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Thunder rumbled in the sky as the climate generators activated; rain was forecasted for that night. The cumulus clouds anticipated darkness, and with the first drops, the daylight completely vanished. Holograms and neon were the only sources of illumination on the streets battered by the storm. 

The few passersby who hadn't checked the weather forecast and still remained outside ran for cover, cursing their imprudence; some didn't even bother. The night was dangerous, and in the slums, the canals threatened to flood. 

It wasn't known why Megatech wanted so much water in its city. No one believed the political excuses about cleaning the canal. If they didn't unblock the drainage lines, it would be impossible to clear the trash that saturated the sewers. Some thought the intention was to get rid of the scum plaguing the periphery, though that depended on whom you asked. The truth was, it was raining in Metro City, and it wouldn't stop in the coming days. 

Late at night and under torrential rain, a girl walked down a lonely street, shivering from the cold. She rubbed her arms, trying to warm up, not daring to stop. No place seemed suitable to take shelter from the rain. She was scared and hungry, lost in an unfamiliar neighborhood. 

Those streets were no place for a young girl dressed in the pajamas she had been forced to flee in. She didn't know how much longer her sneakers would hold out, or if she herself would collapse from exhaustion and how sick she felt. "I have to go to the police," she told herself... In her escape, she had forgotten her terminal on the bed, and couldn't find any public one working in the area. There was no way she would search the nearby dens, each one more dangerous than the last. 

"So much blood..." she repeated to herself over and over, walking without paying attention to anything. Her body seemed to carry her on its own, as if she were on autopilot. She was terrified to ask for help in the dwellings, fearing they would pull her inside and she would end up raped or, worse yet, dead. 

The lights were left behind as she ventured into a dark alley. "How did I get here? Why didn't I ask for help?" she cursed herself, questioning her fear and her own stupidity. She couldn't help it; she had never done anything on her own, always depending on others. 

Suddenly, she heard a splash behind her and reacted, realizing where she was. She turned to return to the street, but ahead of her were three figures occupying the entire path, side by side. Two were human, but the third could only be a bizard, ugly, huge, and twisted. 

Under a light, she saw them clearly for a second, ragged and malicious. A chill ran down her neck and adrenaline plunged her into a state of desperation. She thought of nothing but running, and that was exactly what she did, speeding into the alley. The three chased her. 

Ahead, the path narrowed more and more, crowded with trash and with forks. Any hope of finding a terminal, a taxi, or a police station vanished. She screamed for help, but the effort of running and her lack of strength barely allowed her to make sounds. She nearly fell several times due to the slippery water and filth, losing her footwear, first one and then the other. The path descended, becoming steep and making it even harder to avoid falling, but she didn't slow down. 

"You're not going to escape!" one of her pursuers shouted, panting. 

Without looking back, she knew they were approaching quickly. It wouldn't be long before they caught her. 

"We're going to enjoy playing with that tight little ass of yours!" the unmistakable voice of the bizard shouted. No human had such an unpleasant voice. Panic consumed her even more. 

With difficulty, she realized that the path opened up ahead, illuminated by two holographic projectors hanging from a broken duct. It turned right at a small corner where there was a railing, and on the other side, by the sound, there was a drain leading to the sewers. She couldn't stop in time and crashed into the old, rusty railing, which released the few screws holding it. Both fell to the bottom of the canal. 

She stood up immediately, with the water reaching her knees. At a short distance, she saw several drain mouths, one of them so clogged that it barely allowed water through. She ran swiftly towards it, encouraged by the absence of some bars that left enough space for her to pass through. 

She heard a loud splash behind her and a lewd comment, but decided not to look. She reached the drain as fast as she could, and although the bars were narrower than she expected, with some effort she managed to squeeze through. 

Just before she completely entered, a hand grabbed her ankle and pulled her back, causing pain. She screamed and kicked with all her might to free herself, but her effort was so abrupt that she ended up falling into the tunnel, into deep, thick water several meters below. 

She quickly surfaced, looking for something to hold on to so she wouldn't be swept away by the current, and found a solid object, grasping it firmly. She had no idea what it was, but at that moment, she didn't care; the ground was too far away and, if she let go, she would end up drowning.

The pursuers cursed and quickly moved away. She remained motionless, not knowing what to do, as the unpleasant smell of the sewers invaded her nostrils. 

When her eyes slightly adjusted to the darkness, she could make out metal walkways on both sides of the sewer, about a meter and a half above her. She tried to reach up to grasp the walkways, but it was impossible. 

A resounding crash was heard ahead, the screech of something metallic sliding, followed by the voices of her pursuers echoing in the tunnel along with the sound of their approaching metallic footsteps. The tunnel lit up, and the three appeared on the right walkway, momentarily blinding her. They stopped and watched her from above. The light came from their wrist terminals; their silhouettes were unmistakable. 

"Look what the rain brought us," one of the men said. 

"She's covered in shit!" the other laughed. 

She considered letting go and allowing the current to take her, but she couldn't find the courage to do it. 

"Gatzh," the first man spoke again. "I bet fifty credits you can't screw her like that, all covered in shit." 

The bizard smiled. He moved to the edge as far as he could and extended his right arm, twice as long and wide as the left, trying to grab her. She screamed and let go, swimming towards the opposite end of the tunnel. The humans laughed. 

"Relax, buddy. Fred and I will go the other way. If you don't catch her, we will." 

They turned to leave but stopped dead in their tracks. There was something ahead. The bizard kept trying to catch the girl, despite it being clear he couldn't reach her. 

"Who's there?" one of the humans asked, causing the bizard to stand up and look in that direction. 

Two points glowed faintly in the darkness, reflecting light, but they were too high and too far apart to be a cat's eyes. They pointed their lights in that direction, revealing the silhouette of a tall, thin man clinging to the wall. He was so filthy and emaciated that it was impossible to determine if he was human or mutant. 

The girl, exhausted and with nothing to hold on to, felt a cramp and sank into the water, involuntarily swallowing a considerable amount. Despite her efforts, she couldn't avoid sinking to the bottom, her right leg seizing up, and she flailed her arms desperately. 

Something grabbed her from below, as if an enormous hand cradled her; it lifted her out of the water, allowing her to take a breath. Her eyes burned so much she couldn't open them. She heard screams, then silence. Whatever held her gently placed her on one of the metal walkways. 

Thinking she had been captured by the bizard, she curled up like a beaten dog, bracing for what was to come next. However, no one touched her. Not a single noise was heard. She waited until she could open her eyes. When she looked up, she found a cadaverous face in front of her, which was too much, and she lost consciousness. 

The water crashed forcefully when the gates opened, sweeping everything in its path. The trash tried to reach the lower ducts, where the acidic river waited to turn it into fuel. In that part of the sewer, maintenance wasn't performed frequently, causing blockages in much of the system. If the citizens weren't constantly stealing and dismantling maintenance drones for parts, perhaps Megatech would care about resolving the trash saturation problem. 

It was impossible to access the lower levels due to the accumulation of filth, which piled up more and more in the tunnels. The cleaning teams hadn't been through that part of the sewer in a long time, which cried out to be freed from such saturation. Despite this situation, someone managed to live there, thanks to some ventilation ducts that still worked, preventing the buildup of gases. 

It was a being completely out of his mind, which was evident just by looking at him. If anyone could see in that impenetrable darkness, they would surely get a huge fright upon finding him: tall, thin, and extremely disheveled. His vacillating and lost gaze reflected the very image of madness, understandable given that he never stopped hearing voices. 

"Blas, you are the vessel of something great," whispered the voices in his mind. "But for that to manifest, you must transform, immerse yourself in pain." Blair, his friend, a familiar voice among so many, was the only one who managed to silence them with her caresses. Since Blair appeared, Blas had learned to ignore the voices most of the time. He could hear Blair's advice and move on. However, when he felt depressed and vulnerable, he couldn't help but pay attention to the alter egos that tormented him: "Who would want someone as ugly as you? You are worse than the shit that surrounds your filthy home. You are shit, Blas, shit that everyone hates and wants to avoid. You have seen it when you go up to the surface; who would want that stinking beggar? You disgust even the dirtiest bizard. Surely, Daddy and Mommy find you disgusting too..." 

From his corner, Blas glanced at two old cots lying in one end of the room. Even though there was no light, he could see perfectly. His dwelling was nothing but an abandoned and dirty room, crowded with objects he had collected over the years during his sewer walks. 

With difficulty, he stood up, leaning on the wall, and dragged his legs to the cots where two cadaverous figures lay under an old blanket. "They are dead," whispered the voices. At first, he hadn't paid attention to them, but the stench and worms confirmed their words. They were dead... However, Blas still hoped that one day they would wake up, see him there, sitting next to them. He longed for them to get up, hug him, and comfort him, to be a family again. 

Before sleeping, Blas would sit next to his parents and tell them what he had done. They were good listeners. They didn't interrupt or mock him like the voices did. It was very difficult for Blas to talk, but he made the effort so his parents wouldn't worry. When he was sad, he took out a pendant hidden in a hole in the wall, behind a stone. It opened easily, and inside was an image with perfect clarity. It used to project lights and a melody, but now it was broken. Blas spent hours looking at the image, the three of them together in a family photo, although he had no memories of those days. 

Unconsciously, he found the pendant once again in his trembling hand. He looked at it intently, caressing it, disturbed by the voices that laughed non-stop. He felt tears running down his dirty cheeks. 

He remained like that, motionless, for a long time. Consumed by deep sadness, he stored the pendant in its hiding place and moved away from the cots as quickly as he could, overwhelmed and distressed. For the first time in a long while, he felt the need to go up and get some fresh air. The tears flowed more intensely. 

He walked slowly, hunching his back as he always did. Delicate hands emerged from the darkness and caressed his face tenderly, wiping away the damp grime that stained his cheeks. Blas stopped, feeling calm. Blair comforted him, humming a lullaby. 

"Why are you sad?" she asked softly, even though she already knew the answer. Blas didn't reply. "Don't pay attention to them... They only tell lies." 

"I... feel... so... alone..." Blas managed to articulate, with great effort on each word. 

Blair smiled at him tenderly and gave him a warm hug. Blas let himself be enveloped in that embrace for a long while, finding comfort in her closeness. Gradually, the laughter in his mind almost completely faded. 

The water kept accumulating in the sewers, rising second by second as the rats sought refuge. Blas walked through the endless tunnels, paying them no mind. If they didn’t make him so uneasy, he would have caught one or two to calm his hunger.

His weakened state made climbing to the surface an arduous task, but he didn’t regret his walks. He used to enjoy these strolls, always finding something interesting floating in the water. However, going several days without eating intensified the voices in his head, which, taking advantage of his weakness, tried to seize his sanity. They were always eager to come out and play, and Blas’s emaciated body was the only way they could do so.

At one point, Blas stopped and crouched to examine something floating in the water. Blair rushed to reach it, forming an almost imperceptible dark arc, and wrapped around that thing to hand it to him. Blas smelled it and broke it in half, discarding the remains instantly. Whatever it was, it was too dirty to eat.

He continued walking along the walkways, climbing a ladder to the next level with effort and slowness. He was close to the surface; he knew it by the roar of the water, the rumble of the rain, and the smell of fresh garbage.

Just as he was about to enter a tunnel, a peculiar sound coming from the opposite direction caught his attention. Blair suddenly stood still, trying to listen carefully. The screeching of metal sliding indicated that someone had just opened a door, but what really caught his attention were the voices, the screams.

"...Screams," Blair whispered.

Interested in finding out what was happening, Blas quickened his pace, clinging to the wall. Blair warned him not to use the shadows to move, as the voices were too restless. Blas’s bare feet crunched on the metal floor as he avoided stepping on the dirt. Laughter, footsteps, and voices were heard. Blair stirred restlessly, afraid to advance.

The voices were intrigued by the event, all talking at once. They screamed so much that Blas could barely hear what was happening amidst all that commotion. They tried to take control, but Blair remained alert, and thanks to that, Blas didn’t allow it.

He moved a bit closer and, peering at an intersection, saw lights and three figures ahead. One of them caught his attention: a large, hunchbacked man with an enormous arm, trying to pull something out of the water. What he was trying to reach was what was screaming, with a hoarse voice that the voices barely let him hear. Blas hit his head to make them shut up.

The men laughed, and two of them turned in his direction. They saw him. They raised the lights, blinding him, and he had to raise a hand to shield his eyes. The shadows darkened his pupils so he could see.

The large man stood up when he realized the others had stopped laughing. "Kill them all!" the voices shouted, trying to tear apart Blas’s mind. The hunchback put his small hand in his jacket and pulled out something metallic.

The humans laughed and said something, but Blas couldn’t hear it. The damn voices wouldn’t stop screaming, preventing him from hearing any sound. Controlling them exhausted the little strength he had left. The hunchback pointed at him with what he held in his hand. Blas had the strange sensation of having seen something like that before.

"Watch out!" Blair shouted.

The voices screamed too loud. That thing emitted three bright flashes, and Blas felt something hitting near his head, passing by, and finally piercing his shoulder, burning and causing sharp pain. Blood gushed from the wound and fell to the ground, sizzling upon contact with the rusty metal for just a second.

The pain caused a spark in Blas’s mind, who couldn’t help but dive into his inner abyss and lose control to the voices. Blair also failed to stop them. The voices were too excited; they had waited a long time to take possession of the flesh. Blair just helped that unfortunate soul.

Slipping between the shadows, Blair plunged into the water, transforming to hold and lift it into the air. As gently as possible, she moved it away from Blas and the voices, placing it on one of the walkways. Suddenly, everything ended. An absolute darkness engulfed the lights and the three bodies, lying inside out with their entrails exposed, revealing their throbbing interiors. The darkness devoured the blood and flesh, dissolving them mercilessly.

Blair went into Blas before the voices realized something was still alive. She navigated deep into his mind to find the young man crying alone. Taking his hand, she pulled him out of there, restoring his composure, perhaps too easily. Laughing, the voices faded into the subconscious.

Blas felt a burning sting in his shoulder, but he was so used to pain that he didn’t worry too much. He felt somewhat dazed. He looked around. The remains of the men writhed and dripped onto the walkways like too-hot grease. A little further away, the one who had been screaming remained huddled and motionless, sobbing and breathing heavily.

"You’ll kill her if you get closer," said Blair.

Blas released the darkness, not realizing he was gripping it tightly. Light filtered back through the drain bars, instantly illuminating the surroundings. The terminals scattered along the walkways lit up again. The blood and flesh stopped bubbling and turned into a black, dry, foul mass.

Cautiously, Blas approached the figure curled up on the ground, trembling like an abandoned puppy. He bent down to examine her more closely and noticed she was so dirty that he could barely distinguish her features, but he realized she was a woman.

"We have to go," said Blair.

Blas ignored her.

The girl opened her eyes, and upon seeing Blas just inches from her, stifled a whimper and fainted. The voices screamed from the depths, but Blair silenced them. Blas tried to lift the woman, but despite her small size, he found it impossible.

At that moment, Blair emerged from Blas, causing the light to dim once more. She lifted the woman into the air as if she weighed nothing. Blas smiled, turned around, and entered the tunnel, followed by Blair and the unconscious girl.
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Gennet Web finished the last line of code of his new and sophisticated computer virus, designed to infiltrate the main networks of the mesh and precisely extract citizen identification databases. Although some tests were still pending, he knew it was almost complete. Satisfied, he leaned back in his chair and rubbed his tired eyes. He looked at the time on his holographic terminal: it was five in the morning and he hadn’t slept all night. He needed to be ready before six.

With a sigh, he reached out and pulled a can of "Nitro G" from a small fridge next to his desk. He opened it and drank almost the entire contents in one gulp. "If the virus is successful, I can create a new identity," he thought. "I must be cautious with security. One mistake could ruin the project... and probably my life."

He got excited imagining the next step: accumulating enough credits to make his ambitions a reality. His position in the active arm was crucial. The benefits would allow him to improve his implants: perhaps the neural computer, the sensitivity of the micro ligaments in his spine, the coverage of his arm with higher quality skin, or even obtaining military upgrades for his tech eye.

Enjoying that brief break, Gennet finished the last sips of the drink. He wondered if he should continue working or take advantage of the little time left to rest a bit. 

"Decisions..." he murmured out loud.

At that precise moment, the door to the room opened. Maldboro, his friend and "triad" partner, leaned heavily against the doorframe, clutching it as if his life depended on it. A strong smell of cigarettes, vomit, and alcohol filled the room, hitting Gennet’s nostrils like a punch.

Maldboro, who stood almost six feet three, had trembling legs and looked about to collapse. At that hour, he was still wearing his uniform, along with that inseparable tactical vest full of pockets, almost all containing cigarettes. The vest was visibly stained with recent dirt, surely responsible for his unpleasant smell.

A cigarette, or what was left of it, dangled from Maldboro’s lower lip, threatening to fall at any moment. Even his hairstyle, normally stiff and standing up like a brush, was disheveled, which was surprising considering the amount of gel he usually used. Gennet thought that with so many layers of gel, the hairstyle couldn’t move even if hit with a hammer.

Finally, Maldboro collapsed and started snoring on the floor, preventing the automatic door from closing. Gennet sighed in disgust and frowned. He stood up and grabbed Maldboro by the back of the vest, realizing too late that it was also stained. He had to move him away from the door to allow it to close.

Maldboro’s tail got tangled between Gennet’s legs, making movement difficult. Kicking, he dragged him to the shower and, after leaving him under the water, quickly washed his hands. Then he returned to his chair, muttering curses, and commanded the terminal with a thought to activate the water flow.

Maldboro screamed as the cold water hit him, so cold it made him jump. He came out of the shower shivering and, unfortunately, tripped over the toilet, hitting his head against the wall as he fell. Cursing and shouting, he got up as best as he could. The water flow stopped as quickly as it had started, but the cold was enough to bring him a bit closer to sobriety, enough to stay on his feet.

Soaked, he came out of the bathroom and looked at Gennet with anger. 

"What’s wrong with you, damn it!?" Maldboro shouted. Gennet responded calmly, "What’s wrong with you? We have to be ready before six." 

"Of course! That’s why I came back at twelve-thirty!" Maldboro replied, visibly upset.

Gennet raised an eyebrow and turned in his chair, activating a sonic isolation shield around his desk.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Maldboro curse upon seeing the time on his terminal before returning to the bathroom. The sonic isolator could block sound, but it couldn’t eliminate the bad smell. Because Gennet had used the ventilation system parts in a project that lay forgotten in a corner, it was impossible to get rid of that annoyance. He would fix it at some point, but for now, he would have to endure the stench.

Misha woke up overwhelmed by the buzzing of the alarm clock. She knew she had the habit of turning it off and going back to sleep, so the night before she had set it on the terminal across the room, forcing herself to get up to turn it off. Throwing a pillow at it was useless; the damn thing kept buzzing nonstop. Unable to bear it another second, she jumped up and, in four quick strides, turned it off with a slap.

She looked at the bed with the temptation to dive back into it. "No way." She stretched, trying to shake off the sleep forcefully; she had to hurry if she wanted to be on time for the exam. She extended the claws of her furry hands to scratch her back and, after adjusting her nightgown, glanced around the messy room in search of her tablet.

She blinked, sleepy, not focusing on anything in particular. She couldn’t concentrate on looking for it until she washed her face, so she shuffled to the bathroom, her tail moving clumsily. There were crumbs from snacks trapped in her fur.

She looked at herself in the mirror after washing her face. Her black hair was messy, and her ears were drooping. She thought about taking a bath but quickly dismissed the idea; the activities of the next few hours would make her sweat, and she had no intention of showering twice in one day.

She took off her nightgown and tossed it aside, remaining in her underwear. The tattoos printed on her skin glowed in a variety of colors where there was no feline fur.

She rubbed the fingertips of her right hand, and from them emerged a thick, black ink that dripped without staining her fur. The ink took the shape and consistency of a comb, which she used to detangle her hair.

While combing, she focused on the tattoos, which changed effortlessly, sliding across her body, altering size, distribution, and shape. She hadn’t slept well due to nerves. She had been practicing late in the simulators, connected to the base’s internal networks. She had barely had time to do anything else since returning from Mars.

Once she was presentable, she discarded the comb, which became a ball of ink, and rubbed it on her face to reshape and apply makeup. "It’ll do," she told herself. She felt butterflies in her stomach, hoping to do a good job. She couldn’t afford to make mistakes, as they would kick her out of the active arm if she failed.

"I can imagine how calm Gennet and Maldboro are right now," she thought. Since her arrival, she kept wondering if Gennet had anything to do with her transfer, besides the recommendation to join the triad and the active arm. Her grades weren’t outstanding enough to warrant a transfer to Earth.

She left the bathroom and looked for her clothes to get ready, taking less than five minutes, a record time. As for the tablet, she didn’t find it, so she decided to do without it; she had studied and practiced the combat techniques enough.

She sighed. After putting on high platform boots, she left the room walking calmly. She had plenty of time.

Gennet's organic eye had almost completely lost its color due to irritation. The other eye, tech-enhanced, mimicked its twin, simulating the same appearance. Gennet was trying to focus on solving a code error when Maldboro came out of the bathroom, wearing a clean vest and underwear.

Gennet slowly removed his hands from the keyboard and let them rest on the table as he saw out of the corner of his eye how Maldboro started doing sit-ups, knowing perfectly well how much it bothered him to exercise in the room while he was working. He turned off the terminal and spun in his chair to scold him.

The room door opened once again. "Maldboro needs to stop granting people access so freely," Gennet thought, cursing. Misha, who appeared at the door, stopped short when she found Maldboro half-naked on the floor. He quickly got up when he saw her and, as he was, gave her a strong hug that made her blush.

The hug lasted just a moment. Maldboro went back to the floor and continued his routine. Misha didn’t ask any questions, even though it was the first time Maldboro had hugged her in his underwear.

"Hi," Misha greeted, not addressing anyone in particular. "You guys should clean up a bit. It stinks in here!"

She glanced around the room. On a small table next to one of the beds, amidst several empty drink cans and tools, she saw a pair of modern green glass goggles. She walked over to them with a smile, as if she owned the place.

Gennet followed her with his eyes, squinting.

"Hi, Gennet!" Misha exclaimed enthusiastically, stopping next to the goggles. "Despite sleeping all night, you look terrible..."

Gennet got up slowly, annoyed. He walked to the table, passing Maldboro, who was now doing push-ups, and took the goggles to put them on, adjusting the lenses on his forehead. They seemed to mold to his messy hair.

Misha watched the whole process, showing an expression of amazement as if she was seeing Gennet for the first time. Gennet’s headache worsened when he saw the mocking smirk on his friend’s face.

"Is it time?" Gennet asked dryly. "Yes..." Misha replied, stretching. "Are you going dressed like that?" Gennet looked her up and down, noting the leather boots with buckles, the torn fishnet stockings, the polymer miniskirt, the tight top, and the vest. The tattoos shone with so much skin exposed.

"So what?" Misha asked, putting her hands on her hips. "We weren’t asked to wear uniforms. Besides, this is the clothing I have." "Since when were you banned from accessing the ‘Galatea’?"

"Leave her alone!" Maldboro intervened, shouting. "She’ll change in the locker room. Besides, that outfit looks great on her."

Misha smiled at him, but Maldboro didn’t even notice, as he was watching Gennet holding his temples, highlighting a swollen vein on his forehead. He suddenly stopped exercising when he realized he wasn’t wearing pants. He quickly got up, blushing to his ears, and jumped into the bathroom. He pulled his pants from the purifier, clean and shiny, along with the rest of the uniform.

Misha looked at Gennet with concern. His dark circles were more pronounced than usual, but she decided not to comment on it.

"Well then..." she said after clearing her throat. "Shall we go?"

Maldboro came out of the bathroom dressed in his uniform and vest, as well as a green bandana on his forehead. "I’m ready," he announced, taking a cigarette from one of his pockets and lighting it with a plasma lighter. He took a long drag.

Tired of the bad smell and now the smoke, Misha left the room in long strides, fearing that the combination of the cigarette and various odors could cause a spontaneous fire at any moment.

Maldboro approached Gennet, who continued massaging his temples with his eyes closed. With a soft but solid punch to the stomach, followed by a neck lock and a tap on the head, he got him to react.

"Come on! I’m eager to kick some ass," he exclaimed, letting go of Gennet, who almost fell losing his balance.

With the cigarette puffing smoke like a chimney, Maldboro left the room followed by Gennet, who glared at him. The three disappeared down the hallway, while Misha hummed a catchy song cheerfully.
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Matt and Vayne were reclining on one of the numerous metal boxes in the gym at Gaia's headquarters in Metro City. Matt was reviewing data on his personal terminal, manipulating holograms in the air, while Vayne observed the facilities, noisily devouring some cookies. 

Matt glanced at Vayne, annoyed by the noise. The cookie packet seemed endless, and Vayne had been eating non-stop for quite a while. They had just arrived, but somehow Vayne had managed to get something to eat without going through the cafeteria. Matt squinted and returned to his terminal, unconsciously brushing aside the long braid that fell over his shoulder. 

He tried to concentrate, but Vayne's crunching was so unbearable that he fixed his gaze on him again. He was about to punch him, something inadvisable, knowing how skilled Vayne was in martial arts, despite his frail appearance. 

"Can you stop already?" Matt suddenly shouted. 

Vayne looked at him, perplexed. 

"I'm not doing anything..." he responded defensively. 

"From Mars, they can hear the annoying noise you make chewing those cookies!" 

"I don't make noise..." Vayne replied, turning red. He stayed silent for a few moments, avoiding chewing. "What are we doing here?" he asked. "I want to go to sleep. I'm exhausted." 

"Wait a bit," Matt replied, returning to his terminal. 

After sighing, Vayne took out another cookie and discreetly glanced at Matt's terminal. He managed to make out the profile of a young woman with feline features, along with some personal data from her file. He had no idea how Matt had obtained that information. 

"What are you doing?" Vayne asked before putting the cookie in his mouth. He chewed slowly, trying not to make noise.

"I'm reviewing the profile of a girl. She could be the next candidate to join our triad." 

"And why? Did something happen to Camile...?" 

"That bitch has me fed up. We need a new member... Someone who fits more with my... our tastes..." 

"Really?" Vayne asked with interest, trying to read the girl's profile. 

"This beauty has just arrived from Mars and will soon be here to take the practical admission test for the active branch. Who knows, maybe they'll replace Camile, or her position will remain vacant. Why else would they have urgently summoned us from the middle of nowhere?" 

"Her profile says she specializes in graphic design..." 

"Yeah, so what?" 

"How does that help us? Camile is a mechanic, medic, and engineer..." 

"Don't you see? This girl is perfect for us..." Matt interrupted, turning off the terminal. "Camile is a sourpuss who only wants to ruin our lives. She doesn't give a damn about us. She always insults us, glares at us, and acts like all the world's problems are our fault." 

"She does that to you..." 

"Look at this girl," Matt activated the terminal to show Vayne the image, bringing it close to his face. "Don't you think we'd work better with someone like her? Look at that smile. Have you ever seen Camile smile? No. She always looks like she's going to kill us." 

Vayne sighed and decided to ignore Matt. He knew that once he became obsessed with something, it was hard to change his mind. Besides, what he was saying made no sense. He put another cookie in his mouth. A loud clearing of the throat interrupted their conversation, making both of them look up. 

In front of them stood Oliver García, an older and thin man, in his fifties, with an expression of annoyance on his face. They knew him well; he was one of the most unpleasant instructors at the base. He was skinny as a skeleton and had a distinctive mustache that moved comically when he talked. Large-framed glasses occupied most of his face, making his eyes look enormous. No one understood why the man didn't opt for genetic surgery to improve his appearance. 

Vayne quickly hid the cookies, throwing them into the box behind them, and both stood at attention to salute. However, García didn't return the salute and looked at them with annoyance. 

"What are you doing here?" he asked. 

"We just arrived and..." Matt quickly responded, trying to explain himself. He never imagined García would be the one administering the test. If he had known, he'd be sleeping peacefully in his room right now. 

"We came to... to train..." Vayne lied, feeling sweat beginning to form on his forehead. 

The instructor fixed his gaze on Vayne, making him swallow hard. He didn't want to get another sanction; not again, damn it. 

"If you don't get out of here in the next few seconds," García said, "you'll enjoy your next assignment freezing your balls off on Neptune... Understood? Get lost!" 

Without hesitation, they headed to the exit with firm steps, trying to maintain their composure. At that precise moment, three figures crossed the threshold, one of them the feline genetic. Matt couldn't help but stare at her, letting his seductive instincts kick in automatically. He gave her a charming smile that the young woman instantly returned. Matt stopped dead in front of her, forcing her to halt. 

Vayne discreetly observed his companions, noting the clear antipathy with which they looked at Matt, especially the tall one with the brush-like hair. Although tempted to leave Matt behind, he slowed down until he stopped to avoid receiving another sanction. He didn't want to get into more trouble. 

"Hello, gorgeous," Matt said, striking a pose to highlight his muscles, while still smiling. 

Misha let out an amused giggle, but the one with the brush-like hair stepped forward and flexed his fingers into a fist, ready to wipe the smile off Matt's face. 

"I feel the chill from your balls, Mr. Jericó," García said, observing the scene impassively. 

Matt suddenly realized García's presence and cursed internally for his lack of attention. Maintaining the smile, he theatrically bid farewell to the feline genetic, briefly glancing at her companions as he passed between them, then disappeared through the door like a star leaving the stage. Vayne quickly followed, apologizing quietly. 

Maldboro growled, frustrated that he couldn't give Matt a beating. He wouldn't forget that face, that was clear; sooner or later, they would cross paths in some hallway. "Who does he think he is, looking at Misha like that?" 

Misha approached the man at the back after he signaled for her to come closer. Judging by the lieutenant's insignia on his shoulders and being there at that time, he couldn't be anyone other than the instructor. 

Maldboro and Gennet stopped in front of him, four steps away, and gave a military salute. Reluctantly, the man returned the salute. Misha, still a civilian, stood firm. The instructor observed the three of them as if they were particularly annoying cockroaches. 

Without a word, the instructor turned and approached the box where Matt and Vayne had been leaning moments before, resting his tired back. He looked at the cookie packet with disgust before leaning against it. 

"Misha Kimishi?" he asked in a harsh voice. 

"At your service, sir!" Misha responded. 

The instructor squinted as he focused on her, as if he had trouble seeing at that distance, a detail not overlooked due to the exaggerated magnification of his glasses. Maldboro had to make an effort to contain his laughter. 

"I am Lieutenant and Instructor Oliver García. I suppose these two," he gestured towards Gennet and Maldboro, "will be part of your squad. Do you know what the test entails?" 

"Yes, sir," Misha replied. "We will perform a combat practice with zero factor, simulating a situation from the training program. We will have to defend ourselves for a specified time, and we will be evaluated and scored based on the test." 

"Very well," the instructor responded. 

Gennet and Maldboro exchanged looks. 

"However," García continued, "you haven't even put on your uniforms." He looked at the clock; it was five minutes to six. "You have five minutes to dress, or you will be eliminated. Quickly!" 

Misha's face showed panic upon hearing the shout, instantly becoming nervous. She desperately searched for the lockers and changing rooms, located on the other side of the gym. If not for Maldboro's quick action, running towards them at full speed, she would have had difficulty finding them. She decided to follow him, annoyed to see Gennet sigh and drag his feet behind them. 

Barely in time, the three stood in tight uniforms in front of the instructor. García examined them closely while taking out a tablet from a pocket, manipulating it with a holographic pen, checking that everything was in order. He quickly jotted something down on the tablet and then manipulated the screen to access the data. He read.

"It says here that you control technology," he pointed at Gennet, "and you," he pointed at Misha, "are a cheerleader."

Maldboro couldn't help but chuckle, imagining Misha in a cheerleader uniform, cheering for the school's "zibol" team.

The instructor looked up, fixing his gaze on Maldboro, who instantly stopped laughing. García quickly glanced at Maldboro's file and approached until their faces were just inches apart. Despite Maldboro being much taller, García seemed to impose himself with his presence.

"And you, sir?" García asked, "I don't know what you're laughing at. It says here that you're a 'Phantom,' and in my opinion, there's no more useless zero factor than that. If it weren't for your unique ability to mimic radiation, you'd be absolutely useless without equipment."

Maldboro couldn't hide his anger. García remained in the same position, silent for what seemed like an eternity. Misha and Gennet kept quiet, not daring to intervene and worsen the situation. After a few moments, satisfied, García stepped back and returned to his spot, leaning again on the crate. He pointed toward the weapons room.

"Go and bring a gun and an adimarium knife," he said. "Try not to cut yourself or blow your balls off in the process, Mr. Phantom."

Maldboro strode off to fetch the weapons, grinding his teeth.

Misha swallowed hard. As if he could read her thoughts, or maybe simply because he was staring at her intently, García watched her, giving her chills.

"Before we start," García said, "I'd like you to instruct me a bit. Tell me about the zero factor... Tell me what you know about it..."

Misha bit her lips. She didn't expect such a question during the practical test.

"Well..." she said, thinking for a few moments about how to respond. She recalled her notes while summarizing the study material for exams on Mars. She knew it by heart. "The zero factor is a genetic mutation derived from the combination of mutant chromosomes 'alpha' and 'beta,' which grants the ability to manipulate different states of matter. Mutants known as zeros are the only ones who possess this genome."

"Very good... Continue."

"Although one is born with the zero mutation, it first activates in childhood when the body produces the type zero radioactive hormone. At that moment, one learns to innately control the zero factor. The ability to generate high amounts of radiation and energy does not manifest until adolescence, with hormonal changes. It is then that zeros learn to control radiation innately, entering the so-called 'zero state'..."

"Very interesting..." García interrupted Misha in her explanation. "The zero state, could you elaborate a bit more on that? What exactly happens when zeros enter that state?"

Misha nodded and continued with her explanation.

"When a zero enters the zero state, their body undergoes a series of physical and mental changes. Physically, their ability to generate and control radiation significantly enhances. They can manipulate radiation for various purposes, like emitting it as beams, creating energy barriers, or even transforming it into controlled explosions. These radioactive powers make them extremely dangerous beings..."

Maldboro quickly returned to the formation, unnoticed. García was completely focused on Misha, who seemed to be extending too much in her explanation, staring straight ahead as if reading an invisible book. She stayed like that for several minutes until she got to the physical-chemical process of the zero state. García interrupted her suddenly:

"Very well..." he said. "There's no need to continue." He nodded, satisfied.

"I have no problem delving a bit deeper if you wish..." Misha added.

"It's not necessary, Miss Kimishi. It's enough. I have no doubt that you could talk about the subject all morning. I am pleasantly pleased. Let's start the test..."

"Where the hell have you been?" Camile asked, irritated and frowning, upon encountering Matt and Vayne in a hallway. "I've been looking for you everywhere. High General Armand wants to see us immediately."

Vayne tried to gauge Camile's level of anger by looking into her eyes. There was that swollen vein, a clear sign that with just one inappropriate word, Camile would react violently.

Matt squinted, not very happy to see her that morning. Camile had that irritating stance of hers: arms crossed, hip cocked, and a frown, an attitude that didn't bode well. She looked at Matt with her cold, penetrating blue eyes, mixed with a touch of anger.

"All she needs is to bare her teeth and unsheathe her claws," Matt thought. "Bitch."

"Camile..." he tried to say, but she interrupted him immediately.

"Didn't you hear? High General Armand wants to see us immediately! I don't give a damn what you have to do! You're lucky I found you!"

"I told you..." Vayne murmured quietly.

Matt swallowed hard. Contradicting Camile was not advisable under those circumstances; he had found that out countless times, all with painful results in the long or short term.

Camile turned around and started walking, clearly expecting them to follow.

Matt couldn't help but look at her butt as he walked after her. He never missed an opportunity to do so, whether with Camile or anyone else. Vayne quickly caught up with him. Given how fast Camile was walking, it seemed like death itself was chasing her.

Suddenly, Camile stopped when an officer appeared out of nowhere and greeted her informally, as Matt could tell. "Did the hurry disappear, you damn bitch?" he thought to himself.

"See?" Matt said quietly. "This bitch makes our lives impossible. She rushes us like dogs, and what does she do first? She stops to greet officers like it's nothing. Look at her. She almost looks ready to blow him right here."

Vayne glanced at Matt. He remembered perfectly that Camile had very good hearing.

"You shouldn't be so inconsiderate to Camile, Matt. If it weren't for her factor, you would have lost your legs when you stepped on that mine, remember? If she wanted to, Camile could join another triad with just a snap of her fingers, but she hasn't."

"Exactly!" Matt replied, frowning. "If she's still here, it's because she wants to bother us as much as possible. I bet she's fucking Armand himself..."

Camile dismissed the officer, who continued on his way, completely ignoring Matt and Vayne as if they didn't exist. Camile's smiling expression changed completely when she looked at Matt. She tapped her foot on the ground and adopted that annoying stance again. She seemed to want to petrify Matt with her gaze.

Matt cleared his throat and looked away, trying to play dumb.

"Walk..." Camile ordered. "We'll talk about this later..."

She turned and started walking. Matt's eyes returned to her butt once again, as if they were magnetized and the attraction was inevitable. Vayne shook his head before following them, hoping the meeting wouldn't bring them more trouble, as usual.
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Misha left the gym with her face flushed with anger, tears of rage streaming down her cheeks. She clenched her fists so tightly that she nearly hurt herself with her own claws. Gennet and Maldboro followed her, the latter filled with fury.

"Did he call us Cookie Trio!?" Misha shouted, "Cookie Trio? Who the hell does that stupid old man think he is?"

"Calm down..." Gennet tried to say.

"Calm down? I just failed the exam, and I don't even know why!" Her anger turned into sobs, and without saying anything else, Misha ran off towards the quarters.

Gennet sighed helplessly and shook his head, knowing he couldn't do anything to help her. Beside him, Maldboro gritted his teeth and turned towards the gym, but Gennet stopped him by placing a hand on his shoulder, fearful that he might take matters into his own hands.

"It's not worth it," he said. "Don't make things worse."

For once, Maldboro contained his rage, though it didn't last long. Seconds later, Lieutenant and Instructor Oliver García came out of the gym at a slow pace, loudly chewing on some cookies. He stopped in front of them, and if it weren't for his mustache, they would have noticed the wide smile on his face.

"Web... Phantom..." he said, before calmly walking down the hallway.

"I'm going to kill him!" Maldboro exclaimed.

"Leave it. Let's go see Misha..."

Maldboro didn't understand what had happened, as he thought the exam had gone quite well. When García gave the order, the three of them stepped onto a holographic platform that activated in front of them, floating about fifty centimeters off the ground. Once on it, it closed, forming an enclosed space with four walls and a roof reinforced with layers of light to withstand zero energy and radiation.

The solid holograms used in the gym as containment shields during training barely suffered any damage from the radiation, making them an effective defense against zero energy shockwaves. These waves could disintegrate practically any structure, regardless of its type and resistance.

Once they were ready, García activated a basic training program in which several amorphous holograms with humanoid shapes appeared around the trio, five in total. He instructed Misha to eliminate the targets immediately, while he prepared to observe and take notes on his tablet.

Suddenly, a large amount of ink burst from Misha's body, forming the image of a chubby cat with no distinctive features except for a gigantic mouth full of sharp teeth. The cat multiplied, going from two to four, and all of them launched at the targets, brutally tearing them apart with their claws and teeth.

To finish off the last target, Misha shot a stream of ink from her hand, transforming it into a projectile with a cat's head that smashed through the target, ripping it from the ground. This was nothing new for her, as she constantly practiced multiple projections and animations with ink in the simulators.

The cats jumped back and positioned themselves around Misha, showing their teeth and watching in all directions. García made some notes on his tablet. He changed the number of targets and the situation, repeating the order to Misha to eliminate everything once more. He gave no instructions to Maldboro or Gennet to intervene.

Misha used the felines to attack again, controlling multiple streams of ink that she manipulated at will. Gennet crossed his arms, and Maldboro crouched, his gun ready in one hand and his knife in the other. "This exam makes no sense," he thought. "The targets are static, and the difficulty doesn't increase. It seems like a beginner's training routine. I'm sure Misha has faced much greater challenges in virtual simulations."

What caught Maldboro's attention the most was Misha's creativity in taking down the targets, manipulating the ink to create and animate various things besides the cats. He could only think of three ways to eliminate everything: a shot to the head, a shot to the chest, or a shot to the balls. Well... the same could apply with the knife.

The situation continued for several minutes, becoming tedious, though it had to be admitted that Misha seemed quite entertained, putting in maximum effort. "Perhaps it would have been interesting if the holograms at least moved. This instructor is really boring," Maldboro thought.

Finally, García gave the order for Gennet and Maldboro to intervene, repeating all the combat environments, as boring and monotonous as the first time. In fact, it was even more boring, as the three managed to take down the targets almost instantly, despite Misha being a bit tired.

Maldboro used his gun and knife with quick and effective movements, demonstrating his combat skills, while Gennet simply shot with the energy pulse weapon built into his technified arm. Misha's cats didn't even have time to reach the targets before they were taken down.

Finally, the test came to an end.

Misha couldn't believe how easy it had been. Now that it was all over, she no longer felt nervous. The three stood firm once more in front of the instructor; Maldboro with his weapons holstered and Gennet trying to stifle a yawn. None of them had faced a similar test in all their years working for the active arm, so they still couldn't understand its purpose, if it had any.

For what seemed like endless moments, García wrote on his tablet, occasionally glancing at them. They noticed he had crumbs in his mustache from a packet of cookies he had pulled from somewhere.

"I have never before witnessed such a level of incompetence," García said suddenly. Maldboro frowned, Gennet raised an eyebrow, and Misha paled. "If you were competent, you would have bothered to ask why you are taking such an insipid test suitable for the most retarded children. Naturally, what can be expected of a 'designer'?" he said, making air quotes with his fingers. "Here we have a computer expert and a skilled soldier with knives and short-range weapons," he continued, pointing first to Gennet and then to Maldboro. "What makes this young lady think a 'designer,' no matter how talented, is necessary in a Gaia triad? If she got tired working with inanimate targets, imagine when they are moving, or when they are shooting at her. She won't be able to depend on the zero state all the time, as she well knows!"

Maldboro reddened and clenched his fists tightly. He tried to say something, but choked on his own saliva, causing a clumsy cough. Gennet glanced sideways at Misha, who remained motionless, unsure how to react to the instructor's words.

"You two are lucky to belong to the active arm," García continued. "Though I have no idea what kind of idiot would have given you this test... Anyway, I have nothing more to say to you than to withdraw and wait for a new partner to be assigned to your triad. And you, Miss Kimishi, start packing to return to Mars."

"How dare you make fun of us like that, you son of a bitch!" Maldboro shouted after stopping coughing, regaining his voice amidst the sputters. He took a step towards García. "The only idiot here is you, you old bastard! You made us waste our fucking time..."

"Watch your tone, Phantom!" García warned with a shout, raising an accusatory finger. "Who do you think you are to talk to me like that!? Do you want to earn yourself a whole week in the brig!? You three will never be a triad, I guarantee you that! The only name I would give you is... Cookie Trio! Ridiculous like your performance and your conduct in this test! Get out of my sight right now!"

Matt and Vayne sat in the comfortable velvet armchairs in front of the desk of High General Charles Armand; Camile did the same calmly, crossing her legs in a relaxed posture, with Vayne in the middle between her and Matt, as always.

The office was small, and besides the three armchairs, there was only a desk in the center with a huge chair on the other side, which seemed even more comfortable. Armand liked having real furniture instead of holographic, a luxury that few could afford these days, at least with that quality.

Vayne looked at Armand's chair. "Quite a seat," he thought. When he became chief, he would want a chair like that. "A true delight for the buttocks." He yawned, exhausted; he had been awake for almost twenty-four hours, and the wait was becoming endless.

Camile remained silent the whole time, spinning the beret of her uniform with a finger and resting her head on one hand, clearly bored. Matt did everything he could to avoid eye contact with her, cursing her mentally and wishing that the meeting was, in fact, to announce Camile's retirement from the triad. How he would enjoy that moment.

The door opened, and the three automatically stood at attention after Camile announced "attention." High General Charles Armand entered and stopped next to the desk, briefly glancing at each of them with an unfriendly expression. He ordered them to rest and sit. He sat down as well.

Armand's enormous head was disturbing, something normal for a difox. His body stood out grotesquely, a mix between human and dog. He had a wide jaw on an elongated muzzle and considerable-sized teeth, large pointed ears, short fine black fur. He wore an impeccable dark blue military uniform, with command insignia shining on the chest.

Camile was the only one who wasn't intimidated, perhaps the only one who hadn't experienced one of Armand's reprimands before. He was known to be brutal when giving them.

"Long time no see, Corporal Vaxth," Armand said in his gruff, shrill voice.

"Quite a while, sir," Camile responded.

Matt observed them discreetly, glancing from one to the other, feeling both curious and confused. They held each other's gaze, seeming to smile with their eyes.

"First of all," Armand continued, "I inform you that this meeting has nothing to do with what happened on Venus. I suppose it's obvious; otherwise, I wouldn't have made you come from so far away."

Vayne sighed in relief. Matt, on the other hand, couldn't help but frown, not because of the news itself, but because of the looks between Armand and Camile. "Did they really hook up? Did she sleep with a difox and reject me?"

"In the past few months," Armand continued, "we've been working on a new project. I have been assigned a particular task, let's say... and after extensive preparations, exhaustive examinations, and triad studies, I decided to carry it out."

"What is it about?" Camile asked, intrigued.

"As you know, Gaia's working theme has always been the minimal use of zero squads, the triads. Zeros are scarce in our ranks, and each one is valuable to our organization. The number three is ideal both for work and to avoid massive and unnecessary losses. However, things are going to change from now on... The corporations have become ruthless, as much as we are predictable... Every day things become more difficult, and it's no secret that we are on the brink of war, nor the casualties we've suffered in recent months. I have orders to change the work routine, and for that, I am experimenting. I decided to form the first zero unit with twice the usual number of members, a 'Hexa' squad. I believe this number can yield good results if coordination is achieved, despite the lack of experience. If what I'm trying to achieve succeeds, it could be the path for new recruits to join the active arm."

Matt and Vayne exchanged looks. Except for specific occasions counted on one hand, Gaia never resorted to units formed by more than three zeros. This could represent a significant loss for the organization if something went wrong.

Camile remained thoughtful, still playing with her beret without realizing it. It was impossible that they were considering her triad for this project. Matt and Vayne were disastrous... especially Matt.

"General," she said, ready to present her objection, "why are you telling us this? You can't be thinking of including our triad in this project, right?"

Armand smiled. She didn't understand why he found it so amusing.

"The answer to your question, Corporal Vaxth, is quite obvious. That's why you're here. Your triad is already part of the first Hexa squad."

Matt and Vayne exchanged astonished looks.

"You must be joking," Camile said, about to burst into laughter. "Just look at our record to realize that we're a disaster." She emphasized "we're a disaster" in a way that made it clear she didn't include herself in the equation.

"I agree with you, Corporal Vaxth," Armand said with a smile, "but it's not your place to question my decisions. It may surprise you, but I have spent a lot of time selecting the Hexa members, not necessarily based on their skills or experience. You were my recommendation as leader, and your factor was an excuse to highlight the decision. Fortunately, your triad already has ideal members for the project, so it wasn't necessary to look further: two soldiers, one with extensive combat experience" —he directed his gaze towards Vayne— "and another with stealth, camouflage, and infiltration skills" —he looked at Matt. He smiled again. "As for the other three members..."

The doorbell rang. Armand slid his hand over the desk panel to have it read his palm and activate the terminal's viewer to see who was outside. Seeing who it was, he opened the door. Lieutenant and instructor Oliver García entered.

Vayne swallowed hard, while Matt fidgeted in his chair, feeling a sudden chill. Camile greeted the lieutenant with a nod, which García returned. Matt couldn't help but gape at him. García stood next to Armand.

"I assume you know Lieutenant Oliver García," Armand said. "He is one of the supervisors of the Hexa project."

"I've had the pleasure..." García said.

"I don't understand anything..." Matt blurted out without realizing it.

Everyone looked at him.

"Sir," Camile said, diverting attention to herself to prevent the superiors from wasting time on nonsense. "Who are the other members of the Hexa squad?"

Misha opened her room door after several minutes of silence, not responding to her friends' constant calls. Her mood was evident on her downcast face, with makeup smeared by tears. On the floor, a half-packed suitcase and scattered clothes clearly showed her uncontrollable agitation.

Maldboro, with concern in his eyes, offered Misha one of his spare bandanas to wipe her face, and she accepted the gesture kindly. Gennet, watching them silently, felt awkward and speechless in situations like these, unable to comfort his friend.

Suddenly, the terminals of all three beeped simultaneously, announcing the arrival of an urgent email. Gennet, with his technified eye, was the first to read it, while Maldboro checked his own terminal. Misha, on the other hand, didn't even bother to check the message.

The email was addressed exclusively to the three of them and ordered their immediate presence in High General Armand's office.

"I screwed up," Maldboro said, scratching his head in frustration. "That damned García told everything to the high general... I'm sorry, Misha... I didn't mean to ruin your test..."

Misha perked up her ears, frowning at the news. She activated her terminal and read the email herself.

"Why are they calling me?" she asked in bewilderment. "Does the high general like to fire cadets before kicking them out?"

"There's only one way to find out..." Gennet said, trying to instill some encouragement.

"Well, we have no other choice... Let's go!" Maldboro exclaimed. In his mind, he imagined repeatedly punching Oliver García's jaw.

They walked toward the office with a slow, apprehensive pace, like prisoners heading to their execution. Maldboro mentally reconsidered the situation, looking for a way to ease things and find an escape.

Despite trying to delay their progress as much as possible, it only took a few minutes to reach the office, which wasn't far from their quarters. Maldboro pressed the panel next to the door to announce their arrival. Within seconds, the door opened, revealing a crowded office, which took them by surprise.

"Come in," Armand ordered, indicating they enter.

The office was so small that they felt uncomfortable upon entering. None of the three understood what was happening. Vayne and Camile looked at the newcomers with curiosity, but Matt only had eyes for Misha, showing a wide smile.

"Mr. Web, Mr. Phantom, Miss Kimishi..." Armand greeted. "First of all, I want to congratulate you, Miss Kimishi. You just passed your exam and will be immediately assigned to the active arm. From this moment, I assign the three of you, along with Corporal Vaxth and Soldiers Jericó and Stone, to form the first Hexa squad in the history of Gaia."

Maldboro's eyes nearly popped out of their sockets, Gennet raised an eyebrow, and Misha, confused, looked at García with a questioning expression.

The lieutenant and instructor smiled and extended his hand.

"Welcome aboard, Cookie Trio."
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The brief conversation with High General Armand concluded with the official designation of the group as the "Hexa Squadron." Not only were they assigned their first mission, but they were also ordered to depart immediately to carry it out. Time was pressing.

Misha felt overwhelmed by the situation. She understood that they had formed a new unit composed of zeros, but she didn’t understand why she was involved in all this. "A Hexa Squadron?" She didn’t even know what that meant. She needed someone to explain it to her. "Why me?" However, Armand refused to give explanations; her only option was to join the squadron or resign from the active arm. She accepted mainly because Gennet and Maldboro were also part of it, and she didn't want to be in a trio with anyone else but them.

Gennet also didn’t understand much about the Hexa or the events that led the high general or Gaia to form it. While Armand spoke, Gennet's technified eye discreetly analyzed the files of their new companions, obtaining information from the central database without being detected by the firewalls.

The position of Hexa leader was granted to Camile Vaxth, a zero specialized in "Health," due to her rank of corporal and her field experience. It was a logical choice. Vayne Stone, a zero of "Lightning," was designated as second in command despite not having an extensive mission history, as he was considered the strongest zero in the Hexa and an expert in hand-to-hand combat.

As for Matt Jericó, a zero with "DNA" manipulation abilities, he had a background of misconduct, but his extensive experience in infiltration and camouflage, thanks to his ability to alter his and others' appearances, made him valuable to the team. He wasn’t the ideal choice for Gennet, but neither were Maldboro or Misha. Maldboro presented a strange anomaly that only allowed him to channel radiation through specially designed tools, and Misha had little to no field experience.

The selection of the squad members didn’t make sense, that was a fact, and their leader didn’t hesitate to express her discontent at every opportunity during the conversation, which irritated High General Armand, who silenced her immediately. He had made a decision, and anyone with doubts or questions could withdraw and abandon the project, although they all knew well what the consequences would be. Having conflicts with superiors, especially with a high general of Gaia, was not advisable. None of them replicated or withdrew.

Oliver García, taking the floor, proceeded to explain the mission:

"Just over a month ago, we sent a unit of four agents to a mining colony on Neptune after receiving rumors that the mine might be a front for the 'Farma' corporation. According to the information, experiments with zeros were being conducted in the colony, something we had to investigate. The agents managed to infiltrate as workers, and after a single communication upon arriving at the colony, we lost all contact with them. Eight days later, we had a trio available nearby, so we sent them to investigate using a specter camouflage ship. However, once the ship entered the planet's atmosphere, we lost all communication with it."

Gennet, scratching his chin, intervened:

"The atmosphere of Neptune interferes with wireless connections to the mesh..."

"Exactly," García responded. "However, the first team had the means to send encrypted messages through the colony's drone messaging systems. The mine has repeaters that exit the planet at certain times to sync data with the mesh, mainly from Farma's internal network, as well as private messages from workers, banking transactions, and others. But no agent sent any message. On the other hand, the trio had a military camouflage ship, invisible to radars and long-range sensors. The orders were to conduct a routine inspection around the dome and report, nothing more. It's impossible that they were detected."

Armand added:

"The ship disappeared without a trace. It didn’t leave the planet, we're sure of that, as our ships have an undetectable and un-disableable tracking system... unless it's done by a zero with technological control, of course," he looked at Gennet, who seemed absorbed in his thoughts.

Misha pressed her lips, nervous. It was clear they would be sent to the place where two complete units, one of them zero, had disappeared without a trace. She swallowed hard. Did she really want to be part of the active arm? She looked at her friends and noticed out of the corner of her eye that the guy from the gym, with long braided hair, didn’t stop smiling at her. His gaze made her uncomfortable. She returned a weak smile out of courtesy.

"So..." Camile intervened, "they’ll send us to find out what happened to both units."

"That's right," García replied. "But you’ll be properly equipped. We can't afford to lose a third unit, much less the newly formed Hexa. It's clear something is happening in that mining colony. When we sent the trio, it was a quick mission: fly over and scan the DEUS, nothing more. We didn’t expect or imagine something strange would happen, and we knew it well because none of the trio members were prepared for the job, only the ship, which we thought would be enough. However, this time we are more than prepared. The Hexa has a zero capable of camouflaging their appearances, a computer expert to infiltrate the networks and open paths through the DEUS, a healer who can heal any wound and even bring back the dead, and a lightning zero who can provide instant energy. We have a total of four trained soldiers and, as the icing on the cake, an animator with the ability to create and facilitate any tool you need."

Maldboro squinted.

"It all sounds very good, but... will it be enough?" he asked.

"Of course. You’ll also have the best specter ship we have at our disposal. You must do everything necessary to find out what happened to the units, including the possibility of rescuing the teams," García responded. "For obvious reasons, you won’t be able to travel to Neptune with a specter ship using the 'Catapults.' You must do it with the engines, a journey that will take, if my calculations are correct, just over two weeks."

Matt cursed to himself. Traveling without the catapults was a drag, although he had to admit it was an opportunity, a good opportunity.

"The mission is high priority," Armand said. "You’ll depart today. You have these weeks to prepare, get to know each other, and catch up. All relevant mission data is loaded on the ship. You’ll travel at maximum speed, which will prevent communication and access to the mesh, so you must load everything you need into the database before departing. We’ll give you an hour to do so. You’ll report only to me, without exceptions, when you arrive. Once this is done, you’ll use the camouflage and enter the colony for reconnaissance. Do what you have to do, as long as you're not detected by Farma under any circumstances. If that happens, you’ll withdraw and report, awaiting orders."

"It sounds simple," Vayne said, "if we don’t consider the atmosphere and winds of over two thousand kilometers per hour."

Misha swallowed hard, overwhelmed by the avalanche of information. Her worries consumed her completely, isolating her from the conversation about the dangers of Neptune. She was lost in thought when Gennet suddenly gave her a gentle tap on the shoulder. She looked at him perplexed and calmed down seeing his comforting smile. Maldboro, standing next to Gennet, also smiled, offering his support.

Shortly after, they all left the office accompanied by García and Armand. They gathered their belongings and headed to the hangar, where they would be introduced to the ship they would use for their mission.

"So... hypothetically speaking," Maldboro said while lighting a cigarette, "can you turn into a woman and get pregnant?"

"Yes..." Matt replied, feeling somewhat annoyed by the change of conversation. Vayne, sipping his coffee, watched them attentively. "But who in their right mind would want to do something like that?"

Maldboro inhaled the cigarette smoke, savoring it, while Matt, suddenly silent, scratched his chin, thoughtful.

They were in the living room of the "Silent Sextet," the ship assigned for the mission. It was a modified freighter, fast and powerful, equipped with the latest camouflage, armor, and weaponry technology. Although it wasn’t spacious, it had everything needed, with two floors where the crew could be comfortable.

The first floor was divided into two by a single hallway. Here were the rooms, one for men and another for women, a mixed bathroom with showers, a dining room, and a small room where almost anything could be generated holographically. At the end of the hallway was the command bridge, and at the other end, a staircase that descended to the next floor, the hangar.

Gennet had already explored the hangar looking for a place to settle and leave his belongings. Apart from the amphibious vehicle and the three zero-gravity motorcycles parked on one side, behind some sealed metal boxes with supplies, he discovered a small engine room with access to the engines and a little further, the infirmary. According to his investigation, the infirmary was equipped with an automated stretcher, three rejuvenation chambers, one cryogenic chamber, and a drug printer.

Even so, Gennet managed to find a little corner to move his desk, tools, and his small fridge, loaded to the top with nitro G. The rest of the team settled for arranging their belongings in the rooms, each choosing a bed and a locker.

Maldboro exhaled the cigarette smoke.

"What will we do when we get there?" Vayne asked, breaking the awkward silence.

Matt looked at him with annoyance.

"Without a doubt, we’ll freeze our balls off!" he said, snatching the coffee cup to drink it in one gulp. He placed it roughly on the table and quickly left the dining room, as if he had suddenly remembered something important.

Maldboro and Vayne exchanged glances. Vayne took his cup, decorated with little lightning bolts, and headed to the coffee maker to refill it, adding some foam. He returned to his chair, thinking of a conversation topic.

Maldboro finished the cigarette in one drag, took out another, and lit it skillfully. Vayne was impressed by how naturally he did it, although what caught his attention the most was that strange hairstyle that defied the laws of physics. It looked like an upside-down broom.

"What are you looking at? Do you like me?" Maldboro asked.

Vayne blushed with embarrassment and choked on his coffee. He looked away.

"Sorry," he said, "I was thinking about something for a moment..."

Maldboro frowned, making a gesture with his hand to forget the matter.

"It doesn’t matter," he added, pressing his lips to not drop the cigarette. "We're all nervous about being cooped up, especially knowing there's still another week to go."

"Yes..." Vayne said, sighing. "I've been like this for years. Usually, when I travel without using the catapults, I get into the rejuvenation chambers and spend the time in an induced coma. But unfortunately, Camile has locked them because there aren’t enough for everyone. She prefers that we spend the time getting to know each other better... At least that’s what she says..."

"Maldboro raised an eyebrow. He had tried to open one of the rejuvenation chambers, but without the codes, he couldn’t do it. Gennet also refused to open them, ignoring him behind his sonic insulating shield.

"Get to know each other?" he asked. "But she spends all day on the bridge! She doesn’t take the time to talk to anyone, and when she comes here, all she does is...!"

As if Maldboro had invoked her, the door opened and Camile entered the dining room. She scanned the room, looking at them with disapproval, as always. They fell silent, watching her from their little corner.

Camile waved a hand and coughed slightly due to the dense smoke floating in the air. She typed some commands into the terminal next to the door, and within seconds, the ventilation system purified the environment.

Vayne noticed the frustration on Maldboro’s face, but inwardly he was grateful to be able to breathe a breath of fresh air. Ignoring them, Camile approached the food printer and activated the holographic panel to prepare something to eat. She typed so quickly that Maldboro couldn’t see what she had ordered.

"Uh... Camile..." Maldboro said, aware that Camile wouldn’t utter a word. "Since you’re here... why don’t you sit with us for a while? Vayne just mentioned that you’re interested in us getting to know each other... and... you know... we haven’t had time to chat."

Vayne looked pleadingly at Maldboro, aware of what would come next. He knew Camile well enough to know how she would take that comment and that eating with her would only result in a monologue in which she would only respond with a "yes," "no," "uh-huh," or "go to hell."

Camile leaned against the wall, crossing her arms, while she waited for the printer to finish preparing her order.

"So, Vayne thinks I should get to know the crew better," Camile said in a cold tone.

If Camile’s gaze were a knife, Vayne would have died instantly from a lethal stab to the neck.

"Exactly..." Maldboro responded, smiling, patting Vayne on the back. He looked at Maldboro with an expression that said, "Shut the hell up." Maldboro didn’t care in the least.

Camile raised an eyebrow, sighed, and served herself a cup of coffee from the always reliable coffee maker. Reluctantly, she sat with them in the same spot where Matt had been before. The little table was just a small rectangle projected by a holographic node on the wall. There was barely room for the three of them.

Vayne swallowed hard and immersed himself in studying the foam of his coffee, concentrating on it as if it were the most fascinating thing in the universe. Maldboro’s smile threatened to split his face in two.

Matt stopped after leaving the dining room, feeling increasingly frustrated. "Have I lost my charm?" he wondered, annoyed with himself. He hadn’t had a single chance with the Felinian genetic all week, except for a few fleeting smiles. She was always surrounded by her friends, who turned out to be a constant nuisance.

He sighed, feeling his head foggy from the smoke, and realized he needed to relax. Nothing like a good private session in the hologram room to release stress. He smiled lewdly, knowing that always worked. He headed toward the room at the end of the hallway, to the left of the bridge. He almost collided head-on with Camile, who left the bridge at the same rapid pace.

Camile looked at him with disgust, showing the only expression she had for him. She adopted that stance that Matt detested so much. "Damn bitch," Matt thought, but didn’t say a word. He simply avoided her and entered the hologram room, not taking his eyes off Camile until the door closed. "Bitch," he muttered under his breath as he turned around and was left open-mouthed by what he saw.

Misha was lying face down on a holographic exercise machine, working on her legs, with her back to Matt. From that angle, the view was magnificent, especially because of the tight workout clothes she wore. The holo-speakers covering her ears prevented her from noticing Matt’s presence, who felt his legs weaken at the sight of her. He watched her in silence for a while, unable to take his eyes off her.

Misha’s tail and head moved to the rhythm of the music. She paused to rest her legs, following her routine of five sets of ten before switching exercises.

Matt slowly approached, never taking his eyes off her for a single moment, with a lustful smile on his face, extending his hands forward like a zombie in a low-budget movie.

Gennet was carefully studying the images of Neptune on the screen of his desk, taking a brief break before continuing with his work. He needed to clear his mind from the code of his program to facilitate his concentration, having gone at least thirty-two hours without sleep and feeling the irritation in his eyes and the tension accumulated in his back and neck.

On the screen, the satellite images showed Neptune as a huge snow-covered sphere, with layers of dense clouds that looked like a frozen crust. Its atmosphere was so thick that it disrupted any type of communication. The planet was sparsely inhabited, mainly by military, scientific, and mining installations, as well as seven space stations and a catapult.

The fact that such a inhospitable environment like Neptune was inhabited was due to the DEUS, terraformers that stood like gigantic monoliths capable of creating terrestrial atmospheres within a holographic dome, isolating themselves from the planetary environment. Inside the dome, the climate and gravity were ideal for life, while outside reigned a hostile environment, separated only by a thin layer of solidified light created by the monoliths, which could connect in sequence to cover any distance.

The sight of Neptune was discouraging for Gennet, who felt no attachment to the cold and extreme conditions of the planet. He hoped that the ship, which he had meticulously reviewed all week, wouldn’t have any problems with the strong winds and dense atmosphere. Even the slightest damage to the hull could result in instant death given the hostility of the environment.

However, what worried Gennet the most was whether the colony on Neptune had any form of defense that could explain why the previous ship hadn’t returned to space. Although he trusted the camouflage system and the planet’s environment to keep them practically invisible, he didn’t want to rule out any possibility. Maybe the colony had planted mines, but he dismissed that idea due to the strength of the winds.

Gennet knew he would have to rely on his factor to detect any threat when they were near the colony, as long as they approached slowly and cautiously. During the hour they were given to search for information on the web before departing, Gennet found no images or specific data about the colony, which didn’t surprise him. On the corporation’s official excavation site, only the location was mentioned without providing further details. He had no idea how Gaia had obtained the exact coordinates.

Since there wasn’t much more to do without concrete data, Gennet turned off the terminal after reading a bit about the planet and stretched. His body craved rest, so he got up to find something to eat and take a couple of hours of sleep.

The back pain disappeared when his technified spine corrected his posture and released a slight dose of endorphins. He finished drinking the Nitro G can he had on the table in one gulp and slowly climbed the stairs.

While the music pounded in her ears, Misha remembered the conversation she had with García before leaving:

"I’m sorry about what happened this morning," García began, now with a warm and friendly tone. Misha looked at him nervously. "The test was designed to measure reactions, not performance. It was necessary to establish a clear profile..." Misha opened her mouth to say something, but García interrupted her with a gesture of his hand. "Please listen. I understand that you may be confused, but you must believe me when I say it wasn’t a mistake. It may be a coincidence that you, Web, and Phantom know each other, but it’s no accident that we chose you. Web is a genius in his field, while Phantom is one of the few zeros who possess that particular factor that, although it may be considered weak, is extremely useful for this job. Without going into details, you were selected as a last-minute member when we learned of your transfer to the base, something that, let me tell you, wasn’t planned by the high command. Instead of canceling it, we decided to investigate, as your factor seemed very interesting for the project..."

Misha paused for a moment to rest. "The old man isn’t so bad after all," she thought.

Suddenly, she felt hands grabbing her buttocks, squeezing them hard. Scared and unprepared, she reacted instinctively, sliding to the side of the bench, turning on herself, and throwing a claw swipe.

Matt screamed. He didn’t expect such a reaction from Misha, so he couldn’t prevent that claw, fast as lightning, from drawing a wide gash across his face. He didn’t even have time to enter the zero state. His vision turned red as blood gushed out in spurts, burning his clothes and splattering everything.

Misha, drenched in blood, turned pale as she realized what she had just done, her body stiffened by a feeling of suffocation. She looked at her bloody hand, noticing that one of the claws had what looked like the remains of an eyeball. She let out a scream.
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