneous death by the Wasps.

I hurry over to my apartment complex, taking a shortcut created by junk from the wars. I’m heading upstairs when I hear my name, “Argo! Stop! Argo!”

I turn around expecting the worst, the half-eaten taco in my hand. A smile creeps up my face, and I feel the tension release from my body.

“Carmen! Jorge! What’s going on?” There’s a third man with them, an Asian guy I’ve never seen. He looks healthy for a person in SLAV.

“Argo! It took us long enough to find you,” says Carmen. She’s dressed like me, a poor citizen with whatever garment she found in her home to shield her skin from cold and fallout. A scarf is wrapped around her mouth and nose to stop pollution from getting into her lungs.

She walks over. Her brown eyes glisten with courage and excitement. Her brown hair is tied in a ponytail. If I could see her curves and body, I would see powerful legs, a solid abdomen with a powerful core, and two firm and attractive small breasts. I’ve always liked her, ever since we met on the day we signed into medical school. I’ve tried winning her over. It’s been impossible. She calls me friend every time I try to make a move. Once I tried kissing her at a party. As soon as we touched lips, she stepped back and hugged me, calling me friend.

“What’s up, Argo,” says Jorge with his hands on his hips. He’s never been troubled by the effects of pollution and radiation. He doesn’t mind the cold much. He’s always known he’ll eventually end up with lymphoma or lung cancer. He’s the type of guy who somehow knows he may not live long enough to care about lymphoma anyway.

“Argo, it’s time. I think the SEDISU has word of our little discussions of going up north, and it’s only a matter of time before they come for us,” she says with fear in her eyes. If she’s afraid, then I’m definitely afraid.

“What! So soon!” I yelp.

“It is what it is. Hey, can I have a bite of that taco?” she says, taking the food from my hand and sticking it into her mouth before I can argue. She takes a huge bite. I cringe. I hate it when she does this. She gives me back a small piece with barely any meat left. Before Jorge can ask for a bite, I push the rest into my mouth and swallow it whole.

“This is Xi,” says Carmen. The man named Xi steps forward and greets me with a nod. “He’s our pilot to freedom,” says Carmen.

My heart races as I study Xi’s face. Clean. No skin cancer marks anywhere. Must be from anywhere but SLAV. Now it makes sense. He has to be one of those coyotes in the service of ÆTAS who get paid to bring in immigrants willing to take the offer of becoming a citizen for ten years of service. Coyotes are killed on the spot when caught. He could be trouble.

Xi takes a hand to his ear and presses a small button on a device in his ear. His face goes pale and says with pressed words, “Guys! I’ve been warned that SEDISU soldiers are closing in on our position,” he says. “We have to leave now!”

“What! So sudden! I need time to get ready!” I say, looking at my apartment, which is so close. The door is just right there, a few steps away.

“There’s no time,” yells Carmen. “And none of your belongings matter anyway. All of that will get tossed once we enlist in the army.”

“She’s right,” says Jorge, pulling me by the arm. “All the stuff you take is worthless to them. So better come now or die a meaningless death by a Wasp.”

“Now or never!” says Xi, growing inpatient.

We break into a run when the first buzzing sound is heard in the distance. It’s a patrol party, which could be searching for us. None of us wants to find out if that’s the case. 

Xi takes us to a wasteland cluttered with remnants from the war. After splashing in contaminated water and radioactive debris, we are suddenly inside a tunnel. We crawl as fast as possible, scaring off vermin in the process. I see a dead rat. I have the urge to take it with me but know I can't for fear of acute poisoning from rotten flesh. We are suddenly running in an old parking lot. After running up the several stories of stairs, we find ourselves at the ceiling of an old and broken building. We all pant.

“Let’s go! Board the mastiff now!” yells a soldier in uniform with a rifle across his chest, standing in front of an ÆTAS warship. He called the ship a mastiff. A name I've never heard of. I have a few seconds to admire it. It's the size of a small bus and appears heavily armored. Its hull seems thick. It has two wings and a small tail, with a missile pod on each side, and a multi-cannon gun on its underbelly. Its four rotating jet nozzles pulse hot air in all directions, sending off small tornadoes of dust. This warship–mastiff–is much more advanced than the ones used  by SLAV. I can tell by how the jet nozzles move. The warship is hovering very close to the ground!

We get in the aircraft and two soldiers buckle us up in seconds. I notice there’s a guy already aboard when we get in. I have no time to look at him, but I know we’ll meet at some point. I’m now tight against the hull, pale and feeling refluxed pigeon burning my throat.

“Go! Go! Go!” and suddenly we are flying at an incredible speed.
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“THIS IS THE PART OF our escape that get’s dicey! Hold on!” yells the pilot.

“Hold on, recruits!” echo the soldiers aboard.

I instantly get nervous and tighten myself as best I can to the security belt. The hull is shaking and provides little comfort. 

“What’s going on?” asks Carmen. If she’s scared like I am, she’s hides it well.

“The Megachine has a heavy patrol of autodrones roaming its skies at all moments. We have to fly low and fast to avoid detection. Once detected, we’re as good as dead,” says the guy who was already aboard when we got here.

I look at him for a couple of seconds. He irritates me. Something about him makes me want to rebel against him. To say no to all his statements. To condescend to him so I can feel superior. And with a jolt I realize what I’ve thought, and my wanting to feel superior to him suddenly makes me feel inferior. Now I hate him even more. And we haven’t even met.

He’s thin but athletic. He wears a simple tunic made of cotton with his forearms exposed, which are packed with veins from the ripped muscles underlying them. A poorly made tattoo is visible on his left forearm, a figure of a cross I do not recognize. He wears a simple farmer’s hat that shades his hawk’s gaze. This guy is a hunter. He is a warrior even while dressed as a simple field peasant. I’m a doctor, god dammit. And yet, this farmer is much more than I am. Who is he? He has brown skin, a square jaw, intense thick brows, and nothing seems to escape his intelligent eyesight. Bastard. As the seconds pass, I hate him even more, and I don’t know why.

“Why do you know that. Pardon the question, buy you seem like a...farmer...?” says Carmen in an apologetic flirty tone. I feel a dagger plunged into my stomach. It hurts me to see Carmen flirting with others. She is the prettiest, hottest girl you’ll ever lay eyes on. Mario disagrees. To hell with that, to each his own.

“I can’t escape the farmer stereotype, now can I?” he says jokingly. “My family used to have plenty of land way back before the Chavistas took over Latin America. We don’t own anything now, but at least we are allowed to work the fields of corn the government uses to feed its citizens. My family has sent recruits up north for almost thirty years now. When you turn twenty-five, you get to choose to either continue farming or enlist in the ISF. This is my choice, like my father, and his father. I’ll fight SLAV and the Megachine down to the last breath.”

“Are you sure they take peasants in the army?” My question is loaded with venom. I want to sting this guy. Get away from Carmen!

He whips his gaze toward me. I instantly cower down and can’t meet him in the eye. He stares at me for a long thirty seconds and then says with a chuckle and a light mood, “They’ll take anybody up there. They’re desperate for soldiers. Anybody who can pull a trigger and follow simple orders makes it in,” he explains.

“ISF?” asks Carmen, ignoring me and my stupid question.

“Immigrant Special Forces,” explains the farmer. “Believe me, there’s not much special about it. It’s the name they use for propaganda, you know, marketing. Makes it sound cool. Nothing special about it, really. It’s the army formed by every immigrant, no matter where you come from. But most come from Latin America. North America is ÆTAS territory. Anything east of the globe is gone. Western Europe is vaporized, a cemetery of radioactive fallout. Eastern Europe was overtaken by the Megachine. Everything else is owned by them, so there’s really not a whole lot of immigrants coming from any other part of the world.”

Carmen is fascinated. I am pissed. Jorge, like Carmen, is in awe, listening to him speak. This guy does command attention, and does so naturally. 

“But I thought we would be part of the same army as the Ætians,” I say, sounding like a dweeb.

“So does everybody else who doesn’t know what they’re getting into. ÆTAS has its own army by the name of ÆRMY. That shit’s closed for us immigrants. Hate to tell you.”

This doesn’t sound good to me at all. I wanted to be part of ÆTAS in all senses. Not just an army of immigrants under its command. Suddenly I’m not so sure about this mission anymore. Maybe Mario was right all along.

“My name’s Gabriel Perez,” says the farmer with a smile. “A pleasure, battle brothers to be.”

“I’m Carmen Johnson.” She shakes hands with Gabriel. I burn in jealousy as they touch.

“I’m Jorge Merida. And this grumpy guy is Argo Herrero. We were all doctors back in SLAV, or Megachine, however you call it nowadays. That career is behind us now. Right guys?”

“Right!” says Carmen with enthusiasm. “I was so ready to get out of that forsaken hospital. It’s just so depressing. There’s no point in treating radiation-induced diseases when the government provides little aid to support the ill. The best way to cure the afflicted—and we’ll all develop lymphoma or leukemia at some point, don’t worry— is to bring the Megachine down and get medical support from ÆTAS. We need the nanotech to cure and prevent those illnesses.”

The mastiff trembles. The machine gun roars, its flashing muscle painting the insides of the cabin pulsing death. The sound makes me tremble, the flash makes me jump. I try to get in a fetal position, impeded by the belt holding me tight to the hull. Seated, I stick my hands under my legs and close my eyes shut.

Something whistles past us at incredible speed. The mastiff dips violently and turns sideways. The maneuver shakes my innards, and I can feel the grilled rat on my tongue. I swallow some vomit and do my best not to hurl. 

“Look! We’re being escorted by several stormbirds!” yells Gabriel with amazement. He can see them through the small windows. Carmen tries to see as well, but she’s limited by her position in the hull. 

“We’re safe now. We’ve cleared the skies patrolled by autodrones,” says the pilot. I see the other soldiers near the cockpit breathe with more ease. I can finally relax.

A hologram takes form in the cockpit, suspended in mid-air at one side of the window. I see a military commander wearing a black beret. A long scar makes its way from his forehead, down his right eye and onto his cheek, like a dried-up river. On his left upper chest, I can make out four golden stars.

“General Wrath! Lieutenant Xi, sir!” says the pilot as he salutes. I see the other soldiers in the cabin tensing up at the sound of the general’s name. Even Gabriel seems to have tensed up. None of us understand who this guy is or why he’s important.

Lieutenant? I think to myself. And all this time I thought Xi was a coyote. 

“How many, Lieutenant?” asks the general with a stern voice. He seems despondent. Almost sad.

“Only four. I know, too little, again,” says Xi.

“It’s more than nothing. Rendezvous with transport at Rio Grande Checkpoint. The elephants will take care of them from there. Good luck in recruiting more.”

“It’s getting harder, General. The SEDISU is getting better at tracking us,” says Xi.

“Soon there won’t be need to recruit more. Wrath out,” and he disconnects. The hologram disappears.

“Did you understand any of that,” asks Carmen looking at Gabriel. “Such lack of enthusiasm.”

“Don’t know. I guess we’ll find out very soon.”

***
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THE MASTIFF PLUNGES and lands abruptly, jet nozzles sending off dust and vortices of wind. The doors on its side pop open with a jolt, allowing entry of the sterile winds of the wasted land. There are mountains around us, which makes me think they’ll protect us from autodrone attacks. I hope.

“Red alert! Red alert!” yell the sirens. A red light pulses like hell suddenly opened its doors and was about to devour us.

“Recruits! Disembark the mastiff and get to the elephant!” yells the soldier who is unbuckling us. He notices we’re petrified, especially me.

“Follow that guy!” he says, pointing a finger at Gabriel, who’s already running through the wasteland toward the large transport ship amidst the gusts of wind.

Carmen goes first, followed by Jorge and then me. I stick to Jorge as close as I can, covering my eyes to keep the dust out of my eyes. The smell of the forgotten invades my nostrils. The land is dead, and from the depths, a putrid smell surfaces. Perhaps it’s the radioactive decay in action, killing Earth’s soul.

Two ÆRMY soldiers grab me by the arms and fling me inside the elephant. These guys are gigantic! I had never seen such big humans in my life. 

“Buckle up, recruits! Make haste or die! Let’s go! Move! Move! Move!”

We run in desperation toward empty seats and buckle up as fast as possible. The door slides shut with a thump. Before I’m securely fastened up, the ship is already departing at full throttle. 

The elephant is gigantic, with a hundred or more recruits within its belly. It’s turbines roar and propel us slowly up into the air. I can feel that rat churning in my belly, and once again I feel the need to hurl. I know I shouldn’t have eaten that, but then again, it might have been my last bite of meat for a long time.

ÆRMY soldiers are standing in front of us, buckled to the hull, leering at us as if we were lesser people. In some sense, we are. These soldiers appear too large to be the product of nature. Something tells me genetic manipulation bred such monsters.

Their heads are too large, as are their bodies, to have come out of a mother’s womb. Well, unless their mothers were equally as large. Their muscles pop out of their green uniforms. Across their chests, a large assault rifle lays at the ready to punch through flesh and gears. I would guess if you have to fight machines with humans, you’d better get extra-large humans to be successful.

Then why would ÆTAS need us, poor and lanky immigrants, as foot soldiers? If in fact ÆTAS has run out of resources, they may well have only a handful of these super soldiers and can’t afford to lose them in battle. Better to lose some immigrant, right? Those bastards. Coming here was starting to seem even more of a mistake.

“Welcome, recruits!” says a hologram that forms in mid-air above us. It’s big and blue in color. The sound is loud and booming, echoing within the main cabin. 

“ÆTAS is honored to have you. We greatly appreciate your sacrifice in joining our forces to battle the Megachine! Without your help, we would be lost. Welcome to the Allies Engaged against Totalitarianism And Socialism. You should feel proud of yourselves. Your parents would be proud of you as well, as would your countrymen, those who could not join our forces! You and you alone are the key to stop the menace that rages against our world! You are the solution! You are the mighty, the strong, and the brave! You will begin your military career among the ISF. May it be long. May it be victorious.”

The hologram is a military guy, a sergeant or captain perhaps, wearing a beret, who speaks in a thick and loud voice. His sight is epic and seems to be staring at infinity.

“Soldiers will begin walking among you for you to sign the contract that binds you to the ISF for ten years.”

The gigantic soldiers begin to walk up to each seated immigrant, towering over each like a wolf atop a mouse. Each carries a digital pad and a digital pen where each immigrant signs his own contract with the ISF.

“Sign here,” I’m told by the giant.

I take the pad in my hands. My grandma used to say not to sign anything without reading the contract first. And I see no terms and conditions prior to signing. That makes me nervous.

“Could I...is there a way...you know, I’d like to read the terms and conditions. Can’t just sign...blindly.”

The soldier laughs a terrible mock and then give me a death stare, “Can you believe this rat-eater wants to read the fucking contract?”

“What? That’s the first thing you received, probably years ago,” says a second soldier.

“Argo,” says Carmen beside me, “I sent you the contract. Didn’t you read it? Argo! You had to read it the day I sent it to you. That was almost a year ago.” Carmen’s pissed too. And with good reason. Her email must’ve gotten lost in all the governmental junk we get emailed day after day. Without a private computer, it’s hard reading emails. You have to go to the public library, and that’s always a pain. Shit.

“Sign here or you’re out of this ship. And it’s a long way down,” says the soldier with a grin.

I sigh. I have no idea what I’m getting into. I sign with the digital pen and give the pad back. I try to sleep the rest of the way.
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“RED ALERT! RED ALERT!” yells the siren in the elephant.

“Recruits! Go! Go! Go! We’re at war, god dammit! Move out!” yells a soldier.

A stampede of terrorized immigrants runs out of the elephant in disorder, each running for his own life, several getting trampled in the process. I hear people screaming in pain, others yelling for their loved ones. This is chaos at its finest. I see Gabriel, the only one who seems calm in this storm. My instincts tell me to follow him. I stick to the guy as close as I can, and I notice both Jorge and Carmen are behind me. They thought the same thing.

The stampede of immigrants enters a gigantic concrete platform measuring at least a mile across. I notice it’s nighttime by the absence of glare in the sky. There are many stormbirds and mastiffs stationed nearby and various buildings at the edge of the platform. We must be at some base. The elephant closes its hatch like the maul of a beast and pulses up into the air.

People, two of them, lie motionless on the floor. They must have been injured during the stampede. Trampled, they could be hurt badly. Or dead. Nobody moves a finger to save them. I guess nobody knew them. And the soldiers certainly don’t seem to care.

“Welcome to the ISF! The Immigrant Special Forces. As of this moment, you are earning fifty dollars an hour for your service to ÆTAS! We thank you for your sacrifice. We know you left loved ones and your land behind in search for freedom from tyranny. Welcome to New Miami, a military base where recruits such as yourselves are prepared for glorious battle. 

“War is the great redeemer, that one purifier and awe-inspiring equalizer that brings man near his soul at the very last moment. Your training will last four total weeks, and no longer, after which you will engage real enemies. You will learn how to kill, how to destroy drones. You will find your inner hero. We will provide you the necessary elements to achieve greatness.

“You’ve all heard the stories. And they are true. ÆTAS has no more drones to fight with. We have depleted our resources fighting the Megachine. We have been consumed by the enemy, whose relentless attacks have drowned us to the point of total chaos. This has pushed ÆTAS to develop several alternatives to fight enemy drones, and one is the ISF, specialized in taking down the machines that do the Megachine’s bidding.”

A group of officials surround the hundreds of immigrants, like wolves controlling a herd. These wear military berets, identical to the soldier talking to us, who I can’t see amidst so many people.

“I am Captain Simmons. I am in charge of this newly formed company. Consider yourselves as enlisted soldiers. You’re all first class Privates from now on. Getting here earned you that first rank. Most of you have never heard of the simple yet effective ÆTAS army ranks and a chain of command, so I will say this only once. Four soldiers make a squad. Six squads make a platoon. Eight platoons make a company. Three companies make a battalion. Three battalions make a regiment. Three regiments make a division. Three divisions make a corps. Your corps—the ISF— is but one of many in the ÆRMY. Understood? The General of the army is Rasu Wrath.”

The Captain walks around and in between us. He studies each individually, sizing up the soldiers he received for training. He doesn’t seem displeased, but I can’t say he’s satisfied either. He is of average height, has blond hair under the black military beret, and wears a blue uniform with a nice silver insignia on the left shoulder representing his rank. I don’t know how high a rank a Captain is, but his calm gaze and calculated speech makes me think he’s pretty up there. The other officers around us, unlike him, stare us down with hatred. Intimidation seems to be their mission.

“Good. Let the games begin. First things first. Squads. You will be allowed to choose your own. Each squad is to have four members. Go! Choose wisely! Your life will depend on it!”

We all scramble. Chaos begins anew. The first thing I do is reach out and grab Gabriel by an arm. Carmen and Jorge copy my behavior, and soon we huddle together to avoid getting pushed or trampled.

“The four immigrants from what was once Guatemala. Nice,” says Gabriel. He doesn’t seem bothered by having a loser like me in his squad. But I can’t help but ask myself how Gabriel can manage to smile in this disaster. Is he enjoying this? It almost seems like he’s done this before. 

“Choose a squad leader!” yells Captain Simmons. 

Common sense says to chose Gabriel. But the last thing I want to do is take orders from Gabriel and have to listen to him yelling at us. “I vote for Carmen,” I yell as fast as I can.

“Me? Argo, you’re crazy!”

“Sounds good to me. I vote for her too,” says Gabriel.

“I do to,” says Jorge.

Carmen isn’t happy at all and says, “You idiots! Our leader should be Gabriel! He seems to know what he’s doing!”

“I want six squad leaders to join up! Choose wisely, as this will become your platoon!”

Carmen has no time to argue about her newly appointed position, and she quickly hunts down those squad leaders who seem strong or agile. In less than thirty seconds, eight total platoons have been formed.

“Good. Get to know your platoon well, Privates. They will save your life, or guarantee you death. Competent or incompetent, they are now your battle brothers. Lieutenants! Choose a platoon!”

Eight of the officers surrounding us move in. A fierce-looking lieutenant approaches our platoon. He’s of medium height, but what he lacks in being tall he has in that penetrating stare. His brows are thick, bordering his pitch-black eyes. His jaw is square. He spews bad-ass down to the core. His pace is confident, carrying himself with pride.

“Attention!” yells the officer with a thick accent. I can tell it’s not Latin American. Likely European. 

Our newly formed platoon scrambles and forms in a straight line, each behind the other.

“You incompetent rat-eaters! Get down and gimme ten! ... Eight! Nine! ...”

It’s been a while since I’ve done any push-ups, or even any physical exertion beyond running away from patrol units. My arms tremble, and I can barely stand up after ten. I’m the last one to stand up. The lieutenant walks toward me and pushes me down to the floor. “Gimme five more, you fucking rat-eater! That’s right. I wanna see you eat the concrete floor! Chest to the ground, wetback!”

The bastard has a grip of cold steel. When I’m done, my whole body’s shaking. I can feel that rat taco still making its way up my throat. 

“On your feet, Private!”

I stand up with great difficulty and finally manage to hurl digested food. The smell is disgusting, but the color is worse. My platoon begins to laugh, a mistake I pay for as well.

“You’re incompetent! Fools who think joining the ISF was a good idea! You don’t laugh when one of your own is down, you hear! Gimme twenty! Let’s go!”

As we struggle through the push-ups, the lieutenant walks in between us, kicking some in the belly while he does so, and yells, “My name is Lieutenant Octavio Cotillas, formerly from Spain, now under a pile of dead shit and radioactive corpses. You and I will be as close as flesh and bone, intimate as fingernails and the shit stuck on them after you wipe! I am your savior! I am your destroyer! You are driftwood, a disgrace brought in from a disgraceful land where not even your own wanted you! But I, destroyer of abominations such as yourselves, will take the time to make decent soldiers out of your miserable bodies! You will get mind-fucked and body-destroyed! I will invade your psyche and become your nastiest dream! I will yell at you as you take a shit so you learn to poop in less than ten seconds! And you will accept me as your savior! On your feet! I didn’t hear you!”

“Yes!” we yell together.

“You will address me as sir. Is that clear?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“I feel sad you’re the last hope the world has against the Megachine. You’re all as good as dead as far as I can tell. When a Wasp or an Anzhou attacks, it does so without mercy. It will shoot to kill, stab to obliterate, and march over your dead corpses! Soldiers, we’ve got a shit ton of work to do before you can get out there in the battlefield. You roaches are inadequate, unfit, incompetent, even for the artificial eyesight of machines. But I will make you gain value, I will ensure my signature is engraved permanently on your souls.

“Formation!”

We all form shoulder to shoulder.

“Not it! Push ups!”

We do ten. I can see Gabriel performing like a natural athlete, beside him a tall blond guy is equally as fast. The blond guy seems to compete with Gabriel, while Gabriel couldn’t give a damn.

“Formation!”

This time by some miracle of logic, we form in a rectangle, shoulder to shoulder with our own squad. The rectangle is four by six people.

“At arm’s length!” yells Cotillas.

We obey.

“Follow me, Platoon!”

We break to jog.

“You! Gimme ten! Never break formation!”

I give him ten.

“On your feet, Private! Let’s go!”

***

[image: ]


“PLATOON!” YELLS COTILLAS. “This will be your quarters. There’s exactly six, multilevel beds, each with four beds. One multilevel bed unit belongs to each squad. Each platoon has their own quarters.

“Undress and make it quick. Remove all your filthy clothing, including underwear, and toss it in that bin. You will wear the uniform passed out by me.”

An officer comes into the room and hands Cotillas two baskets. He puts one on the left side of the room and one on the right.

“Pick out your uniforms! Ladies to the left, men to the right! Go!”

Cotillas walks between naked, lanky, bone-thin Privates.

“And may this fine lady explain why she’s still in underwear,” says Cotillas as he approaches an older woman with a pear-shaped body. Her breasts are out, but for some reason she won’t remove her underpants.

“You’d better hurry the fuck up! I said get naked!”

Cotillas makes everybody stop dressing. Most of us are still naked, completely. I try to spy on Carmen, see if can get a glimpse of her body. She’s the hottest in the room. But she’s fast and is already all dressed up in a private’s uniform, all dark green with no military decoration.

“When the shit hits the fan, it’s so hard the fan breaks. The weak die instantly in the battlefield. Some of heart attack, others of pure stupidity. Now, if you’re to survive, you will obey orders. Naked! Undress, now!”

“But...sir, I am...you know...my monthly...”

“You defy orders?”

“It’s just...I need some privacy, that’s all!”

The pear-shaped woman flies in the air and lands face first on the concrete floor. A gush of blood spills from her nose. Cotillas stands there and yells, “On your feet! Undress!”

The woman is made of sterner stuff, at least more than me. She stands up with a jolt, undresses, and in an instant is naked, and then dressing up in her uniform.

I’m still all naked. I can’t find a uniform suitable for my lanky, slender body frame. I’m not tall, but am not the smallest here either. I feel the need to cover my cold-shrunk genitals, as most of us do. Gabriel is the only one standing tall and proud, displaying his ripped, hairless, tattooed body. I notice Carmen stares and studies him as if she were in anatomy class or something. A stab of jealousy makes me grumble. I finally find something suitable and dress myself.

“You will change uniforms on a daily basis. They include a sorry excuse for underwear. Women’s gear includes a strap for your breasts. If you have your period, or if you have diarrhea, tough it out. Shit your pants, bloody your legs. You will not stop, and you will not be able to change until the end of each training day.

“Every day begins at 0450 hours. You have ten minutes to shower, take a shit, make your bed, and dress. At 0500, you will present at the landing strip for training. Tardiness is unacceptable. It is punishable, and all punishments are decided by me.

“Your first week will be dedicated to physical torture. I have yet to make sculptures out of you, and my chisel will be training hard. 

“Formation!” he yells. We all form in a rectangle at arm’s length.

“Good. You can be taught. The rules of the house: Breakfast is at 0700 hours, lunch at 1300, and dinner at 1900. Food is provided for free. Its called HydraPack, a disgusting gelatin hermetically packed and made to last the nuclear winter. It has all the nutrients you need to survive this training, and your missions.

“You will share everything, except your genitals. If I find you fucking, sucking, hand-jobbing, fingering, or any variation of the above, I will have you whipped in public. The second time I will execute you myself. Am I clear?”

“Sir, yes, sir!” we yell.

Tough rules, but I can’t begin to imagine how somebody or anybody would be able to fuck in these conditions. Having sex seems like it’d be the last thing on my mind when survival is all that matters.

Cotillas falls into silence and walks in circles around the rectangle of formed green soldiers. His silence is worse than his yelling. I dare eyeball him and study his face. He has pitch black irises surrounding his pupils, so his eyes seem all black from any angle. Thick, dark brows border his eyes. He’s got a square jaw, a small mouth, and a perfectly shaven face. Even though he’s shaved, you can see the shadow of a thick beard under his skin. 

His small nose has a noticeable protuberance in the bridge, surely scar tissue after having it broken so many times. I suppose by fighting. Despite the uniform, you can tell the lieutenant is ripped. Not muscles like pit bulls have, but sinewy, strong steel wire. He’s sizing us up.

I can’t tell if he’s pleased or just doesn’t give a fuck about us, but something in his locked muscular jaw seems to suggest he pities us.

“Platoon! Jog around the perimeter until your feet bleed!”

“Umm...excuse me, Lieutenant, sir...is there something we could drink? Please? I’m very dehydrated,” I say despite myself. I know the effects of fluid deprivation.

Cotillas walks up to me. He’s in my face. Bad and hot breath greets me first.

“Who gave you permission to speak, Private?”

The back slap takes me by surprise. I try not to cry from the pain. Tears well up in my eyes. Those knuckles are tough as iron.

“Nobody speaks without permission, Private! Is that clear?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“You will raise your hand to ask for said permission, is that clear?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“No water for anybody until dawn. Private, state your name.”

“You can all thank Private Herrero for your severe dehydration tomorrow morning. It’s the whip for you next time, wetback.”

The insult hurts more than the slap. They used to call immigrants from Mexico down to Central and South America wetbacks. Mostly because back in the day those people seeking to improve their lives by migrating north had to swim across the Rio Grande, separating Mexico and Texas.

Even though we didn’t have to swim, and even though we’re wanted in the ranks, we’re still immigrants.

“Platoon! Jog!”

“Thanks, dickhead,” says somebody. I have a nasty feeling it was the tall, blond guy.
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MY OWN SQUAD PUNISHES me by sending me to the highest bed in the barracks. Our quarters have a large digital clock displaying the time in twenty-four-hour format in large red numbers.

I’m so beat up, with my legs so sore and my toes bleeding from torn skin, that I can barely make out that it’s four thirty in the morning when my head hits the pillow.

At four fifty a.m. the alarm goes off. Red light pulses.

I get up with a jolt, forget I’m in the highest bed, and fall. Air booms out of my lungs. I can hear myself gasping and my platoon members scrambling to get their daily needs taken care of before heading out to the landing strip. Nobody stops to help me.

I get up after a whole minute of recovery. Undress. Take a shit. Shower in thirty seconds. Wash my face. Fall asleep while trying to dress.

“Get up, moron! Cotillas will hang us if anybody’s late!” yells Carmen. My kidneys failing me must be the reason for my tiredness. I need water. I need sleep. I almost take a sip from the toilet, but desist when I see a brown streak on it. Should’ve stayed in SLAV. I can see Mario laughing at me.

It’s five o’ five when we get to the rendezvous point.

“Tardiness is punished with severity! No breakfast for today! One is late. You’re all late.”

“Motherfucker! God dammit! Haven’t had anything and now this! What the fuck!” yells somebody out of sheer desperation. Dehydration is not just about water. It’s your concentrated juices literally pickling your brain. Without water, your sodium goes sky high, and high sodium makes people crazy. 

“You! Come here!”

A curly-haired guy, about my size, steps up. He carries a smirk on that pale-skinned face.

Cotillas kicks him in the solar plexus. Then orders him twenty. Every time he goes down, Cotillas kicks his belly. I can hear his air whooshing out of his lungs with every push-up.

“The battlefield in this radiation-rotten world is merciless. Cadavers, bolts, wires, old machines, dead hopes, are all you’ll find out there. No water, no food, nothing! You wanna make it out alive and claim your fucking citizenship, then you’d better learn to fight in that forsaken land, ‘cause it will eat you alive. Your hope is your platoon. Any of you fuck up and all of you die. State your name, Private.”

“Jose Gutierrez, sir,” he says curtly. 

“You can thank Gutierrez for no lunch.”

Somebody grumbles. I pray for no more open rebellion.

“Did any of you have any objections?” says Cotillas, studying his platoon.

“Smart. Keep it shut, obey, and you may get dinner with a few drops of water. Follow me, Platoon!”

We break out into a run. The lieutenant is quick.

“Push-ups! Running! Push-ups! Running!”

It never ends. This is hell.

The sky turns from pitch dark to a perpetual gray screen. Then, when sunset comes—even though the sun isn’t visible—the sky turns pitch black again.

“Very good, Platoon. And now for your reward. Take yourselves to the dining hall. Have yourselves a nice HydraPack and enough water to replenish.”

We run to the dining hall. Make a line. Wait. No tray. A non-com officer hands me a pair of HydraPacks, vanilla flavored. On the wall, a gigantic fridge dispenses water into plastic cups. Another line.

We sit among the company. Eight platoons sit in silence. Nobody talks. We’re all drained, mistreated, missing what was once home. 

The HydraPack is a disgusting do-it-yourself meal. You break a water pack while it’s still sealed and mix it all together for a minute. The powder becomes a thick gel, which you suck from a small straw propped open with your teeth. It barely fills you up. And it tastes like vomit, flavored with vanilla.

We all hate it. We all wolf it down. There is no other option. I want to get another round of HydraPack, but I’m afraid to ask for more. You only get a pair per meal. Six per day. And all the water you can get. 

We’re all full and about to pass out when the lieutenants storm the dining hall. Cotillas runs up to our table, makes us drop and give him twenty, and then orders us to follow him outside. We run. And run. And run.

It’s four thirty when I’m climbing to my bed. My head hits the pillow, and I’m gone. Four fifty, the sirens blast out. The red lights blink. I’m in a twilight. I can barely think. I don’t fall this time.

Shit. Shower. Dress. Carmen rallies us all. She motivates us. She’s the only one who seems to think among this torture. Gabriel hasn’t complained at all, but I can tell he’s toughing it out. I can’t take this much longer. I’m weak. Horribly weak. I’m the type of guy who dies first, the type of coward who would get a long-range rifle and hide out somewhere away from the action. I’m such a loser. No wonder Carmen sees nothing in me. It’s because I am nothing. Crap. Cotillas has taken away what little self-worth I had. It’s gone. I am one with nothing.

It’s four fifty-nine when we show up at the strip. Thank god.

Run. Drop. Run. Eat. Drink. Jog. Drop. Eat. Drink. Take a shit. Shower. Pain...pain...pain...

I am a zombie...

***
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“HAS IT BEEN A YEAR already?” I ask Carmen. My head is resting in her lap while she’s seated at the edge of the bed. We’re all just hanging out in our barracks. Her bed is the lowest of the four because she’s our squad leader.

“No, Argo. It’s been barely a week. But I do admit, it feels like forever. Every day it seems like a month has flown by.

We used to hang out like this back home, talking smack about government or just discussing our favorite manga characters of the old and destroyed Japan. I would argue Full Metal Alchemist was the best, while she would say that was too mainstream. Those were the good old days. Now that we’re here, things feel so different. She’s good at anything, everything. She has adapted with speed and, like a good survivor, she has already figured out who to follow in case shit hits the fan.

Her attention is always shifting between Gabriel and Cotillas. Cotillas out of respect and to follow orders, Gabriel for, perhaps, attention. It pisses me off. I know I’ve got to get out of the friend zone to get her for myself. Don’t think I’ll ever succeed though.

Gabriel and Jorge are busy making friends. Gabriel and the tall blond guy are the alphas here, and there’s tension building between them. Gabriel is just too fresh to even notice it. Or perhaps it’s his game, making blond guy feel like he doesn’t care. The tall blond guy, Dimitri, is from Argentina. Had to be from Argentina, fucking cocky son of a bitch. He’s constantly twitching and flexing his noticeable muscles. He is the biggest and tallest of the platoon.

I’ve no idea how people mingle. Jorge seems interested in some chick. She’s hot. Gabriel is already the center of attention. Me? I’m just trying to find my way with Carmen. But it’s clearly failing.

“Give me a sec. I’ll be right back,” says Carmen. She stands up and leaves me to my own devices on the bed. I sit at the edge, trying to figure out where she’s going.

“Yolanda Napamuceno,” I hear a name called.

An ÆTAS soldier has called yet another private. She’s tall and blonde with long, wavy hair and blue eyes, the classical South American “mare” as we would call those hot specimens from Argentina.

I notice Carmen has worked her way around the room and is now talking with a group of girls only. They’re all hot, at least for me. I’d give any of ‘em a go. One is a mulatto called Alejandra Monteijo. She’s from Brazil. That skin color with aggressive curves—she’s the good stuff around here. Another one is Brenda Salinas from Bolivia. The other two are the Wagner twins, Anna and Nancy, from Paraguay. They are thin and lanky, without much curve to admire, but what they lack in curve, they make up for in facial features.

Here and there groups form and consolidate. Clearly I’m one of the leftovers with whom nobody wants to chat. I’m no alpha. No beta even. I’m the breadcrumb nobody cares about.

I can see Dimitri and his squad, three subordinates who seem to puff him up and feed his ego. His squad is composed of Konstantin, Nolasco, and Natalio, suckers who wish to be as strong and mean as Dimitri.

The old folk don’t mix at all. Amongst them, there’s a couple from what used to be El Salvador, Mr. and Mrs. Caceres; Mrs. Rodriguez, the pear-shaped lady who Cotillas struck on the first day; and then there’s a guy called Joco Alonzo.

I see Yolanda return from her session with the soldiers. She has a crew cut now. Seems bold, no pun intended. The soldier calls Dimitri. In a few minutes, Dimitri returns from his turn with the soldiers. I can tell he feels like a true alpha with his hair all gone.

“How’d it go, man?” asks Konstantin of his squad leader.

“Easy as fuck,” he says, thrusting his hips. He scans the room, grinning. As he looks in my direction, I look down, avoiding his gaze. I do not want to engage this peacock. Dimitri’s face changes. His grin disappears. He is all anger now.

“Looking at something you like, Gabriel?”

Shit. Gabriel has engaged. This is not good. Dimitri is bigger than him. Stronger too, I’m sure. 

“At a white imp. That’s all,” answers Gabriel, fresh. Everybody laughs, including me, because he does, in fact, look like a great white imp. Dimitri fires up his anger and is now enraged. He’s about to go berserk. 

“Says the beaner from Guatemala. Fucking wetback. Nobody likes you. Where’s your indigenous tribe now? Left them all back in your cornfields, brownie?”

His insult is stupid. We all eat corn. In what was once Argentina, Chile, and Peru, the people still carry some notion of the nation that they once were. So I get it why Argentinians want to feel superior. That’ll go away in future generations, once we’re all consolidated under the Megachine banner.

“Listen, brownie. I’m the alpha. You’re clearly inferior on many accounts, starting with your race. And just look at you, man. Short, small, and thin. You’re no match. Step aside,” says Dimitri. He gets into Gabriel’s face. He’s a head and a half taller. 

The tension is about to break. It’s reaching its climax. Nobody moves. Nobody breathes. 

“I may be brown of skin, a fact I carry with pride, but listen, man, I’m not looking for trouble. All I want is to have a good time on this fine morning, the only time we’ve got to mingle and recover from sore muscles. So why don’t you do me a favor. Go to your corner where your friends are waiting to jerk you off. Don’t let your boyfriends get jealous of me. Piss off.”

Dimitri turns as red as fresh blood. Rage explodes, and he goes berserk.

Gabriel turns around and walks away. I cringe at seeing him give Dimitri his back.

Dimitri chances a powerful hook, slow but steady, with all his might behind it. It should’ve shaved Gabriel’s head off. Somehow Gabriel ducks, swiftly pivots on his left foot, and lands a solid blow on Dimitri’s trachea. The crunch is audible. Lethal.

Dimitri stumbles. Grabs his throat and goes down fast. He’s twisting and turning, with an audible squeal coming from his mouth. He can’t breathe. He’s turning blue.

A girl screams. Konstantin is on his knees, trying to help his leader.

“Somebody help! You’ll pay for this, fucking wetback!”

“We’re all wetbacks, you idiot,” defends Carmen.

“Formation!” It’s Cotillas.

Shoulder by shoulder, we all form. Konstantin doubts for a second, but in a blink, he’s joined formation, eyes locked to infinity.

“I said formation, Private Agaslov! Are you deaf!” yells Cotillas. He walks to the gasping soldier and starts kicking him on the abdomen.

“I saw it all, Agaslov. I should let you die. You’re the singled-out scum that comes on all macho, and in the end, gets everyone killed. This is your first and last warning. I see you provoke anybody else and I’ll let Private Perez have at you. Medic!”

Dimitri is not breathing and is all blue. Is he dead? Medical takes him away swiftly.

“As you were,” says Cotillas and leaves our room. We all breathe again. Gabriel has done it. He’s clearly the alpha. He gets praises from everybody, except Konstantin and his lot, clearly outcasts now. Carmen seems to get even more interested in my secret rival. Now I now I can’t mess with him directly. Shit.

“Private Herrero.” I’m summoned by the soldier.

“It’s OK. They’ll shave you and then connect you to the lie detector. It’s all good,” says Jorge as I leave the room.

***
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“TAKE A SEAT, PRIVATE,” says the soldier who brought me in. These are normal ÆTAS soldiers, not those genetic beasts we saw in the transport ship. He’s white, or was white before the scars from previous skin surgeries to remove obvious cancers. I take a seat in a reclining chair. I’m strapped down, arms, torso, and legs. A soldier proceeds to inject something in my arm, and then I’m shaved without question.

I have no idea what’s been injected into me. I’m sure nobody would care to tell me either.

“It’s a hypnotic sedative developed to enhance your truth-telling abilities,” says the soldier.

“Fuck yeah!” I say. I’m high. This is amazing.

“Some specimens react differently. In your case, it’s clearly euphoria, a common side effect. Doesn’t last long,” says the soldier.

“I will now proceed to attach this machine to your head. It’s called Cerebris, made in the likes of an octopus, an extinct animal.”

“Never heard of it,” I say. It’s true.

“Eight tentacles with suckers will self-deploy and self-conduct studies on your brainwaves as I proceed with a short questionnaire. Let’s start.”

“Do what you must,” I say.

“Is your name Argo Herrero?”

“Of course, dickhead.” What’s up with me? Must be the medication.

“Please limit your answers to yes and no.”

“Sure.”

“Yes and no, please.”

“Yes.”

“Are you twenty-five years of age?”

“Yes.”

“Did you live in SLAV?”

“Yes.”

“Did you come to join the ISF under your own accord?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sexually attracted to Carmen Johnson?”

“Oh! Does she? I wanna fuck her! Have wanted so badly for years!” I scream. I’m amazed by my answer, but cannot hold myself.

“Yes or no.”

“Yes.”

“Are you a SEDISU spy?”

“No. Are you crazy? Those motherfuckers...”

“Yes or no.”

“No.”

“Have you willingly killed another human?”

“No.”

“Have you killed unwillingly?”

“Yes.”

“Was this during your medical profession?”

“Yes.” How do they know about my profession? Shit.

“He’s clean. Bring in the next one.”

Two soldiers come to get me. By the time I’m back at the barracks the effect has subsided, and I’m no longer in a trance. That was wild.

“How was it?” I’m asked by the curly guy who pissed off Cotillas a few times. He’s shaved now, but in my brain, he’s still the curly guy.

“It was wild, man...what a trip.”

“Probably the best we’ll ever have! What the fuck, man! That was insane. My name is Jose Gutierrez, from the formerly known Costa Rica.”

“Argo Herrero, from the former Guatemala. Pleasure.”

“Alejandra Monteijo,” calls the soldier.

I chance a glance at the mulatto from Brazil.

“Fucking hot, huh? I’d love on her all day long,” says Jose.

“So would I,” I say under my breath. I don’t want Carmen to hear me saying it. But it’s true.

“There’s plenty of fresh meat here, man. Lots of cat if you get my meaning.”

“Dude, we can’t fuck around. Cotillas will hang you.”

“Well...I guess you’re right. Can’t hurt to have some fantasies though, huh? Shit...is that? He’s back.”

Dimitri walks in, breathing on his own. His trachea is patched up. He has stopped squeaking. He’s pale and nervous, clearly scared. He avoids eye contact with anybody and pushes away one of his friends as he’s greeted.

“That guy has messed with the wrong person. Bet he won’t do that again,” says Jose.

“They say with Cerebris they’ve prevented several catastrophes by identifying spies in the ISF. You know, SEDISU people. Those bastards. They’ll do whatever to infiltrate the ISF. I’m Rudy Cuestas from the formerly known Colombia.”

“Makes sense. SLAV loses plenty of its people to ÆTAS. It only makes sense for it to try to dismantle the immigrant army. Their own are being used to fight against them,” says Jose. “Brilliant, if you ask me.”

I have no idea how they know this. I listen closely to learn more. Gossip is not my thing. But sometimes you learn a lot by staying quiet.

“That’s right,” says Rudy. He’s short in stature, shorter than me actually, but bulky in size. Black hair, eyes, and eyebrows, he’s the prototype of a Latin American. 

A scream. Somebody is in pain. We all turn pale and follow the sound. We naturally form when we see Cotillas enter the room flaring in anger.

“Follow me, Platoon!” he yells. We march behind him. But we’re missing one private, because he’s dragging her by the arm.

I can see the mulatto from Brazil kicking and screaming as she is yanked by the arm. I can tell her arm is broken by its impossible angle. She’s in terrible pain. I feel the urge to defend her, but cancel the impulse knowing something must be off for her to be treated this way.

“Company in formation,” I hear Captain Simmons roar.

All eight lieutenants form their platoons in the landing strip. Cotillas is now in front of the eight. Captain Simmons walks over to where Cotillas stands, twisting the Brazilian’s arm with pleasure.

“This won’t be the first nor the last time we manage to pin down a SEDISU infiltrator into what we call Project Zurich. That project is what you all form part of—the ISF. It’s the training you’re undergoing to serve against your own countries. On previous occasions, a few infiltrators made it through and wreaked havoc. It may hurt you to see this private suffer so, especially you who formed a platoon together, but I assure you she would’ve gotten you all killed before you knew it.”

Alejandra is trembling from the pain. I can hear her shoulder joint popping. I hate seeing Cotillas have fun making her writhe.

“For spies like her there is only death. Lieutenant Cotillas, please dispatch this mole.”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

Cotillas pulls his gun from his belt and point blank shoots her in the head. His face is splattered with brain. We all recoil, aghast. Pieces of skull and skin hit some in the front.

“There are two more executions, soldiers. You will endure each. This is how spies are treated. No mercy.”

I see two other people get murdered by Cotillas. Whether or not they were actually spies we will never know. Somehow the physical torture is now just a splinter under the skin compared to what lays ahead of us in this so-called Project Zurich.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


—6—


[image: ]




COTILLAS HAS NO SOUL. He can’t have one, not when after executing three persons, he suddenly yells out orders while he’s still covered in blood:

“Platoon Cotillas! Today is your eighth day here in New Miami, and today is your graduation day from mere cockroaches to worthless rats! You’ve made it this far and are now qualified as trainable apes. Your muscles, although sore, have proven to me that you’ve got some stern stuff in you. But there’s more chiseling to be done before you’re battle ready.

“Today you will start training in face-to-face combat, and you will meet your first fire weapon. Meet Sergeant Ichigoya. Sergeant, elaborate.”

The other seven platoons are off doing what their own lieutenants want done. We are the only one still standing in formation in the landing strip. The three cadavers are still there. Nobody has moved them yet.

“The Viper is an auto-assault rifle, standard issue,” explains Sergeant Ichigoya, clearly Japanese of origin.

“The Viper 4172 uses munitions caliber 5.46 x 45 mm. It can pierce light armor, thanks to its high top speed of 1,600 meters per second. Each cartridge has fifty rounds. With a twenty-inch barrel and a total weight of five pounds, this rifle has a maximum range of four kilometers."

The sergeant swallows, clears his throat, and then continues.

“The Viper 4172 is an adaptable assault weapon. You can install several upgrades, for example, a fifty-inch-long barrel for those inclined to sniping, a grenade launcher for those engaging heavily armored drones, an EMP grenade launcher, the Burkes pulsar, or an electrical saw for those engaged in hand-to-hand combat against Anzhous.

“The standard issue Viper has a holographic aim with x2, x5, x10 as maximum. The aim-sights are summoned by clicking here.” He shows us a small button on the rifle on its right side close to the grip.

“Click once for x2,” he shows us, and a holographic zoom pops up. It’s blue in color. “Click once again for x5 and once again for x10. Another click shuts off the sights. The zoom is digital, which means it depends on your rifle being fully charged after each use. Run out of battery, you run out of zoom.

“The standard issue comes with the electro-saber function installed, as it is assumed you will all face drones in close combat. The electro-saber is activated by pulsing this button,” he demonstrates. A flow of electricity appears below the barrel and pulses with angry, blue energy. Small rays spew from the generated bolt.

Sargeant Ichigoya turns it off. “The electro-saber consumes a high amount of energy. Your weapons are powered by a lithium-ion rechargeable battery. Charge it every time you can. It can be fired while without power, as the trigger function is adapted from the M16 weapon, once standard in the US military. 

“The electro-saber is especially useful while engaging in close combat with drones, such as Anzhous. It is also very effective against enemies made of flesh and bone. Avoid turning it on if friendlies are close to you. Once it starts cutting through something, it will fry and destroy it until it’s done. I will demonstrate.”

“Sergeant Castillo,” calls Cotillas.

A sergeant I’ve not seen before walks toward us with a control in his hands. With it he seems to be manipulating a Wasp. 

I tremble at its sight. The sound it makes triggers a flight response from my previous experiences with the drones.

The Wasp flies low and nears Ichigoya, who has activated the electro-saber. As it nears, the sergeant attacks it. The electrical flow makes contact. In an instant, it malfunctions and would fall, but somehow the electrical current is so powerful it somehow magnetizes it. And in seconds, the blade has split the thing in two. Both edges are smelted. Smoke puffs out.

“You will learn that the enemy’s drones can be hacked and used to our advantage. More on the matter will be learned in your third week of training. Ichigoya, Castillo, you’re dismissed.”

“Sir, yes, sir.” Both salute and turn around, marching back to the barracks.

"Grenade launchers are scarce in our army due to lack of supplies. You may get one in the future if you prove your worth. I will now demonstrate the use of the Burkes pulsar," says Sergeant Ichigoya.

From his side pockets he pulls out a small tube which would seem like a silencer. He connects it to the muzzle of the Viper. I can see the small device has two small wires sticking out.

"The Burkes pulsar discharges electrical blasts, and is used for short range encounters where using your electro-saber is out of reach. It's especially effective against multiple enemies.  Pulsar takes advantage of the explosive energy released every time the gun fires empty rounds. You heard me. Empty rounds. This means its user will have to swap magazines and empty the bolt before its use. If you forget to do so, you risk death by explosion. I will demonstrate."

Sergeant Castillo brings in three Wasps controlled by the remote. They get as close as two meters from Sergeant Ichigoya. "At this distance, my electro-saber would be ineffective. Yet I must engage against multiple enemies." He changes the magazine of the Viper, empties the bolt. Raises the rifle and shoots. The electrical blast shoots out a short but lethal arm of electricity, which instantly fries the Wasps. The drones fall to the ground, hissing as the chips burn.

"When pressure is exerted onto certain crystalline materials such as quartz, the generated pressure offsets the balance of positive and negative ions and generates an electric charge," explains Ichigoya. "Think of this as an inverse EMP. EMP disables, while Pulsar fries."

“Thank you, Sergeant Ichigoya. You are dismissed." Ichigoya and Castillo walk away after saluting. "The Viper is your salvation, your icon of survival, your one and only tool to make it through missions. It is your one and only token to freedom that will accompany you for the next ten years as you mature in your military career. Never be away from your rifle. And if you are, it’d better be for a good fucking reason,” says Cotillas.

“Now for the fun stuff. See that crate at the center of the landing strip, some hundred meters from our position?” he asks, pointing a finger at the crate. I can barely see it.

“That crate holds twenty-four Vipers loaded with practice rounds.”

I hear footsteps approaching us. I see the other seven platoons form near us.

“Lieutenants, ready your platoons,” yells Cotillas.

The other platoons, including us, get ready. Ready for what? A rush of anxiety fills me with dread.

“There are one hundred and ninety-two soldiers in this company, minus the three dead on the floor. That makes a hundred and eighty-nine soldiers at the ready. And there are only twenty-four rifles in that crate. You will run to it, and as a platoon you will try to eliminate those not belonging to your own platoon. On your marks.”

“What’s going on...” I say under my breath. Can’t have Cotillas hear me.

“Ready...!”

“This can’t be happening...”

“Go! Eliminate the enemy!”

Eight platoons break off in a sprint.

“The surviving squad or platoon will take the prize! Now kill the others!”

Gabriel is fast, but not the fastest. A woman reaches the crate first, but Gabriel pummels her with a kick to the chest. He grabs a rifle and tosses one to Carmen. Someone else is already pointing the rifle to Gabriel. Click. It’s not loaded.

Gabriel pulls the bolt. And fires. The muzzle flashes a beautiful five-pointed star as it unleashes hell. Several fall, convulsing. They remain paralyzed on the floor.

Other platoon squads have arrived at the crate, and havoc breaks out. Fire erupts from various angles, and soldiers fall by the tens and twenties. Few are organized, and you can tell we’re greener than green.

At the center, protecting the crate, is Gabriel with Carmen and Dimitri. The Argentinian shoots in full auto, screaming death as he unleashes hell. He runs out of ammo. He gets shot and convulses on the floor.

The disaster quickly calms as more and more fall. Carmen, Gabriel, Joco, Jose, and other members of my platoon manage to organize themselves against others by using the paralyzed bodies as shields. Tough luck for those paralyzed, as they get shot again and again.

I’m on the floor. Faking being shot. I don’t move, don’t wanna move. I see a rifle under a paralyzed soldier. I manage to crawl to it and grab it. Shots fly by my head. A shot lands on my back and I start seizing. 

The convulsion lasts several seconds, after which I remain paralyzed in delicious bliss on the floor. I’m staring at heaven, at fallout, at potential cancer, and breathe in and out with ease. Finally, some rest. Even if it’s because I’m defeated.

Gabriel and our soldiers eliminate the remaining squads.

“Cease fire!” yells Cotillas.

Cotillas makes his way to the center, where Gabriel and five others of our platoon celebrate.

“And?” says Cotillas.

“We’ve defeated. We’ve won,” says Gabriel with a smirk. Cocky bastard.

Cotillas picks up a rifle and shoots the victorious at plain sight. Gabriel, Carmen, and the others go down. They convulse on the floor.

“You fucking idiots! In the field, there are no fucking victors! Only survivors! Yes, you made it thus far, but you should’ve kept your platoon alive! That’s your prize, morons! There is no prize but life itself as the precious result of your efforts! Survival is all there is, and that should be your only motivation!”

We all get up slowly. We’re all sore. We all got hit. As we recover and stretch our muscles, joke and banter about the recent events, I can see there are three bodies that have not moved at all. One of them is from my platoon. Its Mrs. Caceres. Mr. Caceres runs to her and kneels on the floor. He takes his ear to her chest and then starts sobbing.

“Help! Please help! She’s not breathing! Her heart’s not beating!”

Carmen is the first to arrive at the scene. She kneels to her right and starts CPR. I arrive a moment later and take turns pumping her chest.

Cotillas, all this while, remains impassive. Observing. Uninterested.

“Formation!” he yells. The other seven lieutenants follow suit. Eight platoons form and organize in seconds, in fear of punishment. Except four people. The three who lay unmoving, and Mr. Caceres, who is still at his wife’s side.

I hope they’re not dead. If these three are dead, added to the three who were executed, that would make six less soldiers in our company in less than twenty-four hours. That’s bad news.

“I gave an order, soldier!” yells Cotillas making his way to Mr. Caceres, still at his wife’s side.

I can see Mr. Caceres is itching to have a swing at Cotillas, but he remains clenched and tensed like a coil. Mr. Caceres stands up with a jolt and marches up to Cotillas. Gets in his face.

“Call medical! Call the fucking medics!” yells Mr. Caceres, spittle splashing on Cotillas’ face. We all gasp. This is not good.

“Private, I think you have forgotten yourself. I gave an order, and I expect you to follow it. Insubordination is punished severely,” says a calmed Cotillas. Unmoving. Unsettled. Uncaring. Cold as steel.

“My wife is dead! Dead! And you expect me to behave? No...no...no...fuck this shit. Fuck it all. I came here seeking freedom from my oppressors. If I’d thought I’d have found the likes of you I would’ve stayed in SLAV, serving Chavistas, eating rats and church pigeons, but I’d be happy. This is torture. I’m out. I resign.”

“Do not walk away from me, soldier! You are not dismissed!” yells Cotillas.

Mr. Caceres walks away. Stops. And turns around. He’s about to say something but stops himself.

“You take another step and it’s your last,” says Cotillas, pulling his gun from its sleeve. 

“I call bullshit,” says Mr. Caceres and starts walking. He never takes the second step. He falls to the floor as his body ceases to function. The bullet makes his head explode in a gush of brain and blood. His dead body lies in a pool of his own blood.

Eight platoons observe what just happened here. Now we’re short seven soldiers. Not good at all.

“You all now know the price of insubordination. You have no rights. You have one choice here, to obey or disobey direct orders. Obeying will get you somewhere. Disobeying will grant you death.”
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IT’S AFTER DINNER. After eating a pair of HydraPacks, vanilla flavor, there’s more to come. Seven deaths, four of them cold-blooded executions, don’t seem enough to my superiors to spell a heck of a day.

Cotillas orders us to run around the perimeter in formation with our Viper above our heads. We’re down three members, so now we’re only twenty-one.

“Push-ups! Running! Push-ups! Running!” All this done with our Viper in our hands. This is horrible, torture. And yet I endure. A whole week of grueling physical training is paying off some.

“Formation! Now, form a circle, every man and woman an arm’s length apart. That’s it. Good. Herrero, Gonzalez. To the center.”

We walk to the center of the circle.

“On your guards. Fight.”

“Wait...waa?”

“I said fight, god dammit!”

I exchange confused glances with my friend from Costa Rica. We both shrug our shoulders and raise fists and start circling each other. A few jabs here and there, a couple of hooks. Nothing too serious. None of us lands anything, really.

“C’mon you motherfuckers! I said fight! Knock yourselves out!”

Gonzalez reacts faster than I do, and his jab pierces my guard. The jab gets me on the nose and I fall back and land on my ass. I get up. I’m pissed off now.

Another jab to the nose. I duck, he misses. I land a body hit. Nothing serious. He lands another punch to the face. I land on my knees and hit my forehead against concrete. Shit hurts like hell.

Gonzalez celebrates, elevating his arms in triumph.

“I said knock him out!”

My friend seems to get it now. His eyes transfix on me. He has that predatory gaze, that empty, cold, awful stare of a hunter ready to give the deathblow.

I get up, scared to death. I’m prey. But even prey can attack. I strike a double punch at him. Miss. I get hit in the solar plexus, bend over to meet his knee. My nose cracks, a gush of blood follows. I go down. He sits on top of my chest and starts delivering a storm of punches aimed at my face.

It hurts, initially. But then the pain subsides into a drumming, a melodic pummeling that slowly fades into infinity...

I relive the time when I was a boy, ignorant to world tragedies. I’m in our small apartment—dead. I play on the dead grass. My mother walks to me, kneels, and opens her arms to receive me with all of her love. I am embraced. I feel cherished, wanted, complete. I am happiness. Complete bliss.

“Get him up. Medic! Well done, Gonzalez. Like a champ, Herrero. Took it like a real soldier. Next up: Rodriguez and Napamuceno.”

Mrs. Rodriguez, the lady shaped like a pear, starts off strong. She kicks low and aims punches high, confusing the Mexican girl. The young Mexican is knocked out clean in less than a minute. Pear-shaped lady causes an impression.

The Wagner twins fight each other, until one yells and screams obscenities about her father and smashes the other’s face against the pavement. Bloody stuff. It got personal. 

Dimitri fights Rudy, beats him bloody. 

Gabriel fights Konstantin, beats him with ease, and then beats Nolasco.

The fighting continues until all have been eliminated, except three: Carmen, Dimitri, and, of course, Gabriel.

“Agaslov and Johnson. Let’s go.”

Carmen gets ready, arms guarding her chest and face. She moves, circling Dimitri clockwise. Dimitri seems unperturbed by her and advances with a sudden lunge. Grabs her by the waist and presses her hard against his own body, then raises her up.

I can hear him say, “I’m gonna rape you real good.”

I wanna say something, but can’t. I’m perplexed by what I’m seeing. Carmen can only kick and scream in his death grip. Dimitri is laughing and making nasty sexual thrusts with his hips. I look at Cotillas, who doesn’t really care.

Then suddenly I see Dimitri recoil in pain. In another second, Carmen raises her head up and smashes her forehead repeatedly against his nose. Dimitri loses blood fast and then falls to the floor. Carmen stomps on his throat without mercy, yelling and screaming God knows what. Dimitri, once again, begins to squeak as he breathes, and suddenly he is turning blue again.

“Medic. God damn it, Agaslov. You and your fucking trachea. Make sure they fix it well this time,” says Cotillas as medical takes Dimitri away in extreme cyanosis.

“And now for the final round. Perez versus Johnson. Let’s go. Finish this fast!”

I study Carmen as she bounces on the balls of her feet and circles Gabriel. Even though she has a crew cut, she hasn’t lost any of her looks. If anything, she seems sharper than ever. And her natural womanly curves are more pronounced. God she’s pretty. 

Gabriel seems to give her some advantage and slows down his movements.

“For crying out loud. You’re killing me,” says Cotillas. The lieutenant is removing his military jacket. Is now bare skinned from the waist up. He tosses his beret on the heap of clothing. Can’t believe he’s not cold.

“You two against me. Let’s go!”

Holly crap. This guy is sinewy; he must have zero body fat. He’s not bulky at all, but ripped to the bone, chiseled to mutant-like perfection. A tattoo on his chest spells, "Que Viva España." Long live Spain.

He gives them no repose. Cotillas lunges at Carmen and cracks her nose with an elbow to the face. Carmen is knocked out instantly. She hits her head hard, falling limp. She doesn’t move. I’m alarmed. I can tell she’s breathing from this distance. I relax a bit. But feel the tension grow as Cotillas has Gabriel all to himself. Both circle each other, but Cotillas is closing that circle, and fast.

I wanna see Gabriel lose so bad, and yet again, I really do wish he succeeds. I hate that pretentious bastard, and yet admire him like a hero.

Gabriel dodges a quick succession of punches, but is kicked full force by a front kick. He rolls with the force, falls, and quickly recovers at precisely the right moment to dodge a powerful uppercut. 

Cotillas continues to attack relentlessly. Another quick punch combo, but this time Gabriel is quicker and predicts Cotillas, stepping sideways, managing an opening. He snaps a jab and lands a powerful body punch, followed by a quick one-two to Cotillas’ face.

“Now that’s what I like. A good fight. You’ve got steel in you, son. Let’s find your breaking point...”

Cotillas doesn’t finish the sentence. Gabriel lands a solid round-house to Cotillas’ leg. Then he advances and lands a double-jab.

Gabriel is gaining speed. And also confidence. Cotillas thinks twice before advancing, and you can tell he’s more cautious. Gabriel sidesteps a jab and creates an opening.

It’s a trap. Cotillas spins quickly and lands a back elbow. Gabriel’s forehead explodes in a gush of blood. As Perez is stumbling, Cotillas advances and clings to his body, creating an arm hold as they both fall. Cotillas twists violently after falling, and an audible crack fills the air. 

Gabriel yells in pain, but Cotillas has yet to finish him off. He gets on top and starts landing elbow after elbow until Gabriel is no longer making a noise. He’s out.

Cotillas stands up and begins to dress. “Medic!” he yells.

Gabriel coughs up blood and gets on one side. Medical reaches him, and he is quickly taken in.

“It’s 0300 hours, platoon. Go get some rest. Get some water. I will see you here in two hours. Dismissed!”

We all collapse on the floor, completely exhausted.
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“HEY, MAN, ARE YOU HURTING much?” I’m greeted by Rudy as I enter the barracks.

The Colombian was sitting on the floor talking to Joco Alonzo, a guy from Honduras, and Jose Gonzalez, my friend from Costa Rica.

“Not much. Just got robotic surgery to fix the nose you broke,” I say to Jose Gonzalez.

“No hard feelings, man. You know.”

“I know. Good thing is they even found an aggressive variant of lymphoma growing in my thymus. The nanos took care of it. With medicine like this, there’s no need for hospitals. Great tech.”

“Aye. Great tech,” they all agree.

“I can’t believe Cotillas actually broke Gabriel’s arm. That was wicked, but I mean evil wicked, not cool wicked,” says Rudy.

“That was awful,” I concur. 

“Speaking of the devil,” says Jose. Gabriel enters the room with small self-absorbable stitches on the forehead where Cotillas’ elbow sliced his skin.

“Like new,” he says, showing off his arm and skin. “Feels like nothing happened. But holy shit, does it hurt when your arm pops like that.... I’ll never forget that moment. Cotillas will pay,” he says with a smirk.

We all laugh nervously. Nobody knows if he truly means it or not.

“Don’t tempt the devil, man. You’ll be fine if you just stay away,” says Rudy.

“Calm down, Rudy. I’m not gonna go chasing the devil myself. I’ll let the devil come to me,” says Gabriel, laughing out loud. Nobody knows what he means. Gabriel detaches from our small group and heads in to talk to the girls, especially to Carmen, who hugs him upon seeing him. I feel a stab of jealousy.

Dimitri walks in, head downcast. He no longer squeaks, but you can tell he’s had enough of his trachea beat the shit out of to mess with anybody else. Now he’s just all pissed off, angry at the world, including his followers. 

“Hey, champ,” says Carmen. I turn around to greet her. She hugs me and kisses me on the cheek. I love her affection as a friend. I wonder what it would be like as a lover. I savor the moment. It’s short. But it’s something.

“You look like new,” I say. “Cotillas was an asshole,” I remark. Mostly to start small talk going.

“Oh, that. Well, I think he made a point. He was behaving like the enemy, no remorse. No dancing in circles as we fight. He went straight for the jugular.”

We both laugh. Things have changed between us. I can tell. 

“You look like a lemur with your crew cut,” she says, touching my head. “Almost cute.”

And there it is. The faintest emotion seeps through her eyes. I can tell she feels bad for me. I can tell she knows that I know she’s falling for Gabriel, and somehow wants to make me feel good, wants me to go down easy. But it’s never easy. This is worse because it feels like fucking charity. Just get it done with. Fall for Gabriel, and leave me to the dogs. I’ve always been scrap anyway. So what the hell?

Carmen and I chat for a while. It feels nearly authentic, so I go with the flow. But deep down, I know she knows I want her badly, and knows I suffer seeing her with Gabriel. She stands up, says goodbye nonchalantly, and goes back to banter with Gabriel and friends. Others are making conversation freely, as Cotillas seems to have lost interest in us, at least for today.

I talk to other girls, plenty of whom I’d have sex with right away. But the rules are clear. No sex of any kind, no matter what. And that comforts me, knowing Gabriel and Carmen won’t be off having sex either.

***
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“PLATOON! TODAY IS YOUR ninth day in New Miami, and there is no time to waste!” yells Cotillas.

The twenty-one of us enter formation in a snap. We march out of the barracks on command with our rifles over our heads.

“For the next five days, you will train with your Viper rifles with practice ammunition only. You see those two buildings? The first one, with a big number two on it, will be your training ground. It has eight levels, one for each platoon. Each level is a battle scenario with obstacles, dirt, and rocks. Each room is identical and heavily monitored to capture and analyze each individual soldier’s performance and stats. Platoon! March to building number two!”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Push-ups!”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

We get down and do push-ups repeatedly. I do one hundred without a problem. Now it’s easy.

“On your feet! Rifles at the ready!”

I get up and accidentally shoot. A sergeant goes down in a convulsion. It’s Sergeant Castillo, who was standing watch.

I try to explain myself, stumbling on my own words, but Cotillas walks up to me, punches me in the face, and kicks me to the ground. “I should skin you alive, Herrero. Mind your finger on that trigger!”

I get up and continue marching with a bloody nose. Deep inside I feel satisfaction for having shot a superior.

***
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“HALF A PLATOON AGAINST the other half. Every one of you will get a turn at being captain and choosing your units. Your platoon is down to twenty-one soldiers, so a team will always have one less. You’ll make do.

“Each team corresponds to the color of either side. North and south divide into blue and red. One team will be red, the other blue. You will never be in the same team for long. After each round, two new team captains will be chosen at random, assigned to either blue or red. Understood?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

Cotillas paces the large combat room. We all stand at its entrance in formation.

“Perez and Agaslov. You’ll be the first team captains. Agaslov will be red, Perez blue. Agaslov chooses first.”

Dimitri chooses Konstantin.

Gabriel chooses Carmen.

Dimitri chooses Brenda.

Gabriel chooses Jose.

The selection continues, with the very best being chosen first. At the end, the only ones left are a guy named Marcos and myself. 

“I’ll take Argo, but of course!” says Gabriel, opening his arms wide to receive me. Asshole. I walk to his side like a beat-up, unwanted rat.

“I’d rather not take that freak of nature,” says Dimitri.

“Perez, do you want Hernandez?”

“Hell, yeah, I’ll take him. We’ve the advantage by numbers, when we already had the advantage by having the talent,” he says, laughing and high-fiving Carmen.

Dimitri gets infuriated, but swallows it rather than risk another broken trachea.

“Teams, to your side. At the very end, you’ll find ammo, gear, and masks. You can choose how much protective layers you wear if you wanna avoid pain. Risk more layers at the cost of mobility. Helmets with faceshield, those are a must. You take off your helmet, I will personally beat the shit out of you. Fighting begins when the siren rings once. It ends when it rings twice. Go!”

We reach the end of the blue side, traversing the battlefield. Like described, this place looks like a barren wasteland, with rocks and old half-destroyed buildings. The ground is arid soil. Multiple obstacles, where you could hide or ambush the enemy, lay everywhere.

“Carmen, you’ll take the high ground. You’re the best shot. You’ll be the sniper. Jose, you’re a good leader, so you and I will split the team and lead each down the flanks. I will take the right, you the left. 

“Gear on! Helmets on! Lock and load!” yells Cotillas through the ceiling speakers.

Gabriel opens a crate and gives us our helmets. We all choose our protective layers. There’s not much to wear more than a vest and back protection. I choose to go light.

The helmets protect your face from forehead to chin, including ears and temple. Your head is covered by the helmet. Chin down you’re exposed and potentially vulnerable. The vest protects from the collarbone down to the mid abdomen.

I put the helmet on. The faceshield fogs almost instantly. I can feel my hot, disgusting breath. I can smell it.

“Ready!”

I wipe fog off. Do my best not to breath by mouth. 

The siren sounds once. The fight begins.

I follow Gabriel closely, running while keeping our heads down, rifles at the ready. I make sure it’s loaded. Pull the bolt, ready to fire. I remove the finger from the trigger and place it on one side at the ready like I was taught.

We reach a half-destroyed wall and hide behind it. I press the holo-mount button and acquire a x2 sight. I scan the terrain. Nothing.

I can see Jose taking a position on the left flank. Somebody behind me shoots. Somebody yells on the red side. I figure its Carmen, picking out the easy target. 

She has pinned somebody down. The direction of her shots has given us a sense of the enemy’s location.

Screams. Yells. War cries. Like a mass of crazy mercenaries, Dimitri leads his team from the center in an all-out war-type battle. What an idiot.

“Fire at will!” yells Gabriel.

We let it loose. I press the trigger hard and enter full auto, emptying the salvo in seconds.

Not all fell. But most of them did. Dimitri managed to get away and is now engaged in a furious fight with Gabriel at the right flank.

“To me!” yells Gabriel to Jose. Jose advances from the left flank to circle Dimitri’s forces. 

Dimitri may be a fool, but the guy has balls of steel. He climbs a wall and drops behind us, shoots three of us point-blank range. I fall, convulsing. Gabriel shoots him and takes him out.

Jose has now circled the rest and takes them out with ease. 

The siren sounds twice.

“Blue team wins. Change of team captains. Napamuceno and Salinas. Step up and start choosing teammates,” says Cotillas through the ceiling speakers.

Napamuceno chooses Gabriel, of course. Salinas chooses Dimitri. Carmen goes next, then Jose. Again, I’m left for scraps. I’m chosen over Marco Hernandez. God dammit. I am that bad?

This time the fight is slow and long. Carmen is on the other side, while I’m on Gabriel’s. She has us pinned down. She’s a good sniper.

I know where she is. I saw her take cover there on our first fight. My orders are to hunt her down to free us from her fire. I manage to make my way around the battlefield without detection. I’m small, lanky, like a rat. I can infiltrate anyplace. At least I’m good at that.

I can see her now. I crawl closer. She’s in a tower. I go up the ladder and in complete silence stand behind her. I can’t decide whether I should shoot her point blank or demand she surrender. As I decide, I check her ass out and contemplate how it would look like bare naked.

I make a noise. I’m distracted. She spins in a split second and shoots me in the chest. The blow pushes me back. Limp, and convulsing, I fall down the ladder and hit back-flat on the floor. My lungs deflate, and I’m left breathless. The battle goes on without me. But from the floor I can listen to how Carmen has eliminated quite a few and is making her team get the edge. They win. I hear Gabriel is taken out after several hunted him down.

“Napamuceno is the winner. New team captains: Gonzalez and Herrero.”

Shit. It’s my turn. This is payback time.

I’m tired and feel wasted. I manage to get up and make it to the entrance of the practice floor, where the platoon has reunited to start all over. Carmen comes up to me and says to my ear, “Hey, no hard feelings, huh?”

“It’s just a game, right?” I say. It’s a lie. I’m hurt both physically and emotionally, but I hide it well.

“Team captains, step up,” says Cotillas through the speaker.

We step up. “Herrero, chose first,” says Cotillas.

“Dimitri,” I say. My friends are amazed, especially Jose Gonzalez with whom I’m competing against as team captain.

“Gabriel,” he says, shrugging his shoulders as if I’ve made the worst mistake on the planet. It’s no mistake. I wanna beat Gabriel. I wanna show him.

“Salinas,” I say. Once again Gonzalez is amazed that I didn’t go for my squad members Carmen or Jorge.

“Johnson,” says Jose, choosing Carmen.

In the end, my team is loaded with those I know little and do not trust. But at least, if I win, I will have shown both Gabriel and Carmen. Teach them a lesson.

“Herrero, blue team. Gonzalez, red. Go!”

We reach the far end wall and wait. The siren sounds.

“So what’s the plan, dickhead?” asks Dimitri. “You do have a plan, don’t you?”

“Well...”

“Oh God! We’re gonna die!” Says Salinas. “We’re up against the best!”

“Shut up, Salinas,” says Konstantin. “Let Argo talk. He’s got a plan, right?”

“Ye...yeah...yeah! I’ve got a plan! We’ll advance like a spear in the center. Once we reach the middle wall we will split in four teams, each of two or three, then we will engage the enemy...”

War cries. I’ve taken too long. Jose and his team fall on us from all sides. They’ve sprinted to us, likely knowing I’d paralyze and have no fucking clue what I’m doing.

“Red team wins. That was pathetic. To the rendezvous point. Restart!”

Cotillas is waiting for us. We’re all walking heavily, tired after so much activity. We take off our helmets, sweat drenching our foreheads.

“Herrero, that has been the worst I’ve ever seen. Ever. Your incompetence has reached a new level. Unprecedented. You will be team captain again. Until you figure out what the fuck is wrong with you, Herrero and Johnson are team captains. Step up! Choose teammates!”

I’m in terrible agony. My plans to show Carmen or Gabriel anything are squandered, and I’ve dug a grave so deep I fear there’s no getting out of it. This time I choose Gabriel, Dimitri, Salinas, Konstantin. 

We lose. Again. I’m team captain again. We lose. The cycle repeats fifteen times until all my platoon members have been part of my team. It’s clear—I’m the problem here.

***
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COTILLAS GIVES UP ON me as team captain and names somebody else. The practice sessions last hours on end without rest. There’s plenty of water to drink. We can drink freely. There’s a stack of vanilla-flavored HydraPacks at our leisure. What we need is rest, and it’s rest that Cotillas is depriving us of. 

Not all perform well under such conditions. But the very best stand out for making it even under the worst of circumstances. Gabriel, Dimitri, Carmen, Salinas, and Jose stand out. They’re tired, like the rest of us. But somehow they’ve kept their shit together.

“End of session. Come with me,” says Cotillas. We follow him to the room where he’s been most of the day. Many monitors and holograms display each soldier’s data with statistics and a list ranking our platoon soldiers from best to worst. I’m last. Gabriel is first. What’s new?

Dimitri comes out first in the list of most bold. Carmen comes out best by a mile in the list of sharpshooter. Others take home some prize in being at the top, or at least within the first three places of any given list. I’m in none. At least in stealth I rank number seven. That’s a relief. I’m not the worse in one area.

Cotillas goes over our group stats and then breaks down each list. After this, he pulls up the one hundred most relevant highlights of today’s session, showcasing both great attacks, defenses, or horrible mistakes like my own. The analysis of the data ends with us feeling that Cotillas somehow likes us a bit more than when we started. He dismisses the platoon.

“0500 sharp at the entrance of the practice room,” he says.

We all walk out. “Not you, Herrero. Stay with me for a while. Let’s have a chat.”

Carmen breaks off from the group and looks out for me. Upon seeing I’m with Cotillas, she runs after the group and turns around to look at me once more. She looks scared, even worried, for me.

I’m nervous. What’s this about?

“Take a seat, Herrero. Let’s talk, mano a mano.”

We take a seat in front of the monitors. He crosses legs and takes a hand to his chin as his hawk eyes scrutinize me.

“Are you sure you want to be in the ISF, son?”

I’m taken aback. I comfort myself, lick my lips. “I’m very sure. I’m absolutely positive! This is what I’m made for. Fighting for freedom is what I wish more than anything.”

Cotillas uncrosses his legs. Leans forwards. He gets in my face. His black eyes study me intently, prying into my soul. I can’t hide. I sniffle. Cough. Look around the room. I can’t escape his gaze.

“There’s no doubt there’s stern stuff in there, deep, but I mean deep in there, Herrero. It’s gonna be hard to dig it out, but it can be done. Did you now you could also graduate as a medic and join ÆTAS? We are in need of smart brains like yours, doctors who fled SLAV who have knowledge of lymphomas and such diseases. Can’t see why you’d remain in the ISF if I offer you a free pass to medical. In all honesty, your body, your mood, your vengeful spirit, it’s no good in the army. You’re a coward. You belong in a lab with a white coat on. Not a gun strapped on your back.”

After the insult, Cotillas leans back and crosses his legs again. He takes a hand to his chin and observes my reaction.

I wanna explode. My nostrils flare. Me breathing becomes agitated.

“Coward!? I’m no coward!”

“Oh? Then what’s this attitude of yours trying to get back at Gabriel or Carmen? I’ve been watching your every move. You’re too obvious. It’s easy to read you.”

I’m speechless.

“It’s obvious you’re jealous. Gabriel has Carmen won over, no matter how you see it. You love her, don’t you.”

I laugh nervously. “No...no...there’s no love...it’s...”

“And there it is. Cowardice. Own up to it. You wanna fuck her brains out. I know it. I would too, in all honesty, were my circumstances and hers different. She’s the hottest girl in your platoon, and probably the whole company. But who cares about that anyway. World’s gonna end. And here we are. I’m trying to save your platoon’s life from your stupidity. While here you are, trying to be all macho by becoming something you’re not. Take the free pass. Get into medical. You’ll be safe, provided for.”

He grins. Motherfucker.

“I...” It’s a great offer. Can’t deny it. But I can’t be a medic. Not amidst war. Not when my friends will be in the front fighting the nemesis that takes over the world, piece by piece.

“I can’t...won’t...don’t want to. I will remain in the ISF, sir.” My conviction is solid as steel.

“Very well,” he sighs. “Let’s do one thing. If you misbehave or do anything that jeopardizes your platoon, I will personally put one in your brain,” he says, pulling out his gun from his belt. He lays it on the table in front of me. It looks heavier than it appears. The muzzle of the gun is decorated with barbed wire engraved into the frame. I can see the gun is worn down by years, maybe decades of use. Looks like a trusty weapon, a token of good luck, perhaps. 

“You will abide by this one condition: you will give it all you have. No more weaknesses. I want you to give it all in. I want you to die and resurrect after each training day. I want you to be the best because you’ve earned it. Do you agree?”

“I agree.”

“Good. Now get the fuck out of here. Get some shuteye while you can.”

I leave the office in a hurry. It’s 0400 hours. I’ve got fifty or less minutes’ worth of sleep ahead of me.

At 0450 I’m up and ready. Take a shit. Shower. Dress. Come get some.
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IT’S DAY TEN OF TRAINING, and my spirit is revitalized. I’m a new man. A new soldier. Fuck Carmen and her ways. Can’t let her or her sweetheart get in my way.

I follow my religion with the upmost faith: the Cotillas religion. I breath it. Live it. Chant it. Cotillas says clap. I clap. He says push-ups, I do push-ups. To fight. I fight. I am no one. I am nothing. I am reborn.

For the next five days, training goes smoothly. Fuck sleep. Fuck food. Fuck water. I need the most basic of the basic to survive, to continue the fight, to march on. We barely sleep at all.

Day in and day out we train at tower number two, shooting, learning field tactics, learning to flank the enemy, learning to evade and lure him in.

My movements become dexterous. I’m more aware of my surroundings. For the first time, combat is enjoyable. I see each fight as an opportunity, as a crossroads between opportunity and risk, weighing my odds in a split second, to make a choice in another, and take action in a heartbeat. I don’t think. I feel the fight, the combat, the battle, the war. 

I gain perspective, a bird’s eye view of the field, where, even though I’m with boots on the ground, I gain a sense of knowing where things are geographically by seeing it once. I look at an obstacle and imagine the possible ways my enemy could use them to injure me, and the ways I could use the obstacles to injure them. This is amazing. I’ve never felt like this before. I gained this knowledge through constant, relentless training.

Cotillas is my god. My only lord. The bastard may be tough as dry skin, but he knows how to train his own. At the end of each training session, I slowly rank upwards, no longer being the last. I’m not the best, but at least I’ve managed to get fifth or fourth place in strategy, stealth, field tactics, and best of all, teamwork. I’m no longer the last to be chosen. I’m actually coveted. I’m used for my stealth. I’m a rat. A fucking poisonous one. I will run unseen and get behind your back, and shoot you dead. That’s me. I’ve grown into my own.

Carmen has noticed my attitude toward her. She’s tried talking to me, without success. I avoid her. I do what I can to eliminate her and Gabriel from my mind.

Jorge, Jose, Brenda, Yolanda, Mrs. Rodrigues and I have grown close. We share battle tips and help other out.

“Formation!” We form. We’ve just finished a training session. It’s four a.m.

“Today was your last day of training together. Now the good stuff begins. It’s day sixteen in your training, fourteen more to go to finish your induction. At any rate, today at 0500 hours, you will start a tournament where the whole company is involved. Eight platoons will face off against each other in building number one, a single-story edifice made for the sole purpose of hosting large-scale battles.

***
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AT 0500 ON THE DOT we are marching into building number one. We follow two other platoons inside, and form, by platoons, in the best rectangular shape we can, platoons side by side.

The building is enormous. The lobby where we’re currently waiting is a large space without seats or much else except a very large series of monitors and holos where I’m sure the battles are shown with stats and graphs and what not.

From our position, the whole battlefield is visible through large armored windows. The field is arid and vast, full of obstacles, even more so than the practice rooms in building two. There are towers, ruined buildings, old cars, trucks, and even dead drone bodies. And that’s as far as I can see. I’ll bet there’s even more out there.

Each lieutenant is silent and in position in front of his own platoon. Ours is not the only one lacking members. I guess more people have died. Perhaps the older ones who likely suffered from heart or lung disease that nobody knew about. Maybe they collapsed on the floor, and nobody noticed until they were long dead. It’s cruel to think about it, but they would’ve died on the battlefront anyway.

“Captain on deck!” yells a sergeant at the door. We all tense up, cast our sight to infinity.

Captain Simmons marches in, in full military garb, beret and all. He salutes us; we salute back.

“At ease, soldiers. You’ve made it to day sixteen. Congratulations. It’s no easy feat. One hundred ninety-two of you started on day zero, and now you’re down to one hundred eighty-one. The three spies were executed, but more of your battle brothers have fallen.

“Make no mistake. If you are here, it is not by luck. This is no product of chance. You have been forged by your lieutenants and sergeants, people specialized in getting foreign citizens battle ready in a month. It’s not easy. You know it isn’t. Alas, here you are.

“Today a small tournament will be held. Platoon against platoon in a process of elimination until the very best is singled out. There is no prize. There is no trophy. Your reward will be carrying the honor that you succeeded in combat. Same rules apply. Remove your helmets during battle, and you will be punished. Protective layering is optional. Is that clear?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Good.”

A list of the eight platoons appears on the large overhead monitor. Each platoon is named after its lieutenant.

“Platoon Cotillas versus Robles. Cotillas is the blue team, Robles is red. To your battle stations!”

"Make me proud," is all Cotillas says as we walk to our side of the battlefield.

We enter the training ground. The far east wall is painted blue, our side. The west wall is red. Our enemy’s wall.

Gabriel takes charge. He’s our natural, unnamed leader. Nobody opposes him. “Carmen as sniper. Herrero, you will be her bodyguard. Dimitri, you’ll take  Konstantin, Nolasco, and Natalio, and you’ll create a diversion by advancing to the middle toward the rubble. You will engage and create a firefight. Some chaos will be good to confuse our enemy. Jose and myself will divide the rest of the team and advance to the flanks. Questions?”

We’ve practiced long enough together for each of us to know our roles and purpose in each battle. No need for clarifications.

We reach the blue side. Gear up. Masks on. Lock and load. The siren wails once. Carmen finds a bipod and attaches it to her rifle. She’s clearly happy.

Carmen departs to a tower. I follow suit. Dimitri and his three minions run to the center in a heavy sprint. Jose and Gabriel split and take the flanks.

I follow Carmen at a slow trot. She finds her sniping spot and goes up an old building. I guess the tower is too obvious. She perches down and deploys the bipod. Presses the holo-sight button and enables the x10 sight. She scans the area.

I find a hiding spot where I can see most of the activity around her. I crouch, stealth mode, and watch and wait.

I can hear Dimitri’s full-auto passion unleashing a salvo. I can hear his battle cry. He’s fucking crazy. But the guy has balls of steel. 

Carmen starts shooting. The rifle isn’t muffled by a silencer, so her shots are clearly audible, likely visible. 

The fire fight ensues. The crack of multiple Vipers roaring is audible. I can hear Gabriel’s orders. I can sense he’s advancing with ease.

Noise. Goosebumps. Somebody’s hunting for Carmen. Who wouldn’t, it’s the obvious thing to do when a sniper is taking out your team.

I can see them. Approaching fast. I let them get in range. They spot Carmen. Too late. I open fire in full-auto and land several hits on each. They fall, convulsing. Carmen winks at me and continues unleashing a punitive rampage against the enemy.

Shortly after the siren sounds two times. It’s over. We’ve won.

***
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IT’S ALMOST MIDNIGHT. We’re nearing our seventeenth day in training. The tournament has gone well, but several battles have been slow, especially those where both platoons enforce a shoot-and-hide strategy. On one occasion, half a platoon was stuck for hours looking for a camper hiding in the bushes. I guess the guy was thinking he could bore his enemies to death. Once found, he was shot so many times he had to be sent for emergency surgery to fix horrible abdominal wounds.

It’s midnight, and platoon Achtman won the semifinals. Now it’s the finals.

“Platoon Cotillas versus Achtman. Final round.”

There are cheers, mostly the Achtman team celebrating their recent victory. We remain calm, stoic, almost passive. Gabriel, a natural team leader, transmits and emanates those emotions. We all follow his lead. If he’s calm, I’m calm. Good to know he feels confident that we can take them.

I’ve studied platoon Achtman carefully. We all have. They’ve clearly dominated the field with precision and unbreakable discipline. Their leader barks a succession of orders, and the soldiers follow suit with impeccable obedience. Their lieutenant seems content with the results. Cotillas shows no emotion. I think he can tell we’re one of the best, if not the best.

“Cotillas will take the blue. Achtman the red. To your sides, teams. Let’s end this! Eliminate the opponent to win. You get five minutes to plan your strategy,” says Simmons.

We march to the blue side and start loading up.

“All right team. Any suggestions about how to take down team Achtman?” asks Gabriel.

“Let’s just ambush them at the center, jump on them from the towers, guns ablaze,” says Dimitri, laughing with Konstatin and Natalio.

“That’s just dumb,” says Carmen. Dimitri shuts it. “Team Achtman is clearly smarter than that, so they’d never fall for such a trap. Plus, their sharpshooter is better than me. She’s the real deal,” says Carmen. We all contemplate how good their sharpshooter has to be for Carmen to say this.

“Carmen is right,” says Gabriel. “Their sharpshooter is very good and quick with the trigger. She doesn’t miss a shot. I’ve seen her in action. With her attacking high ground, she manages to pin the rest down for Acthman soldiers to engage confidently. We both operate on the field that way. We rely heavily on our sniper to control the enemy’s movement.”

“Then we change the tactics,” I say. They all look at me. Dimitri is about to insult me, when Gabriel cuts him off, “Elaborate,” he says.

“Counter-sniping. Have our sniper pin their sniper down, instead of having one of us eliminate the sniper once located,” I say.

“It’s a good idea. But it won’t change the fact they’re more disciplined and organized. They could easily break us,” says Gabriel. If he’s worried, he’s hiding it well.

“The key to their success is their team leader,” says Jose. “I’ve seen him in action. He controls his soldiers like drones. They rely on his support and voice to take action. We usually split in two. With all due respect, you and I could act as leaders; these guys would follow either of us into the field.” 

“I like where this is going,” says Gabriel.

“A leader for a leader. I’ll sacrifice myself and get Masselli, their leader, and then you can take the rest out,” offers Jose.

“A gamble,” I say.

Once again, all eyes are on me. I’m not used to this attention. “Where’s this coming from?” asks Salinas. “Where were you these last two weeks? You’re suddenly all good and shit,” she says, checking me out with sudden interest. Carmen gets tense. She locks her jaw. I like this.

“In chess, you know, you sacrifice a piece of certain value in exchange for advantage in the field,” I explain.

“So Jose will sacrifice himself for Maselli. Carmen will take care of the sniper,” confirms Gabriel.

“Not quite. Carmen and their sniper will be engaged in counter-sniping. As Jose leads his team to get Masselli, I can go get their sniper while she’s engaged with Carmen. I’m the stealthiest. I’ll go out hunting for their sniper once the match begins.”

“I like this. You’ll get killed in the process.”

“Therein is part of the gamble. Two moderately valuable players of ours for two highly valued players of them. No offense, Jose,” I say.

“None taken, friend. I like your plan,” says Jose.

“Herrero wants to be the hero,” says Dimitri, with a sudden new type of friendliness I’d never seen.

“OK, team. We have a plan. It may just work. Five minutes are almost up. Suit up. Masks on. Go!”

I forgo protective gear and wear only my helmet. My body is all bruised up anyway. I need to be fast to achieve my goal.

“Not even a vest,” says Carmen with a strange tone. She’s annoyed.

“Not this time. I need my stealth.”

“Looks sexier without a vest, I say,” says Salinas. Carmen rolls her eyes. What’s this? Is she possibly jealous? I’ve no idea. I’m terrible at reading women.

The siren sounds once. No time to look around. I sprint to the south side and reach the wall. Then start heading east to the red side. I hear a Viper roar. Single shot mode. Must be their sniper.

I hear bullets strike a distant wall atop a small hill, listen to splinters fall and practice bullets miss their target. Must be Carmen counter-sniping with the enemy’s sharpshooter.

I get low as a few shots fly by my head, missing by a few inches. Shit. Seems like our opponent figured us out. 

A firefight breaks out near the middle of the field. The carnage has begun. Something’s not right.

I get down low and try to find my opponent. What if it’s their sniper who’s pinned me down?

“Jose is down!” I hear somebody yell. Plan A is gone. Nobody’s taking out Masselli. Unless...

I break off in a sprint toward the firefight, do my best to remain hidden. I go behind enemy lines. No more shots are fired toward me. I hear the shots coming only from one direction. I hope this means I’m behind all the enemies, including the sharpshooter. Now I’m in danger of friendly fire. I must be careful.

I hear Gabriel barking out orders. He’s stressed out. This is not good. Things aren’t going as planned.

I do my best to advance fast. I see the enemy line formed perfectly behind a wall, with multiple soldiers coming in and out of their shoot-and-hide strategy in perfect coordination.

I see their captain, the team leader. I recognize him. He’s middle height, with broad shoulders and a stance that would make you think he’s got a metal rod in his spine. He’s barking orders, always from behind the battlefront. He seems nervous, ecstatic, almost feverish with joy. I think he smells victory. Not so fast, chum. I’ve got some bullets for you.

A thump behind me. I spin at lightning speed to find a convulsing body. I sense Carmen got him before he could get me. These bastards definitely had us figured out and had somebody protecting their leader in silence. I smile. Carmen’s got me covered.

I turn around ready to unleash hell. Masselli is staring at me, unable to believe I’ve made it this far. He’s paralyzed, as if somehow having defeated his defense system against our surprise attack has made him feel he failed. 

Other of his soldiers have noticed his hesitance, his silence, his mourning even though he has not technically lost. But battles are won in the mind as much as in the field, and I’ve got my finger on the trigger, my rifle aimed. His soldiers spin around to aim at me. Too slow.

I pull the trigger. The muscle flashes wildly as the recoil of the weapon sends off bullets in multiple angles. Many fall as collateral, but Masselli takes the worse. His faceshield cracks and glass debris rains down on his face, into his eyes, exploding in a spay of blood.

He drops in a horrible convulsion mixed with wails of terror, anger, and frustration. His soldiers have now opened fire, and I’m on the ground myself with wounds half as bad bleeding from my chest.

The screams call all the attention needed, and Gabriel advances with no mercy. The battle ends thirty seconds later, when the rest fall.

“Blue team wins! Get medical in there ASAP! Prep the nano, this is gonna be bad,” I hear through the ceiling speakers.
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THE EIGHT PLATOONS are organized post-battle in the landing strip, all in perfect rectangular formation, immovable, like statues, eyesight toward infinity. 

Each lieutenant stands at the ready, hands behind their lower backs, facing their platoons. Cotillas remains impassive, with that facial expression he’s had all this while during the tournament, as if he knew we would win. Makes me think he knows his lieutenant mates well, and thus can predict how each platoon will behave based on their training.

Achtman Platoon almost murdered me when the tournament was over. Their hatred was visceral. It’s understandable. Their leader is in a medical pod undergoing plastic surgery by robotics. I can say they all hate me, except for one of their soldiers. Their sharpshooter. She’s a tall chick, pretty and thin, with very delicate features. She gives me the look Salinas gave me, a type of gaze that spells out some sort of desire. I think she’s actually interested in me. I’m terrible at reading female body language, but I think hers is unmistakable. 

My squad, and my platoon, cheered me on as we celebrated victory. Feels good to be cheered for once. This is what Gabriel must feel on a daily basis. Quite amazing.

“I personally congratulate platoon Cotillas for their outstanding performance,” says Cotillas in front of us. His tone of voice is of somebody displeased, almost uninterested. What’s this about? His own platoon won. He should be proud of himself, of us, right?

Something’s up. There’s tension in the air.

“Captain Simmons couldn’t be here with you all to celebrate this moment. Unfortunately, he’s in an important holocall with General Wrath. The statistical analysis of each platoon’s performance has left it clear there’s a natural leader in each. Today that leader will be promoted to sergeant and will become the leader of each platoon. You will follow his or her orders and trust in his capacity to lead you to victory.” There it is again. Cotilla’s voice has a tone that spells out...disappointment?

And what is this about promoting a leader to sergeant? It feels too fast. 

“Platoon Cotillas, your sergeant will be Perez.”

Gabriel steps forward and receives a small medal on the shoulder.

“Perez ranked as the best in most categories when compared to the rest of the company. Therefore, he will become, as of now, your first sergeant, who will act as the company’s leader representing Captain Simmons, and us lieutenants, in his stead.” 

I look at Carmen, who is as confused as I am. This is not right. There’s definitely something off. Gabriel looks as confused as we are.

“Platoon Ibarguen, your sergeant is Uriel.”

A strong-looking black girl steps forward and gets her medal.

“Platoon Achtman, your sergeant is Masselli. He will receive his medal as soon as he’s out of medical. Platoon Robles, Sergeant Morieta. Platoon Tamori, Sergeant Gittelman. Platoon Brown, Sergeant Polka. Platoon Pichinini, Sergeant Sepulveda.”

Each receives their decoration. Each is as confused as the rest. I quickly study each lieutenant’s face, and find none are pleased, but, like Cotillas, don’t seem to be in control of whatever is going on. They’re just following orders.

Cotillas hears Simmons approach and steps aside. “Captain on deck!” We all tense.

The captain looks more tense than we do, which only makes our tension worse.

“I apologize for my not being here during your sergeants’ promotion. Congratulations to your first sergeant, a well-earned title for the very best. I’ve no doubt he will lead you well in the rough times to come.

“Things have gotten out of hand with the Megachine. We’ve gone into an emergency state, and all forces are being summoned back to High Command, to home base, called Alpha Theta back in what’s left of Washington. A sudden massive threat is detected, and we must be ready for the final strike.

“I know it’s early in your training. You’ve been in a bubble, thinking this is what it’s gonna be like out there. But it’s not. It’s gonna be much worse. I agree with Cotillas, you’ve much to learn about fighting against drones and collaborating with the TechSoldier, but there’s no time. General Rasu Wrath has called us to arms. And we must bear them.”

Captain Simmons sighs. “You’ve been called to arms, too, soldiers. You’re part of the ISF since the moment you signed that contract, and it’s binding till death do you part, or ten years of service having been met, whichever comes first.

“In the end, there’s no other option. The world is about to collapse, and either way you’d be facing some sort of evil. First Sergeant Perez will receive his orders, and you will follow his command. Lieutenant Cotillas.”

Cotillas takes a step forward and says, “Do not lose your rifle. Obey your superior’s orders. Protect your battle brothers at all times. Follow these simple steps, and you will live to see another day. You are not ready. None of you are. But this is it. The time has come.

“As part of our goodbye I have ordered booze and music for everyone.”

The other sergeants open a crate and begin setting up a table with digital music and large speakers, while others put plenty of fine vodka and whisky bottles on top.

“The end is near, my friends. We will celebrate our last days with a little dignity. Tomorrow you will go on your first mission. A mastiff for each platoon will arrive here tomorrow at 0500 to take you to the battlefield on your first mission,” says Simmons. “Company dismissed,” and he departs back to headquarters.

Is this a joke? Our first mission? Probably it is a joke. We’re greener than green.

“Company! Celebrate!” yells Cotillas.

We’re all paralyzed. It’s only once the music begins that some start of chatter starts. Dimitri is the first to detach from our platoon. He reaches the table, opens a brand-new bottle of vodka, and takes a long draught.

“Let’s have at it, fuckers! C’mon, dickheads!” And he dances without a care.

What the hell is going on? What just happened?

Cotillas removes his military beret and lights up a cigar. He smokes and drinks, ignoring the rest of us. Then he yells, “Well? Will you celebrate or what the shit? C’mon, soldiers! Take part in this singular moment. We will celebrate the end together.”

Suddenly there’s a party. Soldiers are dancing. The bottles circle. There’s some chit-chat, not much. It’s only after thirty minutes or so when the booze has kicked in that the noise truly starts. The dancing gets more sexual, and suddenly everyone is burning off steam.

I’m handed a bottle. I drink till I’m breathless and swallow with my esophagus on fire. The effect is almost immediate. Shit. I needed this badly.

“So, champ, who’re you fucking tonight,” asks Jose with a broad grin, already studying the girls as they dance in circles. He looks like a lion about to pounce on a herd of gazelles.

“Fuck? What are you talking about? It’s not allowed,” I say.

Jose looks at me confused. “You mean...you haven't...you haven’t fucked, not once? All this time you didn’t do any of them? Dude!”

“But...where? How? When? We were dying, day by day! There’s no time to fuck! No time for sex!”

“Oh, lord. I can’t believe this,” says Jose, drinking heavily. “You’re such a prude, man. You’re so...naive. You fuck wherever, man! Whenever! With almost any chick here! Under the beds, on the beds...it’s fair game! Dudes fucking dudes, chicks doing chicks, there’s all sort of stuff going around...and you’ve been...no, no, no...Yo Rudy! Come here! Listen to this.”

Jose tells Rudy. 

“What!? You idiot! We thought you were popping Salinas! She’s been eating you up with her eyes, man! Noooo! No! No! Argo!”

“You mean...you guys have been...with girls? Actual girls from our platoon?”

Jose points at several and says, “That one, Yolanda, whoa man, she’s the best sex ever. She’s pretty chill about fucking almost anybody. And the twins, man, those were hot.”

I look around in disbelief. I find Gabriel and Carmen dancing dirty.

“Those two? Dude...Argo...my friend...I thought you knew...they’ve been at it since day one. He’s the most coveted of all males, man! Almost all the girls in our platoon have blown him!”

That hurts deep. It cuts in and through me. I can’t believe I’ve missed out. And here I’ve been waiting for my chance to get together with Carmen, trying to make her jealous, when she’s already screwing Gabriel.

“Don’t do anything stupid. We’re at a party, having fun. Don’t piss off our superiors. Tonight is out night! The night before the great battle!” says Rudy.

“Give me that bottle,” I say.

“I won’t let you kill anybody,” says Jose.

“I won’t break it or forge a weapon. Give it!” I drink a large couple of gulps, clean myself with my sleeve, and head out to hunt. Fuck this. Fuck it all. It’s my turn.

I walk toward the sharpshooter on Achtman’s platoon. The tall, elegant, thin, yet delicately pretty, girl sees me coming. She blushes.

“I’m Argo.”

“Hey. I’m Irene.”

“Wanna get out of here?” I go for the kill.

“Sure,” she says and leads me to the barracks. I hear Dimitri cheering me. I can see Jose and Rudy clapping and drinking to my name.

In the beds, several are already engaged in sexual intercourse. This is crazy. Lights are out. Don’t wanna see Gabriel or Carmen in here.

We undress fast. Next thing I know she’s going down on me, and then I’m inside her.
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AT 0500 SHARP, THE mastiffs land with a thunderous scream of their nuclear turbines. 

I get up with a sudden jolt, hitting myself against many others who, like me, are still drunk and fighting hangovers.

I exit our quarters, stepping on several and waking them up as I do so, to go the bathroom. Then I realize I’m at Irene’s quarters. I run back to my own, get in the bathroom, and vomit several times. No time for a shower. Gabriel is barking out orders, and drunk-dead soldiers scramble to their feet to get in their uniforms, battle ready.

We’re all dead scared and don’t really understand what’s going on, or why there are eight ships, waiting for us, or why Gabriel is so pissed off, making us feel like Cotillas did.

I remember Simmons said something about our first mission. In this state?

I get a sudden urge to defecate and turn around to run to the bathroom. I pull my pants down and relieve my bowels from liquid mayhem and then run back to the landing strip.

It’s 0507. We’re very late. Cotillas is nowhere to be seen, nor is Simmons, or any of the other high-ranking officers. There are several ships missing, and I wonder if they’re even here anymore. Simmons did say they were summoned to a base called Alpha Theta. I guess that’s where he went?

“Formation!” yells Gabriel. Eight platoons form, each in front of the roaring mastiff.

“Where’s that motherfucker!” I hear someone yelling. “There he is! Argo! Argo! I’m gonna kill you!”

I can barely lift my hands to protect myself from the sudden attack while in formation.

Masselli gets me by the collar and pulls me with force. I’m about to get hit, when suddenly a second body runs in and takes Masselli down.

Masselli is on the floor. Two of his buddies help him up.

“Dickheads! You mess with one of us, you mess with all of us,” says Dimitri with that crazy-eyed smile of his. Masselli backs off. Nobody would dare fight against this lunatic, unless you’re Carmen or Gabriel.

“That son of a bitch destroyed my face and then took my girlfriend! Look at me! Look!”

“You look alive, dickhead,” says Dimitri. “He took her because she chose the better one of you. Now piss off before I chew your head off! We already beat you on the field, and we can beat you anywhere else.”

I smile, beaming at Masselli, which only infuriates him.

“Formation!” yells Gabriel again when he sees us out of line.

Gabriel walks toward us. I form, as does Dimitri. Masselli’s friends run back to their platoon. It’s Masselli who can’t let go and stands there.

“I said formation, soldier! You know the price of insubordination,” yells Gabriel in his face. He cocks the bolt and raises his Viper.

“Live ammo, Masselli. Back off or you’re dead. We’re about to head out on our first mission. Don’t need this shit right now,” says Gabriel, stressed. Something’s up. Gabriel is seldom stressed out.

Then this is real? We’re actually going on our first mission? Did he really say live ammo?

“My apologies, First Sergeant,” says Masselli, and turns around and leaves.

“Listen up, soldiers!” says Gabriel as he walks back to the front, facing the eight platoons. “You will pick up four magazines, three of live ammo and one of blank rounds. One soldier on each squad will pick up a Burkes pulsar. Before doing so, cock the bolt of your rifles to make sure it’s empty of practice ammo. We’re going live, my friends, and practice ammo will do us no good. Proceed.”

I take the Viper and pull the practice magazine out. Then pull the bolt and see the last practice round fly out.

“As you enter the warship, your sergeant will hand you the said magazines, each with fifty rounds. Load one up, the rest go strapped on your pants. The soldier carrying the Burkes pulsar will use it only when ordered by their sergeant. Platoons! Today we will head out on our first mission! It’s the day of days for us. High Command considers us battle ready, and we will show them they’ve made no mistake. Our mission will take us directly to Richmond, Virginia. Further instructions upon landing. Go! Go! Board the mastiff!”

Each platoon boards a mastiff. Gabriel is the first one inside our own. He opens a crate and hands out the magazines to each soldier passing him by. He hands me the Burkes pulsar and winks at me. I cringe at knowing I'm that soldier in charge of the freaking pulsar, because I'm afraid of fucking it up and blowing into pieces. Fuck. I put it away, safely strapped inside one of my pants side-pockets.

An ÆTAS soldier is on deck, who helps each one strap onto the hull.

It’s dark in here, with a red light barely illuminating our surroundings. There’s not much to see inside the warship while strapped to the hull, except the faces of my platoon members, all as scared and confused as I am. We’re all pale and in a bad state from too much drinking.

“Excuse me...First Sergeant. Why would they send us on our first mission after providing a hell of a party?” I ask. I gag. I relish in recalling Irene’s body. I throw up. I fantasize about her.

Many around me are keenly listening to the answer to my question because we all seem to wonder about the same thing. It makes no sense.

“Guys...I’m gonna level with you,” says Gabriel. He buckles up.

“Simmons and Cotillas and the rest of the lieutenants know we’re gonna die. This is a suicide mission. Guaranteed. Allowing us to party and get drunk was a nice gesture to give us a good time before we die.”

“What!” yells Carmen. “But...why even go on a stupid mission?” she asks, forgetting her rank. Gabriel doesn’t seem to mind.

“They also seem to know for a fact that they will also die. They believe this is the end for ÆTAS, the ISF, and the rest of humanity not on Megachine’s side,” he explains.

“Dear God, we’re lost,” says Jorge.

“Then this is it, huh?” asks Jose.

“It’s not,” says Gabriel with a beaming stare. His nostrils flare. His chest puffs up. His fists clench, and he raises his tone of voice. “We will make it through this first mission, whatever it takes. We will succeed. But I will need you all to fight with me, to go all in. We can do this. I know we can.”

“Helmets on,” says the ÆTAS soldier. He hands each of us a helmet. I inspect it. It’s very different from the one I wore during training. This helmet is heavy, but feels strangely light. I put it on and immediately am surrounded by a sense of awareness I hadn’t had before. The environment within the faceshield and helmet is more comfortable, strangely spacious and cool. The faceshield is also different. The material is durable, and feels resistant. Much like the practice helmet, this one protects my whole head from occiput to jaw, with the faceshield protecting me down to the chin.

“Good evening, soldier. My name is Iris. I’m an AI used to assist soldiers like yourself in battle.” It’s a female voice, quite mechanical, and it rings directly into my ears. I take off the helmet and notice a couple of speakers where the ears go. There’s what I assume is a mic near the breathing cage. I put the helmet back on, impressed by the piece of technology I’m being offered. Finally, something cooler than my Viper and the pulsar

The visor turns on seconds later. "This is your HUD, the Head-up Display also known as the Status Bar. In here you will find your current vital signs, ammo available for use, attachments available for your Viper, like the pulsar." The HUD has more than just my vital signs and ammo available, which I've no idea how the AI can track. There’s enough data here to make you crazy, but somehow, it’s not intrusive at all. I can see my weapon of choice, and a small icon that says “Intervox disabled.” This is awesome. I wonder how this helmet will help me in the field.

I return my sight to my battle brothers. I notice they’re despondent. No wonder Cotillas had that look on his face. He knew. He was not happy with the news about us going on a mission. Simmons was right, then. There is no hope, no escape. This is it. Then we will fight.

Our ship takes off with a roar, followed by the other seven in our company. The sudden jolt of force threatens to crush me. I feel queasy, but manage to keep whatever juices I’ve got left inside me.

“Team, this is Rilke,” says Gabriel, pointing at the soldier on the seat nearest the cockpit. Until now, I hadn’t even noticed there was someone there. I shake my head to see if I’m hallucinating. I’m not. That’s an actual soldier. Someone I’ve not met before.

“I’m the TechSoldier assigned to your company,” he says with an ÆTAS accent. He must be a national, born and raised in ÆTAS after it formed. Rilke wears a different uniform than us. His is deep blue instead of green. He’s not armed with an assault weapon, rather a handgun strapped to his leg. His helmet is larger, which makes him seem strangely large headed. He has a double faceshield, one in front of the other, which makes me wonder if he manages more data than us.

“This is an MCU, a multidrone command unit, a console with a powerful portable processor that allows me to hack drones in our proximity. These joysticks here,” he says, “I use to command the drones I’ve conquered. To use them against the enemy. Since ÆTAS has no more drones, we depend on hacking and stealing our enemy’s drones to get them.” He shows me the console. He must get asked the same questions by greens like us often for him to offer this information so freely.

“Has that worked at all?” asks Salinas, still half-drunk like many of us.

“We, the TechSoldiers, have captured and used the enemy’s drones for almost a decade now. Our field is constantly evolving, as the enemy is constantly trying to prevent their systems from being hacked. But it’s almost impossible for them to prevent it. The problem is that Wasps and Anzhous have to be cheap and simple so they can be mass produced. So it’s easy for us to hack them, even disable them.”

“Then why not send in an army of TechSoldiers to take the Megachine down?” asks Jorge.

“Good question. Well, for one, there aren’t many of us. We’re computer programmers trained to hack enemy systems. We require lots of training, and most programmers aren’t qualified for our field. Plus, we are a primary target. Some Wasp swarms are programmed to seek out and destroy TechSoldiers. That’s why they only assign one TechSoldier per company. I’m under your protection in case I fail to hack a drone’s system. But if I succeed, we slowly build an army of enemy drones to use against them. It’s very useful. You’ll soon see. If you carry an EMP grenade, please don't use it if I have some enemy drones hacked.”

"We don't have any EMP grenade launchers," says Gabriel. "None in this base at least."

"Good. I don't like them. It prevents me from doing my job properly," Rilke says. "Must be true then. We're running our of resources to make advanced weaponry." 

I swallow. Hearing we're running out of resources to make advanced weaponry scares me.

“Enough chit-chat,” says Gabriel. “Your helmet has a HUD with enough data to keep you busy for days. Most of that data is pointless in my opinion. Your most important functions are your map function, your intervox function, and the multiple-routes selection function. Follow your map as we acquire new objectives. The intervox is a secure communication to ÆTAS. Right now it’s disabled. Only your superiors can enable the intervox and open and close channels for you. And then there’s the multiple-routes selection, which you will learn all about soon enough.”

“Three minutes to landing,” says the pilot. 

I feel my sphincter muscle tighten. A trickle of urine runs down my leg into my boot. I get nervous and fret. The sudden pulse of adrenaline evaporates whatever hangover was left in me. I’m suddenly very aware of my surroundings and of my own heartbeat.

“Two minutes.”

I start sweating. This is a bad idea. We should’ve stayed behind, or something. We’re not ready. The TechSoldier is in for a good one. He’s dying on this one. I guess he’s just following orders. Maybe he knows we’re all dying anyway, and that’s why he doesn’t care about participating in this mission with greenies like us.

The mastiff shakes violently. A siren wails.

“Hold on! One minute!” yells the pilot.

A sudden thump shakes the ship again. The back door pops open and becomes a ramp. The buckles release us at the same time. The red light overhead turns green.

“Go! Go! Go!”

Gabriel runs out over the ramp and descends. We follow our leader in spite of ourselves.

The field is arid, empty, and desolate. It’s a forgotten tomb, an old graveyard of steel, bolts, and pistons, carcasses, and human bodies, all now turned into dust and the remnants of echoes. There is nothing to see, except the skeletons of buildings once erect, streets and walls, lampposts, and things once together called a city.

The warships lift off and disappear with a pulse of their engines.

We are alone in the battlefield.

“Formation!” Gabriel’s voice pulls me out of a void, out of depression, out of a place where I’d lose myself and die. I can see the invertox function has turned on, and hear First Captain's voice within the helmet.

“The objective of our mission is to find, hack, capture data, and destroy an enemy base deployed in the center of what was once Richmond, in what was once the state of Virginia.

“The enemy has been deploying autobases within the rubble of destroyed cities to develop what we’ve baptized Operation Check Mate. I suppose the name is self-explanatory.

“Each of these autobases is geared with one hundred Wasps, two Anzhous, and a minitank. The first step to conquer the autobase is to destroy the sentries, and then use Rilke to hack the system.

“This base may contain vital data regarding Operation Check Mate. If there’s any secret weapon being developed, it’s vital we find out about it before it’s too late. This, the brass believes, could be a way to avoid total annihilation. Soldiers! Lock and load! Weapons live! Iris will provide each sergeant with his own set of coordinates and instructions. Follow the guidelines on your HUD. The TechSoldier will come with my platoon,” says Gabriel. 

“What’s a TechSolder,” asks a sergeant.

Gabriel gives a small explanation. Nobody really cares, but I bet they all wonder how Rilke will do what he does. None of us has ever seen an enemy drone hacked. 

I take off the helmet and vomit. I see several others feeling the sickness as well. Too much booze prior to a mission—our first mission. Should’ve drank less, maybe I’d remember more of having sex with Irene. I try to find her. It’s impossible amidst so many soldiers, all in formation, tense, stressed, scared to death. I wish I could’ve said something, maybe goodbye. I hope I can say it afterwards. Maybe we’ll have more sex later. I would love that.

My HUD starts beeping, downloading mission objectives and tracing the possible routes to achieve those objectives. Our platoon is assigned to reach point B marked on the map. Gabriel’s strategy is to surround the base at different angles, I think, with the objective to move in slowly, giving Rilke a chance to hack the Wasps.

Each platoon moves out. The trot is heavy in this wasteland. There’s no light, only darkness creeping into every corner. The uniform is thick, with enough layering to protect against the cold. The uniform’s fabric is tough, but forgiving on sweat.

Dead, crooked trees await in their twisted misery to be pulverized by the passing of time. Cars are torn and broken, warped by the once sun-hot warheads exploding nearby. Dead buildings decay with the corpses of the tenants who once lived there.

Shots fired. A Viper barks with repetitive alarm, like a hound telling a story of invaders. More shots.

Within the confines of the cemetery city the wind howls.

I hear the shots of SMGs, those possessed by Wasps. Shit. 

“Sargent Uriel! What...how many? More than thirty casualties? Are you shitting me....” I can barely see Gabriel’s face through the glass of his mask. He looks scared. And if he’s scared, I’m definitely feeling the terror.

“A swarm...of more than a hundred Wasps...they must know. They must've known we were coming,” says Gabriel.

Rilke gets on edge. Something bothers him. I see him lay his console on the floor. He starts typing and a small monitor shows data in green letters. “Sergeant Perez...Sergeant! We have a problem! A swarm is heading our way!”

“Motherfucker! Rifles...!”

The sound emitted by a swarm of Wasps is dread, a thundering buzz that makes the very earth shake. You can feel the sound in your chest.

The darkness is distorted. It’s the movement of the swarm coming upon us at great speed. It’s a vortex of enemies, moving in attack formation.

“Fire!” yells Gabriel. Rilke types fast. 

Many shoot. The majority remain petrified, like myself, unable to raise their weapons. Primal fear strikes deep.

Horror strikes. The implacable rain of bullets descends upon us like angels of death. 

“Retreat! Move!” Too late.

Dimitri, Nolasco, Natalio, Konstatin, Salinas, Carmen, Jose, Jorge, Rudy, and Mrs. Rodriguez, those who engaged the enemy, are now retreating at full speed, hiding behind a torn building.

Yolanda dies in an instant. She’s not even a body anymore. So many bullets riddle her that she becomes a mist of blood and ground meat and bone pilled in a heap of red and white.

The Wagner twins try to defend themselves, but the bullets are too many—they too become mist and pulp within seconds, their bodies reduced to nothing. 

I’m moving. I’m on the ground. Bodies, still in one piece, are being torn alive by the raging attack. I see my comrades fall, those too slow or too scared to attack.

I hear Jorge’s voice. I get pulled by the arm and go down with a thump behind debris. He’s saved me and is dragging me to safety. In a sudden fury, I pull the trigger and attack the swarm. I think I hit something, but it seems futile. I want to attach the pulsar and fry those fuckers, but no order has been given to use it.

The bolt clicks. I’m empty.

"Herrero! Attach the pulsar! Use it at will!

“New orders given,” says the AI on my ear. "Proceed to load the blank rounds magazine and attach the pulsar to the muzzle of the rifle." 

Her mechanical voice is strangely soothing amidst chaos. I follow the orders. I reload blank rounds, making sure the bolt is empty. Only two live ammo mags left.

“You’ve been hacked!” celebrates Rilke.

“Too fucking late,” yells Dimitri. He takes off his helmet and throws it to the TechSoldier, approaching him with speed. “My teammates! They’re dead! You’re too late!”

Gabriel intervenes in time and saves Rilke from a fist to the face.

Dimitri goes crazy. He runs to the open where the remains of our battle brothers lay in puddles of blood and piles of ground flesh. Above the dead hovers the ominous swarm of Wasps, ready to follow orders, paralyzed by Rilke’s hack. I want to test out the pulsar against the machines that just obliterated my battle brothers and sisters, but restrain myself from fear of retribution from my superior.
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