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    From the Publisher 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s not often I write prefaces to books. Not as a publisher, anyway. But this is different. This book is about army life... no, scratch that. This book is about all the soldiers, sergeants and officers who... how can I make myself clear? There’re a couple of them in every army. Sometimes more. They serve with gusto, never losing heart, always cheerful and resourceful, finding a special delight in faithfully performing their duties — and still they manage to get themselves embroiled in the funniest of troubles which you can’t watch without either crying or bursting into laughter. 
 
    But they still overcome all odds to complete their missions, they honor their oaths, and most importantly, they know the true value of combat brotherhood. Think Tom Cruise in Edge of Tomorrow, or Jim Abraham’s Hot Shots!, or Demobbed by Roman Kachanov, or even Paul Verhoeven’s Starship Troopers. I could name at least another hundred titles like these. But better still, simply read the book, even if just to disagree with me, as the case may be. 
 
     
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE’S A BLACK SCREEN displaying lines of text, one after another, right in front of me. The characters look strange, but their meaning is perfectly clear. 
 
      
 
    ACTIVATING RESURRECTION PROTOCOL… 
 
      
 
    STATUS… ACTIVATION SUCCESSFUL… 
 
      
 
    LOADING SAVED DATA… 
 
      
 
    ERROR… ERROR… ERROR… 
 
      
 
    SAVED DATA NOT FOUND… 
 
      
 
    PROTOCOL CHANGE 
 
      
 
    ACTIVATING REBIRTH PROTOCOL… 
 
      
 
    STATUS… ACTIVATION SUCCESSFUL… 
 
      
 
    MEMORY BACKUP… SUCCESSFUL… 
 
      
 
    CLEAR MEMORY… 
 
      
 
    ERROR… ERROR… ERROR… 
 
      
 
    CLEARING FAILED… 
 
      
 
    ACCESS RIGHTS INSUFFICIENT… 
 
      
 
    SEARCHING FOR SOLUTION… PROTOCOL DATA LOADING… 
 
      
 
    LOADING… 
 
      
 
    ERROR… INSUFFICIENT SPACE… 
 
      
 
    SEARCHING FOR SOLUTION… SEARCHING FOR SOLUTION… SEARCHING FOR SOLUTION… 
 
      
 
    REBOOTING… 
 
      
 
    The text collapsed into a white dot in the center. The screen flickered and went out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Get those eyes open, recruit! I can see you’ve come to your senses already!” 
 
      
 
    The room was all spick and span. I was sitting in something that resembled a hybrid of a dentist’s chair and a spaceship control cabin. A man of an indeterminate age dressed in a medic’s whites was scrutinizing me with his glass eye. And by “glass eye” I didn’t mean him wearing spectacles. His right eye was made of actual glass and had a red pupil glowing inside. His left was gray and looked absolutely normal. What didn’t resemble normalcy in any way, though, was the line of green text above the man’s head. 
 
      
 
    DC.Gamma44.10-24 (“Nobel”) 
 
      
 
    And yet, my only reaction to a situation this freakish was mild surprise, which vanished completely the very next instant when I turned my head and saw my reflection in the mirror wall on my right, to be replaced by a state of profound shock. I leaped off my cot, making Nobel recoil, and gaped as I stared at my reflection. Although the possessive pronoun “my” would be a misnomer in this case. 
 
      
 
    There was a man staring right back at me from the reflective surface of the wall. I didn’t know him from Adam. Young, judging by his skin. The body looked fit and even sported well-defined abs. There wasn’t a single hair anywhere on his body, which didn’t make him look repulsive. In fact, you could probably call the man attractive if it wasn’t for the glaring absence of any male parts. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” My hand couldn’t feel anything, either, so the problem wasn’t with my vision. “Where the hell am I, and what in the name of everything unholy is going on with me?!” 
 
      
 
    Nobel let out a laugh behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Judging by your personnel file, you used to be male.” He sniggered. “Anyway, you have no use for that appendage now. They’re considered a waste of resources. I don’t think yours was anything to write home about, but a wiener here and a wiener there add up to a whole body. And the Army doesn’t ever waste resources! They don’t appear out of thin air, you know!” 
 
      
 
    Having found nothing in my crotch a moment ago, my hand seemed in need of something else to grapple. Nobel’s scrawny neck appeared a fitting substitute. He must have sensed the change in my demeanor, for his tone immediately shifted from mockery to sympathy. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get so upset about it. You can get your junk back. In fact, you can get your entire body back, if you’re so attached to it for whatever reason. It’s all recorded in the database. However, right now you’re the property of the 3rd Army, which has bought you out—or, rather, bought out your mind—strictly for its own needs. But you don’t need me to tell you all this. You can read it for yourself. 
 
      
 
    Lines of text started to scroll before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    To Recruit RB13.A3.130013 (ID undefined), 
 
      
 
    You have been subjected to the Rebirth protocol. As part of this protocol, all your previous memories have been erased. Your personality has been reset. The most likely path of development as a result of the Testing is Military (89%). 
 
      
 
    The request of the Human Commonwealth has been fulfilled. You have been assigned to the 126th Mobile Infantry Regiment as per the Directive. Deployment location: planet XAZ20405TM34596. 
 
      
 
    Carry out your duties with honor, recruit! 
 
      
 
    Universe-13. 
 
      
 
    Aye aye, Sir. Roger that, Sir. All right, what’s next? 
 
      
 
    Personnel File. 
 
      
 
    RB13.A3.130013 (ID undefined), 
 
      
 
    System Rank: Reset. 
 
      
 
    Social Affiliation: Humanity. Human Commonwealth. 
 
      
 
    Free Will: Temporarily restricted. 
 
      
 
    Current Owner: HC Third Army 
 
      
 
    Current Status: Military. 
 
      
 
    Class: Undefined. 
 
      
 
    Rank: Recruit. 
 
      
 
    Awards and Privileges: None. 
 
      
 
    Skills: Not activated. 
 
      
 
    Enhancements: None. 
 
      
 
    Reputation: 
 
      
 
    Human Commonwealth — Indifference. 
 
      
 
    This didn’t make things any clearer. A familiar sense of panic started to rise somewhere deep inside, but it seemed vague, as if it belonged to someone else. I heard Nobel’s voice again. 
 
      
 
    “You’re up for initial briefing. Follow the signs. And good luck to you, recruit!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Nobel…” 
 
      
 
    A green arrow appeared in my field of vision, and my feet carried me towards the exit as if of their own accord. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on! I keep forgetting. You can designate an identifier for yourself, and you’re best off doing it now, or the sergeant will do the honors instead. And whatever he comes up with is almost guaranteed to rub you the wrong way.” 
 
      
 
    I shot him a bewildered glance. 
 
      
 
    “An identifier.” Nobel grinned. “Although you might be more familiar with the word ‘name.’” 
 
      
 
    Name. My name. That was simple, right? My name. Suddenly, it was as though something exploded inside my skull. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant! This is the freaking limit!!! Who do you think you are?!” This was from a fat guy in an unfamiliar uniform. 
 
      
 
    I was standing in the battle station looking at numerous approaching red dots with apprehension. A vaguely familiar voice chirped happily somewhere off to the side, “Captain, we’re done for. Again.” 
 
      
 
    A skinny guy in a tactical uniform smiled with a crooked mouth, casting a sly glance in my direction. 
 
      
 
    “Our watch boss is a right monster, but folks on this watch duty have your back, so your fat ass is safe. Although you’ll slim down in no time.” 
 
      
 
    There were two blue moons in the sky. The surf murmured gently, and the see breeze made me feel chipper. The woman next to me shivered, wrapping herself in a blanket tightly. “Sweetheart, are we going to freeze our bums off here for much longer? Why don’t we go inside?” 
 
      
 
    A blonde toddler was looking at me adoringly. “Hey dad, what cool stuff will you bring back for me when you return from your deep-loy-mint?” 
 
      
 
    I was walking alongside a military formation, past soldiers clad in a variety of armor and equipped with all sorts of weaponry. However, all the equipment was uniformly painted in black, and everyone in the formation bore the same emblem on their chest and left shoulder. A dazzling green-eyed ginger girl clad in heavy assault armor stepped out from the formation to report: “Commander, the troops are in formation!” 
 
      
 
    I was surrounded by unbearable heat. The plastic of my jumpsuit was beginning to melt, but there was one of my men somewhere inside. A loud crack came from above as the support beams started to collapse over my head. “Rowan 32, do you copy? This is Eleven to Rowan 32, do you copy?! Rowan 32!” 
 
      
 
    There was a familiar grunting of someone I knew well. A wet nose touched my cheek, and a rough tongue started its morning hygiene routine. “Elijah, holy crap! I’m awake, hold on… We’ll go for walkies in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head inadvertently, trying to dispel the chaos of sounds and images flooding it. I managed it successfully. Nothing remained but the name. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah. I choose ‘Elijah.’” 
 
      
 
    A line of text appeared before my eyes suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Data updated. RB13.A3.130013 (“Elijah”) 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “NOW LISTEN UP, wimps,” Sergeant RS212.А3.152361 (Whipcracker) addressed the recruits sitting on the floor before him lazily from his comfortable perch on an ammunition container. All my future comrades-in-arms looked similar to me and each other, almost like identical twins. Some faces appeared more feminine, but in terms of their size and texture, they were no different from the rest. Essentially, there were “boys” and “girls,” but only if you looked closely enough. All of us had nothing but smooth skin in our groin area, just like baby dolls. 
 
      
 
    The sergeant stood out from us. He resembled a normal person. His build was significantly stronger than ours. There was no hair on his head, either, but that seemed to be the result of shaving in his case, as his eyebrows were intact. His face also differed from ours. It had the look of an ordinary, mean-spirited scoundrel. At the moment, the scoundrel was smirking. Perhaps not all recruits had the privilege of going through Nobel’s hands, or perhaps Nobel had forgotten to mention the possibility of changing their identifier on their own to three of those who’d ended up in our unit. The sergeant gladly exercised that right, and now we had recruit RS224.A3.476398 (“Beanpole”), recruit RS224.A3.476185 (“Clown”) and recruit RS224.A3.476956 (“Cowgirl”). None of them seemed to appreciate the hilarity of their new monikers. 
 
      
 
    “You may have heard the phrase ‘cannon fodder.’ Well, ‘fodder’ is still a long way to go for you. You’re not even a proper ingredient yet. You’re the manure that fertilizes the field, which is where the grain grows. The grain gets ground into flour, kneaded into dough, and shaped into rolls. They freeze them and send them light-years away to our mess hall. That’s where we can start talking of ‘fodder,’ or, rather, a crisp and fragrant roll to be enjoyed by the officers in our case. As for you, you’ll keep lapping up your protein slop as you inhale the scent of baking wistfully, in full realization of your own absolute insignificance.” 
 
      
 
    He fell silent, his eyes scanning over those seated. The individuals beside me hurriedly turned away as their gazes locked. As his eyes brushed past me, I held his gaze without flinching or turning away. The sergeant slid away in passing, but soon returned, his eyes fixed on me. I maintained my steady gaze upon him, and he reciprocated with a smirk curling his lips. 
 
      
 
    “All right, listen up, you bunch of walking abortions. Let’s open up those skills of yours. Are they open? If the Angels didn’t mess up—and they can’t mess up because they’re Angels, right?” The sergeant chuckled briefly at his own joke and scanned the group once again. When some timid smiles appeared, he nodded with a satisfied expression and continued. “You should have the following skills with the following levels…” 
 
      
 
    “Marksmanship — Level 1. See it? I can’t hear you!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” came the dissonant shouts. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Melee Combat — Level 1. See it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” 
 
      
 
    “Explosives, Light Armor, Medicine. All at Level 1. See them?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant…” 
 
      
 
    “All of that is how it should be. Because you’re all zeroes. And the Army has given you a gift. And it’s free. Because it’s a gift!” The sergeant was about to laugh at his own joke again, but suddenly grew serious and continued, “Everything else costs money! You’ll get paid for missions. The missions are assigned by command. Take a look at your balance. It should be minus one hundred fifty thousand credits. See it?” 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Sergeant!" There was a hint of contemplation and concern in everybody’s voices this time. 
 
      
 
    “Now, why minus? That’s easy. All your skills and equipment cost money, and the same is true for your bodies, although they’re cheaper. The Army has footed the bill for all of the above. Which means you got it on credit. Moreover, there’s no interest on it! This is your chance of a new life! A chance to prove you can be useful to the Army! You are at the very beginning of your path, though, and the way you develop depends on no one but yourselves. However, let’s get back to your skills. You are infantry. Well, no, let me rephrase that. You are the embryo of infantry. And so you have a handful of relevant skills. The numbers next to them represent your level, which is currently at one. That’s the basic value.” 
 
      
 
    A screen lit up behind the sergeant. 
 
      
 
    “This is the MK17 assault rifle.” A 3D picture of the rifle appeared on the screen at once. “This is your new best and closest friend. This is the TK2 trench knife…” 
 
      
 
    We saw a series of pictures. There was the assault rifle, the trench knife, as well as armor and grenades. My head was beginning to spin, and I was finding it hard to follow the sergeant’s narrative. 
 
      
 
    “Thirteen! Over to me!” 
 
      
 
    I got up and approached the sergeant. 
 
      
 
    “If your mental image of myself as a real nasty bastard still remains incomplete and if my introductory speech hasn’t inspired you enough, allow me to introduce the final touch. Recruit Thirteen will now demonstrate his hand-to-hand combat skills to all of us. Skills that are no different from yours. As for me, I will demonstrate my hand-to-hand combat skills, too, which, in my case, will differ from yours somewhat. I will even give Thirteen a real combat knife. My very own blade, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    He extended the knife towards me by the handle. I took it and tried it on for size, getting a strange sensation. Everything seemed fine, but the balance was terrible, making it incredibly awkward to hold. 
 
      
 
    “Take a look at its properties.” 
 
      
 
    Everybody’s attention instantly focused on the knife. A line of text lit up above it in blue. 
 
      
 
    TKX32М Trench knife (Requirements: Melee Combat — Level 15) 
 
      
 
    The sergeant pulled the knife out of my hand holding it by the blade. As soon as he held the weapon in his hand, the edge of the blade became blurry and a blueish light engulfed it. 
 
      
 
    “See this?” The sergeant pointed at the knife’s blade. “It’s in combat mode now. You’re not entitled to such a knife right now, but with enough patience and a fair bit of luck, if you complete the training course and join the regular forces, you might acquire something similar. In the right hands, it can dice a man into small pieces in no time at all.” 
 
      
 
    He sheathed the blade, which had instantly ceased glowing, into the holster on his belt. 
 
      
 
    “In the meantime, you’ll have to do with the standard-issue blade, Thirteen.” 
 
      
 
    I picked up the standard-issue knife. It looked much less intimidating, but it fit far more comfortably in my hand. The balance was perfect. It felt just right. 
 
      
 
    “And now, Thirteen, I want you to gut me. With all the righteous hatred for your goddamned commanding officer that only a private can muster.” 
 
      
 
    My body slipped into a fighting stance of its own accord, my fingers adjusted their grip on the knife, and I made a feeble lunge. I immediately received a resounding slap in response. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not joking, Thirteen! When I’m telling you to gut me, I want you to do just that! Kill me! Onward, you pathetic wimp!” 
 
      
 
    My body snapped into a combat routine once again, and I made an honest attempt to skewer the sergeant. But then my knife flew out of my hand at once and I found my neck held in a vise grip. It felt more than a mere metaphor in this case. My vision started to darken, and I could hear the sergeant’s voice coming from far away. 
 
      
 
    “This is a very illustrative example of how skill level difference works.” 
 
      
 
    There was a sickening crunch as my neck vertebrae snapped. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHAT’S UP, ELIJAH? It’s been a while!” A red eye winked at me from above. 
 
      
 
    “Nobel? What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “You must have died.” 
 
      
 
    “Died? Like, how?” 
 
      
 
    “Literally! Another pointless death! Why pointless, you might ask? Because you’ve hardly managed to achieve anything meaningful in the brief time that has elapsed since our previous encounter.” 
 
      
 
    “The freaking sergeant’s broken my neck!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there you have it! What was the point in that?” 
 
      
 
    I sat up on my cot and looked at myself in the mirror. There were no changes—other than my somewhat stunned expression. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, that’s all pretty normal. However, given your Rebirth protocol, you may be in a state of confusion. What do you remember in general?” 
 
      
 
    I dwelled on it for a while. Blankness. Almost utter blankness. All my memories began with my first awakening here. I delved further into my memory. I could recall the detonation time of an OG40 offensive grenade being 3 seconds and 4 seconds for a defensive DG32. I could recall that a standard ES17 magazine could house 40 rounds, and an extended one, 60. I could recall… 
 
      
 
    “Diddly squat, Nobel. I don’t remember a damn thing.” 
 
      
 
    I got the impression that the red eye attempted to look compassionate. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a difficult case, for sure! Yet there’s nothing uncommon about it!” Nobel slapped my shoulder with a touch of cheer. “You’re not the first, my man, nor will you be the last! Evidently, you weren’t all too pleasant a character in your former life. Not dreadful enough to warrant rejection and deletion, but obnoxious enough to justify a full personality reset!” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of rubbish is this? What is even going on? And why am I only starting to feel bothered by it now? I didn’t seem to mind too much upon my initial awakening.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of rubbish is this!” Nobel parroted me. “The answer to your second question is simple—just a minor dose of sedative. The stress from ‘dying’ turned out to be slightly above our initial projections. I’ll fix that now.” 
 
      
 
    The previously frozen robot arm hanging overhead sprung to life just long enough to give me an injection. 
 
      
 
    “As for your first question, you can discover the answer for yourself. Just call up ‘Reference.’ Within the scope of your current access, of course,” Nobel tapped his forehead knowingly with his knuckle. “It’s all in here. There are no interfaces or virtual assistants. You don’t need to tap on a virtual keyboard or click on any windows or icons. There’s no chip in your brain. We haven’t gotten that far yet. You have your brain, which should be quite enough. And you have an information field in which you currently exist. Your mental imprint is constantly updated and stored… Well, it’s a bit hard to explain. But it’s not something you need to know right now, anyway. Just rest assured that it’s carefully preserved by Universe 13. We also call it the System. Now just think about the information you need, and you will receive it.” 
 
      
 
    Lines of text began to scroll down before my eyes, obscuring my view. 
 
      
 
    At present, the Human Commonwealth includes… 
 
      
 
    “You are free to choose what you want displayed, how you want it to be presented, and how much of it you actually want to know.” 
 
      
 
    It was distracting. The text turned semi-transparent. 
 
      
 
    Request: Previous life. Recruit RB13.A3.130013 (“Elijah”). Access denied. 
 
      
 
    Still distracting. The text shifted to the right. 
 
      
 
    Relocation is currently impossible as per the Directive. 
 
      
 
    What if I tried a voice interface? A dense male baritone started reading out the voice simultaneously to it being displayed. 
 
      
 
    The term “Earth” does not refer to any planet. Please use the planet’s Star Atlas number. 
 
      
 
    A female voice would be better. The voice switched to a woman’s. 
 
      
 
    The term “Solar System” is inapplicable to star systems. Please use the planet’s Star Atlas number. 
 
      
 
    Softer, please! The voice changed to another, painfully familiar. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me for everything. I didn’t want any of this to happen. Farewell…” 
 
      
 
    A grenade exploded in my head. Then everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    “Hot damn!” I jerked upright on my cot again. “Nobel! Did I die again? How on Earth?” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t actually,” Nobel had the introspective look of someone studying their own virtual interface. “I could have called it a ‘reboot,’ but it wasn’t exactly like that, either. First, our Access Point does not have sufficient authority. Second, judging by the fact that you still remember my name, the information pertaining to your being here has not been erased. I could have called it a Glitch, with a capital G, since I’ve never seen anything like that before in my life.” 
 
      
 
    The look he gave me made me think of a scientist giving a lab rat the once-over before getting to the chloroforming and disembowelment business. 
 
      
 
    “Would you tell me something, dear friend Elijah? What information did you call up before your brain disengaged?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not quite sure. I was trying to find out stuff about the planet Earth and the Solar System. I probably asked something else, too, but… nope, I’m just drawing a blank there.” 
 
      
 
    “And what exactly do you mean by—was that ‘dirt planet’?” 
 
      
 
    “Not a ‘dirt planet.’ Planet Earth. Well, it’s a planet. I used to live there. Although… I’m not entirely sure.” 
 
      
 
    “And what’s its Star Atlas number?” 
 
      
 
    “Not you, too!” I winced. My head didn’t seem to ache, but some reverberation of the “explosion” still remained. “I have no idea!” 
 
      
 
    “This is really interesting,” Nobel got introspective again. “Well, obviously, planets get all sorts of names and monikers besides their Star Atlas number, but I don’t see anything remotely similar. Soil, was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Earth, dammit! E-A-R-T-H!” 
 
      
 
    “Is there any difference?” 
 
      
 
    “There is, trust me!” 
 
      
 
    “Nope, still nothing. And do you know what surprises me the most?” Nobel got his “got-you-now” glint in his eyes again. “The fact that you remember anything in the first place! The personnel file says it clearly: complete personality reset. You aren’t supposed to remember anything other than what you’re supposed to remember, tee hee… Consider it a pun… Anyway, you’re not supposed to remember any planet called—Earth, right? Considering nothing of the sort is mentioned in the Star Atlas, it’s also a Glitch. Once again, your own personal Glitch with a capital G.” 
 
      
 
    He rubbed the bridge of his nose pensively. 
 
      
 
    “Or could it be that our access is insufficient? No, that’s preposterous.” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to ask a question, but at that moment some pleasant and completely unfamiliar female voice said, 
 
      
 
    “Recruit RB13.A3.130013 (“Elijah”), report to your unit immediately. Time left until your fine begins to accrue…” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WE WERE STANDING there waiting for a portal to open, sweating like pigs in the blazing sun. There were eight recruits in pairs standing three feet apart. The entire personnel of the 1st squad. Behind us, at an interval of fifteen feet, the other two squads of our platoon lined up in the same way. 
 
      
 
    The portal was a semicircle with a radius of about twenty feet. It was currently highlighted in gray. 
 
      
 
    Portal P21.A3.19. 
 
      
 
    Status: Inactive. 
 
      
 
    We were clad in light infantry armor, which was essentially a bulletproof vest protecting only the torso. We also had knee pads, elbow pads, heavy boots, and an open helmet. Apart from that, there was a lightweight jumpsuit, seemingly made of cellophane, which didn’t allow any air in and gradually collected all the sweat running down my body in my boots. An assault rifle in hand, four spare magazines in the vest, two grenades, and a knife on the side. That was the image of a recruit, the embryonic stage of a mobile infantryman. 
 
      
 
    Our sergeant, accompanied two other squad commanders, sat in the shade, sipping something from a flask and periodically bursting into wild laughter. Each of them was clad in a MIA-i MK12 armor. They had no weapons; they weren’t planning on fighting. That was going to be our job. Or rather, dying. That’s exactly what they told us at the briefing. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Listen up, greenhorns!” Sergeant Whipcracker was strolling along the formation leisurely. “We don’t have time to pussyfoot around. Each day you spend in the training camp costs the army a penny. While you’re learning, you’re not earning. You’re spending. Spending the Army’s money. And that’s not good. Why, that’s very bad. Heh heh! Very bad indeed!” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant looked over the formation, satisfied with the bowed heads of the new recruits acknowledging their worthlessness, and continued. 
 
      
 
    “All the necessary skills to kill the enemy have been put in your heads. Theoretically. Beginner-level stuff, all of it. You can improve your skills in two ways. The first is by purchasing the necessary databases. But that’s not an option any of you parasites can use. Cause you’re broke asses, each and every one of you! Heh heh! So you’re left with just one option, really. And that’s leveling up the necessary skills. Basically, this translates to fighting. Well, I might say ‘fighting,’ but it’ll be different in your case. You’ll be dying, not fighting! Heh heh! But! There’s a specific aspect to it, if you have that word in your vocabulary! If you don’t drop dead on every mission, you’ll rake in a bit of money. The arithmetic is simple. There are 120 missions in the training course. If you’re not complete imbeciles, you will develop the necessary skills sufficient to transition into the regular troops over that time. However, if you are, imbeciles after all, which I strongly suspect… Heh heh… why, you’ll be sent away for ‘recycling’. Actually, the correct word is ‘retraining’. They will ‘reset’ you and send you join the ranks of the Commonwealth’s labor pool—as sanitation workers, for instance, which is where you retards rightly belong…” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant fell silent, stood still, and seemed lost in thought. 
 
      
 
    “Now then, what was I talking about? Oh, indeed! The specific aspect I mentioned. A hundred and twenty missions equals as many deaths. Planned losses, if you will. Your ‘mighty bodies’… Heh heh… cost the Army 100 creds a pop. The equipment you’ll be issued initially costs 300 creds. That’s a total of 400. By dying a hundred and twenty times you’ll dump a mountain of money down the toilet! Portal operation, the best equipment we can provide, your grub, your skills, my priceless time, and all kinds of bureaucratic crap add up to roughly a hundred and fifty grand that you currently owe the Army. Trust me, that’s not too steep a price for a chance to prove yourselves and come back to life instead of existing as a totally useless record in the Universe’s information field! Anyway, if you survive and manage to hold on to some of your equipment, the Army will tally it all up, rest assured about that! Half the money saved in this manner will go towards covering your debt, and the other half will be at your disposal! You can squander it on booze, chow, gambling, or even buying back that limp appendage of yours! Heh heh! However, you’ll have to pay an extra ten creds for it each time you get revived! But you’ll be able to tug at it to your hearts’ content! Heh heh!” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant frowned suddenly. The recruits’ faces cracked in wide grins at once. 
 
      
 
    Seeing his joke appreciated, the sergeant nodded and continued. 
 
      
 
    “Still, if I happen to be wrong and you use your head for more than just shoving in rations, you’ll spend those credits on upgrades. You’ve all met Dr. Nobel. He’s your go-to man for skill enhancements and physical modifications. Although I doubt that any of you will scrape together enough to afford the latter. You can also buy the best weapons and armor if you really bust your hump, but, once again, all of that will entail higher revival costs. And no, the Army won’t extend your credit line! Everything is on you! Anyway…” 
 
      
 
    He stopped abruptly, turned to face the formation, and pointed his finger somewhere behind us. 
 
      
 
    “It’s better to die once than to hear about it a hundred times! Behind you are your personal weapon lockers! They’re labeled with your identifiers for your convenience, you dolts! You know how to wear and where to attach things, even if you might think you don’t. Heh heh! You have five minutes! Get going!” 
 
      
 
    We ran to the lockers. A red light was on right above the handle. As soon as I grabbed the handle, the light turned green, the lock clicked, and the door opened. 
 
      
 
    Descriptions of the items inside were flashing before my eyes. There was no time to inspect everything, to understand what went where and for what reason. It turned out the body had a memory of its own. 
 
      
 
    The jumpsuit went on top of bare skin, followed by boots, body armor, and additional gear; adjust straps and buckles, check ammo, don the helmet, close the locker, return to formation—the routine was complete. 
 
      
 
    I returned second. The first was my twin brother recruit RS224.A3.476932 (“Glen”). But the most amazing thing was that the sergeant had also changed. And he wasn’t wearing the junk issued to recruits. His was quite decent armor, if the information in my head was to be trusted. 
 
      
 
    MIA-i MK12 armor (Requirements: Power Armor — Level 15). Standard mobile infantry armor for conducting combat operations on the surface of habitable planets. Class: Assault. 
 
      
 
    Modification: For non-commissioned officers. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Hidden. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Hidden. 
 
      
 
    I checked my stats. I did have the Power Armor skill, which was at Level 1, predictably enough. Apart from that, there was also a skill simply called Armor, also at 1. That was the skill responsible for the crap I was wearing now. 
 
      
 
    TIA-4 armor (Requirements: Armor — Level 1). Standard light training armor for conducting combat operations on the surface of habitable planets. Class: None. 
 
      
 
    Modification: None. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t impressed. At all. Duh, but did I have anything to compare it with? I did. For instance, I wouldn’t consider the armor that the sergeant was strutting in so proudly right now fit even for my assault unit rookies. Damn! Where was all that stuff coming from? 
 
      
 
    “Ten-hut! Ready front!” The sergeant's voice cut through my hazy memories as all the “clones” straightened up in line. 
 
      
 
    “Well now… we have today’s ‘kamikaze’, right here,” the sergeant approached the line and gazed from top to bottom at the recruit on the far right, who had been the last to return to formation. Recruitess, perhaps? Or were we all called recruits regardless? Softer facial features suggested this particular comrade of mine belonged to the virtual female gender. My suspicion was also confirmed by the label above her head. 
 
      
 
    Recruit RS224.А3.476487 (“Mica”) 
 
      
 
    “And now, le-e-eft! And follow the green arrow on the double!!! Time to die, greenhorns, time to die! They aren’t called suicide missions for nothing!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The laughing sergeants suddenly fell silent, hid their flasks, emerging from under the awning, and proceeded to line up casually. 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant RS203.A3.002549 (“Thor”) approached them slowly. The four brave sergeants gave a lazy salute, receiving a similarly casual salute in return. It was clear that they all knew each other well, and the noncoms did not feel any piety towards the commanding officer. 
 
      
 
    A brief conversation. Another casual salute and the sergeants quickly headed to their respective units. The lieutenant walked with our sergeant at the head of the column. 
 
      
 
    A red warning message appeared before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! TIME UNTIL PORTAL OPENS 10-9-8…1 
 
      
 
    The surface of the semicircle blinked blue and rippled. A cool breeze came from within, revealing a patch of ground sprinkled with snow and a bunch of half-destroyed concrete buildings nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Double-time march!” The commanders stepped inside first, and we followed. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! You are leaving Safe Zone P21.A3.19 (Training Camp 19) 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! You are entering Conditional Danger Zone P21.A3.55 (Weapons Range 55) 
 
      
 
    WE SPRINTED TOWARD THE BUILDINGS without pausing for a second near the portal, spurred by the loud cries of our commanding officers. The surrounding air temperature dropped noticeably. Occasional snowflakes were wafting down from the sky. My body went into a state of near-shock as it sharply reduced its heat output. 
 
      
 
    The sergeant was the first to reach the building, waited for the arrival of the entire squad, and raised his hand to attract attention: 
 
      
 
    “All right, you morons! Today’s task is as simple as they get! Out there,” the sergeant pointed behind his back with a thumb, “is where the territory of your base ends. Your base is this shed,” he rapped on the gray wall of the building that we were standing next to. Fifteen hundred feet behind the base is where no man’s land begins. Beyond that is the enemy base. It’s a shed just like this one. I’m staying inside the base. The commander of your enemies for today, Sergeant Cox, will be waiting for you inside the enemy base. Your task is to take the enemy base and eliminate the commander. To do that, you just have to shoot at him and hit your target. Hey, Thirteen, what was your name again… Elijah!” 
 
      
 
    I barked back automatically, to my own surprise, “Aye aye, Sergeant!” 
 
      
 
    “Fire at me, rookie!” 
 
      
 
    I raised the rifle and squeezed the trigger. No shot fired. A message immediately popped up before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Friendly Target! 
 
      
 
    The sergeant burst into laughter. 
 
      
 
    “This is a means of protecting you morons from you morons! Heh heh! The Army doesn’t need any stupid losses, and it will try to guard you from the consequences of your own stupidity to the best of its ability! Now pay close attention and tell me what changes you see.” 
 
      
 
    The legend in green lettering above his head that read Sergeant RS212.A3.152361 (“Whipcracker”) turned red. 
 
      
 
    “Your status has changed to ‘hostile’, sergeant!” Recruit Glen standing next to me barked readily. 
 
      
 
    “Correct, recruit. Now, Elijah, give it another try.” 
 
      
 
    I raised the rifle again and squeezed the trigger. This time the rifle fired. A burst of three rounds flashed in three bluish sparks on the sergeant’s chest, causing him to sway slightly. The shots inflicted no visible damage. 
 
      
 
    “Your weapons can’t do me any harm. Even if I disable the force field, your peashooters don’t stand a chance of piercing my armor. But they can pierce yours. Not on first try, though. Right, where’s our kamikaze? Mica, fall out! To the wall!” 
 
      
 
    The recruit who had come last darted out of line and pressed herself against a wall nearby the sergeant, glaring at him sullenly. 
 
      
 
    “And there we go.” 
 
      
 
    Mica’s name color switched from green to red. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, single shot. Aim for the chest.” 
 
      
 
    My body jolted back to life, snapping into an automatic routine. Raise the rifle. Switch to ‘single shot’. Draw a bead on Mica’s chest. Fire. The girl got thrown against the wall. She doubled over, clutching her chest, but managed not to fall. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not that bad, right?! Your torso is protected. At least, at the beginning of the battle, while the armor is more or less intact. Try not to expose yourself to bullets, and you’ll be fine. War is quite simple. Kill the enemy and make sure they don’t kill you. Nothing complicated! And now, take look at the map.” 
 
      
 
    A schematic representation of the area appeared in my field of vision. I had already become accustomed to having it displayed conveniently for easy comprehension. There were four large buildings on our side and four more on the opposite side on the map. There was a multitude of colored dots strewn near each building. 
 
      
 
    “It’s as simple as it gets. The green dots are your squad. The blue dots are other friendly squads in our platoon. The red dots are your enemies. Orange, enemy units; hostile, but not your primary targets for today. The fat red dot is fat old Sergeant Cox. Heh heh. It’s hard to miss him. The most important thing is for at least one of you to have at least one hand left to pull the trigger and one eye left to aim!” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant looked at Mica, who had already caught her breath and straightened up. Her name changed back to green. 
 
      
 
    “If you think that you’ve gotten off the hook this easily, you’re gravely mistaken. Some people say good offense is the best defense. I don’t know who came up with that dumb phrase, but they obviously didn’t serve in mobile infantry. And they definitely didn’t face off against entrenched foes, comfortably dug into their bunkers and pillboxes. Those bastards will just sit there unleashing a hailstorm of bullets at you with one hand, leisurely sipping cold beer from a mug they’ll hold in the other all the while. No, if you can’t bulldoze your enemy’s defenses in one fell swoop, launching an attack is always the worse option! But you misfits, you’re really out of luck here. Mobile infantry is an offensive weapon! It’s the Striking Fist of the Commonwealth! You’ll find yourselves on the offensive almost always! Even when those lazy airborne bastards cannot give you any cover! And even when the artillerymen have exchanged all the ammo for liquor, gotten plastered, and can’t support your offensive anymore! But you’ll experience all of that way later, in our glorious regular Army. At least, some of you morons will. For now, you will be given a choice between offense and defense. How do we decide? By flipping a coin, perhaps? No! There is no room for chance in mobile infantry! We have to claw our advantage from the enemy’s jaws!” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant looked at Mica again and smirked. 
 
      
 
    “And that applies to all of you—even if you’re as inept as this recruit! Your task is to head towards the enemy. Find someone in no man’s land who’s as much of a screw-up as you are, and be the first to gun them down, without getting yourself killed in the process. In that case, we defend. Otherwise, we attack. Is everything clear?” 
 
      
 
    The girl nodded. 
 
      
 
    “IS EVERYTHING FREAKING CLEAR?!” 
 
      
 
    “Aye aye, sergeant!” 
 
      
 
    “Get to it! Whipcracker to Cox, do you copy? Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    Mica darted around the corner of a building with a rifle slung across her shoulder, and disappeared from sight, becoming a green dot on the tactical map. 
 
      
 
    “I hold scant faith that this klutz can secure an advantage for you, so I suggest you start mapping out your offensive paths. There’ll be no coordination from my end today. You’ll get your first taste of real democracy. Once the roles have been assigned, you’ll have five minutes to get yourselves organized. Try to formulate a strategy, if you’re familiar with that word, too. Heh heh! Use the map and act on your knowledge of enemy placement. It should be simple, right? After all, this is just a drill. In real life, you may not even have a map, let alone be able to see your enemies on it! Reconnaissance is not omnipotent, satellites might fail to spot your foes, they might malfunction, or they might not even be there at all! So make the most of what you have…” 
 
      
 
    Gunshots rang out. A grenade exploded. A green dot halfway across the neutral zone blinked and went dark. 
 
      
 
    “See what I told you! The dimwitted bi…” 
 
      
 
    A red dot blinked twice ,and then also went out. The sergeant grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “This is getting interesting. Congratulations, you dolts. It’s a meeting engagement today! That means both we and they will be advancing. Simultaneously. The fight will take place head-on in no man’s land. Use your terrain advantage. You have five minutes until the fight begins. The countdown begins now. Oh, and if I get taken out before Cox… Well, let me just give you a piece of friendly advice: it’s much better for all parties involved if you don’t let that happen.” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant waved us off and leisurely retreated into the building. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Time until combat begins: 05:00… 04:59… 04:58… 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “NOW LISTEN up!” 
 
      
 
    Glen decided to take the initiative right off the bat. 
 
      
 
    “Four of us, including me, will create an assault team. We’ll be taking the middle route, proceeding side by side…” 
 
      
 
    I scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “Like a row of tin cans waiting to be shot!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Like a row of tin cans waiting to be shot, I say, all in a row! And it won’t take long for the shooter to start racking up points like this was a carnival game!” 
 
      
 
    Glen narrowed his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any other suggestions? Do you have any combat experience?” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him, taken aback a little. 
 
      
 
    “No. I don’t know. I can’t recall. Are you trying to say that you do, and that you remember stuff related to fighting?” 
 
      
 
    Glenn scowled. 
 
      
 
    “You’re one of those freaking Reborn, aren’t you? I do, actually. And yes, I do remember stuff. Not every single detail, but I have certainly been in a few skirmishes. And everybody else here has some memories… except for you. Who else here has seen action?” 
 
      
 
    Three hands went up. RS224.A3.476587 (“Butch,”) RS224.A3.476185 (“Clown,”) and RS224.A3.476685 (“Tanya.”) 
 
      
 
    “So, Clown, Butch… and Beanpole will come with me.” 
 
      
 
    The two 'veterans' nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Tanya, you, the amnesiac, and Cowgirl are the support team. Advance to the right and cover our group’s assault.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my hand. 
 
      
 
    “The amnesiac has a question. I understand your strategy as applied in a typical scenario of small groups advancing, but we’re dealing with something else today.” 
 
      
 
    “Explain!” 
 
      
 
    “Take a good look at the map! What do you see?” 
 
      
 
    “Quit showing off, if you have something to say, say it. If not, follow orders!” 
 
      
 
    I smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Orders? Fair enough, there has to be a leader. Anyway! Do you see those red dots? Well, those guys can see us too! And our so-called support team instantly becomes a kamikaze squad. And as Mica’s example showed, they don’t last long. Capeesh?” 
 
      
 
    Glen opened his mouth to retort. Closed it. Opened it again. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, we’ll go in a staggered line. Short dashes. Fifteen feet apart.” 
 
      
 
    00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! The battle begins! You are in a restricted zone! You have one minute to evacuate! 
 
      
 
    A red zone appeared on our side of the map, slowly expanding towards the enemy. The green dots representing allies located within it started to flash. Laser pointer dots appeared on my chest. My body instinctively dropped to the ground. The dots didn’t vanish. Instead, they performed a leisurely dance on my body. I scanned for the snipers and quickly identified them. 
 
      
 
    Artillery towers on tall pylons, scattered across the entire Training Ground, had suddenly come to life and were now selecting their targets. The targets were my entire unit, currently located in the “restricted zone.” 
 
      
 
    Voice communication switched on in my helmet. I heard the Sergeant’s voice, which was dripping with smugness. 
 
      
 
    “Forgot to mention something, you maggots! Advance! Don’t stay put! Staying in the restricted zone for longer than a minute will have immediate consequences! Delivered at bullet speed, as it were. Heh heh!” 
 
      
 
    My squad “unfroze” and set into motion at last. I let everyone pass and ended up as the far left in our line. An uneven line of green dots, one of which was me, tilted slightly to the left, slowly emerged from the “red zone” and started moving towards the enemy. 
 
      
 
    The no man’s land was a rough wasteland with pieces of concrete of different sizes and configurations scattered all over it haphazardly. There were also craters, partially filled with melting snow. The depth of the assault sector was, as the sergeant had said, about fifteen hundred feet, and the width was around three hundred. 
 
      
 
    The red dots split into two groups, three and four people in each. The group of four headed straight for us. The group of three started to veer off, bypassing our main group and attempting to infiltrate our left flank. Apparently, our opponents decided to do everything by the book, either disregarding or ignoring our position. 
 
      
 
    Being the one on the far left, I didn’t particularly enjoy this. They were planning to wipe us out with flank fire as soon as they got within aimed shooting distance. And I would be their primary target. 
 
      
 
    “Attention everyone, this is Elijah. The enemy’s vanguard has split off from their main group and is continuing to pull away. I suggest we deal with them first. Let’s shift to the left and encircle them.” 
 
      
 
    “Glen here. Disregard that. Continue moving in a line. The main target is the enemy base.” 
 
      
 
    “Glenn, are you a moron? They’ll mow us down from the flank!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your flank, retard. You take care of them so we don’t get mowed down!” 
 
      
 
    This was getting too much like a demented game of soldiers for my liking. We could see the enemy on the map perfectly well, and they could see us. We kept marching towards each other until there were no more than some three hundred feet between us. Then everybody slowed down at once, spotting natural barriers and dashing from cover to cover. I found Mica’s body next to one such cover. She was lying supine on the ground. A rifle burst had hit her right in the head, one of the bullets catching her square in the left eye, and she looked like a broken tailor’s dummy. I found her opponent’s body behind the next cover. One look at it allowed me to reconstruct the picture of their short battle. Mica had managed to throw a grenade, and her enemy had managed to shoot her, but was stupid enough to get caught by the explosion. 
 
      
 
    I looted his corpse and got two grenades. With the two I’d had on me and Mica’s remaining one, that made five. I deemed that sufficient for the plan I had in mind. I glanced towards the ally on my right. It was Cowgirl. I waved my hand, calling her to me. She glanced towards the main group, and then back at me. I waved frantically again. Something must have clicked in her head, and she rushed over to me. 
 
      
 
    “Right on, Cowgirl, listen up…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl was enthusiastically spraying the enemy vanguard with lead. They had taken cover about a hundred feet away from us. Our line had moved forward and was already engaging the enemy. The enemy trio could have outflanked our guys by now, and perhaps even managed to strike at them from the back, but we were in their way. Cowgirl and I. 
 
      
 
    The terrain hindered them as well. There were no more natural barriers nearby, and the next cover was about two hundred feet away, across open space that we could see perfectly clear from our positions. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl was shooting at them, and they were returning fire. Occasionally they also fired at the large boulder behind which I was hiding. I didn’t shoot. I holstered my rifle behind my back, hung four grenades on my chest carefully, and took two more in my hands. There were six altogether (I took one more from Cowgirl). My attention was focused on the movements of the enemy on the map as I kept changing its scale and assessing possible trajectories. 
 
      
 
    This may have been a war game, but our designated foes were trying to annihilate us for real. On the other hand, they were human and prone to making errors. So, presumably emboldened by Cowgirl’s feeble fire and utter silence on my part, they got ready to make a dash, gathering behind a single rock. It was time at last. I signaled to Cowgirl, and she switched to her last magazine. 
 
      
 
    I threw the first grenade at the enemy, followed immediately by the second. I was aiming more for psychological effect. I did try to be precise in my throw, but didn’t count on it much. My estimate was right—both fell short of the target. However, enemy fire stopped for a second. That was when Cowgirl went berserk. She stood up, no longer taking cover, and started to empty her magazine at the enemy as if she had plenty more ammo and didn’t have to spare it. I made a desperate dash for it, my target being a small rock at the edge of a crater where my enemies had taken cover. Two of them tried to switch attention to me at the very last moment, but the terrain and my trajectory rendered their efforts futile. All their rounds went wide off the mark. I crashed into the rock with my shoulder as I hit it running and made sure my four grenades landed squarely between the four red dots. They all detonated at once, making a single loud bang. Two of the dots went out. The third started blinking. 
 
      
 
    Explosives: skill upgrade. Current level: 2. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl’s rifle remained silent. I headed towards the enemy “trench” carefully, wondering about how the new level would make me better at throwing grenades. Would I extend my range? Precision? Or be able to use more powerful ammo? A help text popped up in front of my eyes readily, but I waved it away in irritation. This wasn’t the time to read. 
 
      
 
    There were two corpses in the enemy “trench” and a guy who had picked up his severed right hand with his left and was now desperately trying to put in back in its place. 
 
      
 
    “You’re in a state of shock, dude,” I thought to myself as I fired a shot to make the third dot go out once and for all, too. 
 
      
 
    I picked up three grenades as spoils of war and checked the map. We went from our initial five against four advantage to a disadvantage of three against two. Something had clearly gone awry for Glen. The green dot indicating Cowgirl was blinking. I gauged the distance. The main fight was roughly five hundred feet away, and Cowgirl was only about a hundred. My choice was clear, anyway. The Bulldogs didn’t leave their own behind… Bulldogs? What the hell was I on about again? 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl was sitting on the ground hissing with pain. A canister of Polymed lay on the ground nearby, with an empty painkiller syringe next to it. The jumpsuit, torn at the thigh, was smeared in white foam. This was all part of the standard first aid procedure used by the recruits. If you got injured, you administered pain relief and applied Polymed to the wound. That was it. Dying was the cheaper and easier option. 
 
      
 
    “How are you?” I asked, kneeling next to her. “Can you walk?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope.” 
 
      
 
    “Still hurts?” 
 
      
 
    “Like hell.” 
 
      
 
    I produced my own syringe and gave her another shot. 
 
      
 
    “This should definitely do the trick! Stay here and keep your head down. I’ll come back to get you, Cowgirl. Well done! Thank you for your help!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Tear these bastards a new one!” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “It will be my pleasure.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the map again and the smile left my face at once. Our dream team had lost completely. There was a green dot blinking at the center of the map, immobile. Another red dot was slowly but surely moving towards our base. But the worst piece of news was yet another red dot, which was maneuvering to approach us from behind and making good time as it went. 
 
      
 
    I compared their speed, estimating that the wounded opponent was too slow to present any immediate danger, but the other one moved too fast for comfort. They had already moved past me, clearly intending to take out our sergeant. Normally, I wouldn’t mind too much, but this was war, so I would have to play the part of the proverbial cavalry and come to his rescue. 
 
      
 
    I sprinted headlong, without picking a path, leaping over obstacles. The enemy was 700… 500… 300… 200 feet away… 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! You are in a restricted zone! You have one minute to evacuate! 
 
      
 
    Then I saw target indicators, all of a sudden. I cursed. My intuition was going hysterical. Luckily, it appeared that my adversary wasn’t aware of my inconvenience. Instead of continuing to move toward the base, the red dot stopped near a huge boulder. 
 
      
 
    100 feet… 60 feet… A burst of fire forced me to hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    00:52… 00:51… 
 
      
 
    Here we go! I stuck my head out from behind the rock for a second. Immediately, concrete crumbs rained down as the bullets hit the boulder. 
 
      
 
    00:43… 00:42… 
 
      
 
    Well, yeah. Trench warfare is not my thing today. There were about sixty feet between us. We were separated by two small rocks that didn’t reach up to my height and one shallow ditch. 
 
      
 
    00:37… 00:36… 
 
      
 
    So, if we were going to die, anyway, it made sense to go out with a bang, right? Two grenades flew towards the red dot. I almost repeated Mica’s “feat” of getting hit in the head by a bullet. Fortunately, the bullet only grazed my helmet, fazing me for a split second. 
 
      
 
    The grenades landed right at the red dot. Or, more precisely, where the red dot had been a second ago. This bastard didn’t repeat the fate of Mica’s enemy, either, and managed to escape the explosions at the last moment. And then the bullets started to rain down again. 
 
      
 
    00:25… 00:24… 
 
      
 
    So, it was going to be a frontal assault, after all. Charging the enemy with all guns blazing and all that. Or was it? After all, for every tricky bastard there was always a bigger prick with a twist, as my dear old grandmother used to say. I girded my loins and set into motion. 
 
      
 
    Leap to the first boulder. 
 
      
 
    00:19… 00:18… 
 
      
 
    Roll into the ditch. 
 
      
 
    00:15… 00:14… 
 
      
 
    Dash to the second boulder. A sharp pain scorched my left shoulder. The scumbag got me, after all. Right, so the detonation time of an OG40 offensive grenade was 3 seconds? There was no way he’d run away from this one. 
 
      
 
    “121… 122… Take that, you bastard!” 
 
      
 
    00:11… 00:10… 
 
      
 
    The explosion was so loud that I went deaf. I was covered in stone fragments and clumps of dirt. I needed to get up and finish off this bastard! I couldn’t control my legs! 
 
      
 
    00:08… 00:07… 
 
      
 
    “Screw you!!!” 
 
      
 
    Explosives: skill upgrade. Current level: 3. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! All enemies eliminated! Your unit has won! 
 
      
 
    Small Unit Tactics: skill upgrade. Current level: 2. 
 
      
 
    Armor: skill upgrade. Current level: 2. 
 
      
 
    That was all fine and well, but what happened to the one that got away? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    RECRUIT CLOWN HOBBLED toward the receding red blinking dot, swearing softly as he tried to spare his shot leg. The camera zoomed out to show the perspective, then zoomed in on the enemy. Clown’s quarry was also injured and moving even slower. The hole in his stomach, smeared with Polymed, began to bleed again, and he collapsed into a crater. Apparently, having assessed the tactical situation, the enemy pointed his rifle towards the approaching Clown and lay low, awaiting his arrival. 
 
      
 
    The camera backed out again to encompass the whole scene of the forthcoming confrontation. Then Clown emerged from behind a stone. A burst of gunfire rang out. He got a bullet in his right shoulder to complement the two already in his leg. Two more hit his bulletproof vest. Another one grazed his cheekbone. The enemy threw away his rifle, cursing profusely. He had used his last magazine. Clown didn’t have any rifle at all. He had lost it after a grenade had exploded right next to him in that ridiculous skirmish earlier, orchestrated by that fumbling asshole Glen. Talk about squandering your advantage like a total moron! 
 
      
 
    He had already used one grenade and lost the other somewhere. But he still had his knife. The camera closed in on Clown’s face, smeared with dirt and blood, lying flat on his back. The smile that appeared on his face would have made the makeup artists of It and Killer Klowns from Outer Space weep tears of envy in realization they’d never reach that level of arresting visual intensity. Clown was crawling towards the enemy’s shelter with his knife gripped firmly in his hand. He rolled over the edge of the crater and literally landed on his enemy. Or, more precisely, on the knife that the enemy had also drawn. With three bullet wounds, a knife in his side, and numerous bleeding gashes on his face that transformed it into a mask of utter horror, Clown with his frozen malicious smile slowly drove his knife into his opponent’s skull through the chin, intently watching his reaction. The blinking red dot disappeared. Curtain. Applause. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s exactly how it happened, you nimrods!” 
 
      
 
    The Sergeant was in a good mood, judging by his use of diminutive epithets. 
 
      
 
    “That’s how Clown saved your lazy ass, Elijah! And what a tough bastard he was! I had to personally finish him off! Fifteen minutes later, mind you! Because he just refused die! Heh heh!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and looked at Clown, who was sitting nearby. Not a single muscle flinched on his face. 
 
      
 
    We were sitting on the floor of a hangar. The Army was notoriously stingy. There were no formal classrooms. Instead, there was a huge hangar where a number of units were scattered at some distance from each other, including ours. A projection screen suspended in mid-air showed debriefs of our battles. The loud voices of other units’ commanders made it harder to receive information from our own sergeant. The voice of Sergeant Cox, commander of the 1st squad of the 2nd platoon, stood out in particular. Our adversaries from yesterday were three groups away from us, but his shrill tenor reached us almost without distortion. His speech was devoid of any useful information, although one could potentially expand their vocabulary of curse words if one listened closely. Our sergeant did listen. And he seemed to derive quite a lot of pleasure from doing so. 
 
      
 
    My comrades-in-arms had huddled around our amused sergeant, hanging onto every word he uttered. They looked so much alike, and they were all so impassive. However, six of us were in new bodies. Only Cowgirl and I had been healed, as I’d helped her to reach the evacuation point, practically carrying her on my back. I strongly suspected that, all the Army’s love of frugality notwithstanding, the sergeants didn’t quite approve this sensible idea. So as I walked past the sergeant, I caught him cast a look of regret at the limping Cowgirl. I also noticed him stroke the barrel of his bloodstained rifle absentmindedly. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my personnel file once again. 
 
      
 
    RB13.А3.130013 (“Elijah”) 
 
      
 
    System Rank: In training. 
 
      
 
    Social Affiliation: Humanity. Human Commonwealth. 
 
      
 
    Free Will: Temporarily restricted. 
 
      
 
    Current Owner: HC Third Army 
 
      
 
    Current Status: Military. 
 
      
 
    Class: Undefined. 
 
      
 
    Rank: Recruit. 
 
      
 
    Awards and Privileges: None. 
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
      
 
    Combat: 
 
      
 
    Marksmanship — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Heavy Weaponry — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Energy Weapons — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Melee Combat — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Explosives — Level 3 
 
      
 
    Armor — Level 2 
 
      
 
    Power Armor — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Small Unit Tactics — Level 2 
 
      
 
    Medicine — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Communications — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Enhancements: None. 
 
      
 
    Reputation: 
 
      
 
    Human Commonwealth — Indifference. 
 
      
 
    Personal Balance: 434 credits. 
 
      
 
    Overall Balance: −149 566 credits. 
 
      
 
    I had already reviewed all this. The system had obligingly shown all the calculations that resulted in the numbers in my balance columns. It was very straightforward. The body cost 100 credits, and I had managed to keep that virtually intact; its “repairs” ran up to a mere 20 credits. That was a net gain of 80. As for the weaponry, I had used two grenades (10x2=20) and four magazines of bullets (4x5=20), while the cleaning and repairing of my uniform and armor came to an additional 10 credits. Thus, subtracting fifty from the original 400 credits of equipment, my net gain here was 350 credits. The bonuses were more interesting. Four enemies killed personally by me amounted to a bonus of 200 credits. It was hard for me to understand why the Army, normally so frugal, would deduct a hundred credits for the body of a fallen soldier and then immediately give half of the sum to their killer. The logic eluded me, but it was what it was. Unless our bodies were completely worthless, of course. So, at 50 credits a stiff, I ended up raking in another 200. Next there was the team bonus of 500 for the victory, divided among us all. My participation coefficient was 0.46. Thus, I received an additional 230 credits. My evacuation of Cowgirl was also counted as 20 percent of her bonus. Her participation coefficient was 0.08, which translated into 40 credits, so the system gave me a generous 8 credits subtracted from that amount. The total was 868 credits. As Whipcracker had promised, half of this sum went towards paying off my debt to the Army, and the other half landed in my personal balance. I was, in effect, fabulously wealthy. 
 
      
 
    I had plenty of time yesterday to review all these changes. First at the clinic, where medical robots under the control of Dr. Nobel fixed my hand, and then in the “cafeteria,” which was another designated spot in the hangar that housed food dispensing machines and waste disposers for used dishes. I even had a spare half minute before “lights out.” The Army demonstrated its cleverness here too. The “beds” were airtight capsules that left you with no time to ponder the next day. Half a minute after the lid closed, a sedative was administered that ensured a solid and healthy four-hour sleep as deemed necessary for future mobile infantry soldier to be fully functional. 
 
      
 
    Waking up in the morning felt odd. In an instant, I was simply “switched on,” like a robot. Then came breakfast, consisting of the same nutritious goo and a glass of some vitamin-supplemented drink as the day before. The difference was that the entire platoon was present this time. Everyone was silent as they quickly shoveled their body fuel into their faces. Then they rushed to the briefing, following the virtual pointer to the”training ground” where the grinning Sergeant Whipcracker stood waiting for us. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, no dawdling, you slackers! The second episode awaits you! And then the third, followed by the fourth! There are exactly a hundred and twenty glorious episodes in your personal series entitled Training. And mind you, the writers didn’t plan for a happy ending! There’ll be nothing but hardcore brutality! Plenty of gore, grizzly dismemberments with guts flying in every direction, tons of shit, and rivers of blood! All your favorite tropes!” 
 
      
 
    He raised his hands in the air like a conductor. 
 
      
 
    “Ten-hut! Get your evening gowns on, ladies! Heh heh! Your dance partners are waiting! You have fifteen minutes! Forward!” 
 
      
 
    Personal lockers emerged from the floor. Everything was as it was yesterday, except that we had already donned jumpsuits and boots. The body armor was as good as new; the weapons gleamed. I got kitted up and returned to formation. 
 
      
 
    Mica came last. Again. The sergeant greeted her with sluggish applause. 
 
      
 
    “Recruit Mica. So, life teaches you nothing. Well, you know what you’ll be doing today!” 
 
      
 
    He stopped smiling and bulged his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “And now, get mooooving! Follow the green arrow! Double-time! Time to die, greenhorns, time to die…” 
 
      
 
    I had definitely heard this before. And I would hear it at least one hundred and eighteen more times. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TODAY WAS A SPECIAL DAY. A day without combat drills. We had nineteen missions behind us and, as the sergeant said, it was “time to draw interim conclusions.” Those were nineteen tough missions. The overall victories to losses ratio was a pleasing 17 to 2, and I have contributed significantly to our unit’s score. 
 
      
 
    Attacking turned out to be really harder than defending. As Mica’s best efforts to secure us an advantage failed three times in a row, we were forced to attack as many times. We lost twice, and won once only by miracle. The “miracle” in question was none other than good old Clown the human killing machine, who had made it to the enemy’s fortification, strangled one of the defenders with his bare hands, and tossed his grenade inside, managing to get the enemy sergeant with the explosion. He had once again done all of it being a lot worse for the wear himself, which didn’t stop. The enemy sergeant screamed like a stuck pig. At that point, the score had been 6:1.5, the half point in question being the semi-conscious Clown, and therefore Sergeant Psycho (as the enemy commander was called) allowed himself to get distracted from the tactical situation, turned off the force field, and opened a can of beer from his personal fridge, in premature celebration of their victory. Clown’s grenade blew up the fridge, and while it couldn’t handle the armor, one of the fragments nonetheless managed to take off a part of the sergeant’s scalp. Psycho, living up to his nickname, beat the smiling Clown to death with the butt of his own rifle, occasionally flipping back the scalp skin that fell over his eyes and obstructed the view. He broke the rules and paid a fine, but declared that it was definitely worth it. Sergeant Whipcracker told us the whole story after the mission, since most of us (including me) had already been undergoing revival by that point, laughing so hard he started to hiccup uncontrollably. 
 
      
 
    After the third attack, I decided to take the initiative into my own hands. Now I was the one coming last for assembly, which automatically earned me the “kamikaze” status. After that, I would follow the same principle every time. My Explosives skill was already at Level 5, which, as it turned out, affected both range and accuracy. Besides, I could now use other grenades. After the third mission we received access to an extended set of equipment. It was still a very limited range, but it was nonetheless wider than before. Alas, no one would sell me the STC5m (the abbreviation stood for “Special Tactical Charge,” and it was a very neat thing capable of transforming a substantial area into a raging inferno that virtually no living thing could survive). Nor did I have the funds to afford it, or the necessary skill level. However, I could very well afford the DG32m (defensive grenade, modified). Usually, three of those sufficed to eliminate the enemy “kamikaze” and, voila! — the enemy would be forced to advance, and we would defend our positions, with an initial advantage of 8:7. We didn’t lose anymore. Probably because no one else had a psychopath like Clown. 
 
      
 
    The two of us got along fairly well, by the way. The typically taciturn and perpetually scowling Clown only ever smiled in two cases: when he was in pain, or when he was inflicting pain on others. He had definitely seen action before. I even started to get a hunch why he’d ended up here, undergoing Resurrection. I had two theories, both equally plausible. The first was that after the latest War had ended, he found himself incapable of adjusting to civilian life and ended up killing someone. The second option was that the War hadn’t ended, but he had killed one of his own because there weren’t enough enemies to satisfy him. He quietly acknowledged my right to command, though neither of us ever discussed it. It was just that starting with the fifth mission, when I first became the “kamikaze,” he would silently step away from the main group to join me and would carry out all my orders just as silently. 
 
      
 
    The second person with whom I had some kind of mutual understanding was Cowgirl. She began to obediently follow my lead right after I’d “rescued” her during the first mission. She started following me wherever I went, shadowing my every move, which I found somewhat irritating. I couldn’t call her stupid, but she always seemed to be on a different planet. Besides, she was unnaturally meek—more so than anyone in the unit. That precluded me of leaving her to fend on her own. Eventually, I got used to her playing the part of my second shadow. 
 
      
 
    Her diffident manner had led to the rest of the unit making fun of her initially. I tried to stop them verbally, but the effect was never lasting. Then one day Clown decided to get physical. He broke Beanpole’s hand for whacking Cowgirl on the head, doing it very quickly and casually. They may have been of roughly equal size, but Clown’s Melee Combat skill was at Level 4, and it covered unarmed combat, too. One look at Clown’s happy grin was enough for everyone gathered to come to a certain realization, and share it with those absent. Since then, no one dared to say anything at all to Cowgirl, just to stay on the safe side. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl remembered endless fields. And cows grazing in them—hence her moniker. Her eyes would light up with excitement as she told us about the technology of raising cattle and the benefits of free-range farming. I couldn’t fathom just what could have earned her a forced career in the military or why the hell she was assigned to infantry, no matter how hard I tried. Okay, I might have lied there. I didn’t try to wrap my head around it too too hard since I didn’t really care much. What mattered was that she did everything I told her, and was enormously useful in lots of ways. She would wear the same dopey smile as she brought me my second glass of vitamin drink for breakfast, or delivered two pinless grenades to two particularly spry enemies who had broken through later that day, following my order, while Clown was trying to stuff his spilling guts back into his body, and I was gasping and wheezing, holding my hand at my punctured throat. And her head, which had rolled to my feet after the explosion, was still smiling. 
 
      
 
    Tanya and Butch were our sweet couple. They spent all their time together, and all but held hands wherever they went. They kept wandering off together, making me suspect that the two of them may have been “anatomically complete” at some point, but that wasn’t the case, as everyone could plainly see. My authority kept growing, and we managed to communicate a little. I established that they were indeed “veterans.” Butch had most likely been an infantryman—at least, his memories suggested as much. Tanya had served in the air force. She wasn’t an officer, since those got “reset” according to a different protocol. Most likely, a technician, but that wasn’t certain. They had initially been following Glen’s orders, but then decided to start following mine. They didn’t walk the extra mile, but did enough for their efforts to count. 
 
      
 
    Then there was Glen, my own personal pain in the ass. He had teamed up with Beanpole, and was now doing everything he could to be a thorn in my side. As far as our “civilian” life went, of course, since no one felt like dying on a mission as a result of his stubbornness and lack of foresight. Practice showed that his battle initiatives invariably had tragic consequences, up to and including the detonation of one of his own grenades. And, no, it didn’t happen as a result of any accident. 
 
      
 
    It was the Clown, our merry prankster, who had pulled out the pin, stuffed the grenade underneath Glen’s bulletproof vest, and kicked him out of the second story window to make him land right onto the approaching enemy. The reason was a breach of the perimeter in the sector that he had been supposed to cover. Two grenades came in from that direction, killing Cowgirl and Tanya and injuring Butch. The enemy recruit that burst in a few seconds later almost managed to shoot our sergeant. 
 
      
 
    Almost. I managed to react somehow, although I had no clear understanding of what had transpired. Anyway, the only round fired from my rifle went right through two windows and a doorframe, getting the enemy right between the eyes. “Fatality,” huh? Afterwards, there was some glitch in the log. The only word I could make out from a row of meaningless characters was Sniper, accompanied by the number 114, but the log disappeared before I could show it to Nobel. 
 
      
 
    There was also Beanpole, a classical example of “neither fish, nor fowl.” He was spectacularly unremarkable, trailing after Glen in vain attempts to grow into the spirit of martial brotherhood. For some reason, he took a dislike to me. He wasn’t too fond of Clown, either, although in the latter case the reason was fairly transparent. Thankfully, he didn’t get underfoot much. He claimed to have been a teacher in his previous life, which didn’t strike me as particularly likely. Although, perhaps, he was a PE teacher. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Mica. She was an odd one, to say the least. She only survived one battle out of ten. She spent most of her spare time sitting on the floor and staring into space. She ate when it was mealtime, and slept at lights out. During the missions, she fought the best she could. Which wasn’t remotely good. Worst of all, she presented a danger to her own allies. For instance, she tried to throw a grenade at the enemy once, but the grenade hit a nearby object, ricocheted, and landed at the feet of a flabbergasted Butch, who, fortunately, had good enough reflexes to kick it out of the window with one fluid motion. She spent the last few missions next to the Sergeant, guarding him formally and irritating him de facto. Still, at least she couldn’t do much harm that way. 
 
      
 
    My skills improved. Now they looked as follows: 
 
      
 
    Marksmanship — Level 8 
 
      
 
    Heavy Weaponry — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Energy Weapons — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Melee Combat — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Explosives — Level 7 
 
      
 
    Armor — Level 4 
 
      
 
    Power Armor — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Small Unit Tactics — Level 4 
 
      
 
    Medicine — Level 2 
 
      
 
    Communications — Level 2 
 
      
 
    I noticed that 5 was a critical threshold for our skills presently. Up to that, our skills developed very quickly, but progress slowed down considerably once that mark was reached. To raise Explosives from six to seven, I had to demolish approximately twice as many enemies as before. Armor got stuck at five since the fifteenth mission, yet Marksmanship made a stupendous leap from four to seven after a single inexplicably lucky shot. This happened during the 8th mission. The system itself must have been astounded by its own generosity, because I only managed to reach the eighth level after the last 20th mission, having single-handedly gunned down four morons who had, for some reason, assumed they could overwhelm me if they all attacked at once. 
 
      
 
    My personal balance stood at 5,208 creds. I owed the Army a debt of 144,184 creds. I began to spend my personal funds cautiously—on those very grenades that gave me the advantage. Their cost wasn’t covered by the Army. Initiative wasn’t punishable, after all, but you had to foot the bill yourself. 
 
      
 
    “All right, you unorganized grab-asstic pieces of amphibian shit, who among you feels ready to be assigned the position of deputy squad leader?” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant peered at us intently in anticipation of an answer. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SERGEANT WHIPCRACKER, me, Sergeant, sir!” 
 
      
 
    Glen leapt to his feet, looking at the Sergeant with devotion. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone else?” 
 
      
 
    Most were examining the floor. I met two pairs of eyes, Clown’s and Cowgirl’s. The former looked at me with mockery. The latter was just waiting for some reaction from my part. I was scrutinizing a young man who was standing behind the sergeant, trying to guess who he might be. 
 
      
 
    Cadet RS221.A3.678123 (“Catt”) stood at attention, hands behind his back, his lower jaw jutting forward, trying not to blink. And he was not one of “ours.” He didn’t look like a sexless carbon copy of everybody else. The cadet resembled a normal young man, which was peculiar. Only the sergeants and the occasional officers stood out among the clone-like recruits. Those all looked like mature men. But this one was the spitting image of a high school senior. He may have been physically robust, but clearly still a boy. 
 
      
 
    “No one? How about you, Elijah? Recruit! Hello!” 
 
      
 
    Clown elbowed me in the side. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant! I mean, no, Sergeant! I don’t!” 
 
      
 
    Whipcracker gave me a long stare and grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Either you’re an imbecile, or you’re a cunning imbecile. Heh heh!” He raised his voice. “Surely, none of you pukes seriously thought that you’d get to choose something for yourselves in the Army? Forget about democracy! This is my deputy! Cadet Catt!” 
 
      
 
    “Present, Sergeant!” The cadet’s eyes bulged as he took a step forward and froze. 
 
      
 
    “You are looking at a future Mobile Infantry Officer! This young man is your new commander—subordinate to me, of course. He has undergone a relentless selection process to enter the Officer Training Program! And yet not all knowledge can be gained from the Universe. The system is wise and kind. Yet it cannot possibly anticipate that an officer will have to command such monkeys as you on the battlefield! Nothing could ever prepare anyone for that! Therefore, Cadet Catt will have to get used to you under real-life conditions, for which I offer him my sincere condolences.” 
 
      
 
    The Sergeant swept everyone with his signature gaze that was to be interpreted as “I’ve-just-said-something-funny-now-laugh-dammit,” failed to see any smiles, and scowled menacingly. 
 
      
 
    “Anarchy is over, you scum! You are about to undertake thirty complex missions to choose your specialization, which will be next to impossible for dimwits like you. Let’s thank the Universe again for its wisdom and helpfulness. But there’s also a thing called ‘predisposition.’ All your actions will be monitored and analyzed by the Army. Your predisposition is likely to find you, although that isn’t a given. It is usually reflected in numbers—more specifically, the largest values associated with your skills. The Mobile Infantry is the most numerous branch of the Commonwealth’s military, and doubtlessly the best! And the best should always be simple. There are three main specializations in the infantry—assault units, rifle units, and support units. Each of these is unique in its own way and performs its own specific tasks. You’re supposed to make sense of everything by yourselves during your training, although I have my doubts about that. Heh heh. Cadet Catt and I will be watching over you. Oh, and, yes, you’ll be disbanded after the thirtieth mission and assigned to new units as per your specialization.” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant activated the screen. 
 
      
 
    “And now, a very brief lecture on specializations…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The lecture was anything but brief. The Sergeant was shouting like a maniac when he talked about the assault troops, his spit reaching those seated in the front row. Small wonder, seeing as how he himself was from the assault troops. He described Support with mixed feelings, as the ‘highly mobile’ part of any given Assault Unit hunted the lightly armored, but highly damaging, support units, while the heavily armored part, not known for high mobility, got a full taste of the support’s firepower. Rifle units didn’t cause an increased flow of saliva from the sergeant, either, due to their similarly ambiguous position as far as the assault troops were concerned. They got squashed easily by the ‘heavies,’ while their business was to shoot down the ‘fleas.’ 
 
      
 
    Speaking of ‘fleas.’ Those were officially known as Mobile Assault Units of the Mobile Infantry (that’s military tautology for you). The military slang term was ‘fleas.’ The name was probably coined by the artillerymen, who were the primary target of the mobile units. Mobile infantry returned the favor and called them ‘dogs,’ ‘mutts,’ and so on, adding other derogatory descriptions for good measure (‘hunchbacked dogs’ being among the most popular). All this was told to us by Butch, who had an ‘enlightenment’ of sorts. He almost remembered where he had served, and the footage with the mobile units dropping from the skies caused him to grind his teeth. The Sergeant, being an assault trooper, lost respect in his eyes. Suddenly emboldened, he uttered the offensive nickname out loud, which earned him a brutal execution on the spot. The Sergeant didn’t completely tear off his head, but he twisted it by nearly 360 degrees. The returned Butch was muttering something under his breath, but he no longer called out any names. 
 
      
 
    Our detachment had to go through the first ten “qualifying” missions as assault troops. The Universe responded to the situation and gave me partial access to some general information. 
 
      
 
    The Assault Units of the Mobile Infantry of the Human Commonwealth (AU). 
 
      
 
    AU are divided into two main subclasses: Mobile Assault Squads (MAS) and Strike Assault Squads (SAS). 
 
      
 
    MAS, equipped with jetpacks, are fast-attack forces whose combat gear is designed for quick delivery of the unit to enemy support units (such as artillery) and are mainly armed with melee combat weapons. The use of jetpacks allows the MAS to move around the battlefield more actively and inflict damage on the enemy’s rear line, bypassing the main line of defense. 
 
      
 
    SAS, equipped with heavy power armor, are intended for direct assault on enemy positions under heavy enemy fire. They are used as the striking fist of the advancing Army when no heavy armored vehicles are available or deployable. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Squa-a-a-a-ad! Fa-a-a-a-all in!!!” 
 
      
 
    Catt’s voice still cracked occasionally, implying it had matured only recently, but was remarkably loud and piercing nevertheless. 
 
      
 
    We were gearing up to start with jumping. Our task was to mimic a Mobile Infantry Squad in real-life conditions. However, we had to do so without the standard armor, and with only a minimal amount of equipment. All because it was too costly. Our superiors hadn’t left us our old armor, most likely out of concern that the jetpack drive might take off with it and leave us crawling on the planet’s surface, scorched and pathetic. Knowing the Army, I had no doubt they’d tried to combine them. 
 
      
 
    So, we were outfitted in the following: 
 
      
 
    Mobile Assault Training Armor MATA2 (Requirements: Power Armor — Level 1). Standard lightweight training power armor for mobile infantry combat operations on the surface of habitable planets. 
 
      
 
    Class: None. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Jetpack. 
 
      
 
    The armor had been designed with a straightforward concept: “A person should be able take off and land in it. Mostly intact. A couple of times will do.” The main keyword that applied to this armor was “slightly.” Slightly armored, so that it could withstand a few hits from light weapons. Slightly mechanized, which meant the boosters on the legs would prevent you from collapsing under the weight of the jetpack and would allow for a couple of successful landings without breaking anything. Slightly protected—there was a power shield, but it withstood hits even worse than the armor itself. And the price tag for this marvel was 1,400 credits. My first thought was that we could save a decent amount if we managed not to die. My second was oh, but who would ever let us? 
 
      
 
    We practiced some jumping as Catt gave commands in his high-pitched boyish voice. The controls were intuitive, and there were no unfortunate incidents. However, by the end of our practice we all limped a bit, since the landings were rather rough. And that was on flat ground. What would happen on the rugged terrain of the weapons range? 
 
      
 
    “Listen to my command! Arm yourselves and follow me to the portal!” Catt barked. 
 
      
 
    We approached the lockers. The doors swung open. I could feel my eyes bulge. So we were about to have a party, weren’t we? In front of me lay a sword and a shield. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “TODAY’S MISSION will be the same as always: capturing the base!” 
 
      
 
    We were lined up on the already familiar Weapons Range 55 as the sergeant was giving us a briefing. Time seemed to freeze in this place. Snow kept falling in the same manner, mud squelched underfoot in the exact same way, and the sergeant’s voice carried on just as loud. The only changes were the new pockmarks on the buildings that appeared after each battle, and the slight alterations in the landscape from the explosion of grenades. Corpses and guts were cleared away, ditto equipment. Much of the gear left behind after a recruit’s death looked intact; thus, the cost deducted from their paycheck was, for the most part, a form of discipline. Myself and the Army were actually on the same page in this case. Because, really, why the hell would anyone not bust their ass to avoid getting offed? Dying sucked! 
 
      
 
    I couldn't stop admiring my new toys. A shield and a sword indeed! Wasn’t that great? Here we were in the middle of what amounted to a Star Wars universe, charging into battle with swords, no less! That sure was hardcore and textbook space opera. The system had already provided brief information proving that no one was playing an elaborate prank on us and that such weapons did indeed exist in this world. 
 
      
 
    Combat Shield: provides protection in both close and ranged combat. Some advanced modifications can even withstand heavy weaponry fire. Comes equipped with an internal force field generator. Typically, combat shields are used by assault troops in ground battles and during boarding. 
 
      
 
    Combat Sword: a close combat weapon typically used by assault troops. Comes equipped with an internal force field generator. 
 
      
 
    We were issued the cheapest, sorriest excuses for retrofuturistic weaponry. Why wasn’t I surprised? 
 
      
 
    CSw2 Combat Sword (Requirements: Melee Combat — Level 1) resembled a massive butcher’s cleaver more than an actual sword. Strangely enough, though, it was capable of generating a force field. Upon activation, its edge began to flicker with a bluish light. 
 
      
 
    CSh2 Combat Shield (Requirements: Melee Combat — Level 1) was a 3 feet by 1 foot rectangle. If you activated its force field, the protected area expanded slightly. 
 
      
 
    “We’re operating as a full platoon. In today’s battle, the second and third squads will be acting as assault forces. Our first squad will be the mobile unit. Our opposition consists of two infantry squads and one support squad. The key objective of our squad is to neutralize the enemy’s support squad! Our role is to pave the way for our ‘heavies’! Cadet Catt, take the lead! The countdown begins now!” 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Time until combat begins: 05:00… 04:59… 04:58… 
 
      
 
    As Cadet Catt began outlining the plan, I scrutinized the map. Clown, who was standing next to me, Clown couldn’t stop staring at Cadet Tag from the second squad. 
 
      
 
    The cadets were equipped way better than us. Either their training budget was larger, or their bodies were more valuable, but their gear was vastly different from ours. While our Catt was dressed in the standard infantry ‘flea’ kit, the cadets in the assault divisions looked like robots. 
 
      
 
    Clown was salivating. His past combat experience made perfect sense now. 
 
      
 
    00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! The battle begins! You are in a restricted zone! You have one minute to evacuate! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cadet Catt was eager to make a name for himself. His entire relatively brief life had been a preparation for this moment. He had dreamed of becoming a fighter pilot since childhood. He wanted to navigate interstellar space and single-handedly take down enemy dreadnoughts. However, he wasn’t accepted into flight school. The universe had found better candidates. But Catt didn’t lose heart. If he couldn’t be a pilot, he would become a space trooper! That would amount to the same battles in open space! And someday he alone would board the enemy dreadnought and accept the honorable surrender of an enemy admiral! But the Universe didn’t envision Catt as a space trooper, either. So, infantry it had to be. He would figure out how to get to the enemy dreadnought later. He had managed to pass the screening, and then completed the academic course with flying colors. This was the final stage. Practical training. Depending on his performance, he would be given an officer’s rank and sent to fight in some small, but doubtlessly victorious war with the regular army. 
 
      
 
    So he would show them all, and it would be… Why, it wouldn’t be anything short of epic! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Charge!!!” 
 
      
 
    Catt leaped into the air, followed by a large part of the squad. I managed to grab Clown by the arm; as for Cowgirl, I was her supreme authority, so she patiently stood next to me, resting her sword on her shoulder with a serene smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    Clown looked at me in bewilderment, and he might have raised an eyebrow in question if he had any eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    The green dots of our gallant squad started darting across the map, approaching the ominous scatter of red dots. Our “heavies” had only just begun to move out; they wouldn't reach the enemy frontline anytime soon, so right now the enemies were obviously sitting in fortifications, leisurely taking aim at the approaching swarm of ‘fleas’. Their life expectancy was therefore good as nil. That damn idiot cadet! 
 
      
 
    “When in doubt, do nothing” was a great saying, to be sure. Still, with the crimson ‘death zone’ timer ticking away, action was unavoidable. Our enraged sergeant seemed ready to condemn us as cowards and deserters, judging by how his hand hovered over his blade. We had to do something, and do it quickly, lest we died by the hand of our own commanding officer. I recalled a line from an old song: 
 
      
 
    “Hey ho, let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    The three of us bolted from the restricted zone, distancing ourselves from the irate sergeant. I took in the tactical scenario in a glance. The squad’s frequency band was alive with the sergeant’s curses and the chatter of the cadet team, Catt’s voice unmistakable among them. Only a few members of our squad were still alive: Catt, who must have been saved by his heavy armor, and two more wounded allies represented by blinking green dogs. Our vanguard had already engaged the enemy ‘dogs’. A tumultuous mix of whistles and roars filled the air as high-caliber rounds exploded amidst the advancing assault troops. We sprang sideways, away from the main impact zone as the enemy sharpshooters engaged. The blue markers of our heavies started to flicker, indicating multiple hits. I prayed they were too occupied to notice us. 
 
      
 
    We veered left and darted toward the enemy, trying to stay close to the ground. Our final leap brought us beyond the front line, giving us a glimpse of the situation. Two squads of enemy sharpshooters, fully engaged, enthusiastically fired upon our slowly advancing heavies. Their support squad busied themselves with mortars and rocket launchers, dispatching lethal gifts in the same direction. 
 
      
 
    A mortar shell whistled past my ear, narrowly missing. I landed before a two-man mortar crew. One was adjusting the sight while the other prepared to drop the next shell into the barrel. Not so fast. His hand and the shell fell to the ground simultaneously, severed by my sword. Hey, the blade wasn’t that bad, after all! With a swift reverse motion, I lopped off the sight-adjuster’s head. He had been kneeling very conveniently, presenting me an ideal target. Clown was unleashing havoc on my flank. I thrust my sword into the ground and tossed two prepared grenades into the remains of the support squad. Then, I paused for a moment, admiring Clown’s work. 
 
      
 
    Insane laughter echoed from his open helmet. One opponent lay at his feet, spitting out teeth that had met with Clown’s shield. Another lay nearby, cleft from shoulder to hip. Clown was already targeting the cadet in command, who decided to fire his rocket launcher point-blank at the madman, clearly terrified out of his wits. Clown dropped to one knee, evading the attack, and in doing so finished off the stunned enemy. The rocket whizzed over Clown’s head and exploded among the rushing cover troops, who suddenly remembered their primary task was to provide cover for their comrades and not to fire at slowly moving targets. They ended up covered all right—or should I say, buried? Two were killed instantly; a third got thrown against a wall, where he slid to the ground with his eyes bulging, futilely trying to draw in a breath. 
 
      
 
    The cadet’s reinforced armor’s force field shimmered and hummed in protest as it blocked the strikes from Clown’s energy sword. The cadet tried to shield himself with his rocket launcher, but it was knocked away; then with his hands, but they were cut off in succession; and, finally, with his head, which was last to be severed. I doubted that he had really intended to use his head as a shield. That was just how things played out. 
 
      
 
    Clown ran out of enemies. His friend-or-foe system almost malfunctioned when I sprung up close to him. His sword was already mid-swing, but it stopped abruptly. Bullets whistled past us, our shields shimmering as they deflected danger. The enemy marksmen recovered and got rather worked up, by the look of it. So much so that they stopped firing at our incoming ‘assault’ team and focused their entire attention on us. Our heavies had rocket launchers too, and friendly ordnance started to explode around us. 
 
      
 
    The enemy commander was inside a barrack occupied by nearly two full squads, all of them of an unfriendly disposition. The map indicated twelve blue dots against thirteen red ones. That should suffice. There was no need for us to gate crash their party. I gestured with my hand, Cowgirl finished off the last survivor of my grenade attack, and we leapt behind a large boulder nearby. My, those sure were excellent seats! No, we had no wish to get any closer, thank you; we could see everything just fine from here! 
 
      
 
    Small Unit Tactics: skill upgrade. Current level: 5. 
 
      
 
    Power Armor: skill upgrade. Current level: 2. 
 
      
 
    Melee Combat: skill upgrade. Current level: 2. 
 
      
 
    My just rewards at last. I peered out from behind the rock and instantly got a boot to the face. I clearly failed to gauge the tactical situation. That Small Unit Tactics upgrade may well have been premature. At any rate, it turned out that three enemy avengers decided that they needed to restore their tarnished honor, abandoned their main forces, and came to pay us a visit. Or maybe they decided to slip away quietly from the pandemonium that had broken loose. Our heavies had moved up close to the buildings and generously littered the area with explosives, and were currently enthusiastically riddling the beleaguered concrete with bullets. I couldn’t tell which was more likely, and it wouldn’t be too polite to ask, would it? 
 
      
 
    The helmet saved my head from lethal damage, but it was a powerful kick nonetheless. My sword got knocked out of my hand, and I barely managed to cover myself with the shield, activating its protective field. The trio of enemies, one of which was a cadet, moved in on our position, hailing us with rifle fire. While the Recruits had simple MK18s, which were a slightly improved version of our standard issue “battle buddy,” the cadet was wielding something decidedly better. 
 
      
 
    MK25m Assault Rifle (Requirements: Marksmanship — Level 7) 
 
      
 
    Modification: Under-barrel Grenade Launcher. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Improved Sight. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, like I needed that information right now. 
 
      
 
    The cadet did well. His movements were honed and efficient. Likely an A-student in both combat training and moral philosophy. He kicked me in the face. Stepped behind the rock. Assessed the situation. Struck the twitching Clown with the butt of his rifle, unleashed a burst of bullets into the dazed Cowgirl. Reassessed the situation. The choice between yours truly (unarmed) and a maniacally grinning Clown was clear. He aimed his rifle at Clown. Straight into his open visor. 
 
      
 
    I hurled the last grenade without pulling out the pin. He was some ten feet away from me; Clown was nearby, and Cowgirl was apparently still alive, too. The pyromaniac with the rocket launcher had already had his chance to show off, and once per battle was more than enough. I could throw grenades far, which implied force. And my accuracy was good, too. I hit him straight in the head. It may not have been the boot with the weight of an armored bulk behind it, but it was unpleasant nonetheless. The rifle round missed Clown. Unlike me, he held his sword firmly, even though he had gotten knocked off his feet when hit by the rifle butt. So he cleanly severed the cadet’s legs. Both of them. With a single swing. 
 
      
 
    We got lucky. The grenade bounced off the cadet’s helmet and flew towards his companions, who threw themselves to the ground in anticipation of an explosion. But I knew the grenade wouldn’t explode! The Clown didn’t know this, but he didn’t care. So the breach in our defenses was eliminated quickly. And then I dispatched the wounded cadet just as quickly. He was an officer-in-training of sorts, after all, which merited respect and all that. And the Clown seemed ready and eager to establish a branch of the Spanish Inquisition right here and now. With nobody expecting it, as these things go. 
 
      
 
    Melee Combat: skill upgrade. Current level: 3. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl was alive and not even wounded. The Clown was alive and similarly unwounded. I was alive, too, and only my pride was hurt. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Enemy Base captured! Your unit has won! 
 
      
 
    Someone from our heavies must have handed the sergeant’s ass to him at last. Or was it some lieutenant’s ass, perhaps? I realized that I had no idea who played the role of the sitting duck when the entire platoon was in operation. 
 
      
 
    “Good work, gentlemen… I mean, sir and ma’am. Let’s wrap this up!” 
 
      
 
    “Take a look at this! Isn’t it cool? Can I keep it?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl came up to me and handed over the rifle looking at me like a six-year-old looks at Santa. I smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Your precious-s-s?” Cowgirl crinkled her nose in confusion and blinked rapidly. “Oh, never mind! Sure, feel free to keep it!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “NO, WE’RE NOT GIVING it to you! Money? Wait a minute… Hey, Cowgirl, they’re offering to buy back your precious! Who’s offering? The former owner… No? Are you sure? And you won’t even ask how much they’re offering? No, still not interested! Hey, he’s saying it’s a family heirloom! From whom? Are you joking? Seriously? Wow! Says it was his grandmother’s, no less! You still say no? Hey, come out of there already! We can’t hear anything! 
 
      
 
    I knocked on our sleeping capsule, chosen by Cowgirl as her hideout. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Half an hour ago, the young and cocky cadet RS221.A3.678147 “Tag” showed up at the unit’s quarters. The very same cadet who had first kicked me in the face and then been chopped down to size by Clown’s sword. He barged in and immediately tried to take his rifle back from Cowgirl. She wouldn’t surrender her precious-s-s, obviously. The cadet tried to use force, but Clown and I wouldn’t let him. He screamed that we’d all be dead if we didn’t return his property—as if we didn’t already know that. Whatever happened to his rifle was inconsequential in that respect. 
 
      
 
    We weren’t giving him his weapon back, that was for sure. We had every right to keep it. Our sergeant confirmed it after he’d finished yelling when we bounced back to our base, all in one piece and virtually unscathed. He was clearly itching to wring our necks. But we were to be spared judgment as victors, even if it did rub him the wrong way. After all, our unit had won, and we had objectively played a major part in that. He would still probably hang, draw, and quarter us if it wasn’t for Lieutenant Thor, who had thanked us and even gave each of us a pat on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    As for the rifle, the sergeant said that things usually didn’t work that way, but spoils of war were sacred nonetheless. And that included battles fought on the Weapons Range. No one had forced the cadet to bring such an expensive item into battle, much less lose it so clumsily. After briefly inspecting the weapon, he said that we couldn’t order this model from our base. That is to say, you could order anything, but an item like that would be beyond our financial capabilities. Therefore, we needed to handle it with great care. Personal items such as armor and weapons could usually be bought back from the “scavengers” (or, more precisely, the Technical Support and Facility Group, which was tasked with cleaning up the place after each battle), if they survived their owner and remained in working order. But there could be all sorts of nuances. 
 
      
 
    Our group hadn’t yet returned from revival, so it was just the three of us. Actually, Clown and I were lying down waiting for lunch after getting our cuts and bruises patched up by Dr. Nobel. And Cowgirl was cleaning her precious-s-s. You could just put the weapon in your box, and by the next mission, you’d get it back, clean as a whistle, but Cowgirl decided to do everything by herself. So she was doing precisely that when the irate cadet stormed in. As soon as he did, she climbed into her capsule with her rifle and locked the lid. And I acted as a negotiator between the young Prince and the Sleeping Beauty in her glass coffin. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The lid of the “coffin” opened. First, the barrel of the rifle peered out, then Cowgirl cautiously emerged. 
 
      
 
    Seeing his heart’s desire, the cadet wailed and reached out with his grubby hands again. But he was politely pulled aside by Clown. 
 
      
 
    “You folks, what kind of people are you!” The cadet was almost in tears. “It really did come from my grandmother, I’m telling you!” 
 
      
 
    “He’s lying!” Clown, who was holding him by the scruff, declared conclusively. “The Twenty-fives were only introduced twenty years ago!” 
 
      
 
    “I have a very young grandmother!” The cadet wouldn’t give in. 
 
      
 
    “All of us are young, if you haven’t noticed,” Clown retorted. “We get reborn every day here!” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s not like that!” Real tears started flowing from the cadet’s eyes. “She gave it to me as a gift when I enrolled! And she told me to guard it like… like the ‘apple of my eye,’ whatever that means… I’ve never seen eyes with apples inside of them, anyway. How would one even fit?” 
 
      
 
    “I can but sympathize,” Clown was unyielding. 
 
      
 
    “She probably won’t let me join her outfit now! She… She…” The Cadet sat down on the floor and started rubbing his eyes furiously. 
 
      
 
    “And who would your grandmother be?” I was getting curious now. 
 
      
 
    “Grandma’s a colonel…” The cadet sniffed. “136th Regiment, 3rd Army…” 
 
      
 
    “Rattlesnake?” Clown’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes!” The Cadet sobbed. 
 
      
 
    “Space troopers?” Clown just wouldn’t leave him alone. 
 
      
 
    “Ye-e-a-a-ah!” The sobbing was getting louder. 
 
      
 
    “Skewer me sideways!” Clown said, looking impressed. 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” I looked at him in confusion. Clown clearly looked lost in thought, which was thoroughly uncharacteristic for him and made him give off an intimidating vibe. 
 
      
 
    “We need to talk for a moment!” He grabbed me by the elbow and turned to the cadet. “Don’t you lay a finger on Cowgirl now! Do you read me?” 
 
      
 
    The cadet gave a docile nod while the two of us stepped away to the lockers. I stared at him questioningly. 
 
      
 
    “So what was that just now?” 
 
      
 
    My question confused him. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s the rub,” Clown scratched his bald head. “Basically, I used to serve in the troopers. Under Rattlesnake. I’ve only just remembered.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled involuntarily. 
 
      
 
    “Troopers, eh? Green berets, dive bar escapades, and a penchant for living dangerously?” 
 
      
 
    “Why green?” Clown looked surprised. “Black!” 
 
      
 
    “But aren’t the black ones for marines?” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “The marines!” 
 
      
 
    “Never heard of them! Are they infantry?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, never mind,” I waved him off, but couldn’t resist adding, “Probably ate snakes for breakfast, too!” 
 
      
 
    Clown looked at me like I was crazy. 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t serve us anything posh like that! We got the same protein gruel as everybody else.” 
 
      
 
    “But of course. It all tastes like chicken, even the beef stew that looks like it’s been in a war,” I muttered under my breath and then blinked. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, forget it!” I said. These strange fragmentary phrases and images from a past life visited me with annoying regularity. I shook my head. “So what’s in it for us, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Here’s the deal,” Clown got back to business. “Once we’re done training here, the ‘buyers’ will come visit.” 
 
      
 
    “So?” The slang term rang oddly familiar. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s like this,” Clown actually seemed a bit embarrassed, much to my astonishment. “I want to rejoin the Troopers. That’s it!” 
 
      
 
    “I have two questions for you. What specifically did you manage to recollect? And what did you do to get yourself “erased”? I started counting on my fingers. “Actually, I have a third! Why do you think they’ll take you back? I hate to break it to you, but you must have screwed up big time!” 
 
      
 
    Clown was scratching his bald head furiously. I feared he might scrape all the way through to his brain if he carried on like that. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I do remember a bit. Mainly battles. And the unit where I served. And you know what?” He shot me a somewhat unnerved glance. “I think I was a sergeant!” 
 
      
 
    “No way!” I stiffened, standing at attention. 
 
      
 
    “Not funny. I don’t remember why they wiped me. Doubt they'll take me back. Still. I want it so bad! You wouldn’t understand.” Clown stared into the distance, searching for words. “It’s like family. I don’t remember them. But I love them all the same!” 
 
      
 
    A feeling was growing inside of me. 
 
      
 
    I remembered a battlefield. The air stank of burnt powder and blood. Big guys in black armor were laughing wearily, sitting on the ground waiting for extraction. They all had the same emblem on their chest and left shoulder… I tried to make it out, but the vision faded. Only the feeling remained. Family! You’re wrong, Clown. I understand you perfectly! 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Clown was shaking my shoulder and was about to give me a friendly slap. 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay! Okay?!” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t zone out like this in the middle of a battle, will you?” Clown squinted suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    “Rest assured about that, dude .” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you say so…” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me one more thing. Don’t the Space Troopers have their own training courses?” 
 
      
 
    “They do, but the infantry is the training ground for the Troopers. They take all the promising ones, and that’s why infantry commanders hate the Troopers!” 
 
      
 
    “And you’re a promising recruit, you think?” I smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Sure am!” Clown looked a bit stumped. “And so are you, by the way… Wouldn’t you like to join me? You seem capable.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” I laughed. “Sure thing! Spaceman, I always wanted you to go into space, man!” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” Clown looked suspicious again. 
 
      
 
    “I can't get off the carousel, I can't get off this world!” 
 
      
 
    Clown didn’t even blink anymore while I doubled over in a fit of uncontrollable laughter. I laughed it off and wiped away my tears. Fortunately, Clown didn’t try to bring me back to senses physically. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just kidding… Honest!” I wiped off my tears. “The Space Troopers it is, then! The Dude abides!” 
 
      
 
    Clown’s face brightened. 
 
      
 
    “Really? That’s cool! But who’s the Dude?” 
 
      
 
    I just made a dismissive gesture with my hand. It was time to end this Keystone Cops tomfoolery… whatever that meant. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl comes with us. This is non-negotiable.” 
 
      
 
    Clown nodded enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    “Sure! She’s bright! Uh, I mean, obedient! Nah… I mean…” 
 
      
 
    “I get you, don’t worry. The main thing is that we agree. Incidentally, let’s get back to her. The cadet seems to have come out of his reverie, and I don’t want him to start giving her grief again.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, cadet, you can have your rifle back.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl threw a bewildered glance in my direction, and then looked lost. She started to blink rapidly. It felt like taking a little girl’s favorite doll from her, and my determination started to wane. I averted my gaze from her, cleared my throat and continued. 
 
      
 
    “Ahem… Anyway, we have one simple condition. You contact your grandma and tell her about us. And after training, we join the Space Troopers.” 
 
      
 
    The cadet, who had looked revived for a moment, sank back into gloom. 
 
      
 
    “That’s impossible. They don’t take people from infantry training into the Space Troopers.” 
 
      
 
    “But they’ll take you!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m… what’s the word…” 
 
      
 
    “A nepo baby? Grandma’s precious little boy?” 
 
      
 
    The Cadet seemed offended and began to sulk. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t make such a big business out of it! All you have to do is get her to notice us. She’ll have access to the training records, won’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. She watches all my battles.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, how did she like today’s? Was she impressed?” Clown hooted. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know yet. I need my rifle…” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, why don’t you start with today’s fight? ‘Granny, these guys who chopped me up today, they’re actually pretty cool, and I think they’re excellent Space Trooper material!’ Just like that! The main thing is to get her to notice us! The rest is our responsibility!” 
 
      
 
    The cadet sulked even harder. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, don’t get upset now! Tell me, do you think it was a fair fight today?” 
 
      
 
    The cadet reluctantly nodded. 
 
      
 
    “And, in all truth, we’re pretty good at what we do, aren’t we?” 
 
      
 
    The cadet nodded again. 
 
      
 
    “Well then, get that across to your grandma! Deal?” 
 
      
 
    The cadet nodded for the third time. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl, sunshine! Let Uncle Elijah have the rifle! He’ll buy you a new one! Promise! As soon as he graduates from training and gets his first paycheck, he’ll buy one for you right away! The very best one available!” 
 
      
 
    The cadet no longer looked at me with resentment, but his face was still suspicious. 
 
      
 
    “And Uncle Clown will chip in! Hey, did you hear that, you?! Will you chip in?!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing!” 
 
      
 
    “There you have it! Do you even realize what kind of rifle we can get you with two whole paychecks? Unless we drink it all away, of course…” 
 
      
 
    “What kind?” 
 
      
 
    “The very best one there is!” 
 
      
 
    “Pinkie promise?” 
 
      
 
    “Pinkie promise! Now, loosen your grip already!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ACTUALLY, ‘ERASURE’ and ‘deletion’ are wrong terms in most cases,” Nobel was pontificating as I was coming to my senses in my new body. 
 
      
 
    The Charge of the Light Brigade with Cadet Catt playing the part of Lord Cardigan predictably ended in a resounding fiasco. Pulling off yesterday’s stunt with our strike trio breaking off from the Lambs to the Slaughter Valiant Mobile Infantrymen contingent didn’t pan out. Our sergeant got in the way. Unlike all prior missions, he showed up to this one packing a sizeable revolver. No, scratch that. A Gargantuan revolver that one could easily mistake for an anti-aircraft cannon. During the mission start countdown, he ambled over to us and fixed me with a hard stare, wearing a very unnerving rubber smile all the time. When Catt commanded, “Charge!”, and everyone took off, he trained this monstrosity on me. A question instantly loomed large in my mind: Would a single shot from this behemoth do me in, or would it take two? I didn’t feel inclined to find out, so we dove into the suicidal charge headfirst as part of the unit. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl was blown to bits by a direct missile hit at the apex of her leap. Clown and I held out a bit longer. No large-caliber weapons got us. Or, to be precise, there were no direct hits. When Clown landed, a nearby blast tore off his arm along with the shield. I got peppered with shrapnel. Clown managed to take out one of the enemy marksmen before they shot him down. I made it as far as the mortar men and blew one of the teams to smithereens with a grenade. Then they just gunned me down point-blank. Some freaking fighting that was. 
 
      
 
    Next thing I knew, I was coming to and striking up a conversation with Nobel. All in all, he seemed reasonably well-disposed towards me. Or it could be that he just felt sorry for the pitiful creature before him. 
 
      
 
    “When it comes to the Resurrection protocol applied to 99.99% of new Recruits,” Nobel was perched on a neighboring “sarcophagus,” swinging his legs in the air, his mind sending telepathic commands to the medbots, and his mechanical eye keeping track on them, while the gaze of his living eye was curiously fixed on me. “It’s more of a personality block. Yes, there’s also an element of erasure to it. But the balance between blocking and erasing depends on the severity of one’s offense.” 
 
      
 
    “But why block skills?” I genuinely couldn’t fathom this aspect. “This is especially puzzling if the Universe subsequently assigns the person to the same job. It’s obvious that they’d be likely to have some natural predisposition towards that, right? Take Clown, for example. He’s a veritable killing machine as it stands! I can’t even imagine what he was capable of before!” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! That's precisely why!” Nobel clapped his hands like a very patient and caring master whose uncomprehending puppy finally managed to pee outdoors for the first time. “Now, can you imagine a disoriented, self-unaware recruit with the skills of a professional soldier? He’d have blown up my entire lab upon awakening! And that’s just one possible scenario!” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s a waste of valuable resources!” 
 
      
 
    “Whose resources?” Nobel tilted his head to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Well… System resources… The Universe’s resources!” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you think so? The time and resources of the former personality of recruit Clown are the only thing that have been ‘wasted’ here, as you put it.” 
 
      
 
    I had to agree. 
 
      
 
    “But still, it seems… irrational, somehow…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s irrational to do something that will subject you to Resurrection!” Nobel lifted a finger sententiously. “Believe me, nobody gets sent off for resurrection just like that. The Universe wouldn’t allow it. For instance, I don’t have any such right! This only happens… Although you don’t really need this information.” 
 
      
 
    Nobel scratched the tip of his nose thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “In some cases, the Universe returns skills and memories. It operates by some algorithm that’s understandable only to itself. But, believe me, it’s possible!” he looked at me sympathetically. “Although not in your case.” 
 
      
 
    I was listening attentively. 
 
      
 
    “The Rebirth protocol, as a rule, does not imply the preservation of any memories or skills. None at all. Only a part of the personality remains that’s sufficient for the body to function. Usually the ‘reborn’… um… are not very smart. Some cannot even speak coherently. And they have… difficulties functioning in general. But you, well… You’re not like any of them.” 
 
      
 
    “You ain’t got no work on the block, you’re not like me,” I mumbled automatically. “What about my memories, then?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s where it gets interesting!” Nobel perked up at once. “This is the first time that I’ve come across anything of this sort! You’re not supposed to remember anything at all! And yet you do! This is the weirdest thing ever!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, screw my memories! They’re fragmented and useless. Besides, my head hurts for half a day afterward. Not to mention that they periodically make me space out completely! I’m more interested in skills! What are the chances the System will reveal them to me?” 
 
      
 
    Nobel shook his head with a look of commiseration on his face. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid the chances are zero, my friend,” he even reached out and awkwardly patted me on the shoulder. “Still, in your case, I would rule nothing out!” 
 
      
 
    “So, you wouldn’t bet one of your kidneys on it?” 
 
      
 
    “Um… Why would anyone bet their own kidney? And how would one go about it, anyway? If you need a kidney, I can grow one for you. But what would you do with an extra?” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind, compadre! See you later!” I climbed out of the ‘sarcophagus,’ waved my arms a couple of times, and did some stretching. All the parts of my anatomy worked as they should. As they always have. “I'm the pirate, pilot of this ship, if I get with the ultraviolet dream, hide from the red light beam, now do you believe in the unseen?” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that all about, dude?” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, never mind!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next battle was a carbon copy of the previous one, with a couple of differences. This time, it was my arm that got torn off, not Clown’s. A direct hit from a mortar shell took out our gallant leader, Cadet Catt. Sadly, it happened too late. The only ones left from our squad by that point was yours truly (one-armed,) Butch (legless,) and a headless Clown. Well, I just counted Clown for the sheer hell of it. In a hypothetical attack, his smiling head could serve as a psy ops weapon. Still, our circus show (crossed out) attack on the bastards was never meant to happen. The enemies arrived and finished us off. Our heavies had not even covered half the distance to the enemy front line when that happened. 
 
      
 
    Swallowing my pride, I approached Catt. At first, I tried to convince him logically. It didn’t work. Then I tried to apply some pressure on him. He “withdrew into himself” as a result and only emerged to use the bathroom. I even tried threats. In response, he reminded me of friendly fire and the practice of turning deserters and traitors into sanitation workers. It was like banging my head against a wall. Painful and ineffective. It would be better to kick it—a procedure just as ineffective, but at least less painful. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I didn’t even take armor or weapons for the next mission. That saved money, which was almost like earning it, right? 
 
      
 
    Once the countdown to the mission began, I sat down on the ground and sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot already, Herr Sergeant! Let’s resolve this misunderstanding without further delay.” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant turned pale, then red, then pale again. 
 
      
 
    “Recruit! You… You…” 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, Sergeant! Or you’ll have a stroke! A myocardial infarction, no less,” I sighed again, and made a chopping gesture at my bent left elbow with my right hand. “Leaves a scar this big!” 
 
      
 
    The revolver made a loud bang. Well, I assumed so, at least. I couldn’t hear it. My ears flew off, you see. Just after my head had exploded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Recruit Elijah!” 
 
      
 
    “Present, Cadet!” I lifted my ass a little to sketch a polite greeting. It didn’t actually look polite, but that was never my goal in the first place.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to discuss strategy with you.” 
 
      
 
    Clown grunted loudly. 
 
      
 
    “Must be a cold day in hell…” I muttered. Clown opened his mouth, but saw me wave, and closed it again. 
 
      
 
    “Forget about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! I’m listening, Cadet. All ears.” 
 
      
 
    The cadet hemmed and hawed, being clearly reluctant to talk to me. 
 
      
 
    What do you think of our recent battles?" 
 
      
 
    “Absolute crap. Worse than crap. Utter and humiliating routs. Opportunities flushed down the drain. That should just about cover it,” I said honestly. “Which definition do you prefer?” 
 
      
 
    The cadet began to turn crimson. Oh my, was he getting angry? 
 
      
 
    “How dare you, recruit?!” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on. This approach won’t get you anywhere. Return to whence you came. Today’s the final show of our flea circus. We’ll muddle through, one way or another. We’ve notched up one victory, right? Get me your grade book, and I’ll give you an honest C!” 
 
      
 
    The cadet seemed baffled and disheartened. Clown, who’d been watching our exchange keenly, was equally mystified but appeared amused overall. Cowgirl was oblivious, completely engrossed in examining a bug that had flown in from somewhere. I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Why is this so critical to you, cadet?” 
 
      
 
    The cadet stared at the ground. 
 
      
 
    “I rank lowest…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, by the way, how’s our mutual friend Tagling… Uh, I mean, Tag faring?” 
 
      
 
    The cadet flew into a rage again, going pale instead of red this time. 
 
      
 
    “He’s the best in the group,” he hissed through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Wow! A real achiever! A shining example, isn’t he, cadet?!” 
 
      
 
    It was a pitiful sight to see Catt like this. It appeared like I was about to witness yet another cadet turn on the waterworks. Clown, however, was thoroughly enjoying the spectacle. Given everything that had transpired recently, it was perfectly understandable. All sergeants loathed officers. Even pathetic half-officers of Catt’s ilk. I sighed yet again. 
 
      
 
    “Activate the tactical screen. Now, pay attention here…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cadet Catt was panting heavily, yet he was smiling from ear to ear, showing us all of his… wait, how many were missing? One, two, three, four… that’s right, twenty-eight teeth, by the look of it. He got injured almost after the battle was over, taking a hit in the face from the enemy sergeant, who had twisted his nose sideways and knocked out four of his teeth. It reinforced my theory about the innate hostility of sergeants towards officers. On the other hand, Catt shouldn’t have tried to beat the sergeant to a pulp. A single blow would have sufficed. So, formally, the sergeant was merely defending himself. 
 
      
 
    Cadet Catt looked at our unit once more, moving his battered lips. And smiled again with his broken mouth. He couldn't believe his eyes. It was a convincing victory! Glen was the unit’s only casualty. Butch and Clown got lightly wounded, and that was that. 
 
      
 
    My briefing had gotten through to the cadet, thankfully. He conversed with his two colleagues from the allied units, and together we turned the tables quite a bit. 
 
      
 
    This time, the heavies didn’t barrel ahead blindly; they maneuvered, hid behind obstacles and continuously hurled unpleasantries at the enemy on the active radio band, singling out their leaders in particular. As I anticipated, after yet another mention of “grandma’s golden boy and mommy’s couch strategists,” Tag’s unit launched into a furious counter-attack. It was followed by the second unit, getting instantly hit by friendly fire, and then hostile fire, too, for good measure. 
 
      
 
    “Storm’d at with shot and shell, 
 
      
 
    Boldly they rode and well, 
 
      
 
    Into the jaws of Death, 
 
      
 
    Into the mouth of Hell 
 
      
 
    Rode the six hundred…” 
 
      
 
    I recited pensively, sheltering behind a boulder and observing the ensuing chaos. I knew that this could only happen once, but it did, and how! 
 
      
 
    Then we quickly hopped over to the artillery, wiped them out completely, and stormed into the sullen sergeant’s base. That's where Cadet Catt attempted to inflict a “fatality” on the sergeant. It didn’t quite work out the way he had expected. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was rejoicing and examining their upgraded characteristics. I opened the menu before my eyes as well, but then someone timidly tugged at my sleeve. I turned around. An absolutely blissful Cowgirl looked at me, gently clutching… 
 
      
 
    MK25m Assault Rifle (Requirements: Marksmanship — Level 7) 
 
      
 
    Modification: Under-barrel Grenade Launcher. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Improved Sight. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed inadvertently. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe it! Not again!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIS WAS THE FIRST TIME I saw Clown smile for no discernible reason. He wasn’t in pain, nor was he inflicting pain upon anyone. It was extremely uncanny. 
 
      
 
    The servos hummed softly, and Clown slowly completed a 360-degree turn. Then he went in the other direction. And back again… 
 
      
 
    “Stop spinning already! You’re like a runway model!” 
 
      
 
    “Well… how do I look?” Clown asked in a husky voice. 
 
      
 
    “Like a bear doing ballet!” He was beginning to irritate me, but I realized it wasn’t in my best interest to snap at my comrade and make him sulk, and that he was about to start sulking. And Clown’s sulky thousand-pound bulk would invariably cause problems to everyone in his immediate vicinity. Himself excluded. So I grinned back and gave him the thumbs-up. 
 
      
 
    “Cool and sexy! Keep it real, trooper!” 
 
      
 
    Clown’s grin became even wider. 
 
      
 
    Today was our first fight as part of a Strike Assault Squad. That was why we were issued heavy armor. Clown instantly crawled into his suit and then blatantly refused to get out of it after taking it for a “test drive.” He even skipped lunch. All he did was circle around the hangar, time and time again. But he was admittedly really adroit at it. 
 
      
 
    Mobile Assault Training Armor MATA4 (Requirements: Power Armor — Level 1). Standard training power armor for mobile infantry combat operations on the surface of habitable planets. 
 
      
 
    Class: None. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Machine gun. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Rocket launcher. 
 
      
 
    Even in its most basic modification, infantry armor looked really intimidating this time. No matter how much the Army tried to cut costs, the basic functionality of a heavy storm trooper implied sturdy armor, a good shield, and heavy weaponry. The rocket launcher on the left shoulder, the six-barrel machine gun in the right hand, and the “hump” on the back, which stored the ammunition, were heavy as hell, and all this had to be lugged around during a fight somehow without impairing one’s combat ability. According to Clown, the Army still went with the cheapest options here, since the exoskeleton’s movement speed was reportedly “tortoise-like,” and the armor in general far from ideal. According to the Manual, you were supposed to carry a shield in your left hand for additional protection during your leisurely stroll towards the enemy. Clown, however, had other plans. He didn’t need additional defense. He wanted extra attack capacity. And he ended up choosing a sword. 
 
      
 
    It was an epic tableau. I knew that in close-quarter engagement scenarios such as space boarding the infantry would be outfitted in heavy armor and equipped with melee weapons and shields. But that implied confined spaces, narrow passages, and cramped compartments. Wielding a blade in the open field and moving at a walk, though, seemed like a questionable strategy to say the least. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell did you take a sword for?” 
 
      
 
    Clown looked at me as if I were a few credits short of a full wallet. 
 
      
 
    “To have an edge in close combat, of course!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Let me rephrase the question. Are you sure you’ll reach the enemy in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure am. What could possibly stop me?” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth. Then closed it. I mean, I had dozens of examples off the top of my head, but why would I irritate Clown? Especially when he was wearing power armor, and I wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    Off to the side, Cowgirl quietly joined us. Or as quietly as a half-ton ironclad lass could. She was still somewhat miffed at me because Catt had visited again yesterday, and I was forced to give his rifle back to him. I haggled for show, musing on whether we might take reimbursement in cash this time, but decided not to aggravate the situation. Taglet’s grandma was more important. Incidentally, she started paying attention to us, especially after the last battle. According to Catt, paying attention to recruits wasn’t like her at all. But I knew what it was about. It turned out the recording of our last battle got to her very quickly. With comments about who was to be credited for the victory (and that was none other than yours truly.) The sergeant might have been a jerk, but he was an honest jerk. He mentioned all of this to me himself, although he opined I’d be disciplined for impinging on Catt’s honor. I didn’t try to influence his opinion on this in any way. When Catt left, cradling his rifle in his arms gently, I just couldn’t help myself. I told him that I wouldn’t be able to keep Berserk Cowgirl on a leash for long and that she went crazy at the sight of that rifle. I made him realize there wouldn’t be a third time. He looked at Cowgirl and seemed to believe me. The girl’s gaze, usually friendly and placid, burned with such a deep hatred, I’d have shat my pants if I were him. I thought he’d definitely try to find a way to remain on sick leave until the end of practice. And I didn’t blame him. 
 
      
 
    “May I take a sword as well?” Cowgirl asked demurely. 
 
      
 
    “Monkey see, monkey do?” I grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Well… it’s pretty!” 
 
      
 
    “I sure can’t argue with that! Absolutely, go for it! Guess I’ll take one too. Three acts of idiocy cease to be folly and become a pattern!” Cowgirl's face lit up and she walked over to Clown to learn about “assault tactics and motor skills.” His words, not mine. Watching them spar with deactivated swords, I almost turned on the waterworks, feeling all mushy and gushy at the sight of two huge killing machines awkwardly waving swords that looked tiny in comparison with their armored bulk. I leaned on my fist and must have looked like a kind old granny watching her beloved grandchildren’s antics. 
 
      
 
    Cadet Catt came over for instructions at that point. He stared curiously at the ballet unfolding in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you take swords? They don’t make sense in this situation, do they?” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him in surprise, feeling something akin to budding respect. 
 
      
 
    “It’s our new strategy.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s it called? Where is it described? How do I learn more about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, actually, it’s not described anywhere as of yet. As for what it’s called, it’s Clown’s Idiot Attack.” I looked at the principal dancer furiously hacking at the Prima Ballerina with a huge bar of metal and changed my mind. “It was a joke. Forget it. And don’t tell it to anyone. It isn’t one of my best. The strategy is called Imbecility and Courage. And I’d like to make that name our unit’s official motto… Actually, it will do as the Army’s motto, too!” 
 
      
 
    The cadet pondered this. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I like it! It sounds nice! You can never go wrong with courage!” 
 
      
 
    “So the ‘imbecility’ bit doesn’t put you off?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what it means! What does it mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind! Let’s get to business!” 
 
      
 
    The upcoming battle wasn't a complicated affair. Except for one thing. The success of the engagement depended on the actions of the 2nd and 3rd squads—our “fleas.” I’d already observed the lumbering heavy units and the punishing artillery in action. Therefore, I’d asked Catt to bring along the deputy leaders of those two other squads. They were currently standing off to one side, their mouths agape as they watched our fencing duel. 
 
      
 
    Cadet RS221.A3.678111 (“Frizzle”) was a girl. A regular girl. In an irregular setting. Sure, her physique reminded you of an Olympic swimming champion, but her face! A button nose, blue eyes, and a sprinkle of freckles. All she was missing were two pigtails, a daisy crown, and a floral dress instead of her rough jumpsuit. How could one shoot at her? Your finger would refuse to pull the trigger! What a sick circus this whole thing was. I shifted my gaze to the second deputy leader. Well, well! Cadet RS221.A3.678147 (“Tag”), in the flesh! I waved them over. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, look who’s here! Roll out the red carpet!” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle shot me a quizzical glance, her expression a mix of curiosity and revulsion as if she was looking at her big sister’s sex toy. 
 
      
 
    “Why have they equipped themselves with swords in violation of Regulation 520.T4.X instead of the rocket launchers as required by the same Regulation?” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to offer some witty comeback, but Catt beat me to it. 
 
      
 
    “No worries, Frizzle! Just listen to everything he says.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Catt in a new light. It was amazing. Even cadets could learn, after all! Who could’ve thought that? Surprises continued with Tag. 
 
      
 
    “Chill, Frizzle! It’s all going to be okay!” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle frowned, crossed her arms, and declared, 
 
      
 
    “Actually, Recruit Elijah, you should stand up when you address your superiors!” 
 
      
 
    I had almost gotten my ass off the ground by that point, since speaking while looking up at someone was simply uncomfortable. But after hearing that, I changed my mind at once. I crossed my legs, adopting a lotus pose, and shut my eyelids. However, I didn’t shut them all the way, so I noticed Catt facepalming, and Tag grimacing as if in severe toothache. They simultaneously grabbed the girl by her arms and led her aside. Furious whispers reached my ears. I took one deep breath in through my nose… then another… I was focusing my mind on becoming one with the world around me… But suddenly, the world jostled me in the shoulder rather roughly. 
 
      
 
    Clown was stamping his feet with impatience, his heavy metal bulk looming over me. I scooted sideways automatically. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, you pest? Can’t you see that I’m trying to meditate here?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, chief!” he’d started to call me that recently, nettling the cadet and especially the sergeant. But I didn’t object. And it wasn’t because of my inflated ego, either. I could simply never miss an opportunity to get on my commanding officers’ nerves. That got me thinking. Could I have been a sergeant in my past life, too?” 
 
      
 
    “I was just thinking,” Clown placed a sword before me. “This thing’s a bit small for me. And I remembered that I’ve always been more comfortable with an ax! I’ll pop over to the store, okay?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl peeked out from behind his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Do you need an ax, too?” I grinned at her. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “I would really love a rifle. But I can’t have one…” she said, swinging the machine gun integrated into her right arm. 
 
      
 
    “How about a second machine gun? For your other arm?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl shook her head even faster. 
 
      
 
    “Nope… Too awkward!” 
 
      
 
    “Off you go then! Speak of a pair of weirdos…” 
 
      
 
    The two of them trudged off towards the “store.” Technically, the “store” was referred to as the P21.A3.19 Training Camp 19 Zone Equipment Ordering and Distribution Point. But “store” was tangibly shorter. Besides, it was indeed nothing but a regular store carrying a limited range of goods. Limited, that is, by the financial capacity of the majority of the Training Camp’s personnel—the Recruits. There were ‘improved’ versions of standard items used in training available. In principle, you could order almost anything, but delivery required time and money. Both were very scarce commodities, as far as the Recruits were concerned. 
 
      
 
    We already had the ability to customize our equipment for missions. For instance, I’d given up standard OG32s and DG40s for the more powerful OG32ms. The difference in price was deducted from my personal balance before each mission. I couldn’t really afford much else, although I really wanted to. I took Cowgirl to the store with me once, and it had been her favorite place ever since. She spent most of her free time there, studying the range of various firearms and adding extra modules to them in the visual constructor. It was convenient. 
 
      
 
    Whenever the kid Cowgirl went missing, she was definitely at the store, crafting yet another monstrosity. Once she managed to attach a flamethrower and a grenade launcher to a rifle at the same time. Granted, it was a very big rifle to be used in combination with one of the larger exoskeletons, but the very fact spoke volumes of her imagination. I would never have thought of that. And now, it seemed, Clown was a goner, too… 
 
      
 
    Elijah, we're ready!" the cadet trio appeared next to me. 
 
      
 
    “Right on. Hey, my dear Taglet, would you tell me how you managed to end up in our platoon?” 
 
      
 
    The cadet looked embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Well… I wrote an application and they’ve transferred me here.” 
 
      
 
    “Come again? You can do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m currently the best in our training group…” 
 
      
 
    “You were!” Catt interrupted with a sagacious smirk. 
 
      
 
    “I was,” Tag agreed without making a fuss. “Which means I get the right to choose during the intermediate stages. In fact, the Army encourages it. It is said to broaden one’s vision.” 
 
      
 
    “This is weird. I’d never have used the words ‘Army’ and ‘vision’ in the same sentence, unless the latter would be preceded by ‘utter lack of,’” I muttered gruffly. I was beginning to get tired of my dour persona. I seemed to find fault in everything, and it was high time to engage in some positive thinking for a change. “So you had asked them to become the leader of the 2nd squad of our platoon, and they assigned you to that position just like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha! He wanted to take over my unit initially! But who’s number one now? I’m number one now! So put that in your pipe and smoke it!” Catt laughed, making a rude gesture at Tag. Tag responded by shaking a fist at him. 
 
      
 
    Just like kindergarten kids, really… I glanced at Frizzle, who was standing nearby with a sullen expression on her face. 
 
      
 
    “We won’t have any problems, I hope, Cadet Drizzle?” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle was so confused she even stopped frowning. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Frizzle, recruit!” 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle! Ready to do bizzle?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure we speak the same language?” Tag had a look of utter incomprehension on his face. 
 
      
 
    “For shizzle, my nizzle!” 
 
      
 
    All three of them looked at me with suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “That was my entire stand-up routine. Thank you for your attention. I wonder if you listened to any good music as kids… or read any good books…” 
 
      
 
    “The Space Troopers’ Service Regulations!” Catt replied at once. The other two nodded enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    “Poor kids… All right, lady and gentlemen, let me give me the outline of how we’ll win today’s battle…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The sun was shining over the Weapons Range, for a change. That was surprising. I even began to suspect that I was in some kind of bad dream… or a computer game, which, essentially, amounted to the same thing… And that the surroundings remained unchanging because the Army-hired designers were, as always, operating on a severely limited budget. But today came as a pleasant surprise. There was no snow, the mud had dried, and a light breeze was blowing. Nothing short of idyllic! Even the impending war game and the red letters in front of my eyes didn’t spoil my mood. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Time until combat begins: 01:43… 01:42… 01:41… 
 
      
 
    Although the annoying background noise were a bit of a dampener, come to think of it. 
 
      
 
    Whoosh! Whoooosh! Whooooooooosh! 
 
      
 
    Next to me stood Clown, looking completely relaxed. He had lifted his helmet visor and was squinting from the sun rays as he stood there caressing his new “girlfriend” with a broad grin on his face. Considering that he had a six-barrel machine gun on his right hand instead of a palm, it looked somewhat strange. The sound made by metal scraping metal was extremely irritating. But no one said a word to him. Because now he had HER. The Hatchet. Addressed exclusively in the feminine gender. And with a capital H. 
 
      
 
    CH13 Combat Hatchet (Requirements: Melee Combat — Level 10) 
 
      
 
    Modification: Enhanced Strike Field. 
 
      
 
    She certainly was impressive. A crescent-shaped blade on a massive three-foot handle was topped by a four-sided spike in the middle. The width of the blade was a terrifying twenty inches, and the spike must have been a foot long. The other side of the handle ended with a pommel that served simultaneously as a counterweight and a field generator container. The legend SHE was crudely etched on the blade. Clown refused to reveal “her” identity categorically. But no one pried too hard, anyway. 
 
      
 
    He told me that he’d actually wanted an ax with two blades, but couldn’t afford one. He’d spent all his money on the hatchet. And he asked me, literally, not to screw up the upcoming fight. Yes, he had insured it with the Garbage Men, but firstly, each time to get the weapon back he would have to pay a thousand creds, which he no longer had, and secondly, what if the enemy also had their own klepto? I responded with something like, “I can’t promise, but I’ll try.” He just grinned and caressed HER. I swallowed and added that I would try very hard. That satisfied him. 
 
      
 
    00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! The battle begins! You are in a restricted zone! You have one minute to evacuate! 
 
      
 
    All the units began moving at once. Visors clamped down, drives whirred, heavy footsteps echoed around. The first squad’s attack began. 
 
      
 
    The roaring sounds of jetpacks heralded that the second and third squads had also moved out to their planned positions. Today’s battle was an aberration from the usual format of 1 MAS + 2 SAS, veering instead towards greater mobility with 2 MAS + 1 SAS, while the opposition retained the old layout. That was tactics, a constant thorn in our side. Thus, my usual strategy of diverting the enemy’s attention to the heavies and a sudden thrust behind enemy lines was thwarted. For one, our enemies had wised up. Besides, today our heavies numbered half of their usual. We risked getting pounded into the ground. Finally, today we were the heavies, a factor not to be taken lightly when formulating strategy. 
 
      
 
    My team trailed slightly off from the main group. The foolish decision to take melee weapons instead of shields drastically reduced our potential survivability. When the first explosions ripped through our advancing group, with rocks and shards clattering against my exoskeleton, I momentarily rued my own weak-willed decision. Enemy sharpshooters joined the fray a little later. The shields of the group ahead flickered under the assault. Our personal shields flickered too. We tried to move from cover to cover. It wasn’t easy, for some of this so-called “cover” would have had a better chance of getting hidden behind our bodies rather than the other way around. 
 
      
 
    The charge of our “fleas” towards the enemy's frontline slightly reduced the incoming fire density per square inch of my chest. I attempted to squeeze every ounce of speed from my exoskeleton. Gradually, we started to overtake our main group. Of the original six, four remained. Mica had been predictably knocked out. With her kind of karma, it would make more sense for her to keep close to the enemy force to jinx it. I couldn’t see Butch anywhere, either.. 
 
      
 
    Whether the enemy had dealt with our “fleas” or they’d decided to finish us off first, the density of fire returned to its original intensity. A close explosion dislodged the rocket launcher from my shoulder. I noted in passing that I hadn’t actually fired it even once. Then my machine gun jammed. Quite a turn of events! Clown, it turned out, wasn’t a fool, after all! I discarded the useless backpack of ammo, and my speed abruptly increased. I glimpsed Clown out of the corner of my eye, also without anything in the way of a backpack or a rocket launcher, sidling along a wall towards an opening in the enemy fortifications. He could have passed for a battle crab, I thought. I glanced back. Cowgirl had fallen behind, having apparently injured her legs. She had lost her sword somewhere, and was now barely managing to stand upright, her left hand placed on a nearby boulder for support. 
 
      
 
    “Second floor! Crush them!” 
 
      
 
    The rocket launchers roared as the second floor became shrouded in dust. The sharpshooters were silenced for a moment. I managed to reach the dead zone of the building. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t break through! Too much lead flying!” That was Clown. 
 
      
 
    It was time to give the lad a hand. I planted my sword into the dirt and tore a grenade from my vest, leaving the pin hooked on my carbine. 
 
      
 
    “Heads up! Frag out!” 
 
      
 
    I followed with another. There was an explosion inside. Two explosions. 
 
      
 
    “Move your asses!” 
 
      
 
    I barged into the nearest passage. Indistinct cries resonated inside, amidst clouds of dust. There were blue flashes. And body parts flying around. I saw a hand, clutching half a rifle. Nearby lay part of a skull encased in a helmet fragment. And what looked like a full enemy carcass next to it, eyes bulging in terror, and face smeared with blood. I swung my sword. One less to worry about. 
 
      
 
    “Recruit!!! Stand down!!! Stand down, I said!!!” 
 
      
 
    The dust and smoke thinned out a bit, and I saw the enemy sergeant, who’d backed himself into a corner and was yelling at the approaching Clown from behind a wooden stool, which was apparently the only shelter he could find. The sergeants’ armor could defend against the standard “training” weaponry. But not against HER! A second later, the sergeant was split in half, stool and all… 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Enemy base captured! Your unit has won! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DESPITE OUR BEST EFFORTS, our “assault” saga ended in a complete fiasco. Not that it was our fault. 
 
      
 
    Initially, everything went according to plan. We advanced cheerfully, our iron boots stomping the cold ground, expecting a leisurely stroll. All that was missing were drums and bagpipes. The previous battles showed the enemy’s inability to counter our tactics quickly enough. When their archers guarded the front, our fleas crushed their support and encroached the rear. When the archers shifted to defend the “artillery,” we put pressure on the remaining enemies and seized the base. And when they were running around chaotically… it was just pure fun. We were finding the enemy’s defensive skills thoroughly unimpressive. Considering that many recruits had some previous military experience, even if partially forgotten, one might have expected them to use more sophisticated tactics. I wonder what was happening in the regular army. 
 
      
 
    At any rate, we weren’t too worried. Cowgirl, who had swapped her sword for a shield after the first battle, was right beside me, covering Clown with her shield. I had also reached the conclusion that I’d live longer with a shield, and equipped myself accordingly. Clown didn’t give a damn. He’d learned to whirl his ax in “figure eights” and was now honing his skills. Even the cadet looked relaxed. Having turned on our active defenses at the edge of the enemy’s weapons range, we marched on. The sun was shining, the weather was lovely, but for some reason, nobody was shooting at us. 
 
      
 
    I checked the tactical map. Everything looked fine; the red dots were in their positions. Given their numbers, it seemed they were employing Plan B today, with marksmen defending the support team. They were all clustered together, and it looked as though we were moving first. And yet, it still felt odd. Why wasn’t anyone shooting, I wondered? 
 
      
 
    Then I heard a familiar whistling sound. The first mortar shell exploded short of its mark. The second one landed smack dab in the middle of our group, showering us with shrapnel. So far, so good. Just as I was starting to relax, I heard an unfamiliar whistling noise, so loud it was deafening. The next thing I knew, I was inside the revival sarcophagus with Nobel. 
 
      
 
    I was at a loss. Nobel played back the recording of the battle right after my revival upon my request. It showed the enemy’s artillery team up close. They launched one sighting shell, followed by another. The camera then panned sideways to reveal a monstrous contraption that looked like a Panzerfaust. A very large Panzerfaust. On a tripod. I remembered what a Panzerfaust was, but, as was customary with such cases, I didn’t remember how I had come by that knowledge originally. Furthermore, as it turned out later, no one here had ever heard the name. And yet I knew it existed! 
 
      
 
    That monstrosity weighed well over three hundred pounds. The operator made adjustments and fired. The charge soared into the sky. It didn’t approach us in a straight line the way a Panzerfaust would, but rather on a ballistic trajectory, just like a mortar shell! The camera then zoomed out, panning to the side. And there we were, the handsome devils! Clown was twirling his hatchet in figure eights and I stood next to him, glancing around. 
 
      
 
    Then an explosive charge detonated above our group. Invisible combustible gas filled the air around us, creeping into every nook and cranny, reacting with the oxygen. Less than a second later, another charge ignited this gas cloud. The training ground was enveloped in flames. From what I could tell, it partially caught the second and third squads, who were just regrouping on the flanks for the final push. 
 
      
 
    The operating system inside my head identified this as a Weapon of Retribution and promptly supplied me with all the corresponding information. 
 
      
 
    I was outraged! A thermobaric weapon! These pricks had pooled their resources and bought a thermobaric weapon! They had one mission left! Just one! And they decided to splurge for the specific purpose of punishing us! 
 
      
 
    “Quite the spectacle, don’t you think?” Nobel sat next to me, his legs dangling in the air as always. 
 
      
 
    “Spectacular is an understatement!” I had to agree. “Isn’t this kind of weapon supposed to be banned here?” 
 
      
 
    “It is,” Nobel confirmed. “At least as far as the recruits are concerned.” 
 
      
 
    “So, it was someone else who’d bought this monstrosity?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, technically, I don’t have the authority to divulge such information. Moreover, I shouldn’t even have access to it,” Nobel winked at me playfully with his human eye. “But I’ll let you in on a little secret. The purchase was made by… let me see… Ah! It was Sergeant RS214.A3.947295, identifier ‘Cox’!” 
 
      
 
    “That fat jerk!” I exclaimed. “Getting cleft in half by an ax was too good for him!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! So it wasn’t an accident?” Nobel looked at me with curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “Last week Sergeant Cox lost his body and I had to revive him.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “He claimed it was an accident. He was cursing a lot. Something about his equipment insurance being expired. He was particularly pissed off at someone called ‘Comedian’ or some such.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Did you mean Clown, by any chance?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, Clown! So it wasn’t an accident?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you could say Clown was a walking accident in his own right… waiting to happen to anyone who gets on his bad side!” 
 
      
 
    “Your friend is most peculiar indeed. For instance, his behavior today was completely out of line! He’ll have to compensate for the damage from his own pocket!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, baffled. 
 
      
 
    “Take a look at this!” A screen lit up, displaying the lab with the “sarcophagi.” 
 
      
 
    All of a sudden, the lid of one of the capsules flew open, and Clown jumped out like a jack-in-the-box, looking furious and hollering, “What the hell!” He quickly unplugged all the connecting tubes and dashed out of the lab. His shout echoed in the distance: “My girl!!!” 
 
      
 
    “Can I pay his debt?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Why would you want to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “I feel like I need to. And please, don’t let him find out. The man is clearly deeply distressed!” 
 
      
 
    A notification chimed. 
 
      
 
    2,234 credits have been deducted from your Personal Balance. 
 
      
 
    “Holy mother of Jesus! Nobel, are you trying to rip me off?” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” He was copying my deadpan intonation perfectly, the bastard! 
 
      
 
    “I mean exactly what I said just now! Why is it so expensive?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘expensive’?” Nobel looked genuinely puzzled. “Everything is priced fairly. Connecting cable, part number NG56456789VT, 25 credits. Breathing tube, part number RO9375753KT, 17 credits. Draining tube…” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on a second! Hold on!” Nobel zipped it and stared at me. With both his eyes, for a change. “I just wanted to ask you whether a discount was possible.” 
 
      
 
    I flashed a winning smile and made an awkward joke: 
 
      
 
    “Or can I, like, not pay at all, perhaps?” 
 
      
 
    “You sure can!” 
 
      
 
    I heard the chime again. 
 
      
 
    Your Personal Balance has been credited with 2,234 credits. 
 
      
 
    “Uh… What just happened?” 
 
      
 
    “You asked if you could avoid paying. And it turns out you can!” 
 
      
 
    “No way! If I could avoid paying you all along, why did you deduct money from me in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was for the damage done to the equipment!” 
 
      
 
    “Holy cow, Nobel. You’re really slow on the uptake. Let me tell you a joke instead. 
 
      
 
    So General Custer takes some Confederate soldiers prisoner and lines them up for execution. He orders the firing squad, 
 
      
 
    ‘Shoot this one, this one, and this one!’ 
 
      
 
    And one of them goes, 
 
      
 
    ‘Please, don’t shoot me, I’m too young to die!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, all right! Don’t shoot this one, he says he doesn’t want to get shot!’” 
 
      
 
    Nobel pondered this for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Is this Captain Custer from the 4th battalion? And what’s with this ‘General’ business? Hey, we don’t have a Confederate division in the Camp, either!” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s not Captain Custer from the 4th battalion. This… General… isn’t from our Army at all… and neither are the Confederates… he… they… how do I explain this to you? Ah, screw it, Nobel!!! That’s not the point of the joke!” 
 
      
 
    “What is it, then?” 
 
      
 
    “A-a-a-a-argh!” I growled like a death metal singer. “Never mind! Can I leave already?” 
 
      
 
    Clown was in anguish. SHE had been extensively damaged. Upon seeing his distress, the junk collectors took pity on him and handed the hatchet over for the price of scrap metal, practically for nothing. With trembling hands, Clown loaded HER into his locker and sent HER underground to the unseen repairmen. Now, he was pacing around anxiously, waiting for the results. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Cowgirl had purchased remote access to the store and was sitting on the floor, crafting her next Frankenrifle in the design application. Cadet Catt had vanished somewhere. The rest of the squad was up to all sorts of mischief. 
 
      
 
    As for myself, I found some time to delve into the local version of Wikipedia at last. However, it was noticeably different from what I remembered. I recalled a global online encyclopedia where knowledge was collectively created and universally accessible bearing that name. Here, I was clueless about who was populating the information in the Help section. Access to it required a certain “system access level,” which wasn’t displayed anywhere, but mine seemed to be perennially insufficient. 
 
      
 
    Thus, more often than not, my specific queries were answered as follows: 
 
      
 
    Access denied… Insufficient system access level… 
 
      
 
    Thus, I had to make do with general information. I skimmed through the data, picking out the facts that piqued my interest. 
 
      
 
    The Human Commonwealth presently includes 15,346 systems, located in sectors X345… 
 
      
 
    The capital of the Commonwealth is the planet Freedom (Star Atlas number:…) 
 
      
 
    The Commonwealth's population currently stands at 105.4 trillion… 
 
      
 
    The dominant race is Humans (94%)… 
 
      
 
    The Human Commonwealth is officially involved in 1,024 external conflicts of Class A… 
 
      
 
    An external conflict of Class A is defined as a war involving two or more parties, each of which is an Entity not less than Class C and with not less than 1 million individuals involved on each side… 
 
      
 
    An Entity of Class C is defined as a group of sentient beings united by racial, economic, political, or other principles, officially registered in Universe 13, numbering no less than 10 trillion individuals… 
 
      
 
    A list of external conflicts involving the 3rd Army of the Human Commonwealth… Access denied… Insufficient system access level… 
 
      
 
    The total number of sentient races officially registered in Universe 13 currently stands at… 
 
      
 
    “Commander!!! They’re going to fix HER!!!” Clown shook me by the shoulder vigorously, interfering with my reading in a very abrupt and uncouth manner. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you hollering like a nudist at a cactus farm!?!” I asked Clown. 
 
      
 
    “I need a loan, boss!” 
 
      
 
    “Until payday, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “W-what payday?” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind! How much do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “Three thousand two hundred and twenty-two!” 
 
      
 
    “Not too shabby! Are you sure they’re going to fix HER and not sell you a new hatchet?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely! SHE’d cost me ten grand!” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa, hold on! You never had that kind of money!!! And you didn’t ask me for any!” 
 
      
 
    “Well… Cowgirl lent me some… and Cadet Catt chipped in, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll be… All right, here you go!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, boss!” Clown darted away. 
 
      
 
    “The youth these days!” I said in a cantankerous old dude’s voice before returning to my reading. 
 
      
 
    The number of intelligent species officially registered in Universe 13 currently stands at… 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Elijah! Got a minute?” A voice interrupted my reading. 
 
      
 
    I looked up. But of course! The “cadet trio” had arrived. 
 
      
 
    “Shoot!” 
 
      
 
    “We just had a debriefing,” Cadet Tag started. 
 
      
 
    “And? Did the enemies gloat too much?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really,” Cadet Catt chimed in. “It was declared a technical defeat.” 
 
      
 
    “‘That takes the cake,’ said the baker to the oven. Why? And will we be reimbursed for our gear and bodies?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not,” Frizzle interjected, “Why would you think that?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it would be fair!” 
 
      
 
    The three of them stared at me in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Right, my bad. I must be losing my mind. Sorry. The Army and the concept of fairness clearly have nothing to do with each other. So why were they declared defeated, anyway, if it was us who’d gotten blown to smithereens?” 
 
      
 
    “The use of thermobaric munitions is prohibited in training battles, according to Directive number…” Frizzle started rambling, her eyes rolling. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on,” I interrupted. “Can you explain it in layman’s terms?” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle frowned at me disapprovingly. 
 
      
 
    “In simpler terms it is. In any training battle, the forces should have comparable quality and quantity of equipment. They should also have a similar level of training and combat skills, except for cases listed specifically in Regulation number…” 
 
      
 
    “Hold it! I asked for a simple explanation. What’s the issue with thermobaric munitions? They bought theirs legally, didn't they?” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle pouted and fell silent, visibly offended. Tag glanced at her and took over. 
 
      
 
    “It’s assumed that the opponent should have adequate defense against the weapons used.” 
 
      
 
    “Ahem… What about HER?” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Tag seemed puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Clown’s ax!” Catt laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… Well, I suppose one unit wouldn’t sway the battle’s outcome, even if SHE can be categorized as ‘comparable quality equipment’,” Tag said after a moment of thought. 
 
      
 
    “Really? And if SHE’s in Clown’s hands?” I smirked. 
 
      
 
    Tag returned a hesitant smile. “Good thing nobody made Clown part of the equation!” 
 
      
 
    I gave him a hearty pat on the shoulder. The cadet was coming up in the world! Perhaps he’d soon be able to take over my stand-up routine! 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the deal with this ‘technical defeat’ thing? Who’s responsible and what’s the solution?” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Cox is to blame. He’s been relieved of command.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn. That lucky bastard! Clown will be devastated!” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
      
 
    “He swore he’d personally punish the sergeant on every remaining mission!” 
 
      
 
    The cadets broke into grins. 
 
      
 
    “What are your plans for the near future?” 
 
      
 
    “Ten missions in the infantry, ten in support. Then certification. Ranking. And then they’ll have the personnel assigned to various divisions based on new specializations.” 
 
      
 
    The cadets slumped visibly. 
 
      
 
    “Why the long faces?” 
 
      
 
    “The sergeants will be in command again. And we’ll receive random postings,” Frizzle explained with a sigh. “And we’ve only just gotten used to this!” 
 
      
 
    “Used to winning?” I smirked. “Why, sure, one gets used to the good stuff in no time!” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle mumbled something under her breath. For some reason, Tag blushed and Catt was scuffing the concrete floor with his boot. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! What's up with you all?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… we… we’ve gotten used to you, Elijah,” Frizzle finally admitted. 
 
      
 
    Whoa. No, not like that. WHOA! Now that was a sticky situation! Whatever would I do with this group of preschoolers? I didn’t say any of that out loud, and just gave everyone a pat on the shoulder instead. 
 
      
 
    “Well, don’t be so downhearted! You’ll find someone better than me!” 
 
      
 
    They looked at me skeptically. 
 
      
 
    “Well… Or you could get your grandma involved!” 
 
      
 
    Tag beamed. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a great idea, actually! Thanks, Elijah!” 
 
      
 
    Damn it! Why did I open my mouth at all? 
 
      
 
    “Hey, wait! We shouldn’t bother your grandma with such trivial issues!” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s a brilliant idea! I’ll do just that!” 
 
      
 
    Damn and blast! Why was I so unlucky?!! Well, I would handle problems as they came. Especially since I had been more or less getting along with these guys. Come to think of it, it was impossible to know in advance what other freaks this monster called Army might throw at me yet. The whole learning process seemed to epitomize stupidity and incompetence. Erasing skills. Erasing personalities. Accepting milkmaids and PE teachers into the Army. That kind of thing. 
 
      
 
    I had no clue what the System’s Grand Idea might be. But, considering the information at hand, there were over a thousand wars going on at once, with at least a million soldiers fighting in each. That amounted to one billion soldiers—by a conservative estimate. There were presently about a billion people fighting somewhere for the Human Commonwealth alone! The strangest thing was that in regular wars soldiers died permanently! What kind of “regular” wars would those be? And why permanently? I couldn’t remember, and it didn’t matter, anyway! What mattered was that here the fallen returned to duty shortly after their demise! So what was the point in training new recruits? And how many new recruits were being trained? Why was their recruitment carried out in such a strange way? The System only had one answer to those questions. 
 
      
 
    Access denied… Insufficient system access level… 
 
      
 
    The concept of “dying” remained unclear to me. My sources of information were presently limited. Mostly, I was reliant on the Help section, which was the only game in town. But I did manage to glean some insights from comrades who had “resurrected,” and various bits and pieces from the cadets. Even the sergeant would share a smidgen of knowledge during his occasional jovial moods. 
 
      
 
    An official citizen of the Universe, once connected, was virtually impossible to kill. A snapshot of their consciousness, or soul—or the Mind, as it was officially known—was saved in the System, ready for transfer into a new body. This would be prepaid or selected for them according to their insurance plan, if they could afford one in the first place. There were numerous options. The gist was that a person could choose their resurrection location and revival speed. You could grow a clone in advance and store it, you could start growing it at the moment of death, or you could simply select a “prefab” body. It all depended on the girth of your bank account. 
 
      
 
    And that varied greatly, of course. People unable to pay for a body became “debtors,” and thus essentially spirits existing in virtual space. Their debts could get covered by a company, a nation state, or a private person. Or the Army. There were numerous legal subtleties I didn't fully understand, but what I did get was that becoming a “debtor” was best avoided. Apart from the fact that the real value produced by the fulfillment of your contractual obligations could outstrip the price of a new body several times over, there was the incredibly unpleasant fact that your new slave owner employer could partially delete information they personally and arbitrarily declared unnecessary. That was how the reborn came into existence. 
 
      
 
    Despite the evident injustice of this practice, millions became “debtors” willingly. There were dozens, or, perhaps, hundreds of worlds where the life prospects of an individual varied between grim and non-existent. It was a lottery of sorts. Desperate people “departed” in search of a better life. Not everyone struck it lucky. You might wake up in a uranium mine—or the body of a recruit in the Third Army of the Human Commonwealth, for example. 
 
      
 
    That reminded me. 
 
      
 
    “Hey guys, would you mind telling me how you ended up in the Army in the first place? If that’s not too great a secret, that is.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TAG’S STORY WAS THE SHORTEST, and what he told us was almost predictable. Born into a lineage of military officers who had faithfully served the Commonwealth for generations, his father, Rattlesnake’s son, broke the tradition in the most scandalous manner by refusing to enter military service. Flatly and finally. Normally, it wouldn’t be seen as a big deal by anyone; everyone was entitled to choose their path, after all. But there was one major problem. In a world of virtually immortal beings that our contemporary Society had become, demographics was paramount. Most worlds were overpopulated. New habitable planets were found very rarely, and grabbing suitable ones from the neighbors was rarely a successful endeavor, despite the Commonwealth’s best efforts. Thus, in most worlds, people were prohibited from reproducing freely. To continue one’s lineage one had to earn certain merits in the eyes of the Commonwealth. Military service was one such way, and a Reproduction Permit was a benefit they gave you in return. Rattlesnake had earned one, but only a single one. And her only son absolutely refused to follow the family tradition. He opted for a career in science instead, against his mother’s ferocious opposition. But a minor miracle happened: he proved to be a competent enough scientist to earn a Reproduction Permit in his own right. Thus, Tag was born. Rattlesnake wouldn’t repeat her mistake. She used all her influence and virtually stole the boy from the family, putting little Tag into a military-funded boarding school and leaving him no chance to choose a different path. 
 
      
 
    Cadet Catt turned out to be ideologically motivated. His parents owned a hydroponic farm on the ocean-planet Squidolon, which followed a less restrictive demographic policy, so he also had two sisters. The planet specialized in food supplies, with the lion’s share of the produce allocated for the Army’s needs. His father didn’t trust logistics companies and personally delivered the produce to Collection and Distribution Points located near the Spaceport, often taking the young Catt along. The future cadet would admire the military ships and gawk at the sight of anyone in a military uniform. At seven, he was familiar with all the triumphant wars of the Human Commonwealth, knew the technical specifications of X190, the main frontline fighter of the Commonwealth, and had memorized most of the Service Regulations. His father had initially viewed all of this humorously, but the older Catt grew, the less amusing his behavior became. As the only son, he was expected to inherit the business. Not “inherit” per se, as his old man had no plans to die, but he had already picked out a plot for expansion that he wanted to pass on to his only male heir, as his own father had helped him set up his farm before him. However, upon reaching the required age, Catt secretly signed up for the Officer Training Program and got off the planet on the first ship that would take him. 
 
      
 
    Cadet Frizzle. At first glance, her bearing suggested an air of royalty. One could easily mistake her for a pampered princess in line for a throne. But that was a far cry from reality. She was born amidst the dregs of Scrapp, an industrial planet that epitomized the concept of urban dystopia. And that was where she grew up—in a subterranean sprawl, amidst the city’s waste management systems, where her parents toiled as maintenance workers. Despite their humble life, Frizzle’s mother harbored a burning desire for motherhood. The rules, however, were clear. Reproduction was a privilege they couldn’t afford. In a desperate move, they exhausted their savings to have a child illegally. 
 
      
 
    Acquiring citizen status for the baby was another hurdle. It came at a hefty price: the life of Frizzle’s mother. Her physical form was annihilated, and her consciousness stored within Universe 13. The system balance remained unaffected, and Frizzle was granted citizenship. She never met her mother, but her father kept her memory alive with stories and private tears shed in the dark of the night. 
 
      
 
    Frizzle, despite her young age, was sharp and empathetic. She saw her father’s pain and wanted to help. The solution was clear. A Reproduction Permit had another purpose: it could resurrect a consciousness kept in a state of “death” instead of creating a new life. Considering her mother’s virtualized mind didn’t carry a “citizen” tag, no one could buy her out. But she could be deleted. The capacity of the system’s “cloud storage” was unknown, but minds deemed less “valuable” were eventually erased. The worth of a non-citizen sanitation worker was questionable. So time was of the essence. 
 
      
 
    Military service seemed like the quickest and most straightforward way to acquire a Permit. And becoming an officer would only increase her chances. I could only speculate about the kind of effort it must have taken a sanitation worker’s daughter to pass all the necessary tests and make it into officer training. But there she was. 
 
      
 
    Their stories had changed the way I saw them. Initially, they were nothing but clueless dolts and convenient targets of occasional mockery to me. But now… Well, they were still the same clueless dolts, and still perfect for the occasional ribbing. Yet they felt almost like family. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Every day was a grind in the Support Unit. We were universally regarded as an inconvenience, a necessity everyone wished they could do without. Our own team saw us as a burden you couldn’t discard, and to our enemies, we were an irksome thorn in their side. But we did irritate everyone. 
 
      
 
    The system described those units as follows: 
 
      
 
    The Support Units (SU) of the Human Commonwealth’s Mobile Infantry typically provide fire support for main tactical infantry units during attack or defense. Although combat vehicles and field artillery often outstrip them in terms of range and firepower, SUs are valued for the tactical flexibility of the infantry that comprises them. Such units are capable of spreading out intelligently across the terrain and using the lay of the land to either expand their firing sector or for cover. Their superior maneuverability (as compared to vehicles and artillery) also provides a significant strategic advantage. 
 
      
 
    All of that seemed straightforward enough on paper, but in practice, support units were most often employed as makeshift solutions in a variety of precarious scenarios such as: 
 
      
 
    1) to compensate for a commander’s tactical oversights, when unexpected clusters of enemy units or vehicles suddenly materialized on the battlefield, while our heavy machinery and artillery were inconveniently engaged elsewhere; 
 
      
 
    2) to rectify logistical miscalculations, when our heavy machinery and artillery were either running late, had arrived in the wrong location, or both; 
 
      
 
    3) to address economic considerations, no less, when our heavy machinery and artillery were altogether absent, because someone deemed their use in the current conflict as economically imprudent. 
 
      
 
    Hence, the only more or less respectful moniker the Army’s wise guys used for an SU was “patch.” 
 
      
 
    In essence, SUs were mobile fire support units equipped with more specialized weaponry than the usual assault rifles, which allowed them to counter specific threats and adversaries, such as large groups of infantry or heavy machinery. Working in close cooperation with other infantry units, the SUs provided the firepower that allowed assault and rifle units to accomplish their mission objectives, be it offense or defense. Their armor was light, sacrificed for additional mobility. Their most common weapons were mortars, ideal for taking down enemy manpower, and rocket launchers, fitted with either anti-infantry or anti-tank ammunition, depending on the mission objectives. 
 
      
 
    Melee weapons weren’t part of the support unit's arsenal normally. However, Clown, our leader, had his own ideas that didn’t necessarily align with the rule book or the established norms. Thus, the two rogue “fleas” that had made it to us were in for a nasty surprise. 
 
      
 
    It all happened during our first battle. I set up a mortar team with Cowgirl as the loader and myself as the spotter. Clown picked up a rocket launcher, and together with Cadet Catt and Recruit Mica, they fancied themselves as our makeshift rocket artillery. However, Mica’s second rocket launch hit the barracks housing Tag’s squad, miraculously not killing anyone. After receiving an earful over the radio, she was forcefully removed from our makeshift artillery and demoted to a mere observer. Clown quickly expended his entire supply of rockets, retrieved HER, and started pacing back and forth across our firing position, annoying and hindering everyone. But we all kept our mouths shut. 
 
      
 
    Tanya and Butch were doing their usual Bonnie and Clyde routine on my left, and I had Glen and Beanpole on my right. The number of red dots, indicating enemy heavies, was rapidly decreasing. Today, the enemy had two strike squads and just one mobile squad, so I was surprised when two of their nine “fleas” managed to reach us. 
 
      
 
    They landed right next to us, almost on top of the reloading Beanpole. Having dispatched him at once, they disemboweled the stunned Glen and dashed towards us. Cowgirl was just dropping another round into the barrel. I grabbed her by the collar and shoved her aside. But I wasn’t as lucky myself. I dodged the first sword swing, but the second stroke cut my arm clean off at the shoulder. It hurt like hell! 
 
      
 
    That was when Clown joined the fray with an ecstatic battle cry. The sight was somewhat comical. The enemy fighters were two heavily armored bodies with shields and swords, specifically equipped for efficient close-quarter combat. Clown was wearing nothing but his jumpsuit. There was an old army principle of “the less you carry, the less you waste” (the verb “waste” was occasionally replaced by “drink away”) that he decided to follow. Our advantage was staring them right in the face with a grin that would give anyone goose bumps. 
 
      
 
    I timed him. He made mincemeat of them in a mere four seconds. Then he turned towards the fading sounds of battle, assuming an expectant hunting stance. 
 
      
 
    “Clown, NO!” I reacted instantly. “Damn you! You can’t! Crap! Don’t you dare!!!” 
 
      
 
    The Polymed canister hissed. Cowgirl was playing field nurse. Then it was my turn to hiss. 
 
      
 
    Cadet Catt bent over me. 
 
      
 
    “Are you OK?” 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! All enemies eliminated! Your unit has won! 
 
      
 
    I hissed again as I gave him a thumbs-up. An arm chopped off was no big deal and would only cost me 15 credits to fix. But then I saw Tag approaching, wearing a smug face. And that bastard was supposed to be covering us! 
 
      
 
    I glanced around for something heavy. 
 
      
 
    This video became an absolute number 1 hit on today’s Training Camp 19 playlist. Even our usually stern Sergeant Whipcracker was laughing his head off, replaying the video for the tenth time. Well, in all honesty, it was really funny. 
 
      
 
    The video featured yours truly knocking Tag off his feet and smacking him in the face with my severed arm, telling him all the while, “You shouldn’t do that! You shouldn’t! You really shouldn’t! Bad Tag!” And he was going, “Let me go, Uncle Elijah! I won’t do it aga-a-a-a-a-ain!” 
 
      
 
    It has got to be said that he did keep his promise. No “fleas” ever made it to us again. Except for the accursed tenth and last time. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I checked the mortar’s targeting system. Our sector was covered just fine. Today we opted for the 2 + 1 strategy. Lately, the enemy had been trying to crush us with numbers, sending two SAS units our way. Few heavy units would make it to our frontline, and yet they kept pushing. That suited us just fine. My Heavy Weaponry skill was a solid eight, and all I did was bomb the hell out of the slow-moving heavyweights as they approached from afar. Beautiful! 
 
      
 
    Thus, today, our first and third squads were acting as Support under the command of Cadet Frizzle. Tag and his second division were primarily set to play the part of an anti-aircraft force. 
 
      
 
    00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! The battle begins! 
 
      
 
    I stared at the map. The red dots all moved en masse towards us. What the hell? The second leap scattered the dots chaotically across the map, but they were still moving in our direction. Another leap. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!!!” I snatched a shell from a drowsy Cowgirl’s hands and threw it into the barrel. 
 
      
 
    “Shell!!!” I gave the girl a shove to bring her out of her reverie and returned my gaze to the map. I didn’t even nick anyone! The other teams were just prepping for firing, and the “fleas,” which comprised the entire approaching enemy contingent, had already covered half the distance. 
 
      
 
    “Tag! Get over here!” The second Division had already opened fire, but it seemed they were being completely ignored. After all, we were sitting right here, defenseless and ripe for the picking. 
 
      
 
    I let loose two more mortar shells, trying to predict the enemy’s landing point. To no avail. The enemy soldiers were too fast, and the shells exploded too late. The red dots were closing in. Firing at them was an exercise in futility, so we stopped. Clown was getting fidgety in anticipation. It was his hour to shine at last, and he couldn’t wait to join the fray. I really wished I had stocked up on grenades. Then I had a brainwave. 
 
      
 
    A quartet of low-flying mobile assault infantrymen were approaching us on jetpack power. A burst of machine-gun fire from the 2nd squad took one down mid-flight, and the enemy soldier tumbled, crashing into a boulder. But the other three were about to make a landing. 
 
      
 
    I whacked the bottom of an artillery shell against a rock and hurled it full force towards the landing trio, aiming for a medium-sized rock near which they were to land. I had no doubt their stupid heads would prove hard enough for the purpose, but the rock was a safer bet as far as the impact detonator was concerned. 
 
      
 
    “Get down!” Cowgirl spaced out, as she often did, and I had to knock her to the ground as gently as I could. 
 
      
 
    The effect was spectacular. I reckoned the soldiers hadn’t even managed to touch the ground when the fragmentary blast sent them flying again—with certain body parts missing this time. And then Clown popped right out of the ground like a very scary jack-in-the-box and finished off the unfortunate bastards in no time. 
 
      
 
    Heavy Weaponry: skill upgrade. Current level: 9. 
 
      
 
    Two seconds later: 
 
      
 
    Explosives: skill upgrade. Current level: 12. 
 
      
 
    And in another second: 
 
      
 
    Small Unit Tactics: skill upgrade. Current level: 15. 
 
      
 
    “So you’re impressed, too, aren’t you?” I said to the System. “Long overdue…” 
 
      
 
    The onslaught was relentless. Our rifles were toys against the bastard fleas and their damned armor. Clown went down in the opening seconds of the skirmish. I tried to snatch an enemy blade, but it backfired, and almost cost me an arm. Been there, done that, no thanks. The flea tossed me aside, eyes locked on Cowgirl, her rifle blazing. He dispatched her quickly and wheeled back to me. 
 
      
 
    He swung his sword, and then… it happened. The Glitch came. Time nearly halted. I stared at the assailant rearing to strike. It was like looking in a mirror. The face was the same. Only the uniform differed. And then I noticed that all our eyes were a uniform shade of gray. 
 
      
 
    The blade started its slow descent towards my skull. I sidestepped, feeling as if moving underwater, but still faster than my opponent. That was intriguing. I grasped his wrist and gently redirected his momentum with a push. The adversary performed a graceful slowed somersault over my head. I heard the crunch of broken bone. His sword hit the ground. Leisurely, I lifted it and thrust into his chest. Blood seemed to ooze slowly from the wound instead of gushing like a fountain the way it was supposed to. 
 
      
 
    I scanned the surroundings, enveloped in surreal slow motion. We were overwhelmed. Most of our unit was either dead or so close to dying it made no difference. Cowgirl lay dead, a ghost of a smile on her half-severed face. Butch crawled towards a lifeless Tanya, dragging his intestines behind him. A cadet bashed an enemy with a missile launcher like a club, yet another enemy approached him. Two more sped towards me. I had to act fast! 
 
      
 
    Taking fluid steps, I closed in on the ‘flea’ targeting the cadet. His back presented a wide target, covered by the jetpack. I saw the emergency release button on the right and hit it at once, using the sword's hilt, hastening the jetpack’s detachment with my left hand, and cleft the enemy’s spine neatly. Done and dusted. 
 
      
 
    I threw the jetpack towards the approaching trio, calculating an evasion route and a counterstrike. Then, time resumed its regular pace. 
 
      
 
    A shield struck my head again, throwing me off balance. I landed awkwardly, banging my already battered head on a box of mortar shells. The enemy trio appeared to have made the unfortunate decision of dicing me into very tiny pieces with three blades, malicious intent writ clear across their faces. 
 
      
 
    The map showed the 2nd squad rushing to our aid, but they were too far behind. I armed a shell’s detonator with a well-practiced motion, screaming, “The French Resistance never surrenders” and slammed it fiercely into its neatly packed companions. 
 
      
 
    Three things went through my mind as I tumbled into the vortex of oblivion that preceded revival. What happened to the time? What the hell was the French Resistance? And why would I yell that if no one had even offered me to surrender in the first place? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “AREN’T I A GOOD LAD?” I asked as I watched the recording. 
 
      
 
    On the footage, my semi-transparent form blurred in fluid motion, annihilating the enemy. I somersaulted over the first foe’s head, and before he could even land, a sword punctured his chest, blood spraying wildly. Then I darted to the next adversary like a shadow. A pack blew off, and another fountain of blood appeared in the same split second. Suddenly, I was thrust back into the ‘normal” world, and my disgruntled expression said it all. 
 
      
 
    Nobel replayed the sequence continuously, at various speeds. Frowning in contemplation. Since he hardly ever shut up for more than two seconds, this was highly unusual. 
 
      
 
    After ten minutes, my patience gave out. 
 
      
 
    “Play the explosion again!” I urged. “It was epic, wasn’t it? A proper Armageddon!” 
 
      
 
    Nobel shot me a peculiar look and replayed the footage again—in silence. His real eye was now indistinguishable from the artificial one expression-wise—both looked ice cold and completely detached. Five minutes later, a notification alerted me that my new body was primed to face whatever the Army deemed necessary to throw at it next. 
 
      
 
    “Can I go now?” I inquired uncertainly. “Unless you have something to say?” 
 
      
 
    Nobel gazed at me, life returning to his organic eye slowly. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on. I do have something to tell you. Something to show you, even. But on one condition,” both eyes were fixed on me now. “You tell no one. Not a soul.” 
 
      
 
    “Scout’s honor!” I promised instantly, then grinned. “And what happens if I do spill the beans, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody will believe you. Hell, I can’t even believe my what I just saw with my own eyes. Now get a load of this!” 
 
      
 
    The screen displayed a confined space with a group facing away, fortified behind makeshift barricades. They seemed to be waiting for something, and their weapons were aimed at a solid wall. The wall’s paint swelled before a plasma cutter’s beam sketched a seven-foot square across its surface. 
 
      
 
    Seconds later, there was an explosion. The cut-out piece clattered inside, and almost instantly someone burst in… Were they human? Their dark blue assault armor made ours look laughable in comparison. Their boarding shields were one and a half times larger. They had massive swords and axes in hand. By the time the defenders began firing, the attackers had covered a third of the distance to the barricade. Their speed was astounding! They moved much faster than any normal human ever could. The barricade got toppled, weapons went into swing, there was screaming and yelling. Seconds later, twelve mutilated bodies lay on the floor, and four dark blue figures split into pairs, disappearing into different corridors. One paused, swung its sword… The recording cut off. 
 
      
 
    “So, who were those guys in blue?” I was genuinely impressed. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on a sec,” Nobel interrupted, pulling up another video. The screen showcased an alien landscape with bizarre purple foliage and trees resembling coral formations. The viewpoint, presumably from a soldier’s helmet cam, showed the backs of other soldiers marching ahead. The gaps between the strange trees provided enough space to move comfortably. The squadron advanced in a staggered line. A sudden shout echoed, followed by the sharp report of gunshots. Simultaneously, a similar commotion arose from another direction. 
 
      
 
    Purple humanoid figures sprang forth, as if splitting away from tree branches, and instantly attacked the soldiers. With two upper and two lower limbs and elongated skulls covered in violet fur, these creatures resembled upright-walking dogs. Their lower limbs gave powerful, spring-like thrusts, showing off their muscular physiques. In their hands they wielded dual curved swords that emitted an odd reddish glow, suggesting energy weapons. The creatures moved with a swiftness that blurred their forms, faster even than the elite troopers from the earlier video. A snarling face filled the screen, and the camera spun off—presumably still attached to its now-decapitated owner. The recording ended. 
 
      
 
    “The first clip,” Nobel began, replaying the stormtroopers’ entry scene, “shows our Space Troopers boarding the flagship of the Stellar Empire’s 2nd fleet dubbed The Devastator. And those weren’t just any troopers. They were from the elite assault team of the 1st fleet. Each one of them has over twenty-five years of service, countless combat training sessions, and a plethora of integrated skills and tactics under their belt. They’re equipped with the finest gear. But, most crucially, they’ve undergone physical augmentations. Without diving into details, these enhancements allow them to operate 30-40% faster than the most well-trained fighter with an unmodified body.” 
 
      
 
    “The second clip,” he continued, pulling up the purple alien world, “documents an attack on our forces on Planet Kaymarte by the Berks. Those dog-headed guys you’ve just seen. An aggressive, albeit thankfully small-numbered alien species. Their movement speed surpasses ours by roughly 70-80%. Now, here’s a question for you.’ 
 
      
 
    The screen now displayed my very own moment of glory. 
 
      
 
    “By how much faster than usual, in your estimation, were you moving at this point?” He leaned in, both eyes fixed intently on mine, his face inches away. 
 
      
 
    I shrunk back, feeling cornered, “I don’t know… maybe 20% faster?” 
 
      
 
    “Not even close!” Nobel declared. “Your movements averaged 124.55% faster than any human’s, peaking at 242.13%!” 
 
      
 
    “And what does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    “It means you’re an impossibility!” He leaned in closer, practically pressing his forehead to mine. His living eye shimmered with an intense curiosity. He seemed to regard me as a specimen pinned for dissection, eager to explore its secrets. “What the hell are you, Recruit Elijah?” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the evidence?!” I screamed in outrage, moving away from the doctor just in case. “What are you on about?!” 
 
      
 
    Nobel drew a heavy sigh and moved away from me at last. The screen became split in two, with a picture of a Space Trooper on the right and a Berk on the left. Nobel pointed at the trooper. 
 
      
 
    “The cost of one of this trooper’s bodies exceeds the sum total of the cost of all the living creatures contained in our training camp, including the maintenance personnel and the officers. They’re not really human as we understand humanity anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Next he pointed at the alien. 
 
      
 
    “This is a product of evolution. Thousands of years of natural selection in adverse conditions on a high-gravity planet!” 
 
      
 
    Finally, he poked me in the chest with his finger. 
 
      
 
    “What I see here is a standard GB0056.245.15 body with no extra modifications. According to the technical specifications of this model, its reaction speed exceeds the human average by a mere two or three percent. Not a hundred and twenty, and definitely not two hundred and forty!!! Do you understand the difference?!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded silently, gears racing in my mind, contemplating the possible implications. 
 
      
 
    “I wondered whether it could be a brain issue. I’ve run diagnostics fifteen times! And do you know what it told me?” 
 
      
 
    RB13.А3.130013 (“Elijah”) 
 
      
 
    System Rank: In training. 
 
      
 
    Social Affiliation: Humanity. Human Commonwealth. 
 
      
 
    Free Will: Temporarily restricted. 
 
      
 
    Current Owner: HC Third Army 
 
      
 
    Current Status: Military. 
 
      
 
    Class: Undefined. 
 
      
 
    Rank: Recruit. 
 
      
 
    Awards and Privileges: None. 
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
      
 
    Combat: 
 
      
 
    Marksmanship — Level 8 
 
      
 
    Heavy Weaponry — Level 9 
 
      
 
    Energy Weapons — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Melee Combat — Level 11 
 
      
 
    Explosives — Level 12 
 
      
 
    Armor — Level 7 
 
      
 
    Power Armor — Level 8 
 
      
 
    Small Unit Tactics — Level 15 
 
      
 
    Medicine — Level 5 
 
      
 
    Communications — Level 8 
 
      
 
    Enhancements: None. 
 
      
 
    Reputation: 
 
      
 
    Human Commonwealth — Indifference. 
 
      
 
    “It has told me that I was looking at a perfectly ordinary recruit! Talented, to be sure, but utterly ordinary!” His voice nearly broke into a shout. He was beginning to unnerve me with his medical geekery. He jabbed at the lines displaying my specifications. 
 
      
 
    “See this line? The one that begins with the word ‘Enhancements.’ What does it say there?! ‘None’!!! Not a single enhanced bone in your body, not one damn synthetic muscle! Basic metabolism! How is that even possible?!” He jumped up, pacing back and forth, hands behind his back. His head leaned forward and jutted out in jerky motions, made him look like an infuriated heron. I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Nobel. First and foremost, calm down. Second, park your behind somewhere and stop flitting about. Let’s address this issue. What can we do, and who can we blame if things go wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “How did you do it?” He ignored my question, pointing at the screen where a blurry version of me was stabbing an enemy trooper with his own sword. 
 
      
 
    “No clue,” I answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    “What did you feel right before? Did you hear or see anything? Try to recall! It’s crucial!” 
 
      
 
    I tried. Honestly. I even closed my eyes. There was nothing unexpected there. I saw the enemy recruit charging at me. Everything slowed down. Then I was in “accelerated” mode. Although… there was a system alert. I checked the logs and found nothing. I opened my eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “There was a system alert. But it didn’t get saved.” 
 
      
 
    “What did it say?” 
 
      
 
    “I really have no idea. I didn’t even get a chance to look at it. There were other things on my mind. And now it’s gone,” I scratched the back of my head, feeling the need to add, “Honest!” 
 
      
 
    Nobel shook his head in disappointment. 
 
      
 
    “I reviewed all system alerts from that fight. Nothing unusual. Just this recording.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I’ll ask again. What do we do and whom do we blame?” 
 
      
 
    Nobel rubbed his nose. 
 
      
 
    “What’s all this talk about blaming someone?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s just a saying I remember. When things get fishy, always try to pass the buck. Forget it! What about the other question? What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” 
 
      
 
    “What could you possibly do?” Nobel sighed. “The system didn’t react to this event, so who am I to intervene? Honestly, even if I wanted to, I couldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Great! Can I go then?” 
 
      
 
    I quickly left the medical bay, leaving a despondent Nobel replaying the video. I decided I’d tackle issues as they would arise. For the meantime, it was business as usual. 
 
      
 
    The “residential” area was abuzz. A strategic debate had erupted about the amount of heavy weaponry a given infantry unit was allowed to have, apparently. The cause of the debate stood on the floor, its few chrome-finished parts glittering modestly. 
 
      
 
    RMG11m Rotary Infantry Machine Gun (Requirements: Marksmanship — Level 5; Heavy Weaponry — Level 5). A standard machine gun for mobile infantry. Mainly deployed in infantry units to combat numerous lightly armored foes. 
 
      
 
    Modification: None. 
 
      
 
    The six-barreled beauty just stood settled on a tripod comfortably, ignoring the commotion around it. It looked like the big brother of the portable one I’d had attached to my exoskeleton before. I hadn’t really had a chance of appreciating what it had to offer, mostly because I’d most often lose this formidable weapon mid-battle. Now, though, I had an opportunity to get to know the weapon better. 
 
      
 
    “Regulation 3240.b5 clearly states: ‘An infantry unit should have two machine gun teams, two people in each!’ That’s all there is to it. End of discussion!” Cadet Catt declared, red-faced from the argument. 
 
      
 
    “Why do we only get two machine guns? There are eight of us! Let’s take four!” Beanpole protested, squatting beside the weapon and stroking its barrels affectionately. 
 
      
 
    “And what about the inevitable loss of squad mobility?” Catt retorted. 
 
      
 
    “Loss of mobility, cadet? I can handle this thing alone!” Glen chimed in from the side. 
 
      
 
    “Try lifting it first, recruit!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure will!” 
 
      
 
    “Then go ahead and lift it!” 
 
      
 
    “Well… just let me get my armor on. Then I’ll lift it right up!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be in standard MATA2 gear. The arm reinforcement in that is minimal. You might as well try now!” 
 
      
 
    “How about I take the enhanced version?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, knock yourself out. Do you know how much that costs?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the principle of the matter!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, by all means… Just make sure your principles don’t bankrupt you. You might end up in the ‘debtors’ brigade’ instead of the regular army!” 
 
      
 
    “The army leaves no man behind!” 
 
      
 
    “Who told you that? Anyway, you’re not even officially in the Army yet. You’re still in this… what do they call it… limbo!” 
 
      
 
    I approached the visibly bored Clown, who was polishing HER blade. Why would he need a machine gun when he had HER? 
 
      
 
    “Hey! What’s happening here?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Hey, chief! Welcome back! You really blew things to smithereens back there! I almost got knocked out by someone’s flying head, but it still was epic!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. So, what’s the situation?” I glanced around. “And where’s Cowgirl? Not impressed by the machine gun, is she?” 
 
      
 
    “Duh, where could she be? Shopping, I bet!” Clown breathed on the gleaming metal, then furiously worked it with a cloth. “And, no, she wasn’t. She snorted and left with her nose in the air.” 
 
      
 
    He gave the shiny surface one last look. Satisfied, he sheathed it and hung it from his belt loop. The fact that this monstrosity seriously hampered walking didn’t bother him in the least. He carried it everywhere. Even slept with it, I could bet. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, what’s up!” Catt finally noticed me. “Next time you plan on setting off fireworks like that, let me know in advance so I can bury myself underground!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there wasn’t much time for a heads-up!” 
 
      
 
    “No hard feelings! It was spectacular!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “So, how do you envision our role in the infantry unit?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t seen enough to form an opinion yet.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s your take on the number of machine guns in the squad?” 
 
      
 
    “Still clueless,” I pondered briefly. “I’ll take one, though. Clown there will be my loader. Hey! You’re still carrying that… uh… ax of yours, right?” 
 
      
 
    Clown nodded affirmatively. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t vouch for Cowgirl, though… Oh, speak of the devil. Hey, Cowgirl, you up for some machine gun action?” 
 
      
 
    “Can I talk to you for a second?” Cowgirl whispered, tugging at my sleeve timidly. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, we’ll get back to this later.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” I asked as we stepped aside. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve done my research, and, well… Regulation 3240.b5 also suggests that an infantry unit should have a designated sniper,” she hesitated. “So I was thinking…” 
 
      
 
    “A machine gun doesn’t do it for you? Not excited by big stuff much, are you?” I laughed. “That’s odd!” 
 
      
 
    She stared at me, puzzled but smiling just in case. Suddenly, I felt like a flasher in a children’s playground and cringed in profound self-disgust. Not that locker room talk was ever particularly witty to begin with, but I really put both my feet in my mouth that time. 
 
      
 
    “Uh… So, you want to be a sniper? No problem. Targets here might not be quite in a sniper’s normal range, but it’s a good idea, anyway. I’m in,” I rambled, trying to shake off my embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    Without a word, Cowgirl pressed a button on her portable shopping terminal. An impressive-looking sniper rifle materialized in the air, seemingly made for hunting elephants… whatever they were. A description appeared above it: 
 
      
 
    N107 High-Caliber Sniper Rifle (Requirements: Marksmanship — Level 5, Sniper Weapons — Level 5). Used for incapacitating heavily armored infantry, as well as neutralizing or critically damaging high-value equipment and unarmored enemy vehicles. 
 
      
 
    Modification: None. 
 
      
 
    Modification: None. 
 
      
 
    “Holy cow!” I scratched my head. 
 
      
 
    “Holy crap!!!” I added upon seeing the price. 
 
      
 
    I read the description again. Ah, there was the catch. Sniper weapons. I scratched my bald head and ventured a guess, “First off, you can’t afford it, right?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl nodded eagerly. 
 
      
 
    “Second, none of us have the Sniper Weapons skill. Right?” 
 
      
 
    She kept nodding. 
 
      
 
    “But you still want this elephant gun?” I pointed at the hovering image. 
 
      
 
    Her nodding slowed down, the earlier enthusiasm fading. She reread the rifle’s description, mouthing the words in an amusing manner, and then looked up. 
 
      
 
    “What’s an ‘elephant gun’?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! It’s a rifle for hunting elephants!” I proclaimed dramatically. 
 
      
 
    “And what are elephants?” 
 
      
 
    I was at a loss. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t recall… not really sure…” I said, eyeing the rifle again. “I reckon it’s some kind of tank. A massive one!” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl was practically hopping with anticipation. How could one resist such enthusiasm? I nodded decisively. 
 
      
 
    “Well then, dear, I guess it’s time for us to explore new horizons. Let’s head to Nobel!” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl pocketed the terminal and clapped her hands with joy. I had this nagging feeling she’d end up bankrupting me. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “THE UNIVERSE RARELY GRANTS you skills for free,” Nobel was pacing back and forth, pausing periodically for dramatic effect, lifting a finger when he was about to drop some deep wisdom. Cowgirl and I sat on the edge of the ‘sarcophagus,’ listening intently like devoted disciples. Medical bots buzzed around. A revived recruit mumbled to himself in the background, but we stayed focused. 
 
      
 
    “Skills mainly act as safeguards against amateurs and fraudsters. The Universe is wise, and it scorns dabblers! You can’t hijack a spaceship without possessing such skills as Piloting, Navigation, Ship Engineering, and so on…” Nobel trailed off. “And a heap more, I guess. Uh… Anyway, hijacking a ship is an extremely difficult task, anyway. I might have started off on the wrong foot there.” 
 
      
 
    He looked lost in thought for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Skills are required to use weapons,” I helpfully prompted. 
 
      
 
    “Ah! Yes! Good example! Well done!” He paused to pat me on the shoulder. “In your case, skill limitations prevent you from using weapons too powerful for your current training.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” I replied in a sarcastic tone, “like thermobaric weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” Nobel missed the irony. Then he looked hesitant. “Don’t interrupt me! That was an unfortunate accident.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Very unfortunate. And the most unfortunate thing was that no one’s refunded my money.” 
 
      
 
    “I said, don’t interrupt!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Apology accepted. Anyway, you can purchase an initial skill. However, not everywhere. For instance, you won’t be able to buy livestock breeder or smorkroot presser operator skills from me.” 
 
      
 
    “A what operator?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a skill you need for making smorkroot mash,” Cowgirl replied, all of a sudden. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
      
 
    “Smorkroot! It’s delicious!” Cowgirl stared at me incredulously, adding as if it were the most natural thing. “You need to use a presser on it to make mash. What’s so hard to understand?” 
 
      
 
    “I get it, I get it. Delicious smorkroot mash. And everyone knows about it!” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” Cowgirl beamed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not intruding on your conversation, I hope?” Nobel asked with a hint of irritation. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Sorry, doc. Do carry on!” 
 
      
 
    “Anyway. I can provide a variety of skills, though most of them are for combat applications. And I can enhance them—to a certain point, of course. We operate a training camp and have a limited set of bases, so I cannot elevate most weapon skills beyond ten points no matter what I do. That only applies to recruits, mind you. It’s a system-imposed limitation, wise and non-negotiable. As you’ve already noticed, you can develop them up to ten on your own. My colleagues in the regular army have a higher system access level, so they have more opportunities. I don’t have any heavy combat machinery or spaceship piloting skills, for example. We’re a mobile infantry training camp, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “We need Sniper Weapons, Doc. And also to raise it to the fifth level. What’s that going to cost me?” 
 
      
 
    Nobel checked his internal system. “One thousand credits for the skill. And another three thousand to elevate it to the fifth level. That’s four thousand credits total.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “The skill itself costs a thousand credits. That’s its actual price. The cost for each level increases exponentially, if you know what that means. Two hundred for the second level, four hundred for the third, eight hundred for the fourth, and sixteen hundred for the fifth. That totals three thousand for upping the skill to the fifth level.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. Can I skip the payment?” I promptly inquired, remembering our previous exchange. 
 
      
 
    “No, Elijah!” The doctor gave me a reproachful look. “This time you have to pay!” 
 
      
 
    I asked Cowgirl, even though I already knew the answer. “You don’t have enough, do you?” 
 
      
 
    She sighed, shaking her head negatively. 
 
      
 
    “All right! Debit the credits from my account—and load the skills into her skull!” I tapped Cowgirl’s forehead with my curled index finger. 
 
      
 
    4,000 credits have been deducted from your Personal Balance. 
 
      
 
    Personal Balance: 32,053 credits. 
 
      
 
    Overall Balance: −112 ,965 credits. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl’s eyes rolled back, and she collapsed onto my lap. 
 
      
 
    “Doc, what the hell?” 
 
      
 
    Nobel waved, and the nearest medbot quickly injected something into Cowgirl’s shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine! Just an information overload.” 
 
      
 
    “You could’ve warned us, maybe?” 
 
      
 
    “Look, she’s already coming around!” 
 
      
 
    Indeed, Cowgirl opened her eyes, blinked in confusion a few times, and then stared at me. “You okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” her ever-present smile reassured me she wasn’t lying. I involuntarily patted her head. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Doc. But we still have some shopping to do! We’ll be back for sure. I've got some ideas about skills.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no doubt you'll be back,” Nobel chuckled, “probably sooner than you think. Right here!” 
 
      
 
    He pointed to the empty sarcophagus. The man had a morbid sense of humor. Hopefully, he didn’t just jinx us. 
 
      
 
    The “store” was fully automated with an array of terminals, ensuring ample space for the few shoppers who ventured in at this odd hour. I’d been here just twice. Once, for a recon, and another time to set up a “lifetime pass” for new grenades. That was business. Plus, I’d visited a handful of times to drag out a dawdling Cowgirl. 
 
      
 
    It was essentially a long counter, with terminals on top and automated dispensers below where the more impatient could collect their orders immediately. Alternatively, equipment could be picked up from our “magic” boxes that popped up before missions. 
 
      
 
    I pulled up the order screen and selected the N107 High-Caliber Sniper Rifle. A hologram of it flashed above the terminal. Immediately, the “store” started suggesting add-ons and various ammo types. I decided to take a closer look at what they offered: 
 
      
 
    
    	                      Enhanced muzzle brake, 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Plasma cartridge option, 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Detachable carry handle and additional bipod, 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Bull-pup configuration, 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Advanced lightweight design, 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Suppressor or flash suppressor, 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Short-barrel option, 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Advanced high-power variant, 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Night vision scope, 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Enhanced scope with auto-target feature. 
 
    	                        
 
   
 
    All that stuff sure was cool, but their prices! I eyed Cowgirl up and down, sighed, ticked the boxes, and hit “Done.” A confirmation button popped up. 
 
      
 
    “Sure about this?” I looked at Cowgirl again as the confirmation button loomed in my vision. She nodded silently, eyes glued to the order receiver. 
 
      
 
    Alerts chimed. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’ve acquired the N107A1 High-Caliber Sniper Rifle (Requirements: Marksmanship — Level 5, Sniper Weapons — Level 5). Used for incapacitating heavily armored infantry, as well as neutralizing or critically damaging high-value equipment and unarmored enemy vehicles. Advanced lightweight variant. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Detachable carry handle and extra bipod. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Enhanced power. 
 
      
 
    19,000 credits have been deducted from your Personal Balance. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’ve acquired .50APC Armor-Piercing Ammo (3 magazines.) 300 credits have been deducted from your Personal Balance. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You’ve signed an Insurance Contract with the P21.A3.55 Weapons Range 55 Tech Support & Infrastructure Group. Guarantee payment of 1,200 credits deducted. 
 
      
 
    Personal Balance: 11,553 credits 
 
      
 
    Overall Balance: −112,965 credits 
 
      
 
    I sighed, lamenting my dwindling balance, but then my gaze settled on Cowgirl. She was literally glowing with joy. It was a sight so sweet and so beautiful that my inner miser crawled into the furthest dark corner it could find in shame, never to be seen again to rain on her parade. The rifle looked even more imposing in reality. Judging by its look, it could certainly stop a tank. A light one, anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Need a hand carrying that?” I extended my arm. Cowgirl gripped her rifle tight, shaking her head in firm refusal. “Will you at least let me take a shot?” 
 
      
 
    She hesitated, then nodded with reluctance. 
 
      
 
    “All right. Just one shot!” 
 
      
 
    “How stingy can you get?! Oh, all right, let’s get going!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We ended up taking two machine guns. One for Clown and me; the other for Glen and Beanpole. I positioned my team on the barracks’ second floor, by a window facing the presumed enemy avenue of approach. Setting up our “nest” took some effort, but I was satisfied in the end. There was little room for stray rockets, and a vast firing zone. 
 
      
 
    Glen and Beanpole scrambled to the roof, huffing and cursing, and proclaiming loudly they’d “show everyone how it’s done!” because “the view is better from the top!” and finally claiming “Today’s our day, rookies!” We’d just have to see about that. 
 
      
 
    After mounting our machine gun on its stand, I checked the firing sector and quickly ran a weapon diagnostic. Everything functioned perfectly, and all we had to do now was wait. Clown sat beside me, looking downcast. Today our third unit was covering the second, which was acting as artillery. So, the chance of engaging the enemy in close combat was virtually nil. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl took position near a shattered window to our left, partially blocked with broken stone. Clown and I had found a smooth piece of plastic on the ground floor, creating a perch of sorts for her. Initially, we had placed it right under the window. But there was too high a risk of an explosive charge hitting that spot. Then I noticed a small hole near the base. It needed some widening, and I asked Clown to help. He gave me a peculiar look and began chipping away concrete chunks with his hands. I suggested we could use HER. He looked at me like I’d lost my marbles and continued manually. Downstairs, Butch and Tanya guarded the entrances and our sergeant. He was settled there in comfort, and, apparently, watching funny videos, since he was laughing so loudly we could hear him upstairs. Well, as long as he didn’t bother us, he could have all the fun he liked, I thought. 
 
      
 
    Cadet Catt settled to our right. From his spot, a panorama unfolded, showcasing our support team and their “bodyguards.” Tag and his crew were preparing for an artillery barrage, while Whipcracker and his group braced for an aerial assault. The youngsters were maturing before our eyes; it became a pleasure to watch them. 
 
      
 
    At first, their peers mocked “our” trio with derogatory names. Because of me. Or more precisely, because of my opinions, which they took into account. When those jeering started consistently losing to us and others heard of it, the mockery ceased. But the name-calling persisted. Although the rhetoric shifted. “Wimps” became “bastards,” “losers” turned to “assholes,” “dipshits” into “scumbags,” and so on. 
 
      
 
    After the series of events, no one dared insult them directly. Once, after losing a skirmish, a group of cadets roughed up Frizzle. Tag and Catt stood up for her, but the defeated foes were backed up by their “sympathizers”, who then turned against all three of them. That was when Clown decided to interfere. He took on everyone. Complaints about him reached the top. Sergeant Whipcracker turned in the snitches—because he was, after all, a sergeant. And he wasn’t too fond of officers—or officers-to-be, for that matter. Clown roughed them up one more time. Brandishing HER, he promised to hunt down every snitch on the battlefield personally. And to subject them to a very severe punishment—right until their training was complete. “Our” cadets had no more trouble after that. 
 
      
 
    00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! The battle begins! 
 
      
 
    I checked the map. What did the enemy have in store for us today? A third of the dots dashed towards us, while the other two thirds moved at a more leisurely pace. It looked like we’d bear the brunt of their attack this time. It was time to roll! 
 
      
 
    My machine gun’s zone of fire didn’t allow for taking down “fleas,” especially since they took up a position further right. But that wasn’t our concern. Those were Frizzle’s responsibility, as I’d positioned her almost right next to the “artillery.” I remembered the last crazy assault by three MAS groups only too well, and I certainly didn’t want Tag and his boys to experience any of that. We’d handle it. Like we always did. 
 
      
 
    Glen’s machine gun started rattling away from the roof. That moron! Didn’t I warn him that the 3rd squad was responsible for the “fleas?” 
 
      
 
    “Catt!!!” I shouted. The cadet looked at me quizzically. I pointed to the roof with my thumb. He nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Recruit Glen! Cease fire! Our target’s the heavies!” 
 
      
 
    The machine gun continued its chatter. I shook my head in disappointment. The cadet’s face reddened in anger as he climbed up. The firing stopped. He returned to his position. I gave him a thumbs-up gesture. He blushed again, this time from the praise. 
 
      
 
    The heavies would be within our targeting range soon enough. An explosion sounded from the left. One red dot blinked and faded. Another explosion. Another dot gone. My jaw hung open. Clown beside me grumbled. The enemy was being wiped out without his involvement! 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl shifted her gun’s aim. It seemed she had no more targets in direct sight. A few seconds of delay. A third shot. Three down. I looked through the pathetic scope of my machine gun. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we won’t get much action today!” I muttered. A fourth shot. A red dot flickered. I was surprised it wasn’t downed immediately. A fifth. The dot vanished. Hallelujah! 
 
      
 
    “All fleas down,” Frizzle reported. 
 
      
 
    “The heavies will be down before too long, too,” Catt mused over the comms. 
 
      
 
    “What's happening over there?” Tag chimed in. “What’s happening to the SAS fighters? Did Elijah let Clown off the leash or something?” 
 
      
 
    “I can hear everything!” Clown hissed back. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! So it wasn’t you!” The cadets weren’t intimidated by Clown as much anymore. “In that case, what the hell is going on over there?” 
 
      
 
    A sixth shot echoed. Five down. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve added some Terminator cyborgs to our ranks,” I replied with a grin. “The old familiar T-800 model is now complemented by a wild young T-1001.” 
 
      
 
    Two more shots, only a fraction of a second apart. Seven down. 
 
      
 
    “That must be a reference to some movie, but as always, I can’t remember which,” I said, scanning the training field and hoping to shoot someone yet. “All I remember is that Terminators are badasses.” 
 
      
 
    “Probably space trooper stuff,” Tag mused. “Still, a search returns no hits. The System doesn’t know of such a movie, apparently. Or recognize it as a keyword.” 
 
      
 
    Two more shots, then another. Nine down. The last target took three shots. Probably a heavily-armored cadet. A whole enemy squad gone, including their hapless leader. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, a Terminator cyborg doesn’t even hold a candle to Cowgirl,” I said as our sniper finally looked away from her scope, turned to me, and gave a bashful smile. 
 
      
 
    The remaining heavy troops scattered, taking cover, clearly not keen on advancing. 
 
      
 
    “Tag, give ‘em a little push!” 
 
      
 
    “What was that? Come again!” 
 
      
 
    “Waste the bastards!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Right on! Copy that!” 
 
      
 
    Mortar charges went up into the air. Explosions stirred up dust over the field. The shells landed in clusters, and some of the red dots flickered, signaling injuries. The remaining heavy infantry were caught in a crossfire. More precisely, they were facing a triple threat. Missiles rained from above, the ‘red zone’ was closing in from behind, and Cowgirl lay in wait upfront. They had no choice but to mount a suicidal charge. I even got a few shots off, hitting one. Not fatally, though. That honor went to Cowgirl, as always. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! All enemies eliminated! Your unit has won! 
 
      
 
    “So much for a fight, then!” Clown kicked a tin can he had stumbled on in irritation. The can flew dangerously close to the head of the sergeant climbing up. Oddly enough, Whipcracker didn’t scream, or even seem to notice. 
 
      
 
    The sergeant approached Cowgirl, who was still lying on the ground, and began examining her weapon thoughtfully, his hands clasped behind his back. Cowgirl watched him warily before hiding her gun behind her, an impossible task given its size. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not giving it up!” she declared defiantly, balling her fists. 
 
      
 
    “She’s not!” I confirmed, approaching from one side. Clown didn’t say anything but came from the other side, drawing HER. Even Catt joined us. 
 
      
 
    Whipcracker turned around without saying a word and went back down. 
 
      
 
    “I really don’t like it when he’s silent like that,” I said pensively. “Catt, what’s the craick in the command chat channel?” 
 
      
 
    The cadet grinned. 
 
      
 
    “The lost party’s yelling, cursing, and demanding that we be disciplined as severely as possible, calling us swindlers, bastards, and so on. 
 
      
 
    “And what about the brass?” 
 
      
 
    “They haven’t said a word, which is strange.” 
 
      
 
    “And what about your regulation concerning the “comparable quality and quantity of equipment? In the light of the actions of our rising star here?” I nodded towards Cowgirl, who seemed to have become less tense after the Sergeant’s departure and finally stopped trying to bury her weapon in the ground. 
 
      
 
    “It should be fine. The System sold you the weapon officially, didn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” I said, glancing at Cowgirl. “We'll see. Hey, Sharp Eye, it’s time to head to base.” 
 
      
 
    Just as I was about to leave, Cowgirl grabbed my sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “They won’t take it from me, will they?” 
 
      
 
    I patted her head, smiling. Damn, it became a bad habit of mine of late. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, my dear. No one’s taking it from you. Am I right, Uncle Clown?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to see them try,” Clown replied, patting HER with a gentle smile. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    COWGIRL WAS SITTING AT THE SITE where her weapon locker was supposed to appear. She looked close to tears. Clown, angry as a cornered possum, was not far off. Unlike Cowgirl, he couldn’t sit still and paced around, swearing loudly. Both were deprived of their “toys,” awaiting the brass’s verdict on the restoration of their beloved combat companions. For the tenth time, I reviewed the battle, trying to figure out how we could have avoided it all. Tag, Catt, and Frizzle sat beside me, staying low-key. The rest of our squad shot us disapproving looks, keeping their distance. They too had invested heavily today, following Clown and Cowgirl’s lead, and were equally clueless about their investments’ fate. 
 
      
 
    We were crushed, humiliated, and penalized. Crushed and humiliated mentally, and penalized physically. So we thought we were superheroes? Hm… Well, alright. I might have been the only one with enough hubris for that. But everything until that moment was coming along nicely and easily, barring a handful of annoying blunders. My skills kept improving, and so I saved, or rather earned, money. I was content and happy, and my dullard opponents were nothing but a source of annoyance and a target of contempt. I was bossing around cadets, who were future officers,and me but a recruit with severe amnesia and an inflated ego. The future seemed bright, and the Universe was my oyster. 
 
      
 
    And there was no hint of the looming catastrophe. 
 
      
 
    We won our second battle with ease, too, functioning as a rifle squad. We used the same strategy. The enemy chose to play 1 SAS + 2 MAS. Therefore, the “fleas” were in the majority. Our squad only needed two machine guns and Cowgirl to hold back the heavies. So I sent down Clown right in time for the MAS landing close to our “artillery” lines. He wreaked havoc, even though he had almost gotten knocked out. Still, who cared? Certainly not Clown. 
 
      
 
    Beanpole was making a ruckus on the rooftop. He belted out some very militant song so loudly we could hear it below. Glen ran over to grab ammunition from me twice as they’d run out. I never quite figured if they hit anyone, but they seemed to relish the process. 
 
      
 
    I never even touched the machine gun. Its trigger, that is. I used the scope to watch the consequences of Cowgirl’s actions, as happy about every dead foe as a proud parent must be about his child’s straight As. She dispatched six heavies out of nine, and only needed two shots instead of one twice. The rest were mowed down by the grenades and mortar charges launched by the 2nd squad. 
 
      
 
    Everybody was happy and feeling celebratory. 
 
      
 
    Then Catt came over after their debriefing and said we were in for a surprise in our next battle. No one told him what kind of a surprise that would be. All they said was that we’d definitely enjoy it. 
 
      
 
    “Well, a surprise is as good as anything else,” I said indifferently as I shrugged and headed towards the canteen. As if any of them were bright enough to actually surprise me. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The first time I got surprised was when Catt pulled me out of the formation as we were getting ready to step into the Portal and brought me under the awning where our command usually waited for the Portal to open. 
 
      
 
    “So this is the Recruit that’s gonna get our tuchuses handed to us today?” Lieutenant RS203.A3.002549 (“Thor”) was sitting on a bench and giving me the hairy eyeball as he took a swig of something from his flask. He was wearing armor, which was odd. He never usually entered the portal, and I always saw him dressed in a regular officer’s jumpsuit. His physique seemed ordinary in comparison to the burly Sergeant. He was a wiry young man, swarthy, and with eyes that seemed to miss nothing and were currently staring daggers at me. The sergeants of the 2nd and 3rd squads were sitting nearby. Tag and Frizzle stood a little to the side, looking… disappointed. 
 
      
 
    “Aye aye, sir!” That was Whipcracker, who was sitting right nearby. 
 
      
 
    “And is this 'cause of this recruit that I gotta jump into this meshuggeneh war game?” 
 
      
 
    I pricked my ears. Was he really talking with a Brooklyn accent? 
 
      
 
    “Uh… Affirmative, sir!” 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant took another swig of water, rinsed his mouth with it, spat it out and stared at me again. 
 
      
 
    “You must think you’re some kinda big shot, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Negative, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re lyin’! That’s what you’re thinkin’ all along!” The lieutenant got up and approached me. He was about four inches shorter than me. “You think everyone round here’s a total doofus 'cept for you, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not, sir!” I barked again, looking at some point in space above his head and trying to sound as earnest as I could. Actually, that was pretty close to my estimate of the Army personnel and their intellectual capacity, but this was no time for sharing such private opinions. I’d only just met the lieutenant, after all, and the fact that his accent made me amused and somewhat nostalgic changed nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Well, kid, you’re off base. The Army’s a machine. And this boot camp? That’s its fuel. And that fuel’s gotta be top-notch if you want the machine to last and go fast. And the Army’s got its ways to quality check its ‘fuel’. What happens if you put, say, a transport ship’s fuel cells into a space interceptor?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no way of knowing, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t even be able to start the engine, you shmuck! That’s a no-brainer! What about the other way around?” 
 
      
 
    “The transport ship will go boom, sir!” Catt chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Bingo! Good job, cadet! And right now, thanks to you,” he jabbed his finger into my chest, and I staggered—his scrawniness was clearly deceptive, “my squad’s like a cruiser battery that gets stuck into transport ships, blowing ‘em up one by one! Am I paintin’ a clear enough picture for ya, recruit?!” 
 
      
 
    “Crystal clear, sir!” 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant calmed down a little and sat back on the bench, grabbing his flask again. But he didn’t open it. 
 
      
 
    “You put a fighter's battery in a fighter. Only way! You catchin’ my drift?” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite, sir!” 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant facepalmed. 
 
      
 
    “How? How come such a schmendrick can give me this kinda headache?” 
 
      
 
    That was definitely a Brooklyn accent and Brooklyn vernacular. But how?! Come to think of it, where was this Brooklyn in the first place, and how did I know how they talked over there? 
 
      
 
    “He usually seems sharper… and cockier!” Whipcracker chimed in right away. 
 
      
 
    Thor looked up and suddenly smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Playin’ dumb, huh? Alright, alright… I’ll answer my own question. If you guys are so hotshot that everyone else looks like a schlemiel in comparison, then they’ll throw a “fighter” at ya as opposition, no problemo,” I swallowed hard. “But next time. Today, you get your old favorite, another ‘transport ship’. There’ll be just one little twist…” 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! TIME UNTIL PORTAL OPENS 10… 9… 8……1 
 
      
 
    The portal flared blue, revealing the weapons range. With the “twist,” whatever it was, waiting there for us. I cursed. Just as things were beginning to look so promising… 
 
      
 
    Catt and I sprinted toward our squad, which was entering the portal first. Behind us, Sergeant Whipcracker followed at a brisk pace, swearing under his breath. He was once again to play the part of the “dummy” stuck inside the base in today’s battle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The “twist” turned out to be simple: the enemy had twice our numbers. When the red dots appeared on the map, my heart sank. 
 
      
 
    The airwaves filled with curses. All three of our SAS squads were fuming. Whipcracker snapped, “Keep the comm clear!” To which he was rudely told off. By five soldiers simultaneously, which meant we’d likely face mass punishment after the fight. That is, if they even survived this battle. Slim chances there. 
 
      
 
    Three SAS squads advanced on us across the ground in tight formation. Meanwhile, three MAS units moved energetically towards our support. I racked my brain. The cadets clamored for orders, their voices tinged with panic. Think! Think! 
 
      
 
    “Clown, take Butch, Tanya, and Mica and cover the artillery!” I yelled. From the swarm of “flea” dots circling us, nine split off and clearly started heading our way. “Wait, change of plans! Everyone to the roof except Cowgirl! Damn! Butch, Tanya, Mica—you won’t make it in time! Head toward the artillery! Butch, you lead! Cowgirl, prepare to give the heavy units a warm welcome!” 
 
      
 
    The sound of boots on the roof signaled the arrival of the enemy. Beanpole, who always held the rooftop position, had company. The rooftop machine gun went silent. I grabbed my rifle and dashed for the stairs, but others were ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    Clown was the first to storm the roof, letting out a triumphant roar. I was right on his heels. 
 
      
 
    There were five enemy “fleas” on the roof. Two dead ones. Clown had managed to cut one in half as soon as he appeared, and it seemed Glen and Beanpole had gotten another. Both of them had been killed at their post, their bodies close by. Only their severed heads had rolled away slightly. The machine gun was knocked over. I opened fire, trying to keep the enemy off our main man, namely, Clown. Catt joined in, appearing from behind me. The assault troops shielded themselves, our rifle bursts absorbed by their energy shields. But it delayed their assault on Clown. And he didn’t give them a second chance. 
 
      
 
    A swing of his ax hurled a mutilated enemy body over the roof’s edge. Two attackers lunged simultaneously from both sides. Clown jumped forward between them, reaching the one I was targeting. I quickly shifted my fire, narrowly avoiding hitting my comrade. Two down. Catt tripped up the third by shooting his legs from under his shield. Stumbling forward, the enemy lowered his shield, and we took him out with combined fire. Clown turned to face the remaining two. We shot one in the back, while the other, trying to shield himself from our bullets, lost an arm and then his head to Clown’s fierce assault. 
 
      
 
    I checked the map. The heavies were moving, and Cowgirl was keeping busy. The “fleas” had breached our position. We’d have to handle it later. The more of our “artillery” survived, the easier decision-making would become. 
 
      
 
    “Clown, lend me a hand!” I grappled with the overturned machine gun. Clown reached for the opposite side; together we struggled to lift it. Suddenly, his fingers slackened, and the gun came crashing down. Clown followed suit, blood pooling beneath him. 
 
      
 
    “Catt, check on Clown!” I dragged the machine gun towards the part of the roof overlooking our Support position. I put it in position with some effort and peered into the sight. The enemy was pressing our ranks. 
 
      
 
    “Ready or not, here I come!” I yelled as I pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, jetpacks exploded when hit by heavy-caliber machine gun fire. And they exploded loudly. It was something I had only just discovered. From a distance of about a hundred and fifty feet, missing them would be a challenge. The assault troops, their backs to me, were eliminating the last defenders of the “battery”. They hadn’t anticipated this kind of ambush from behind. Thought we were the “rear,” did you? Bullets cleaved through bodies, tearing off limbs, and whenever they hit a jetpack, the resulting explosion rivaled any grenade. I suddenly realized I had fought wearing that bomb on my back. It was a good thing I wasn’t aware of as much back then! 
 
      
 
    It was over in less than a minute. The entire small area of our position was strewn over with body parts. 
 
      
 
    Heavy Weaponry: skill upgrade. Current level: 10. 
 
      
 
    “Tag, Frizzle! Anyone alive?” 
 
      
 
    “I am! But they chopped off my leg!” Tag’s voice was faint. He added, for some reason, “To kingdom come!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m good!” Frizzle reported. 
 
      
 
    “How many are still up?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got two…” Tag paused, “Hold on. Only one left now.” 
 
      
 
    “I have two,” Frizzle interjected, “and both are still breathing.” 
 
      
 
    “Butch? Tanya?” 
 
      
 
    “Both done for.” 
 
      
 
    “Tag, what heavy weapons do we have left?” 
 
      
 
    “One mortar… And two or three rocket launchers are fine, I think. Not entirely sure, though…” 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle, gather your troops, grab the launchers, and get over here! Tag, aim that mortar and fire away—it’s hard to miss from here!” 
 
      
 
    I braced myself and hauled the machine gun back, positioning it against the advancing enemy. I checked the map. We had a couple of minutes. I heard an explosion from below. One red dot vanished. Our secret weapon was on point. Nearby, Catt was pouring Polymed over Clown’s back. An enemy had sliced through his armor and flesh, narrowly missing the bone. I handed over my painkiller injector. I nodded at Catt. 
 
      
 
    “Give him extra. We’ll need him up and fighting! How are you, buddy?” 
 
      
 
    Clown gave a thumbs-up. 
 
      
 
    “Right as rain! Just need a breather, and then I’ll continue!” 
 
      
 
    “Dude, you can barely stand!” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be fine, chief! Promise!” 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, what's the plan?” Frizzle stormed onto the roof, accompanied by two recruits. The recruits hauled rocket launchers with them. 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle, grab an assistant and man the machine gun! Move! You,” I pointed at the recruit from the third squad, then at the cadet, “and you! Rocket launchers!” 
 
      
 
    I directed them toward the approaching heavy troops. 
 
      
 
    “Fire at them!” I grabbed Clown by the arm and dragged him upstairs to our machine-gun nest. 
 
      
 
    Bang! Cowgirl operated like a machine. Kudos to her! One more down. The machine gun chattered from above, a rocket left a smoky trail as if flew toward the attackers, and a mortar shell whistled past. This gave me some hope. We might just survive this! 
 
      
 
    But the enemy had other plans. Rockets started heading our way. They were luckier than I had been when our positions were reversed, or maybe there were just more of them. Their machine guns were still largely intact. And they all opened fire simultaneously! I hit the deck as the air howled and shrapnel flew around. Clown was yelling something, but I couldn’t hear him. A green dot blinked out. We lost someone on the roof. The situation was pure chaos! There was another loud bang. Through all the noise, the sound of a sniper rifle reached me. One more “red” down. A little girl was doing her job, not bothered by distractions, while the grown men were eating dust. 
 
      
 
    Shame welled up inside me. I got up, grabbing the machine gun's handles. If I was destined to die, I’d go out with a bang! 
 
      
 
    “And now, a series of brand new hits from our resident DJ!” I growled, pulling the trigger. Clown limped away. Whistles and bangs surrounded me. A rocket blasted into the room next door, making my right ear go deaf. My vision was getting blurry, but I kept firing in the general direction of the advancing enemy. Explosions sounded closer and then closer again. The machine gun fell silent; I was out of ammo. I cursed, looking around. Cowgirl had been hit directly by a rocket. Her twisted body was thrown from her initial position, buried under chunks of concrete. Only one of her hands was visible, tightly gripping her rifle. Her face was obscured by rocks, but I bet she was smiling. The map indicated that only Tag and some unknown recruit from the mortar team were still alive. Two green dots blinked above me, but I heard no shots from the roof. One green dot was flickering down in the battlefield. I practically tumbled down to the first floor. My head rang, blood dripped from my ears, and my eyes were filled with dust. I almost bumped into the sergeant peeking out of the window, waiting for his “honorable surrender.” He recoiled from me as if I were a leper, his eyes a mix of revulsion and admiration. He said something, but I couldn’t make it out. 
 
      
 
    As I stepped out onto the street about thirty feet ahead, I spotted a slowly moving figure. I recognized a heavy-armored trooper through the dust, bereft of both arms and all weaponry. His movements were erratic. After staggering a few steps more, he collapsed. Clown’s handiwork, no doubt. 
 
      
 
    I rounded the building and tripped over a mobile assault soldier—the one we’d thrown off the roof earlier. His blade lay nearby, and I claimed it. Two more of the heavy-armored troops appeared, still not down for the count. One missed his right arm, but kept lurching in the direction of our base obstinately. His comrade dragged a leg, trailing behind him. Without a second’s hesitation, I hurled two grenades in succession. Both fell, but while the first stayed down, the second began to slowly rise. I limped over. He spotted me and raised his machine gun. To hell with it! I activated the blade and continued straight, no longer bothering with cover. The gun barrels whirred to life, but no bullets came out. It was empty! As I approached, the foe tried to swing the gun like a club, but it was a feeble attempt. I finished him off. 
 
      
 
    Another massive figure emerged from the dust, their machine gun rattling. I tried to hit the ground and almost managed it on my own. The momentum from the bullets accelerated the process considerably. Lying there, I distantly thought about how my left hand had drawn the short straw again: a machine gun burst had nearly severed it. I had no grenades left, and the blade was somewhere out of reach. Seemed like I’d done my part. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, get down!” Tag, now one-legged and leaning on some makeshift crutch, aimed a rocket launcher at the heavy trooper. I wanted to point out I was already down, but instead of words, blood poured from my mouth. Tag fired, falling flat from the recoil. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! All enemies eliminated! Your unit has won! 
 
      
 
    “Some freaking transport ship!” I recalled the lieutenant’s words. Then, in a heartbeat, I was gone. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN I JOLTED BACK into consciousness in my new body, Nobel was right there. Sergeant Whipcracker and Lieutenant Thor stood beside the “sarcophagus.” Thor’s brows knitted as he noticed I was awake. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, recruit!” 
 
      
 
    “Mornin’, Petty Officer!” I blurted out, my thoughts still scattered. 
 
      
 
    “Oy, what’s that ‘Petty Officer’ business now?” Thor raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Like… of the SEALs?” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you mean, seals? Do you think this is a zoo? Have you completely lost it, recruit?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean… The Navy? The Never Out of the Fight guys?” I rambled, slowly piecing together that my memories were a bit jumbled. Thankfully, Nobel stepped in before I could further confuse matters. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, lieutenant!” The doctor nodded to the medbot to give me an injection. “He occasionally gets snippets of residual memories.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s rubbish, doc! I’da taken it from any other mook, but you? C’mon! Ya see that RB right ova his noggin’, don’t ya? He’s freakin’ Reborn! Don’t gimme that junk!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s just what it is, pure junk! He’s just blabbering random stuff!” Nobel interjected rapidly, turning to me with a frantic wink of his one good eye. “It happens sometimes. Residual memories. All sorts of nonsense." 
 
      
 
    Finally, my senses returned. “Apologies, sir! How can I be of service?” 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant seemed to relax, but his eyes remained wary. 
 
      
 
    “Listen up, recruit: ya really screwed the pooch on this one! If ya lost like everyone thought you would, embarrassin’ yourself big time, we wouldn’t be havin’ a part two to this mess! But now? Now, you’re gettin’ your freakin’ ‘space interceptor’ all right.” 
 
      
 
    Turns out, we did win that battle after all. Tag managed to hold out until the ‘final whistle.’ He died two minutes post our victory. Sergeant had finished off Frizzle, who’d been flailing in a pool of blood semi-conscious, with her eyes gouged out. And yet, we were technically victors! 
 
      
 
    “Could you please elaborate on the… ‘space interceptor’?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, like I said, the Army don’t play when it comes to trainin’ the newbies. Every little screw-up’s gotta be looked at and fixed up. For this mess you made? They’re sendin’ one of their Mobile Assault Squads.” 
 
      
 
    “Just one?” I blurted. 
 
      
 
    Thor burst into roaring laughter. Sergeant Whipcracker joined in. Even Nobel cracked a smile. Apparently, I’d said something preposterous. Well, it wasn’t my first by far. 
 
      
 
    “Just one?” he said in a mocking voice, holding back a chuckle. “Yeah, just one, recruit! But lemme tell ya, it’s gonna be more than enough for a schmuck like you.” 
 
      
 
    He and the sergeant turned around and left, their laughter echoing in the corridors. 
 
      
 
    “Did I say something funny?” 
 
      
 
    “I normally hate to agree with these army buffoons, but that was quite a howler!” 
 
      
 
    “Like, why?” 
 
      
 
    “The Mobile Assault Squad in question is from the 425th regiment of our Third Army. These are regular troops. When you see them, you’ll realize just how greatly they differ from you recruits.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright… I’m stumped again. I just don’t buy this ridiculous metaphor about Army and various batteries that go into various craft. And mobilizing an entire combat unit for a couple of recruits who are allegedly too smart for their own good? Strikes me as utter nonsense!” 
 
      
 
    Nobel gazed at me thoughtfully. “You surprise me sometimes, Elijah. I’d pay good money to dig into that brain of yours and have a good look around!” 
 
      
 
    “Hold your freaking horses!” I raised my hands. “You’re not getting in here that easily! You don’t have the right kind of opener for the kind of can my noggin is, doctor Frankenstein!” 
 
      
 
    “Eh? It’s Nobel, as I’m sure you know. Anyway, I was kidding. I intend to tell you something classified once again. I really wonder why I’m giving you special treatment. I must have taken a real liking to you…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s because I’m practically perfect in every way. Like Mary Poppins.” 
 
      
 
    “Is she someone like Rattlesnake? Oh, never mind… Actually, not sure whether I should be telling it to you. You keep mouthing all sorts of stuff and your brain is weird…” 
 
      
 
    “Spill the beans already, dammit! I’ll keep it under my hat.” 
 
      
 
    “But you haven’t got a hat!” 
 
      
 
    “What about…” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind that! I don’t remember!” 
 
      
 
    “All right. To put it briefly, the Universe occasionally meddles in mundane affairs. And military ones, too. It has a very low tolerance for unexplained events, inconsistencies, and…” 
 
      
 
    “Glitches?” 
 
      
 
    “Those as well. Anyway, the training program at the boot camp has remained the same for decades. There’s all sorts of statistics based on the data collected over that period. And then comes your squad and places these statistics in a precarious position… with its pants down.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it, but so what? It may be in a precarious position with its pants down, as you say, but it’s not like our bodies have the equipment to do anything about it!” 
 
      
 
    “If you did stand-up in your previous life, you sucked… Anyway, don’t interrupt me. Whenever glitches do happen, the Universe gives certain recommendations. Very strong recommendations, if you catch my drift…” 
 
      
 
    “Like an offer you can’t refuse?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty much. Anyway, in your case the System recommends to keep raising the level of the danger you’re exposed to in order to test your limits.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Universe sure is a bitch…” I frowned, then looked up instantly. “I can only hope I won’t get struck by a lightning bolt for saying that.” 
 
      
 
    “No such cases have been recorded yet,” Nobel said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “How about you finally tell me more about this Universe of yours?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t. Your Reference section should contain it all. As much as you have access for, that is. Like I told you. So, yeah, about that Army MAS. It’s really easy. Those guys were just passing by.” 
 
      
 
    “And decided to drop in just like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty much!” Nobel couldn’t help himself. “To kick recruit Elijah’s smart ass from here till Thursday.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re mean, doc. I’ll leave you… for a kinder medic!” 
 
      
 
    “Ahahaha, good luck finding one!” 
 
      
 
    “Smell you later!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Avast, there’s a squad of dwarfs approaching!” I gave Clown a friendly shove as I pointed towards an approaching group of fighters. 
 
      
 
    Our entire unit gazed intently at the approaching trio. All three were short and stocky, about four and a half feet tall, with impressively wide chests. Their biceps resembled our thighs, giving them an oddly boxy appearance which made me think of the phrase “like the back side of a bus” I remembered from somewhere. 
 
      
 
    “Neither man nor elf has ever seen a beardless dwarf—unless he was shaved in cruel mockery by his foes, and even then, he’d prefer to die than face such shame,” I mumbled to myself. Beside me, Clown raised an eyebrow in inquiry. I just waved him off. 
 
      
 
    They all sported short haircuts and were cleanly shaven. Despite their unique facial features, their standard human heads, set on short sturdy necks, seemed disproportionately small against their brawny bodies. 
 
      
 
    “So the ‘fleas’ have arrived, eh?” Clown commented, making a grimace. 
 
      
 
    “You mean the sight of these big guys doesn’t surprise you?” 
 
      
 
    “Seen bigger,” Clown responded nonchalantly. “You haven’t met the space troopers yet!” 
 
      
 
    “But why are they so short… erm… compact and boxy?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, obvious, isn’t it? They’re ‘fleas.’ The less they weigh, the further they jump!” 
 
      
 
    “Jump? They must weigh one and a half times more than me! Even though they’re shorter… by about the same ratio…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s 'cause you’re a beanpole! You should see the space troopers!” Clown retorted. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a beanpole yourself!” I snapped back. 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking to me?” Beanpole chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Not you!” 
 
      
 
    “Then who?” Beanpole looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Him!” I pointed at Clown. 
 
      
 
    “But he’s Clown, and I’m Beanpole!” Beanpole protested. “You trying to mess with us?” 
 
      
 
    “Damn idiots…” I muttered under my breath. 
 
      
 
    “Squad, ten-hut!!!” Our Sergeant’s voice cut through. 
 
      
 
    We took our time as we started to form up while still sneaking glances at the newcomers. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Sergeant Whipcracker. Welcome to Training Camp 19!” Sergeant Whipcracker saluted and extended his hand. 
 
      
 
    First Sergeant RS195.A3.524687 (“Domm”) ignored the outstretched hand as he approached our ranks. 
 
      
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    Whipcracker’s face reddened but he kept silent, stepping silently to stand beside him. The head of the First Sergeant reached about his chest level. 
 
      
 
    “Recruit Elijah,” our sergeant gritted through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    Domm approached me. Even compared to me, he was a whole head shorter, looking up to meet my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You must think you’re very clever. Don’t you now?” 
 
      
 
    That sure sounded familiar. All right, I knew the drill. The higher-up is always right. 
 
      
 
    “Negative, First Sergeant, sir!” I barked, staring into space above his head. That was easy enough. 
 
      
 
    “You’re lying! That’s what you’re thinking all along!” 
 
      
 
    Wow, did they have a manual? That was what I heard from Lieutenant Thor verbatim, minus the accent. 
 
      
 
    “All right, you miserable turd, we’ll show you where you belong!” 
 
      
 
    That was when I started to get confused. First of all, there was no manual. Probably. Or could he have skipped a chapter, perhaps? Then I tried to imagine a miserable turd. How the hell could a turd be miserable? I imagined a turd suffering an existential crisis, unable to find any meaning in its life, and grinned. 
 
      
 
    That was when the lights went out. 
 
      
 
    “Wakey wakey! Rise and shine!” Clown was slapping my face to rouse me. 
 
      
 
    “Stop it!” I pushed his hand away. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “The fleas’ chief punched you!” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
      
 
    “He said he won’t let any old turd grin around here,” Catt chimed in. “He also yelled at the sergeant for pampering us too much. Said that back in his day they’d cut out everyone’s tongues for such behavior. Claims everyone here is too big for their boots…” 
 
      
 
    “What did the sergeant do?” I sat up, rubbing the sore spot on my face. 
 
      
 
    “The sergeant’s fuming! He went to Thor, demanding to join the fray! Screamed about showing these arrogant scumbags, these jumped-up swine, these…” 
 
      
 
    “So why was he saying it to you and not to them?” 
 
      
 
    “Why, he’s too scared to do that!” 
 
      
 
    “Figures.” 
 
      
 
    “How are we playing it today, Elijah?” Frizzle asked, arriving with Tag in tow. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a rather agitated man coming our way, and I’m sure he has some answers!” I pointed at the approaching sergeant. 
 
      
 
    “Squad! Line up!” 
 
      
 
    We quickly formed a line, and Whipcracker took the lead. 
 
      
 
    “The honor of this training camp has been impinged upon! That’s why the higher-ups gave me carte blanche!” He raised a finger triumphantly, basking in his own eloquence. But everyone else just stared down at their boots. “That means unlimited authority, you dolts! I’ll be leading the entire platoon!” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder why Lieutenant Thor isn’t in charge?” Cadet Catt whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Because Lieutenant Thor is not the kind of person to take any silly risks,” I replied just as softly. 
 
      
 
    “No chatter in the ranks!” Whipcracker snapped, and we shut up. “All right, now listen up, imbeciles…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    To give credit where it was due, the sergeant’s plan wasn’t half bad. But its execution turned out a complete mess. We were on the defense, which gave us the advantage of choosing our battleground. Our first squad was decked out like heavies, though we were on defense, not offense. The same was true for the second squad; the third was a rifle unit. 
 
      
 
    However, his placement tactics were all off. We occupied the ground and the first floor. The second squad was deployed to the rooftop, while the third was positioned on the second floor, equipped with four machine guns. They were our primary anti-air defense. Our task was to shield them while they took down incoming ‘fleas’. The sergeant perched atop the roof in heavy armor, aiming to orchestrate the battle from there. A poor man’s Alexander the Great, I thought to myself. The only thing missing was his freaking Bucephalus! 
 
      
 
    The placement may have seemed logical, but it really wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    Clown flexed his shoulder muscles as he went through a stretching routine. For the first time, he’d brought a shield to battle, probably impressed by the brutes we were up against. Since close combat against these behemoths would be an exercise in futility, I grabbed a machine gun. Then I thought about it for a moment, and added another one for the other hand. Nearby, Cowgirl was sulking, missing her rifle. She’d tried to get her hands on a gauss cannon designed for a heavy exoskeleton to function in some capacity similar to that of a sniper, but funds ran short. I refused to pitch in, and warned anyone against lending her so much as half a credit. So, like me, she’d opted for twin machine guns. 
 
      
 
    Off to the side, Glen and Beanpole flaunted their brand-new axes. Not quite as fancy as Clown’s, but they weren’t cheap, either. 
 
      
 
    Battle Axe BAC10 (Requirements: Melee Combat — Level 10) 
 
      
 
    Modification: None. 
 
      
 
    They couldn’t resist joining us. 
 
      
 
    “Whatcha think?” Glen asked, barely concealing his pride. 
 
      
 
    “Sharp and sexy!” I praised. Clown just smirked. “I hope you’ve insured them?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would we?” Beanpole looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    I feigned a facepalm. 
 
      
 
    “No reason. Just a thought.” 
 
      
 
    ‘See? Told you we didn’t need to!” Beanpole nudged Glen, swinging his ax, narrowly missing his companion, who was beginning to look suspicious. “We'll chop them all into mincemeat!” 
 
      
 
    Glen shot Beanpole a strange look, and then leaned closer to me. “Hey, Elijah… you wouldn’t happen to know if we can still get that insurance before the battle kicks off, would you?” 
 
      
 
    00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! The battle begins! 
 
      
 
    “Too late to fret and mill about, dimwits,” Clown barked. “As our favorite sergeant is so fond of saying, ‘Time to die, greenhorns, time to die…’” 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Get ready for battle!” The sergeant’s voice cut through the airwaves at once. However, he didn’t use his signature phrase this time. Possibly, since we were all in the same boat today, and we’d have to stick for each other whether we liked it or not. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the map. The five red dots leaped. I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Why are there only five of them?” 
 
      
 
    “They wanted to do it with just three men,” Catt explained. “But no one’s let them. Showoffs!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, something’s telling me their confidence isn’t unfounded,” I paid close attention to the map. 
 
      
 
    The advancing red dots moved at almost twice our speed. Distance closed rapidly. Our gunners opened fire. The ‘fleas’ slowed just a tad, and as I realized why they did, the difference in training—and, apparently, gear—became glaringly evident. These assailants performed anti-air maneuvers that even Iron Man would envy, had I remembered who he was. Not a single red dot blinked to indicate a hit! All our shots had missed. Then they reached us and the real humiliation began. 
 
      
 
    Two of the ‘fleas’ managed to dive feet-first through half-shuttered second-story windows. How they did that was anyone’s guess, for the gap was barely three feet wide and they shouldn’t have fit! And yet they did. Our gunners went silent, and the green dots vanished one by one. 
 
      
 
    Three “fleas” landed on the roof at once, knocking two figures down at once. One stayed down; the other hissed and tried to rise. 
 
      
 
    “Shit! My arm!” It was Tag, unarmed and somewhat disoriented. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to help him up, but then remembered I had machine guns instead of hands and just waved towards the other body. 
 
      
 
    “Take his sword! What’s the matter with your arm?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s broken!” Tag managed to rise and pick up his sword. “What do we do next?” 
 
      
 
    Next, our own sergeant crashed to the ground at our feet, limbs severed but alive. He wasn’t even screaming—he just spat blood as his eyes darted around furiously. This maiming was clearly done with malicious intent. 
 
      
 
    That’s when I got genuinely furious for the first time in our training. Sure, I wasn’t fond of our sergeant, but, hell, this was supposed to be a training fight! Deadly, given local rules, but still! Weren’t we supposed to be on the same side? What the hell! 
 
      
 
    “Fall back!” I gestured towards a cluster of rocks nearby. We barely retreated and positioned when the last green dots inside the barracks rectangle disappeared from the map. 
 
      
 
    They all lunged simultaneously. Three from the roof, two straight from the second-floor windows. We returned fire in unison and even scored hits. It was hard to miss from the distance of some fifty-odd feet. Yet I saw no real effect save for us having slightly altered the landing trajectory of two ‘fleas.’ 
 
      
 
    And then, they simply proceeded to annihilate us. They moved much faster than we did in their heavy armor with packs strapped to their backs. I thought our Clown was a beast, but I was wrong. They didn’t merely kill us, but also managed to subject us to a little dismemberment beforehand. Limbs flew in every direction. There went an arm, still clutching a familiar ax—and its now-former owner had been so proud of it just moments ago. 
 
      
 
    I pressed against the wall, unloading rounds from my dual barrels. I managed the odd occasional hit, but the only results I got were brief flashes of the enemy’s protective shields. A short guy rolled past and severed my right arm in passing. In a second, a similar fleeting motion resulted in the loss of my right leg. I cursed inwardly. These bastards were toying with us! The green dots all disappeared one by one. 
 
      
 
    “So, which will it be—the arm or the leg?” First Sergeant RS195.A3.524687 (“Domm”) towered over me with a mocking smirk. 
 
      
 
    “The leg, I guess, if it’s all the same to you,” I mumbled, feeling dreadful. The plus side of exoskeletons over regular armor was the automatic medical equipment; when Domm complied, Polymed foam bubbled where he’d taken off my leg, and I felt another stab of painkiller. 
 
      
 
    “So, you don’t feel much like laughing now, you wannabe hero scum, do you?” Domm inquired sarcastically. His mates, who were standing behind him, chuckled. Hilarious. A barrel of freaking laughs. I noticed they were all a bit smudged, but otherwise intact. 
 
      
 
    I coughed, awkwardly thumping my chest with my remaining limb. The gun-arm wasn’t really helping. 
 
      
 
    “Any chance for a last request, First Sergeant?” I rasped weakly. 
 
      
 
    “Ha! Spit it out, you miserable turd!” 
 
      
 
    There he was again. 
 
      
 
    “Come closer, Sergeant, lest you mishear!” 
 
      
 
    He laughed again, but leaned in. 
 
      
 
    “Up yours, asshole!” I couldn’t resist adding, “Miserable schmuck!” 
 
      
 
    WARNING!!! EVACUATE THE BLAST ZONE!!! Time until STC2m activates 00:02… 00:01… 
 
      
 
    Too bad I didn’t have fingers to flip him off. Would’ve been a real cinematic moment. My last stand and all. I also wished I had the strength to spit in his face. Oh well… I swore I’d turn Clown into a beast even worse than any of their lot of morons… and miserable ones, at that! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE HAD TO BE A SAFE PLACE somewhere around here. I was sure of it. A safe respawn location was essential for any game. A sanctuary where a fallen character could recover and plot their revenge undisturbed. Free from the reach of those pesky PKs. A location where you could safely give them the bird with both your hands, shower them with insults, and call down divine punishment. A gathering place for the humiliated. There had to be one somewhere. I was sure of it. Too bad this wasn’t a game. 
 
      
 
    “Hell’s bells, Nobel, get them out of here!” 
 
      
 
    “Come out, you little rat. Things will only get worse for you!” 
 
      
 
    “How much worse could that be? You’ve already taken me out three times! Nobel, call the police!” 
 
      
 
    “No ‘police’ will save you, whoever he is!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll report you! To the UN and to Amnesty International!” 
 
      
 
    “You can complain to the Universe if you like; I’ll still get you! Ouch! The little bastard bites!” 
 
      
 
    “Shoot him already, Sarge!” 
 
      
 
    “Think you’re smarter than me, eh? The system won’t let me! Says he’s an ally! Hand me that stick!” 
 
      
 
    “I protest! That’s not a stick! It’s valuable laboratory equipment!” 
 
      
 
    “Put it on my tab, Doc! There! Take that!” 
 
      
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
      
 
    “How do you like this, then? Here we go again! Hey, gimme back my stick, retard!” 
 
      
 
    “Screw you, dipshit!” 
 
      
 
    “Get me something longer and sharper!” 
 
      
 
    “I forbid you to touch my equipment!” 
 
      
 
    “Bite me!” 
 
      
 
    “Screw you, too!” 
 
      
 
    I crumpled under the shelves of equipment, having wedged myself into a tiny cranny, my back scraped raw. I crawled into the furthest corner, legs pulled up, and sat there trembling with fear. Dying was painful enough physically, but dying for no good reason added a very unpleasant psychological dimension. I hated having no clue what to do next. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey, recruit! Gone completely off your nut, aintcha?” 
 
      
 
    A nondescript man in a dirty jumpsuit widened his beady eyes at me in mock horror. I gently pinned him to the wall by the collar. His buddy stood by, looking uneasy and shifting from foot to foot. He wanted out, but Clown was holding him gently by the elbow. It was a stalemate. I couldn’t get my point across to these idiots. My Grand Plan teetered on the brink of failure. 
 
      
 
    “The bathroom’s under maintenance!” someone called from behind the door. 
 
      
 
    “Since when do recruits handle bathroom maintenance?” Laughter echoed from outside. 
 
      
 
    “Since recently! Sorry, Corporal, but you can’t come in! We’re being disciplined here! We’re… oh, what’s the word… On latrine duty until further notice! And you’d only get in the way!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, latrine duty?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s how they discipline us! We need to clean… uh, what were they called… the johns! And make sure they’re all shiny!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a wonky one, recruit!” 
 
      
 
    Steps faded in the distance. Good job recalling my instructions, Cowgirl. 
 
      
 
    “Listen up, sir! Let’s start all over! We’re only asking for a small favor! And, mind you, a paid favor! Name your price, and I’m sure we can settle!” 
 
      
 
    I pulled my hand back and gave him an encouraging pat on the shoulder. The little man cleared his throat, took a few breaths, and gave me a suspicious look—but with a hint of interest this time. 
 
      
 
    “Oh shit! Sarge’s gonna clock it, ain’t he? They’re gonna give poor ‘Arold ‘ere a right ol’ bollockin’ an’ no mistake!” 
 
      
 
    “No one’s gonna see anything! No one ever goes there but you and your equipment! All the military personnel leave once the battle is over!” 
 
      
 
    I turned to the second one. The System had crafted them according to a blueprint that differed from ours drastically. These guys were tiny, wiry, hairy, and had small beady eyes. They had somehow gotten their overalls stained, which was odd, as the System cleaned everything in the closet. They resembled rodents in being shifty and smelly. But they still contributed to society, I reminded myself. 
 
      
 
    We caught these Tech Support and Polygon Maintenance guys (usually simply referred to as janitors) leaving the staff cafeteria. Now Clown and I were having a reasoned conversation with them in the restroom. And Cowgirl was standing guard outside, driving away anyone who’d get too curious for their own good politely but firmly, prepped by yours truly. 
 
      
 
    “How about you, Wookie?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not ‘Wookie!’ It’s Albert! I’m the sharp cookie! Fishy business, this venture of yours, no?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, for Pete’s sake, what am I going to do with you? Much as I regret it, I’m not allowed to resort to violence!” 
 
      
 
    “How about I dunk them in some water, chief? No problem! It’ll do them good, anyway. They stink so much my eyes are watering already! Which one of them goes first?” 
 
      
 
    “Clown, don’t be ridiculous. Hey, look here. I’ll give you some money! Credits! Lots of them!” 
 
      
 
    “How much we talkin’ ‘bout?” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, that’s more like it! Clown, release the most esteemed sanitation worker at once!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, get off me, you mutt! Ain’t you hearing what the boss is saying’?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s yer offer, then?” 
 
      
 
    The janitors moved aside and whispered. Albert, the self-styled “sharp cookie,” came forward, puffing his chest out. 
 
      
 
    “Whatcha reckon then? How much you offerin’?” 
 
      
 
    “Three hundred!” 
 
      
 
    “Eh, you kidding me?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, that won’t cut it, man!” Harold chimed in, acting as if he wanted to leave but running into Clown midway. “You ain’t clued up ‘bout us, and we don’t know jack ‘bout you! No dealski!” 
 
      
 
    “Lookin’ to mug us off, aintcher?” Albert added. “I can make more bread offa spare parts than this crap yer offerin’, I can!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, think three hundred’s gonna do it? You’re having a laugh!” Realizing they weren’t in any actual danger, the lads grew bolder and tried to push through. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” I exclaimed. They halted and turned around. 
 
      
 
    “Name your terms!” 
 
      
 
    Harold threw his dirty glove on the floor, taking a bold step, squinted for a braver look, and spat out, 
 
      
 
    “Three hundred and thirty!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re on!” 
 
      
 
    “Each, mind ya!” Albert added quickly. 
 
      
 
    I pretended to ponder this for a brief moment. 
 
      
 
    “Deal!” A grubby hand was offered me for a handshake. I hoped I wouldn’t catch anything. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the container in the corner. 
 
      
 
    STC2m Tactical Charge (Requirements: Explosives — Level 15). High-powered munition designed for placement underground, on ground level, or near the surface of the earth or other terrains. Detonates in response to the presence or proximity (or upon direct impact of) a person or moving vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Remote detonation. 
 
      
 
    The remote detonator was essentially one big button, disappointingly not red. I picked the largest button available, so I wouldn’t miss with my gun-hand appendages. This button was now affixed to my exoskeleton's chest. I set the timer for five seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Now watch where you’ll need to bury it…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So you called this a fighter, lieutenant?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha! Come on, maybe I downplayed it a smidge, kiddo. More likely, it was a… frigate!” 
 
      
 
    “A frigate? A frigging battleship, more like!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, don't make it bigger than it is!” 
 
      
 
    “Why not just drop a nuke on us?! What was the point of that entire circus act?!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get too big for your britches, recruit!” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, at least you might want to speak up! They practically carved us up like a ham!” 
 
      
 
    “Ahem… Yes, lieutenant, these… soldiers got a bit carried away.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, not you too!” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, they were in full battle gear! We stood no chance!” 
 
      
 
    “That was the whole point! I’m real sorry it happened to ya, Sergeant Whipcracker. But, hey, come on! This is the Army! Sometimes, people—they don’t make it out." 
 
      
 
    “So you’re sorry for the sergeant, but not for us, I see.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s not like it was that big a deal! So those meshugene soldiers got a little hot-headed, it happens!” The lieutenant chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “But you had your schtick too, though, huh? How’d ya swing that?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather not spill all my secrets, lieutenant. As I reported earlier, it was a tragic accident. Those guys were just in the wrong place at the wrong time! But what I’m more curious about is, what’s next? Orbital bombardment and a space marine brigade?” 
 
      
 
    “Chill, recruit. No more requests from the System have come in. For now, that is.” 
 
      
 
    “‘For now’ being the key phrase here, obviously,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    “You lost the bout, the numbers are even-steven now. Everyone’s joyful, ain’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “Especially those jerks from the 425th regiment,” the Sergeant noted. I couldn’t help but grin. “They got their gear toasted to the tune of at least a million, in my estimate. And theirs were unique bodies too.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope we won’t see them again?” I inquired, “I have a vested interest in this. Knowing the temperament of the first sergeant, I’d strongly prefer to have seen the last of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t wet yourself just yet, recruit!” Whipcracker slapped my shoulder. “Our doc can’t grow bodies like that! Unless they have spares on their ship, they'll be revived at the Base. Light years away from here.” 
 
      
 
    I’d momentarily found my calm. Big mistake. They had backup bodies. Quick as lightning, they revived and descended from orbit, vengeance in their circuits. 
 
      
 
    The first time they took me down right in our base. They tossed Clown aside like a rag doll, kicked away Cowgirl, who had attempted to dive at their feet, and in a swift sequence, my neck got snapped. 
 
      
 
    The next time they cornered me as I was legging it away from the med bay. They may have had stubby legs, but damn, they moved fast without their gear. They caught me and then played a perverse game of soccer with me as the ball till my lights went out. 
 
      
 
    Attempt three? I was perched atop a comms tower, refusing to budge. They got creative, finding some heavy pipe chunks, knocking me off like a ripe coconut. Then they proceeded to turn me into an unsightly smear on the concrete using the very same pipe chunks for the purpose. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, I wasn’t budging from the med bay the fourth time. And I’d managed to find a safe haven there in sheer panic. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Look, I don’t have the time to mess around with you here!” 
 
      
 
    “Then scram, who’s stopping you?!” 
 
      
 
    “Come out, we’ll talk man-to-man!” 
 
      
 
    “I can hear just fine from in here!” 
 
      
 
    “You jerk!” 
 
      
 
    “Look who’s talking!” 
 
      
 
    There was a crunch, and another object that had formerly been part of medical equipment got thrust through the crack. 
 
      
 
    “WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON HERE?! TEN-HUT!” 
 
      
 
    There were noises and muffled curses. 
 
      
 
    “I repeat, what’s all this, First Sergeant?!” 
 
      
 
    “My apologies, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Nobel, where’s that recruit?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a sec, Colonel!” 
 
      
 
    A glowing red eye appeared in the gap. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, come out, it’s safe now!” 
 
      
 
    “Nobel, thank goodness! But, look, I… I can’t budge! I’m stuck!” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, he can’t come out! He’s stuck!” 
 
      
 
    “Have you all completely lost it, Doctor?! What do you mean, stuck?! You’ve got one minute!!! It’s chaos here, as I can see!” 
 
      
 
    The red eye appeared again. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, be a darling, try your hardest! Or we’re done for!” 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up, Doctor!” 
 
      
 
    “Here, take this pole and pull, doc!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a pole! It’s a resuscitation machine support, item code KP685421368VT! That thing costs 250 credits! And it’s broken!” 
 
      
 
    “Screw it, just pull! Yikes! Damn! That hurts!” 
 
      
 
    “Colonel, sir! He won’t budge!” 
 
      
 
    “First Sergeant, assist the doctor!” 
 
      
 
    “Ahhhhh!” I shot out like a cork from a bottle, all scratched up and jittery. Before me was the twisted angry face of First Sergeant RS195.A3.524687 (“Domm”.) I braced myself, awaiting another inevitable death, but the killing blow never came. The First Sergeant stood up and straightened to attention. I also got to my feet. 
 
      
 
    Colonel RS152.A3.856374 (“Brick”) was an imposing figure. Standing at six foot seven, he was just as broad-shouldered as the First Sergeant. His gray uniform fit him perfectly—there wasn’t a single wrinkle anywhere. 
 
      
 
    “Recruit Elijah?” he inquired sternly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir, Colonel, sir!” I tried to look past his head, attempting the unfocused stare I’d always used. But given the size difference between us, it looked comically misplaced. I therefore settled my gaze on the medals adorning his chest instead. It was the first time I’d seen anything like them. My system quickly fed me information on their significance. 
 
      
 
    Coercion to Peace Order, Monstrous Bravery Medal, Infantry Double Cross, Order of Radiant Glory, Star of Supreme Gore… 
 
      
 
    That seemed like a lot. 
 
      
 
    The colonel shifted his attention to Domm. “First Sergeant, care to explain the mess you’ve made in my Camp?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, this recruit caused extensive damage to Army property!” the sergeant explained. 
 
      
 
    “And why, pray tell, did you have to wear battle gear that you’re held accountable for to a mere training battle? Weren’t you provided with the camp’s training equipment? And you even had a choice!” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, but that equipment is… erm…” 
 
      
 
    “Crap, is that what you meant to say?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely not, sir! I mean…” 
 
      
 
    “Duh! I’m well aware our gear is crap, no need to sugarcoat it. But do you know why our equipment is subpar? Because it’s cheap! In a training camp, gear tends to break and get destroyed! Because it’s a freaking training camp, as the name suggests! This is where recruits learn to handle weapons and equipment. They do it clumsily because they’re recruits, and they’re supposed to be clumsy!” 
 
      
 
    All the while, the Colonel emphasized each word by poking the Sergeant’s chest with his index finger, towering over him. To do so, he had to bend over quite a bit. It might have looked amusing to an outsider, but the First Sergeant didn’t look very amused, especially when the Colonel’s sausage-like finger hit his solar plexus. 
 
      
 
    “So, to continue,” the Colonel went on, “recruits are not just clumsy, they’re also inexperienced. They haven’t fully integrated the Army's spirit and regulations yet. But you, First Sergeant, you’re a veteran! How many years have you served? Ten?” 
 
      
 
    “Thirteen, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “There! You see? Thirteen years! And you haven’t gained any wisdom at all over this time, by the look of it! Have you seen yourself lately? You could probably take down a whole platoon with your bare hands, couldn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “So why did you use your own gear? Were you trying to show off? What’s with the grandstanding?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I apologize, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s something for starters! Anyway, I’ll send a report to your superior, Colonel Stubs, who happens to be a good friend of mine, about your misuse of the Army’s resources. The entire cost will be docked from your payment!” 
 
      
 
    The First Sergeant paled. 
 
      
 
    “Sir… but that means I’ll be serving for several years without pay!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, son! And that’s well-deserved, too! The army won’t let you starve, and hopefully, this incident teaches you a lesson! Dismissed! You’re free to go! Your ship awaits!” 
 
      
 
    “But… sir! This recruit…” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?! Do you see these insignia?! What do they signify?! That I'M the commander of this damn Camp!!! It's MY job to deal with MY recruits! I said, DISMISSED!!!” 
 
      
 
    The First Sergeant and his two corporals made their way out, their heads hung low. Domm hissed at me as he passed. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll meet again, asshole!” 
 
      
 
    “In your dreams, moron!” I shot back. 
 
      
 
    The glum trio left the med bay. The Colonel approached me, glaring from above. 
 
      
 
    “Scared of me, are you now, recruit?” 
 
      
 
    “Scared shitless, sir!” 
 
      
 
    All of a sudden, a smile cracked the colonel’s face. Suddenly, he looked like a kind old grandpa. A very big goddamn grandpa, to be sure! 
 
      
 
    “Good! A good leader should inspire fear, for otherwise, what is he?” 
 
      
 
    “A bad leader?” I ventured. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, recruit! Well done!” He slapped my shoulder with gusto, nearly knocking me down in the process. “I can’t stand these cocky brutes. They think they can push us around because they’re on the front lines and we’re in the rear, you see? But what would they do without us?” 
 
      
 
    “Lose every freaking war?” I said, a bit bolder. The Colonel frowned. I panicked. 
 
      
 
    “Lose every freaking war?” His face brightened. “Exactly! That’s exactly what would happen!” 
 
      
 
    In a burst of enthusiasm, he slapped my other shoulder. Damn, that hurt! 
 
      
 
    “So, the report states that the cause of death of First Sergeant Domm’s group was an accidental detonation of an unidentified ordnance, present at the scene by misadventure… also leading to significant landscape damage on the range… Is that accurate?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely, sir!! Accidental… whatever… by misadventure… yes! Completely unidentified ordnance! That’s exactly how it happened! Ahem… Sir? Who wrote the report?” 
 
      
 
    The Colonel looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, who? Your direct superior, Lieutenant Thor!” 
 
      
 
    That sly old… 
 
      
 
    “You’re dismissed, recruit! But watch it! I'll be keeping an eye on you! And the next explosion of an unidentified ordnance will be investigated a lot more thoroughly! Are we clear?!” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Now, off you go, lad! Wait… almost forgot! A small bonus from me personally!” 
 
      
 
    Your Personal Balance has been credited with 15,000 credits. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “And now, consider yourself truly dismissed,” he said with a warm smile. 
 
      
 
    I turned on my heel and stepped out. The colonel, imposing as he seemed, wasn’t so fearsome up close. He reminded me of a massive bear—one that was amiable for now. And everyone in their right mind knew best not to poke a bear, right? A stray thought crossed my mind: was it pure happenstance that my bonus matched the price tag of the STC2m down to the very last penny? 
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    THE SKIRMISHES THAT FOLLOWED with us playing the part of a rifle squad felt eerily similar. We abandoned our experimental tactics, settling on a solid formation instead: two rifle teams and one support. This structure held its ground for the subsequent six firefights. The strategy was straightforward. Cowgirl took her shots, Clown went in with his blade swinging, and I took the helm. 
 
      
 
    Our adversaries tried various countermeasures—to wit, mimicry, surprise, and intimidation. Some even splurged on bespoke gear in a bid to tip the scales. All in vain. 
 
      
 
    What we did in response was organize a “spoils crew.” It was Glen’s brainchild. He’d scour the battlegrounds accompanied by Beanpole and Mica, collecting all the “oddball” gear left behind. Then, they’d auction it back. A tidy little enterprise by any account. 
 
      
 
    The enterprise, however, had a short-lived success, spanning just three missions. The janitors had caught wind of our scheme. A delegation, spearheaded by none other than the “sharp cookie” Albert, descended upon us with a stern message: “Hey! Pack in the thievin’, you guys?!” While their grievances were heard loud and clear, they weren’t duly heeded. Beanpole, feisty as ever, dished out a series of knuckle sandwiches, sending them off with a snarky, “The tables have turned, bitches,” and a bunch of choice epithets to boot. But he’d overlooked something—namely, the profound class resentment brewing in the working classes and their close kinship with other fellow workers. 
 
      
 
    Revenge was swift and fierce. Come next mission, the shadowy “underdwellers,” whose faces we’d never seen, “overlooked” our gear maintenance and mismatched our ammunition. As chaos unfolded on the battlefield, rifles malfunctioned, grenades fizzled, and our comms were hijacked by an oddly nostalgic melody that my residual memory identified as “chiptune”. The day was barely saved thanks to Cowgirl’s rifle and Clown’s trusty ax, both of which had remained unscathed. 
 
      
 
    After the dust settled, our incensed spoils crew charged into the underworld, intent on “teaching those rats a lesson” and “educating the rabble about the privilege of the elite.” Yet their bravado faltered. Their first face-off post “rebirth” saw them retreat hastily, dismissing their foe’s triumph as mere luck. 
 
      
 
    The second round was approached with a hint of caution. They pitched to Clown and me, seeking backup to “whip the wretches into line.” We declined. Cowgirl was almost swayed by a tantalizing offer of pink paint for her rifle. But I shoved Beanpole aside, ending the conversation. In the end, Cowgirl had to splurge on her own can of paint. 
 
      
 
    After their third rebirth, two bare-skinned figures announced the “prosperous venture” was shutting down, saying, “If no one wants this, why the hell should we bother?” Moreover, they lamented that we had squandered our fortune when we could’ve struck gold. During the next battle, however, every piece of equipment was spot on, weapons fired as they should. There was, however, the matter of the word “Wanker!” scrawled in indelible red ink across Beanpole’s and Glen’s helmets. Served them right, the idiots! Speak of picking the wrong fight. 
 
      
 
    There was, however, one peculiar incident that stood out. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    This sector of the weapons range was growing tiresome. We had memorized the location of nearly every stone, and Cowgirl had aimed and fired at all landmarks. Clown meticulously neutralized oncoming foes, taking cover behind obstacles. Tag and his team threw their mines almost blindly. Why we didn’t switch sectors, I couldn’t grasp. But I refrained from questioning—we kept winning, so why overthink? The lesson from First Sergeant Domm was still fresh in my memory. 
 
      
 
    The enemy deployed their entire platoon as mobile assault units, aiming to surprise us once again, and they opted for an innovative approach, too. They assumed this tactic would neutralize Cowgirl, our wonder weapon. She struggled to hit those swift “fleas.” For now. They also remembered Clown, ensuring they wouldn’t stay grounded for long. 
 
      
 
    Today, they fancied themselves as bombers. Strapping on a barrage of grenades, these guys zigzagged chaotically, attempting to wreak havoc in our ranks with precision bombing. Honestly, it wasn't a bad idea. 
 
      
 
    Caught off-guard, I reverted to the old plan, sending all our free shooters led by Clown to aid our “artillerymen.” I stayed behind with the machine gun. And Cowgirl practiced hitting those fast-jumping targets (I wasn’t sure that was a legit military term, but the description fit.) 
 
      
 
    When the enemy’s cunning plan became evident and we started to suffer losses, I ordered everyone to retreat to the barracks. Not everyone made it, but we held our ground inside, firing through the windows. After our humiliation by the 425th regiment goons, and with our newfound ties to the janitors (that happened before the conflict with the “spoils crew”), we’d fortified all entrances to mere slits. This limited our vision but significantly reduced the chances of lethal projectiles (not to mention an entire assaulter) getting through. 
 
      
 
    After the dust had settled, our adversaries didn’t appreciate the show we had put on. They spewed obscenities over the comms, daring the “cowardly rats” to a “fair fight.” All they got in return were a few displays of middle fingers and a hail of gunfire. With nowhere to retreat, and the “prize” that was Sergeant Whipcracker still inside, they attempted to infiltrate our position. There were only three entrances—two down below, one up top. Two machine guns covered the first floor, while Clown and Cowgirl held the roof, aided by a host of helpers. Their assault choked on its own blood, and after a brief counteroffensive on our part, the last enemy fell. We were just about to call it a day, but the system notification indicating the end of the battle was conspicuously absent, even though the map showed no red dots. 
 
      
 
    I walked over to the sergeant, who was peering intently into space, reading notifications that only he could see. The voice channel was clear. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, any idea what's going on?” I asked. Whipcracker’s gaze found me, a hint of cognition returning to his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “We’re so screwed,” he said, before retreating back into his own mind. 
 
      
 
    His brevity and the utter lack of emotion in his voice were so unlike him that I was taken aback. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the deal, Elijah? When are we headed back to Base?” Beanpole appeared, breaking my trance. 
 
      
 
    “No idea,” I responded, nodding towards the frozen Sergeant. “He’s about to snap out of it, and then we’ll know.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, signal when you know!” Beanpole started to leave but hesitated, asking uncertainly, “Hey, dude! Those guys had a rad ax. Maybe… I could take it? Like, one last time?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a moron, Beanpole! Haven’t you had enough trouble?!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what’s up with the attitude?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you what’s up! What’s up is that you do dumb shit and then the whole squad suffers as a result!” 
 
      
 
    “But I only asked…” 
 
      
 
    I took a step forward and tapped on the inscription on his helmet. 
 
      
 
    “If you dare take anything from those corpses, I’ll write the very same thing on your forehead. Or better yet, I’ll tattoo it! I’ll ask Nobel for a service, pay extra, and he’ll alter your resurrection program correspondingly. And this legend will accompany you to every new body you resurrect in!” 
 
      
 
    Beanpole backed towards the exit. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, man! I got it! Sheesh!” 
 
      
 
    But I was on a roll. 
 
      
 
    “Or how about a dick! With wings!!! That would be even better!!!” 
 
      
 
    Beanpole dashed out of the door in panic. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! You have a new target! Destroy the ASP-320mi. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked aloud. 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Whipcracker snapped back to reality. 
 
      
 
    “Attention, platoon! I’m assuming command!” He relayed the message over the comms instantly. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah?” That was Tag. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” That was Frizzle. 
 
      
 
    “I’m finding out,” I responded into the channel and turned to the Sergeant. “So what’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Those freaking eggheads have screwed up again!” 
 
      
 
    “Can you be more specific?” 
 
      
 
    The Sergeant froze, processing information. Then he gave me a reluctant nod. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, recruit. We still have time. And you won’t leave me alone anyway, will you? Just following orders isn’t your style, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Something like that,” I nodded. “Spill it.” 
 
      
 
    And so he did. 
 
      
 
    Universe-13 had a strict prohibition against combat artificial intelligence. Every attempt to forge such entities encountered the steadfast opposition of the System. The very term “combat artificial intelligence” was shrouded in ambiguity, as the System failed to delineate clear boundaries for the ban it enforced. This lack of clarity prompted many to venture into this domain, often courting significant peril. 
 
      
 
    Automated weapon systems operated perfectly within their programming, selecting targets based on various criteria. These systems were equipped by all military starships and a slew of ground combat vehicles. Attempts to make them capable of learning on their own for enhanced efficiency failed, however; the systems just refused to operate in that mode. 
 
      
 
    Even with the clear advantages in response time and firing accuracy offered by computers, no one had managed to forge the Ultimate Weapon to date. Thus, despite this civilization’s immense technological potential, human blood was still spilled in modern warfare. At the very least, human bodies were cheap. 
 
      
 
    Still, military theorists and scientists persisted in their attempts to “hack” the System. Research never ceased. One of the “permitted cheats” was the merging of human cognition with machinery. This symbiotic relationship had long been in place and was employed in various military roles, from fighter pilots to navigators or gunners of battleships. In this setup, the human mind took the lead, while the machine’s mind played a subordinate role. And such symbiotes were remarkably effective. 
 
      
 
    However, a dilemma presented itself. While human tissue was cost-effective, it was also delicate. Military ambitions aimed to reduce its utilization in their potent weapons of war. Some brave souls stepped forward, willing to transplant their brains into war machines, furnished only with essential survival gear. Yet, the Universe posed challenges in this avenue too. If an individual met their end, the System refrained from "seizing" their consciousness. And on rare occasions when it did, it never released it. Everything needed to be started from scratch again. A “middle ground” was established through persistent experimentation: it became permissible to substitute certain body parts—-notably, limbs, sensory organs, and protective layers—with mechanical alternatives. This gave rise to cyborgs, beings of remarkable distinction but prohibitively costly for large-scale production. And war had fundamentally always been a matter of economics. 
 
      
 
    Yet the attempts to push the boundaries of the Universe never ceased. As it turned out, one such attempt was about to surface on our battlefield. And the System itself commanded its destruction. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the deal with this ASP-320mi?” I probed Sergeant after his debriefing. "The manual states it’s a walking assault robot. There's nothing on the ‘mi’ variant, though.” 
 
      
 
    “If it were in the manual,” the Sergeant remarked, “it’d mean the System’s aware of this modification and accepts it. Clearly, that’s not the case here.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but all this— weight, twenty-two tons… height, twenty feet… standard dual automatic weapons or combat lasers… missile racks… anti-infantry guns… We’re supposed to take down that beast?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s what a standard ASP-320 has. This one? No freaking idea!” 
 
      
 
    “Fantastic answer! Truly enlightening! And do you know how we’re supposed to take it down?” 
 
      
 
    “This is normally done with heavy machinery.” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, are you blind? Look around. Do you see heavy machinery? ‘Cause I sure as hell don’t!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s crossed several weapons ranges. The Experimental Range is quite a distance away. The thing should have taken a beating.” 
 
      
 
    “From whom? Under-equipped grunts like us?” I shoved my standard-issue rifle under his nose. “With these peashooters?” 
 
      
 
    “Enough, recruit! You’ve been ordered to destroy it! Get to it!” 
 
      
 
    “What about an orbital strike? Fighters? Hell, you’ve got tanks, right? This is an Army, not some kindergarten!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got them all right. Just not here. This is, essentially, a sandbox…” 
 
      
 
    “One that’s gotten a surprise visit from a homicidal maniac!” I finished his sentence as I spotted a fat red dot slowly advancing on our map. 
 
      
 
    “Tag! Dash back to the firing position. Fire when ready, throw everything you’ve got at it! Beanpole, Glen, grab rocket launchers and get back! Cowgirl, be sharp! It’s got to have a vulnerable spot somewhere! Everyone has a chink in their armor!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh… recruit?” The Sergeant looked baffled as I took charge. 
 
      
 
    “Sarge, no offense, just stay out of the way! Get busy… with something…” 
 
      
 
    I peered through the optics. The approaching mech looked battered. Guess I shouldn’t have knocked the ‘grunts.’ Whoever they were, they’d given this tin can a rough time. It sported a humanoid frame: two arms and two legs, but no head—just a sensor-packed armored hood, now ragged with dangling wires. One arm was gone. Its movement was compromised, with one leg joint faltering. A missile container on its shoulder was missing. The unit smoked, but stubbornly limped our way. The intact arm pointed at us. Ah, so it was a weapon, after all. Next came a burst of fire. 
 
      
 
    Missiles rained down, tearing holes in our barracks. Not far from me, the hapless Mica got obliterated by a direct hit. Shrapnel and stone erupted, and a choking dust engulfed us. The sheer force of the impact was staggering! 
 
      
 
    From our side, mines rocketed into the fray. Butch’s machine gun roared from the roof, and then Cowgirl’s rifle joined in with a sharp retort. I took aim, firing a volley, yet the mech-walker, seemingly unperturbed, pressed on, though a close explosion gave it pause. 
 
      
 
    “Tag, tighten those shots! Once more unto the breach, dear friends!” 
 
      
 
    Tag honed his focus and fired. His mines exploded right beneath the walker. It hesitated, but soon aimed its menacing weaponry at us. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody, hit the deck!” 
 
      
 
    The next salvo tore our secondary gun team from the roof and sent it crashing down upon us. I was pinned by debris, feeling a bone-jarring crunch. The Clown extended a hand, pulling me up. Some of my ribs had doubtlessly gotten cracked. A cacophony of garbled voices buzzed in my earpiece. 
 
      
 
    “Out! We’ll be buried alive here! Cowgirl!” 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl… she’s done for.” 
 
      
 
    Regret gnawed at me. It was my call to have her shoot at that monster. What did I tell her? “Everyone has a chink in their armor?” What was I thinking? 
 
      
 
    We ran into Beanpole and Glen on our way out, their arms heavy with rocket launchers. I gestured hurriedly, leaning on Clown for support. 
 
      
 
    “Target its arm! The chest plate’s too damn thick!” 
 
      
 
    Without a word, they maneuvered to face the menace. A swell of pride hit me— even these buffoons had stepped up their game. We sprinted toward our artillery position. Behind us, the ground convulsed with detonations. A trio of dots blinked on the display: one red, two green. blinked. Then the greens dimmed permanently. 
 
      
 
    “Tag, status?” We converged at our defensive post. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all useless!” 
 
      
 
    “I can see as much! Stop firing. I’ve got a plan. Pile every bit of ammo by that crater's edge. Look! Its sensors are scrambled. How is it even managing to track us? And why does it chase us in the first place, anyway? Still, if it’s a chase it wants, we get to set the rules! Also, make sure to toss any grenades you have into those ammo crates!” 
 
      
 
    I settled behind a rock and surveyed the mechanical beast, blood spattering my lips. The rockets had failed to sever its arm, but it was clearly damaged and hung limp, swaying with every step. The mech’s chest guns whirred to life. A rising shriek echoed on the comms. I attempted to switch channels. And then my heart nearly stopped. 
 
      
 
    “All we have to do now 
 
      
 
    Is take these lies and 
 
      
 
    Make them true somehow 
 
      
 
    All we have to see 
 
      
 
    Is that I don't belong to you 
 
      
 
    And you don't 
 
      
 
    Belong to me yeah, yeah 
 
      
 
    Freedom 
 
      
 
    Freedom…” 
 
      
 
    “Freedom, you've gotta give for what you take…” I finished the phrase, and a haze overtook my thoughts. The scent of humid grass invaded the warm summer night, pouring through the car’s open window. An empty highway lit up by the headlights, warm wind tousling my hair, and a song playing from the speakers… 
 
      
 
    "Is he… singing?!" Tag, lying next to me and tuned into the walker's frequency, expressed his astonishment. He spun around, exclaiming, "Elijah, what's with you?!" 
 
      
 
    Memories bubbled up within me only to disappear without a trace, the way they always did. The walker was almost on top of our ammo crates. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing… Just blow it up!” 
 
      
 
    “To kingdom come!” Tag added. 
 
      
 
    An explosion tore off the mech’s ruined leg, severely damaging the other and causing the entire machine to tumble into the crater. Another detonation followed—from inside the mech this time. The red dot on the screen faded out. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! All enemies eliminated! Your unit has won! 
 
      
 
    There was a flurry of familiar notifications. 
 
      
 
    Small Unit Tactics: skill upgrade. Current level: 17. 
 
      
 
    Communications: skill upgrade. Current level: 9. 
 
      
 
    Armor: skill upgrade. Current level: 9. 
 
      
 
    Heavy Weaponry: skill upgrade. Current level: 17. 
 
      
 
    One of them, however, was unlike anything I’ve seen before. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Access to reputation with Universe 13 granted. Current level: Indifference. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go see our spoils!” I groaned, trying to get up; Clown offered support. 
 
      
 
    “Not you! You grab HER and keep watch! Tag, help out!” 
 
      
 
    We approached the crater where the fallen giant lay. According to our intel, the chest hatch should give access to the pilot inside. 
 
      
 
    “Clown, take a look, but be careful!” He quickly scaled the smoldering wreck, peering inside. 
 
      
 
    “Nope, you need to see this for yourself, chief! C’mon, I’ll help you up. Tag, give him a boost!” 
 
      
 
    I clambered up with their assistance and peeked inside. System data suggested there should be a complex chair with the pilot inside, functioning as a shock absorber, additional protection, and an escape pod. Yet all I saw was the stark, nude form of a body that could have been my twin, riddled with tubes and wires embedded straight into its flesh as it lay in a pool of some liquid. 
 
      
 
    Recruit RB13.A3.130014 ("Alex") [Deceased] 
 
      
 
    Moreover, the RB status implied he was a “reborn,” just like me—the first one I’d met here aside from myself. Even the number was off by just one digit. Who the hell are you, Alex, I thought to myself? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “NOBEL, HOW COULD I FIND this person?” 
 
      
 
    “The Experimental Range has a med bay of their own. I haven’t got the foggiest as to what they get up to there. I don’t have that kind of access.” 
 
      
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “So what about this medical brotherhood of yours? Don’t you guys gather somewhere in the evenings to have a cold pint and discuss the finer points of recruit dissection?” 
 
      
 
    Nobel gave me an admonishing look. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, what are you on about? Me, drinking beer? A real doctor must always keep a cool head…” 
 
      
 
    “A cool head and a warm heart, yeah… Rings familiar. Not sure it was about doctors specifically, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah? Who, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure… All right, how about warm pints of human blood, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “Is that your idea of a joke?” 
 
      
 
    “Nice one! You’re catching on! So?” 
 
      
 
    “No, we don’t ever cross paths with them. Everything they do is top secret.” 
 
      
 
    “Too bad. We’ll have to look elsewhere then! All right, my dear friend Nobel. Could you, perhaps, tell me what this ‘reputation with the Universe’ business is all about?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, my dear Elijah,” the doctor teased, mirroring my tone, “that’s one fascinating topic. I’ve heard of such things happening before, but haven’t met anyone they’d happen to—until you, that is.” 
 
      
 
    “And what’s its purpose? I’ve only been given a notification without any explanations.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not exactly sure. But rumor has it that when you have a ‘reputation with the Universe,’ you can receive assignments directly from it. Bypassing the ‘middlemen,’ as it were.” 
 
      
 
    “The middlemen in question being the Army, I gather?” 
 
      
 
    “Got it in one.” 
 
      
 
    “And these assignments are?” 
 
      
 
    “Be sure to let me know whenever you get one,” Nobel winked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, Nobel! Congratulations, I officially declare you fit to do standup! Grab your complimentary microphone with a button-activated canned laughter effect!” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind, I appear to have jumped the gun there…” 
 
      
 
    I spent half a day scouting every nook and cranny, but the news wasn’t good. The Experimentation Camp (I once again admired the Army’s knack for crisp, clear naming) was on the opposite hemisphere. No direct communication existed between our locations. There was no portal, and I didn’t have a personal flier, either. The shortest route turned out to be from our portal on the training ground to theirs—a mere half-day’s leisurely stroll. And I’d still need to figure out how to use their portal. All this sounded fantastical, and no concrete information was available. The cadets had no clue, the sergeant brushed me off, and the lieutenant was no help, either. I felt too bashful to approach the colonel. Thus, my quest for Alex had to be shelved for the time being. 
 
      
 
    Finally, we completed fifty missions, and it was time for the next phase. My stats were as follows: 
 
      
 
    RB13.А3.130013 (“Elijah”) 
 
      
 
    System Rank: In training. 
 
      
 
    Social Affiliation: Humanity. Human Commonwealth. 
 
      
 
    Free Will: Temporarily restricted. 
 
      
 
    Current Owner: HC Third Army 
 
      
 
    Current Status: Military. 
 
      
 
    Class: Undefined. 
 
      
 
    Rank: Recruit. 
 
      
 
    Awards and Privileges: None. 
 
      
 
    Skills: 
 
      
 
    Combat: 
 
      
 
    Marksmanship — Level 12 
 
      
 
    Heavy Weaponry — Level 17 
 
      
 
    Energy Weapons — Level 1 
 
      
 
    Melee Combat — Level 14 
 
      
 
    Explosives — Level 15 
 
      
 
    Armor — Level 9 
 
      
 
    Power Armor — Level 9 
 
      
 
    Small Unit Tactics — Level 17 
 
      
 
    Medicine — Level 7 
 
      
 
    Communications — Level 9 
 
      
 
    Enhancements: None. 
 
      
 
    Reputation: 
 
      
 
    Human Commonwealth — Indifference. 
 
      
 
    Universe-13 — Indifference. 
 
      
 
    Personal Balance: 22,428 credits. 
 
      
 
    Overall Balance: −98,952 credits. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Well, what’s the news? Beanpole asked from behind me. 
 
      
 
    Clown shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Recommendation: assault trooper.” 
 
      
 
    “Predictably enough,” I noted. 
 
      
 
    “And what’s the procedure?” Beanpole seemed really excited. 
 
      
 
    “You get comfortable in an armchair and close your eyes. The System proceeds to give its recommendations.” 
 
      
 
    “Recommendations?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s what it says here,” Clown informed me. “Take a look for yourself. Here goes.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the message he sent me. 
 
      
 
    Recruit RS224.A3.476185 (“Clown”). Test Results. 
 
      
 
    Compatibility… Mobile Infantry Assault Trooper Class: 79% 
 
      
 
    Compatibility… Mobile Infantry Marksman Class: 28% 
 
      
 
    Compatibility… Mobile Infantry Support Class: 12% 
 
      
 
    Recommendation: Mobile Infantry Assault Trooper Class 
 
      
 
    I looked at Clown. 
 
      
 
    Class: None. 
 
      
 
    “This is weird. Who’s deciding these class assignments, and when does that happen?” 
 
      
 
    "No idea." 
 
      
 
    "See you in the Assault Class, brother!" Beanpole headed towards the opening door, from which Cowgirl emerged. 
 
      
 
    Answering my silent query, Cowgirl silently shot me her data. 
 
      
 
    Recruit RS224.A3.476956 (“Cowgirl”). Test Results. 
 
      
 
    Compatibility… Mobile Infantry Marksman Class: 92% 
 
      
 
    Compatibility… Mobile Infantry Support Class: 17% 
 
      
 
    Compatibility… Mobile Infantry Assault Trooper Class: 3% 
 
      
 
    Recommendation: Mobile Infantry Marksman Class 
 
      
 
    “Hey, chief,” Clown whispered, having also received Cowgirl's information. “Looks like Cowgirl and I are getting split up. You haven’t gone in yet. What shall we do?” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl fixed me with a melancholy gaze, silently echoing Clown’s question. I cursed inwardly. The last thing I needed was a crying Cowgirl. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll figure something out,” I said, trying to sound confident, yet feeling anything but. 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha! Universe, watch out, Assault Trooper Beanpole is coming!” A smug Beanpole emerged from the lab. 
 
      
 
    “I’d say you’re more of a beanpole of an assault trooper,” I couldn’t resist. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? What’s the difference?” 
 
      
 
    “None, really. Forget it.” 
 
      
 
    I patted Clown on the shoulder and ruffled Cowgirl's hair. 
 
      
 
    “I’m heading in.” 
 
      
 
    I found myself inside an empty room with a chair in the middle. To the right sat, Nobel, looking bored. Perfect minimalism, I thought. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, doc! What brings you here?” 
 
      
 
    “Protocol. I have to be present.” 
 
      
 
    I pointed at the chair. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like Old Sparky! Is that really for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Just kidding, Nobel. Nerves, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see why you’d be nervous.” 
 
      
 
    "You seem off today. What happened?" 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t look it. Spill.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Nobel sighed. “I didn’t want to mention it, but…” 
 
      
 
    “We’re friends, Nobel…” I struggled to shift from persuasion mode to information intake. “But what?” 
 
      
 
    “I did manage to speak with colleagues from the Experimentation Camp.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? And?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not supposed to be here in the first place.” 
 
      
 
    “Meaning?” I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll explain after the test. There’s a slight chance I’m wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “What could go wrong with the test?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely everything!” Nobel declared, placing a half-sphere over my head. 
 
      
 
    It looked too much like an electric chair for comfort. Everything went black. 
 
      
 
    “I fear I was right,” I heard Nobel say. His voice seemed distant. 
 
      
 
    “About what?” 
 
      
 
    “Take a look for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I looked. 
 
      
 
    Recruit RB13.A3.130013 (“Elijah”). Test Results. 
 
      
 
    Compatibility… Mobile Infantry Marksman Class — 99% 
 
      
 
    Compatibility… Mobile Infantry Support Class — 99% 
 
      
 
    Compatibility… Mobile Infantry Assault Trooper Class — 99% 
 
      
 
    Class: Absolute. 
 
      
 
    “Wow! So I’m that good! But why ninety-nine percent and not a hundred?” I tried to lighten the mood. 
 
      
 
    “Those are just the System’s whims. Perfect matches don’t exist. There’s always a slight chance of error. But one percent? That’s the lowest I recall, frankly.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of class is that?” 
 
      
 
    “A really rare one," Nobel said in a pensive tone. 
 
      
 
    “How rare are we talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “In percentage terms, it’s a ten to an incredibly negative power. I believe only a few thousand exist for all of humanity. We just don’t have the access to the exact number,” Nobel said with a sad smile. “Guys like you are scarce as hen’s teeth. And if we consider your open reputation with the Universe, the combination makes you completely unique.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to access the Guide. 
 
      
 
    Absolute Class. Access denied… Insufficient system access level… 
 
      
 
    “Why doesn't the System grant me access to the information that pertains to this class?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you haven’t accepted it yet?” 
 
      
 
    “But how can I accept or choose anything if I don’t even know what it is or where to look for it?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t really have a choice. Let me give you a hint. Bearers of the class don’t like to talk much about its capabilities. One ability is known for certain, though. With the right skills, you can use items and gear of any class.” 
 
      
 
    “Pf-f! I do that already!” 
 
      
 
    “You use basic level items and gear. It’s standard and has no class. As the items’ complexity, power, or uniqueness increases, they all get a class stamp. And only the corresponding class holder can use it. It’s a safety mechanism of sorts that the System insists on. However, the Absolutes are the absolute workaround. Rumor has it, the System has a real complicated relationship with them… But I wanted to talk about something else.” 
 
      
 
    “The Experimentation Camp?” 
 
      
 
    “Precisely. The Army usually places orders for a required number of Minds to replenish their ranks. One’s past life is of no consequence to the Mobile Infantry. A recruit is either molded into an infantryman or dismissed. It’s quick, straightforward, and cheap. But sometimes they need specific individuals with a particular class.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” I interrupted. “You said that classes are lost upon rebirth. And I know as much from my observations. Cowgirl, for instance, was a milkmaid or some such before, but now she has all the makings of a sniper.” 
 
      
 
    Nobel shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. But there’s a catch in your case.” 
 
      
 
    “Absolute class?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. It can’t be changed. If you look closely at your test results, you’ll notice there’s no word ‘recommended’ anywhere. You are the Absolute class. There are no alternatives.” 
 
      
 
    “Cool. By the way, if the System makes recommendations, who assigns the class?” 
 
      
 
    “The System does that, too. However, the Army makes the final decision, as they’re the ones ordering and temporarily owning your Minds. After the test, the Army decides who becomes what, based on their plans and current unit needs. A recruit might not necessarily become the class they’re most inclined to be. They become what the Army needs most at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I started to connect the dots in my mind, thinking of how I could keep Cowgirl and Clown in my unit. But where would I end up with my unique class? “But we digressed from the Experimentation Camp topic.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he paused, searching for words, “So… My colleagues needed an Absolute class Mind for their… experiments.” 
 
      
 
    “Why specifically an Absolute?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know precisely, but I guess the machinery tested on the Experimental Range demands highly skilled pilots. They likely merged so many technologies that the final model required an Absolute to pilot it.” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “Guess what class recruit RB13.A3.130014 (‘Alex’) has?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolute?” 
 
      
 
    “Got it in one!” 
 
      
 
    “How does this concern me?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you see the coincidence?” 
 
      
 
    “Our near-identical numbers and the same class?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But you should know that acquiring an Absolute class mind isn’t easy.” 
 
      
 
    “What does ‘isn’t easy’ translate to more specifically?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure, but it requires something like a victory in a Class A External Conflict.” 
 
      
 
    “Get out of here!” 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, it’s a really rare class.” 
 
      
 
    “Rare doesn’t mean nonexistent! I’m sure there are other living Absolutes!” 
 
      
 
    “Definitely,” Nobel agreed. “But I doubt any living Absolute would do what poor Alex does.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. But why am I here?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d wager it involves your old friend,” Nobel said with a cryptic smile. 
 
      
 
    “Which friend?” I was genuinely puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Just think, Elijah! You’ll figure it out!” So it was his turn to have me on now. 
 
      
 
    “I give up. Who is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you’re no fun. Your friend, Mr. Glitch!” He erupted in joyful laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Not funny at all.” 
 
      
 
    “The only thing I can deduce is as follows: we have two Minds, both Absolutes. They have close numbers. And, for some reason, two were extracted instead of one. The second Mind went elsewhere—and, most surprisingly, free of charge! Given the System’s infallibility, it’s definitely your friend’s handiwork!” He laughed again but suddenly turned serious. 
 
      
 
    “Now comes the bad news.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean there was good news to begin with?” 
 
      
 
    He ignored my sarcastic quip. 
 
      
 
    “The Army experts are already analyzing your test results. Rest assured, they’re reporting them to higher-ups. I have no clue about what steps they might take next. They could undoubtedly use another Absolute in the Experimentation Camp. But, technically, you’re affiliated with our Camp, and our Colonel will have the final say.” 
 
      
 
    A lieutenant burst in without knocking, followed closely by two corporals in armor, weapons ready. 
 
      
 
    “Recruit Elijah, please come with us.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you so,” Nobel sighed, throwing up his hands. “Best of luck, Elijah.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll cross paths again, doc,” I said, stepping forward to follow one of the corporals. The other corporal and the lieutenant trailed behind me. 
 
      
 
    My crewmates tensed up at the sight before them. Clown’s bulk blocked our way. 
 
      
 
    “Got a problem, recruit?” The lieutenant asked him, as the corporals raised their rifles. 
 
      
 
    The clown looked at me. I shook my head at him pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “No problem at all, lieutenant,” he reluctantly stepped aside. 
 
      
 
    We exited, boarding a vehicle that took us to the command building. Upon entering, I was surprised. Instead of the expected cold metal and gray plastic, the interior felt… lived in?There was wooden parquet on the floors, holograms with military themes adorned the walls, and there were even potted plants scattered about. We took the elevator to the top floor and entered the colonel’s office. 
 
      
 
    Colonel RS152.A3.856374 (“Brick") was sitting in a massive chair befitting his stature, looking lost in thought as he was gazing out of the window at the bustling people and machinery below. Upon my entry, he turned, dismissing my escort with a gesture. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve put me in a tight spot again, recruit,” Brick rumbled, fixing me with a stern glare. 
 
      
 
    “Apologies, sir!” I stiffened, saluting, though I wasn’t sure why I felt compelled to. 
 
      
 
    “Scared shitless again, recruit?” Brick flashed me a sudden grin. 
 
      
 
    I relaxed. Thankfully, the colonel was in his “genial gramps” mode. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, sir… scared shitless… sir!” 
 
      
 
    Brick’s demeanor shifted back to serious. “Technically, I should hand you over to the eggheads at research, but there’s a problem. The first and most important one is that I don’t want to. Second, the Army’s already invested in your training; you’re halfway through, and yanking you out to hand over to those scientific leeches will be a serious breach of procedure. But they’ll try, sure as the day is long. Trust me on that one.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust you, sir. And… thank you, sir!” 
 
      
 
    The colonel met my gaze. “You’re not out of the woods yet. But you must have some idea of what they plan to use you for, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative, sir! And I didn’t like what I saw one bit!” 
 
      
 
    “I get that. There’s one option,” he said, studying me intently. 
 
      
 
    I stood even straighter, holding my breath. 
 
      
 
    “The Experimentation Camp has Counteraction Forces squads. They act as adversaries for the diverse machinery tested at the camp. The teams themselves are quite varied. Typically, they’re composed of specially-assigned units from the regular forces. There are quite a few officers in their midst. One team’s contract ends soon…” The colonel glanced at his watch, “…by this evening, to be precise. They’ll be returning to their permanent base. This means the Camp is in urgent needs of a new Counteraction team. Still with me, recruit?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely, sir!” I managed to wheeze, running low on oxygen. I appeared to have just taken the metaphor of “holding your breath” to a whole new literal level. 
 
      
 
    “I managed to negotiate with the camp heads. We’ve come up with this solution. While they can’t physically harm you—aside from killing you, of course,” Brick grinned, “they’re quite keen on ‘keeping you close for observation.’ Their words, not mine. So, you can either join this camp as part of the Counteraction Forces squad or be their lab rat. What will it be?” 
 
      
 
    “The Counteraction Forces squad, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “I never doubted your answer, recruit.” 
 
      
 
    “Permission to pose a question, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the team makeup, sir?” 
 
      
 
    Colonel Brick pondered for a moment. “Good question. Now that you’re on board, I’ll start assembling it.” 
 
      
 
    “Who will it consist of, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Brick mused, “probably pull in a few experienced sergeants. There are a couple of fitting officers too.” 
 
      
 
    “How many people are there supposed to be in this unit?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, this Counteraction unit is a regular infantry squad. So, five or six.” 
 
      
 
    “Permission to make a suggestion, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “A suggestion?” The colonel raised an eyebrow. “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a rough idea of the team’s objectives, sir. I can suggest members for full staffing!” I paused. 
 
      
 
    “Proceed,” Brick nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Myself, recruits Cowgirl and Clown, and cadets Catt, Tag, and Frizzle, sir!” 
 
      
 
    Colonel Brick leaned back, looking impressed. “Apart from the fact that they’re all greenhorns, and that cadets are future officers, there remains the question of leadership. Who would you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    “Any cadet of your choosing, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Why not you?” The colonel smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Because they're future officers, as you pointed out, sir,” I tried to keep my composure. “But, ideally, it would of course be me… sir.” 
 
      
 
    Brick laughed. “I knew I saw something in you, recruit. Let’s discuss this further.” 
 
      
 
    “Another question, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Out with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you helping me, sir?” 
 
      
 
    Brick leaned forward, almost resting on the table, and whispered, “There are many reasons, recruit. Let’s just say I have my own stakes in this.” He leaned back, his voice returning to normal. “Also, I’ve taken a liking to you, recruit Elijah!” 
 
      
 
    Déjà vu… 
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    “THIS IS THE SITUATION, crew. I have no idea how or when this will end. Frankly, I’m not sure it will end at all.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my team of five, sitting in a circle around me, buzzing with excitement. I painted them a grim picture of their future, simultaneously attempting to scare them and fearing to lose so much as one. 
 
      
 
    “Questions? Suggestions? Requests?” 
 
      
 
    Five cheeky faces stared silently back and smirked. 
 
      
 
    “This won’t do! Why have you all clammed up all of a sudden? Let’s go one by one so that none of you regret it later! Clown?” 
 
      
 
    “Hell’s bells, chief, it worked out fabulously! It’ll be fun!” 
 
      
 
    “Gotcha.” Sure, this one would go anywhere he’d get a chance to do grievous bodily harm to as many opponents he could reach. “Cowgirl?” 
 
      
 
    She gave me an adoring look, flashed a thumbs up, and grinned. Things were clear enough in her case, too. She’d be my lifelong responsibility, by the look of it. 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m with you, Elijah. You know my aim. My chances increase significantly if I’m by your side.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I mused, not sure how I could help her reclaim her mother but committed to trying. “Catt?” 
 
      
 
    “With you all the way, boss! Can’t wait to kick some major ass. Exciting, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” I smirked. This one didn’t care where the battle was as long as things went bang and there were ranks to rise through. When the brass said “Jump!,” he asked “How high?” His sheer fanaticism meant it was better for me to keep an eye on him than some clueless officer. These kinds of soldiers were the backbone of the Army. “Tag?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re all in, so what’s with the questions? We’re a team, and we’re staying together. That’s what counts.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” I replied, gauging him as the most sensible, though that might be a stretch, given that he agreed to come with me. 
 
      
 
    “All clear with you guys then,” I shook my head. “So it’s settled. A real ragtag bunch. Like the Magnificent Seven. Well… more like six… uh…. but ‘The Magnificent Six’ doesn’t sound as catchy.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice title, approved. And yes, ‘seven’ does have a better ring to it!” I didn’t hear Nobel approach from behind. 
 
      
 
    “Doc?” I raised an eyebrow. “What brings you here?” 
 
      
 
    “Technically, I’m not part of the Army. I’m on contract. But I’ve been working with Colonel Brick for a while, and he’s asked me to keep an eye on you. To ensure, as he put it, ‘nothing extra gets chopped off… or added on.’ I have thus been assigned to the Experimentation Camp. It turns out they had an opening there. Thus, I wouldn’t mind continuing our fruitful collaboration.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, just like how the Counteraction group suddenly ended its contract,” I smiled. “But I’m all in! I knew we’d meet again!’ 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t really your prediction, Elijah. No need for an ‘I told you so’,” Nobel remarked astutely. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Doc, are you malfunctioning again?” 
 
      
 
    “Just pulling your leg!” Nobel grinned. “I truly am glad to see all of you!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned, doc,” I patted him on the back. “Welcome to the club! Oh, hold on. Suicide Squad also crossed my mind, and it makes me wonder whether that might be a more fitting description of what we’ve all signed up for.” 
 
      
 
    “Magnificent Seven sounds sweet,” Cowgirl murmured. “I had a cow named Seven. Cute little white one with black spots…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s a twist! The name just got a whole new bovine vibe. A squad of ungulates! What could be sillier? Settled, then. The Magnificent Seven it is!” 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System rank change. Current status: combat unit. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! System rank change. Current status: leader of a small combat team. 
 
      
 
    “Seems like our training’s over,” I muttered pensively. “But something tells me it isn’t, not really. More like we’ve just leveled up.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Fire at the bastard!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you think I’m doing?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not hitting it hard enough!” 
 
      
 
    “How the hell am I supposed to pierce its armor?” 
 
      
 
    “What about the rocket launcher they’ve given you?” 
 
      
 
    “Out of rockets!” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you so dim?!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, wise guy, why don’t you try chopping it up with that shovel of yours? You keep dragging it around, so it’s gotta be useful for something!” 
 
      
 
    “Come again? Did I just hear you call HER a shovel? You’re the one I’ll chop up!” 
 
      
 
    “Ahahahaha! To kingdom come!” 
 
      
 
    “Precisely!” 
 
      
 
    “You morons!” 
 
      
 
    KABOOM!!! 
 
      
 
    “Don’t call us morons! Clown, you’ve got Frizzle’s intestine hanging around your neck!” 
 
      
 
    “Anyone got a rag? My helmet’s all splattered!” 
 
      
 
    “Just shoot, will you? Enough talk!” 
 
      
 
    “We ARE shooting!” 
 
      
 
    “Why is the artillery silent?!” 
 
      
 
    “How should I know? Ask the boss!” 
 
      
 
    “Chief?” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, shut it! Fall back!” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t working. A massive metallic spider kept advancing steadily, raining bullets and periodically launching rockets from its hunchback. We had nothing to counter it with. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got a proposal for you, ladies and gents. Hold off on choosing your class for now. Mine has been assigned permanently. But the rest of you don’t need rush. They won't give us anything particularly powerful here, but skills accumulate. We can choose something better once we’re done with this ‘servitude.’ You can change classes, but it’s a pain. Right, Nobel?” 
 
      
 
    “True, Elijah. First class assignment is free. After that, it comes at a price, which goes up each time.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re aiming to become space troopers, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely!” 
 
      
 
    Tag and Clown responded almost simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    “So, what classes do space troops have, Nobel?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure off the top of my head, but I’ll find out. They’re not usually entry-level. Space Troops usually recruit from other branches.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s settled, then! We bide our time and hone our skills. Nobel, any other tips? I remember you mentioned body upgrades…” 
 
      
 
    “Not for you, not yet. It’s pricey and every time you die, you have to pay again. But there’s still something we can do. I spoke with the locals. They have some superior body types on offer. We’ll find better options.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl whispered something to Frizzle, who raised her hand hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Can Cowgirl get a ‘female’ body already?” 
 
      
 
    “She can. But she shouldn’t. Trust me, you’ll die even more often here. Non-standard bodies and ‘upgrades’ all come at a price. It’d be at the expense of proper gear and skills. You’re not cadets funded by the Army. Wait till graduation. Your contract will detail the body type funded by the Army.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    “But I’ll try to find you a more fetching standard option!” Nobel said at once. I mused on how a ‘more fetching option’ would amplify Cowgirl’s natural aura of dreamy languor and what effect it would have on the morale of the male part of the squad. 
 
      
 
    "Well, everything seems settled, then! Rest up. There’s not that much time left before the battle.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We were transported to the Test Camp on a drop pod. Given its nature, the transport didn’t have panoramic windows—only narrow slits in the cockpit, which we briefly got to peer through. All I managed to glimpse was an endless gray plain, which then turned into a watery expanse. Clouds gathered beneath us, and we were hustled out of the cockpit. 
 
      
 
    A gentle shake and a jolt indicated our landing. The engines died down. The rear hatch opened, letting in a cold wind. We collected our modest gear and descended the ramp. 
 
      
 
    The Experimentation Camp was apparently located much closer to the pole. It felt as being roughly on the same latitude as the training ground. We felt chilly in our standard light suits. The two receptionists were dressed in different suits that looked much warmer. 
 
      
 
    “Head of the Test Camp, Professor Flan,” a young lad who looked no older than twenty introduced himself. The wonders of resurrection, I thought to myself. What a sweet young… Flan. I chuckled inwardly. 
 
      
 
    “Deputy Chief of Combat, Major Bunco!” announced a robust individual of average height. “Corporal, I presume you’re in command of the unit?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded after a slight hesitation. I still wasn’t used to my new rank, a parting gift from the colonel. As he had said: “A recruit can’t command cadets! But a corporal can.” I’d jokingly tried to capitalize on his good mood then and said, “Well, I’m no careerist, a lieutenant, for instance, might command cadets even better…” I had to dodge a rather heavy paperweight for my impertinence. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome! Welcome!” The professor beamed as he patted me on my shoulders and chest, prodded my badge, and tried to inspect my teeth. 
 
      
 
    Nobel wedged himself between Flan and me. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, colleague! I’m ready to answer all your questions! Show me my workspace and let’s get the team settled in the meantime.” 
 
      
 
    Flan seemed a tad disappointed that I had been moved aside but brightened up instantly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, absolutely, colleague! Right this way!” He took Nobel by the elbow and led him to a nearby vehicle, chatting animatedly. 
 
      
 
    “You lot, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    We grabbed our bags and trailed behind. The walk was short. The camp was different from the training grounds—smaller, but surrounded by a tall concrete wall with turrets all around. Unlike our previous “anthill”, we hardly saw any people here. Occasionally, utility machines whizzed by, and distant industrial workshops clanged and roared. Human voices were notably absent. 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, we were assigned a proper separate barracks. Eight bunk beds with lockers, a separate armory, two restrooms, and a spacious shower felt like an unexpected luxury. After the “open plan” at the Hangar, this seemed like the pinnacle of comfort. We froze at the entrance, unable to believe our luck. 
 
      
 
    “Make yourselves at home!” Major waved us in. Everyone stirred, gingerly approaching the beds, testing them. I made a move too, but the major stopped me. “Corporal, a moment of your time!” 
 
      
 
    We stepped out into the corridor. The major looked… irritated. 
 
      
 
    “Look here, Corporal. I don’t know who orchestrated your transfer here, but I was firmly against it. The team you replaced was brilliantly efficient and totally to my liking. I had recommended extending their contract. They didn’t even finish their current one! Outrageous!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, sir! But it certainly wasn’t my idea!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t play dumb! Of course it wasn’t! I’ve been trying to figure out why this happened. After much thought, I have one theory. Care to guess?” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, there are two possible reasons,” he was beginning to annoy me. “First, I am an Absolute. Second, we cost the Army virtually nothing. Am I right?” 
 
      
 
    The major gave me an odd look. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s correct. Hm… You’re smarter than you appear, Corporal!” 
 
      
 
    “Considering we all look the same?” 
 
      
 
    His brow furrowed. 
 
      
 
    “Are you being cheeky with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all, sir!” I replied in genuine surprise. “Absolutely not!” 
 
      
 
    “You definitely are!” The major concluded after a moment’s silence, then added in a petulant tone, “And it’s uncalled for!” 
 
      
 
    He paused. 
 
      
 
    “Report for briefing in two hours! Dismissed!” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, excuse me, sir! One question!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Corporal?” 
 
      
 
    “Where can I find Recruit RB13.A3.130014 “Alex’?” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t, Corporal!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, sir, but why would that be?” 
 
      
 
    The major mulled over this for a moment, but finally answered, “He isn’t part of the ‘Counteraction’ team. He’s with the ‘Threat’ group.” 
 
      
 
    “And what’s that, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “None of your concern, Corporal! Your job is to follow my orders. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Reading you loud and clear, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Dismissed!” 
 
      
 
    I managed to relax for almost an hour on the wonderfully soft bed after an incredibly hot shower. The quality of my life was getting better! Even dying would be less gruesome under the circumstances. But it was time for the briefing. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the Experimentation Camp,” the major stood near a projection screen, and wonder of wonders, we were sitting in chairs in a row. “Besides your group, there are two artillery groups, one armored unit, and one special operations unit. All of them are seasoned fighters who have seen real combat. Brace yourselves; their reaction to your arrival might be negative.” 
 
      
 
    He paused to gauge our reactions. Silence reigned. Clown shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Units mostly operate solo, but some missions require collaboration depending on the Threat. A Threat is the entity you’ll be facing in your tasks. Each battle has its own objective. Mission accomplishment rates determine your team’s effectiveness. Your main goal is to maintain a total efficiency above fifty percent. Fail that, and you’ll be disbanded. Not sure where you’d be sent after, but they won’t keep you here. The previous team? They boasted an impressive 63.7% overall effectiveness! You’ve got big shoes to fill. Much to my chagrin, too, because, to be frank with you, my bonuses depend directly on combat team efficiency!” 
 
      
 
    “Sir!” I interjected, shocked. I remembered the monster Alex had controlled! Who could have possibly taken it down? “Does that mean the previous team took out six out of ten Threats?! How did they manage that?” 
 
      
 
    “What? Took out as in destroyed?” For the first time, the major laughed. Surprisingly, his laughter was pleasant and infectious. Some of us couldn’t help but smile, too. “Destroy what? Our egghead scientists tremble over their creations! And they make sure destroying them is practically impossible! If you saw them, you wouldn’t ask such silly questions!” 
 
      
 
    “We did see one… sir!” Tag chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “And where did you see it, may I ask?” The major inquired with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “In zone P21.A3.55, Weapons Range 55. And we did destroy it! To kingdom come!” 
 
      
 
    The smile faded from the major’s face. 
 
      
 
    “So it was you? Hmm… An interesting approach, I saw the footage. And who was in charge of your unit?” 
 
      
 
    “He was!” Catt nudged me. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… Interesting… What was I talking about?” Bunco looked slightly flustered. 
 
      
 
    “About efficiency, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Right on. Missions usually involve holding out for a certain period or disabling a part of the Threat… until you die.” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome,” Clown muttered next to me. I opened my mouth to voice my shared outrage, but on a closer look, realized he wasn’t upset. He was genuinely thrilled! What had I gotten myself into? 
 
      
 
    “Sir, what remuneration will we be getting for our work? If we're going to risk our lives, we should know what for.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure about your compensation process. Training Camp calculations don’t apply here. This is, well… the regular Army’s domain. We’re salaried and bonus-based! Your case is unique. But rest assured, the Army will handle this.” 
 
      
 
    “Where can we find the ‘store’?” Cowgirl asked quietly, blushing a little. Keen on her favorite amenities as usual, that one. 
 
      
 
    “Same as always,” the major shrugged. “Follow the signs. Ask the System. Oh, and there’s a perk here. Soldiers usually arrive with their personal weapons. Apart from the standard Equipment Ordering and Distribution Point with an extended range, we have an Equipment Modification and Manufacture Point. After all, this is a Testing Camp! Although the prices there… might be out of your range.” 
 
      
 
    We’d have to see about that. But something was telling me I would find a solution to this problem. Cowgirl clapped her hands joyously. Her applause made my virtual “wallet” cringe painfully, bracing itself for the upcoming dent. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow, there’s a mission briefing at 0800. But for now, head to the med bay. The Army has a little gift for you. Dismissed!” 
 
      
 
    It was the first time I witnessed the Army exhibit generosity, and it made me uneasy. It appeared we were about to face a major mess if the Army decided to invest so much in us. A phrase from my forgotten past popped up in my head: “If it’s free, it’s for me.” 
 
      
 
    The Army elevated all our skills that hadn’t reached level ten to that exact mark. 
 
      
 
    Energy Weapons: skill upgrade. Current level: 10. 
 
      
 
    Power Armor: skill upgrade. Current level: 10. 
 
      
 
    Armor: skill upgrade. Current level: 10. 
 
      
 
    Medicine: skill upgrade. Current level: 10. 
 
      
 
    Communications: skill upgrade. Current level: 10. 
 
      
 
    We also received a bunch of new ones. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! New skill received: Vulnerability Detection. 
 
      
 
    Vulnerability Detection: skill upgrade. Current level: 10. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! New skill received: Disguise. 
 
      
 
    Disguise: skill upgrade. Current level: 10. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! New skill received: Electronic Warfare. 
 
      
 
    Electronic Warfare: skill upgrade. Current level: 10. 
 
      
 
    The influx of information was overwhelming—a heavy burden on our senses. By nightfall, exhaustion had consumed us all, and we barely made it to our beds. We couldn’t even inspect our newly-acquired assets. Tomorrow’s dawn heralded our first battle. We instantly fell into a deep sleep, comforted by the luxurious softness of the beds beneath us. 
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    ATTENTION!!! Phase 1: Hold Position A for 5 minutes and inflict necessary damage on the Threat. Completed. Team efficiency: 38%. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Begin Phase 2. Proceed to occupy Position B. 
 
      
 
    “EVERYONE, SHUT UP! Fall back!” 
 
      
 
    Nothing was going according to plan. Everything had spiraled out of control. This Threat had turned out to immensely powerful. We had managed to hold our ground for those agonizing five minutes, but not because of any tactics of ours. The Threat’s slow movement had worked to our advantage a lot more. As for our new Vulnerability Detection skill, we wouldn’t even have been able to hit the places it highlighted without Cowgirl’s initiative. I had been hesitant about her grabbing her rifle, fearing its potential ineffectiveness against the armored behemoth. But she had been adamant. I had splurged on special ammunition, and it had been worth it. She had taken down two sensors with an anti-shield round, which, according to its description,created a “localized anomaly” on impact, puncturing through the protective field. We had succeeded in hitting the illuminated sensors, but inflicted little to no damage beyond that. Our rocket salvos only seemed to tickle the Threat. 
 
      
 
    We began our retreat to the preassigned positions in short tactical dashes. 
 
      
 
    Area P01.A3.13, or Weapons Range 13, had been laid out with significantly more attention paid to detail than the all-too-familiar Weapons Range 55. This place was all about nuance. Sectors were classified by landscape variety, number of fortifications, and defensive measures in place. Our current sector had been a mix of rugged terrain laced with basic defense lines—rudimentary trenches and light fortifications meant for open warfare. 
 
      
 
    The Threat? It was the assault mech ASX280mi. The Handbook was silent on the specifics of the “mi” modification, just as it had been with the ASP320mi. The standard ASX280 was a menacing twenty-five tons of deadly metal, non-humanoid in design. The mech had the unsettling semblance of a fifteen-foot spider with six jointed legs and a missile battery adorning its back. The Handbook had painted it as an artillery support mech, purposed for ranged assaults, and advised against engaging it in close combat due to its allegedly weak armor. That armor, however, had proven to be anything but weak in our experience. 
 
      
 
    We’d messed up on the weapons front, to be honest. Our morning briefing had been scant on details. We had only been told about the mission phases and given some terrain info. There was zero intel on the Threat. “For added realism,” according to the major. We were sure to bring rocket launchers, recalling the last battle, but the standard ones barely scratched the surface of the mech. Only Cowgirl had imagined to incur any damage at al. In the future, we’d need to invest big in better firepower. 
 
      
 
    Apart from that, we’d been promised artillery support, and I had factored that in when gearing up. We’d spotted several cannons while moving to our positions; they looked formidable. We also saw the disdainful glares of the artillerymen. They spoke volumes. Unlike their guns, which had remained eerily silent. 
 
      
 
    Position B mirrored A, save it was some five hundred feet further away. There were the same trenches and two lightly-armored pillboxes. Now only four of us remained. Frizzle had been obliterated by a direct missile hit back at Position A, and Catt had gotten mowed down by machine gunfire during our retreat. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Phase 2: Hold Position B for 5 minutes and inflict necessary damage on the Threat. 05:00… 04:59… 04:58… 
 
      
 
    I gazed at the approaching Threat, noting the spots that indicated “essential damage.” They glowed a distinct blue. The Vulnerability Detection skill turned out incredibly handy. The enemy’s frame was displayed in segments, each shaded according to the armor’s strength. Vulnerable spots were marked distinctly. Interestingly enough, the skill was dynamic. In the brief moment a missile was fired, the open missile shaft with the warhead inside blinked a bright green, signaling “maximum vulnerability.” The areas highlighted blue included limb joints, the missile battery, and the shield generator block. All were heavily armored and shielded. Just peachy. 
 
      
 
    "Cowgirl, take the right pillbox and try to hit that shield generator. There’s a reason it’s highlighted as a target! Tag, Clown, what’s the status on ammunition?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m out!” Clown responded. 
 
      
 
    “Five missiles!” That was Tag. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got five, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t be enough. Not even to hold out for five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. Clown?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “You might have to opt for a more direct approach.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Try getting close and cutting its leg off come hell or high water, as our dear Tag always says.” 
 
      
 
    “I say ‘To kingdom come!” 
 
      
 
    “Either way. We wait. Cowgirl, you work your magic in the meantime.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl took shots at the blue zone. But while her “anti-shield” rounds could penetrate the shield, they couldn’t pierce the armor. And her armor-piercing rounds couldn’t get through the shield. A vicious circle. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl, hold fire. Try hitting all the sensors you can see!” 
 
      
 
    “Roger.” 
 
      
 
    The mech advanced slowly, the clock ticking away as Cowgirl took out its electronics. 
 
      
 
    03:20… 03:19… 03:18… 
 
      
 
    “Clown, you ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Born ready!” 
 
      
 
    “Go right, follow the trench for as far as you can, then use rocks for cover, and try to approach it from behind! Go!” 
 
      
 
    Clown slipped into the trench. The mech didn’t react, continuing its gunfire and methodically launching missiles. 
 
      
 
    “I’m in position!” Clown shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Tag! Two missiles, two-second delay! Clown, he’s all yours after the third!” 
 
      
 
    “Roger.” 
 
      
 
    “Confirmed.” 
 
      
 
    Tag fired the missiles. They hit the shield, slowing the “spider” momentarily. I fired another, aiming between Clown’s position and the Threat. The explosion kicked up a wall of dust. Hopefully, that would give Clown the cover he needed. 
 
      
 
    A silhouette dashed from the trench. A blue light flashed in the darkness, signifying HER presence. The mech stumbled. An explosion sounded, and the green marker for Clown went out. The “anti-infantry system” had kicked in—it functioned similarly to active vehicular defense, but was pilot-triggered when enemy infantry got too close. Shrapnel flew in every direction. With the kind of armor we had, surviving that would be impossible. 
 
      
 
    However, the mech paused and gave an unsteady lurch. Its display blinked, showing it was now missing two rear-left limbs, sliced off by Clown. Pretty damn impressive! 
 
      
 
    00:03… 00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! Phase 2: Hold Position B for 5 minutes and inflict necessary damage on the Threat. Completed. Team efficiency: 43%. Overall efficiency: 40.5%. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Retreat to Position C. 
 
      
 
    “Pull back! Stay sharp! Cowgirl, Tag, I’ve got the rear!” 
 
      
 
    We retreated without further losses. I was fuming when I approached the artillery commander. Lieutenant Sox was scanning the barely-moving Threat, not even acknowledging me. 
 
      
 
    “You missing something, lieutenant?” 
 
      
 
    “Half-corporal?” He put away his binoculars, eyed me with disdain, and even had the gall to spit. 
 
      
 
    “Hilarious. Why weren’t you firing?” 
 
      
 
    “Was I supposed to?” 
 
      
 
    “You kidding me?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” He met my stare without flinching. 
 
      
 
    “Been awhile since someone punched you?” 
 
      
 
    “It has.” He pressed a large-caliber barrel against my face. That was an intriguing sidearm. I noted it duly. 
 
      
 
    “Off my post, grunts!” the lieutenant snapped. “Your war game’s done for the day. If you’re still here in five, you’re out the fast way.” 
 
      
 
    He gestured curtly in the direction we were meant to retreat. Rage bubbled inside me. Could I take him down before he reacted, I wondered? 
 
      
 
    “We’re on our way, sir!” Tag intervened, pulling me away. 
 
      
 
    “What's gotten into you, chief?” he demanded once we were safe. Cowgirl, covered in muck, shot me a reproachful look. 
 
      
 
    “Lost it for a sec,” I admitted. “Sorry, folks.” 
 
      
 
    They both grinned. 
 
      
 
    “You’re good.” 
 
      
 
    “BATTERY, TO ARMS!” 
 
      
 
    I looked over at the artillery. They were all hustling, prepping for action. 
 
      
 
    “BATTERY! TARGET THE MECH! ARMOR-PIERCERS! BASE SHOTS! FIRE!” 
 
      
 
    Four cannons discharged in sequence, right to left, one second apart. 
 
      
 
    The lieutenant lowered his binoculars. 
 
      
 
    “Brilliant work, team! Mission accomplished!” 
 
      
 
    My jaw hit the floor. That was it? A four-second battle? 
 
      
 
    Battle concluded! Overall team efficiency: 40.5%. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Additional efficiency bonus: 10%. Overall efficiency: 50.5%. 
 
      
 
    Well now, wasn’t that awesome! We surpassed the target by half a percent! Freaking heroes, weren’t we? 
 
      
 
    In the distance, the “spider” deactivated, its frame settling onto the ground. I waited for its pilot to emerge, but no hatch opened. I moved towards it. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! The battle begins! You are in a restricted zone! You have one minute to evacuate! Failure to comply will result in your termination! 
 
      
 
    The familiar red zone enveloped me, pushing me back toward the portal. Guess it wasn’t happening today. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The major had promised that the Army would handle our compensation. Oddly enough, they did, and, wonder of wonders, it happened swiftly and generously. The Army must have been affected by some glitch, because they were super stingy as per rule. Nobel had reassured me, though, by telling me that the group before us had been paid five times more than ours. So we’d been tricked us again. No alarms and no surprises! 
 
      
 
    The System displayed the calculations. Minor stuff came first. Full body, +100 credits. Saved the rocket launcher, +500 credits. Armor repair, −20 credits. Total: +480 credits. Then the System dropped the big news: achieving the 50% “quota” gave me +10,000 credits. After that came the bonuses. Exceeding the “quota” by half a percent: +100 credits. A 5,000-credit “bonus efficiency” team prize for everyone. My participation coefficient was 0.15, 0.1 of the amount being the “leader’s bonus.” That left 0.05. Seems I did “just okay.” All in all, I received 11,230 credits. Half went to pay off the debt, and the other half was mine. 
 
      
 
    The total was as follows: 
 
      
 
    Personal Balance: 28,043 credits. 
 
      
 
    Overall Balance: −93,337 credits. 
 
      
 
    Not too shabby. By the way, I could now view my group’s entire “ledger.” Clown and Cowgirl earned the highest coefficients, standing at 0.35 and 0.32 respectively. Even Tag and Catt, were more efficient than me at 0.09 and 0.07 respectively, minus the “commander’s bonus.” Frizzle was at the bottom with 0.02. Shame on me! 
 
      
 
    After the battle and our respective hygiene routines, Cowgirl and I visited the Equipment Modification and Manufacture Point. Apparently, it also had a simpler name: the Superstore. Tag decided to accompany us, clearly having nothing better to do. 
 
      
 
    I opened the configuration software and started designing a weapon inspired by the artillery lieutenant’s gun. There was too much stuff to choose from, the designer software kept barking errors at me, and I kept cursing. But if we were going to face Threats of the sort we encountered today with any regularity, we needed to even the odds. 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, I clicked Confirm Order. The System beeped. 
 
      
 
    24,000 credits have been deducted from your Personal Balance. Your order will be ready in 8 hours. 
 
      
 
    I gave my body a good stretch as I stood up from the chair. 
 
      
 
    “What is it going to be?” 
 
      
 
    I turned around, not seeing the speaker well in the dim light. 
 
      
 
    “Clown?” I said in an uncertain voice. 
 
      
 
    “Him and none other!” 
 
      
 
    “You seem to have… grown?” 
 
      
 
    Clown stood about eight inches taller and looked about a hundred pounds heavier. Just by eyeballing it. A massive killing machine. He towered over me with a grin. Definitely Clown, no one else could grin quite like that. 
 
      
 
    "Doc promised he'd figure something out for the bodies, and he did! It’s nothing special, just a standard SAS Mobile Infantry assault suit. Minimal modifications.” 
 
      
 
    I approached, looking it up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Looks epic! Anything changed?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, this for instance,” Clown grinned even wider, picked me up like a feather, and threw me into the air. My head hit the ceiling and sparks flew from my eyes. “Oops! My bad!” 
 
      
 
    “Geez, they should have given you more brains instead of muscles!” I rubbed my head, reeling at him. “You friggin' oaf!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I apologized, didn’t I?!” Clown looked hurt. “Nobel said you’d get a body like this, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Nope! I’ll give that one a miss! You know the saying about muscle size being inversely proportional to brain size?” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind. Why are you even hanging around here?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” 
 
      
 
    “Wanted to show off, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Well…” 
 
      
 
    “You look badass and, uh, sexy!” I glanced down at his crotch. His baggy jumpsuit left pretty much everything to the imagination. “Or not?” 
 
      
 
    Clown followed my gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Nah! What’s the point? There aren’t any broads around here, anyway!” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t any women, you mean,” I corrected. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I said. No broads… uh… that’s right, women!” 
 
      
 
    “Also, Nobel didn’t recommend it, did he?” I winked. 
 
      
 
    “How did you know?” He gaped at me. 
 
      
 
    “An educated guess. Knowing Nobel, it’s all about efficiency!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly what he said! Efficiency comes first!” 
 
      
 
    “No doubt. So, what should we do?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get hammered!” Clown exclaimed with enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I blinked, assuming the part of the slow guy for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Well… I mean… consume a moderate amount of alcohol!” 
 
      
 
    “I know what ‘getting hammered’ means,” I rolled my eyes. “But it usually means drinking a lot of alcohol, and not consuming ‘a moderate amount’.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that works, too!” Clown agreed immediately. 
 
      
 
    “And where did you envision us engaging in said pastime?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a bar here!” 
 
      
 
    “A real bar?” I feigned surprise. “With draft beer, a genial bartender, and a host of busty waitresses?” 
 
      
 
    A dreamy look crossed Clown’s face for a second. He sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Not quite. More like a Counteraction Unit rest area. No waitresses with big ti… er, breasts, but they do have beer!” 
 
      
 
    “Beer sounds good enough!” I nodded. “How’d you find out?” 
 
      
 
    “An artillery sergeant told me! They party there every night!” 
 
      
 
    “Artillery, huh? Okay, let’s go check it out.” 
 
      
 
    The local “bar” seemed to have started as a regular army mess hall, but there was a twist. The kitchen processor sprouted several taps from which beer flowed. The garrison’s various units had, in their ways, transformed the space into something more resembling a bar in terms of atmosphere. They dimmed a portion of the ceiling lights, and the standard plastic tables and stools had been swapped out for an assortment of mismatched household furniture, even including a few couches. Soldiers clustered in groups; some engrossed in intense board games—judging by the shouts and exclamations, there was money at stake—while others enjoyed their drinks in peace, eyes fixed on the holoscreens. 
 
      
 
    As we entered, the room fell silent. Lieutenant Sox, already familiar to me, stood up from the table nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you were wrong, Bob,” he remarked. “It’s not the regulars who came back. They’ve upgraded the recruits.” 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Bob nodded. “Yeah, I messed up, by the look of it. But the body’s that of a regular.” 
 
      
 
    “And the legend saying Recruit that’s floating above his head in plain sight didn’t give you any hints? Oh, Clown! That’s a perfect name, recruit. Suits you well!” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a problem with my name… sir?” Clown inquired darkly. 
 
      
 
    “Not at all! In fact, I love it! And drop the sirring. We’re all equals here. It’s tradition.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about that, s…?” Clown smirked. I cursed inwardly. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Clown! How about a little show and tell? Can you and your sidekick do something to impress us?” He shot a triumphant glance at his snickering buddies, receiving nods of approval. As he turned back and was about to add something, a fierce punch sent him flying. He passed over a sofa and crashed into a gambling table. Beer spilled, wood splintered, and teeth went flying in the chaos 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit, Clown! You call that going out for a drink?” 
 
      
 
    Two hours later… 
 
      
 
    “Chug! Chug! Chug!” 
 
      
 
    “Bottoms up!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Corporal, you’re a decent sort, after all! Why didn’t you say so earlier?” 
 
      
 
    “That I was a decent sort?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I guess I just didn’t think of it!” 
 
      
 
    “See! Had you told me, I wouldn’t have had to break your hand!” 
 
      
 
    “My bad. I’ll mend my ways.” 
 
      
 
    “Forget it! Does it hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope, feels great. Let’s have another!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the spirit! Bob, get another round! Hey, Clown, you’re alright too! But you owe me new teeth!” 
 
      
 
    “Talk to Nobel; he might help!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha! Funny guy! Listen, Corporal, why don’t you hand Clown over to me? I’ll make a fine artilleryman out of him yet!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid he might object.” 
 
      
 
    “I do object, dammit!” 
 
      
 
    “Too bad! You don’t know what’s good for you! It might be your prodis… perdis… damn, what’s the word… predestination!” 
 
      
 
    “So, Lieutenant, did I get this right? You can’t provide us any cover? We have to fend for ourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! That’s how stages work! Infantry resistance is tested first, then the artillery! For the sake of…” 
 
      
 
    “Authenticity?” I asked darkly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Exactly what Major Bongo said!” 
 
      
 
    “Major Bunco?” I corrected. 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha. We call him Bongo. Makes a loud noise, but there ain’t much going on inside up here,” he tapped his head and laughed heartily. 
 
      
 
    “So, what can we do with handheld weapons against walking mechs?” 
 
      
 
    “What can you do? Die!” he laughed again. “Over and over again! It’s the Army, Corporal!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “DAMN, CHIEF! YOU broke it! And it had cost you twenty-four grand, too!!!” Clown was in shock. Just moments ago, he had watched me retrieve my special-ordered weapon, only to break it in half right before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. The cadets stood in stunned silence. 
 
      
 
    “My precious-s-s!” I squeaked in my best Gollum voice, then swiftly restored the weapon to its original form. “Chill out, it’s meant to function like this! Oh, but isn’t this a thing of beauty!” I proudly showcased my new toy to the crew. 
 
      
 
    AK44 Signal Flare Gun, with extensive modifications. One of a kind. Identifier: “Peacemaker X” (Requirements: Firearms — Level 15, Heavy Weaponry — 15, Energy Weapons — 15, Explosives — 15). 
 
      
 
    Modification: Twin-linked. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Increased caliber. 
 
      
 
    Modification: Reduced recoil. 
 
      
 
    “Uh…” Tag was confused. “What the hell is this? Looks like it can blow you… to kingdom come!” 
 
      
 
    “And why does a signal flare gun have the kind of requirements you’d expect of an Independence class battleship’s main armament?” Catt looked thoughtful. 
 
      
 
    “Peacemaker X, that’s an odd identifier, isn’t it?” That was Frizzle. 
 
      
 
    “How did you fix it like that?” Clown’s eyes bulged. 
 
      
 
    “So cool! Will you let me take a few shots?” Cowgirl was the only one who seemed to like my new weapon. 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha!” I was feeling really smug. “What you see before you is the Weapon of Retribution! A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away… Star Wars raged on… Uh… no… sorry, that was unrelated. What was I saying? Every heroic space trooper has got to have one of these! And use it to eradicate alien filth in defense of our galaxy!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re wrong there, Elijah,” Clown stated confidently. “Space troopers don’t have… things like this.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s because they aren’t the true space troopers from 'DOOM!” I asserted. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a unit,” Clown sounded less certain now. 
 
      
 
    “They’re definitely not real. There’s no space marine unit called Doom!” The ever-meticulous Frizzle had already run a check. 
 
      
 
    “It may not exist in your parts! But it does in ours!” 
 
      
 
    “And where are those supposed to be’? 
 
      
 
    “Where? Why, wherever we are! You know what? I’ve had enough! I won’t tell you what it is! Oh, and I still need to see Nobel. To write my last will and testament.” 
 
      
 
    Having said that, I proudly grabbed my ammo pouch filled with multicolor cylinders and left the room to the reproachful glances of my crew. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Doc! How’s life?” 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Elijah. As you say, ‘all quiet on the Western front.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good to hear. You’ve got a nice setup here. Much roomier than back at the Training Camp!” 
 
      
 
    The medical bay was about one and a half times larger than the old one. There were fewer “sarcophagi” here, but they looked more… sophisticated, for want of a better word. And there were far more bustling robotic assistants. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, can’t complain. But what’s this Peacemaker X thing? Does the abbreviation mean anything?” Nobel’s red eye buzzed as it adjusted its focus. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Lots of things. It hits you like an ax…” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you already have one guy in charge of axes?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it also stands for extermination, and if you stay too close, you become an ex-whatever-you-were!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, right. And I’m sure it also stands for crossing someone out.” 
 
      
 
    “Quick on the uptake, doc. Why did you summon me, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “You need to pick a body. No one knows when you might kick the bucket… har har.” 
 
      
 
    “One thing I know is that I don’t want one like Clown’s.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with the Mobile Infantry SAS trooper?” Nobel looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    “They’re too huge!” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s good, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Depends on who you ask! What else do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Come over and let me show you!” 
 
      
 
    We descended two levels via the elevator, passing through a short corridor before entering a spacious hall with a notably cool temperature. 
 
      
 
    “Countermeasure units are sparse, so there isn’t much choice,” Nobel began. “Moreover, some regulars come with their clones, or we grow them locally. The capabilities of this med bay are vastly different from the one in the Training Camp.” 
 
      
 
    “And does the Threat group store bodies here, too?” 
 
      
 
    “No, they have their own lab,” Nobel shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Too bad. Show me around, then.” 
 
      
 
    We strolled alongside rows of glass chambers housing various bodies suspended in a clear solution. 
 
      
 
    “Mobile Infantry Strike Assault Squad trooper. Height: 6 feet 5 inches. Weight: 285 pounds. Modifications: reinforced skeleton, enhanced muscular system…” 
 
      
 
    I gazed at Clown’s new twin brother and decided to give that body a miss. 
 
      
 
    “Mobile Infantry Support trooper. Height: 5 feet 8 inches. Weight: 190 pounds. Enhanced muscular system, improved motor skills…” 
 
      
 
    A robust baldie. Nothing special. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! That a ‘flea’? 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Mobile Infantry Mobile Assault Squad trooper Height: 15 feet 1 inch. Weight: 200 pounds. Modifications: reinforced skeleton, hyper-enhanced muscular system…” 
 
      
 
    The stout little powerhouse stared into space vacantly. Not what I was looking for. 
 
      
 
    “Mobile Infantry Rifleman. Height: 6 feet. Weight: 220 pounds. Enhanced muscular system, improved motor skills…” 
 
      
 
    A young man’s body, tall and strong. Also bald, of course. We paused. 
 
      
 
    “Is that all you have?” 
 
      
 
    “We have artillerymen, technicians, and armored vehicle pilots, too. But their bodies aren’t as effective for your purpose as any of these.” 
 
      
 
    “Got any mutants, by any chance?” I inquired. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by ‘mutants’?” Nobel looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “You know, something unconventional?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there is an unusual body… heh heh. No clue how it ended up here. You can take a look.” 
 
      
 
    We headed to the farthest corner. I dropped my jaw. 
 
      
 
    “Heh… Why the silence?” 
 
      
 
    “I say!” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Not for myself, mind you!” 
 
      
 
    “This body is unique; I won't be able to replicate it in my lab! Bear that in mind!” 
 
      
 
    “No worries! Is this the enhancement description?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing will happen to this body. I promise!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see. Got enough money on you?” 
 
      
 
    “How about a discount? Since, after all, it’s here by accident, as you’ve just told me… A hefty discount!” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm… I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
      
 
    “And in the meantime, load me into the ‘flea.’” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “I can pick another body later, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Your coin, our chorus! Is that how you say it?" 
 
      
 
    “Yup! Well done, doc! Anyway, I’ve got an idea. See you later!” 
 
      
 
    “Later, terminator!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once more, the ASX280mi stood before us as the designated Threat. It seemed like the eggheads didn’t manage to test it thoroughly enough the previous time. It approached our positions steadily on its six legs, shimmering and lethal. We pelted it with rockets lazily, while Cowgirl targeted its sensors and detectors. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone got it?” I saw nods of confirmation and continued, “Clown, a special reminder just for you! Only after me! Is that clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Got it, sheesh! I’m not dumb, you know!” Clown retorted, looking slightly offended. 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to argue with that, then thought better of it. This wasn’t the time for jabs. I broke open the Peacemaker X and inserted two cylinders with red markings. Plasma charges. I saw four pairs of pleading eyes as I looked up. Cowgirl was focused on her scope, taking shots at the “spider.” What a bunch of moochers! I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Back where I come from… well, somewhere in a place I can’t quite recall, a beauty of this kind,” I lifted the Peacemaker X for emphasis, “was known as a shotgun, or a scattergun, or a double-barrel. The name doesn’t matter. What matters is that its sheer firepower and versatile ammo lets me decimate large targets. Like that behemoth over there! In theory, at least… and at close range.” 
 
      
 
    “But wasn't that a flare gun initially? You had two of them,” Tag asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore. Now, my friend, it’s called the Peacemaker X.” 
 
      
 
    “And did it have to be designed to break in half to reload?” 
 
      
 
    “It didn’t. But it’s much more dramatic this way! Authentic, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Elijah,” Frizzle chimed in, “Did just see you load it with plasma rifle energy cells?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure did!” 
 
      
 
    “But one cell is meant for forty shots!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right!” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re gonna unleash all that energy in one go?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the plan!” I tapped the Peacemaker’s double barrel. “In two shots, to be precise!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s insane! Is that even allowed?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re about to find out!” 
 
      
 
    00:03… 00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! Phase 1: Hold Position A for 5 minutes and inflict necessary damage on the Threat. Completed. Team efficiency: 21%. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl, we’re done here! Tag, you’re in charge! Let’s go! Clown, assume position! Don’t forget about disguise!” 
 
      
 
    Clown grumbled something under his breath. The cadets and Cowgirl promptly started to fall back to position B. I dove into the nearest shelter, threw on a hood and activated the Camouflage Cloak. I was determined to use all the gifts the Army had given me to their full potential. The Camouflage Cloak was the most basic stealth device. Its specialized generator suppressed all extraneous emissions from the body and electronics, even slightly distorting visibility in the visual spectrum. But its primary goal was to deceive enemy sensors. There were more advanced camouflage field generators built directly into armor. They were employed by regimental scouts and snipers. But I didn’t need anything that advanced—especially given the price tag on such devices! 
 
      
 
    The mech walker neared our trench line. The machine guns fell silent. The Threat slowed down, swaying toward the second shelter where Clown was huddled, wearing the same Cloak as mine. I wondered if it may have detected it. But no, missiles rocketed towards position B, machine guns roared back to life, and the mech stepped over the trench. 
 
      
 
    “Fire!” I commanded. 
 
      
 
    Three missiles launched in unison. These were EM-missiles, much like the “anti-shield” ammo we used earlier, designed to counter targets protected by force shields. But unlike rifle rounds, they didn’t locally penetrate a field; they targeted the shield generator itself, overloading it if the charge was potent enough. I estimated that three EM-missiles would overload the generator and take it out of commission for roughly 3-5 seconds. 
 
      
 
    There was a brilliant flash, and the field vanished with a loud pop. By then, I was already out of cover. Two seconds, and I was beneath the mech’s hull. This should be the engine compartment! Twin plasma balls erupted from the barrels. They came out with an odd buzzing sound. Where was the kaboom? This didn’t look authentic at all! 
 
      
 
    But then I did hear a kaboom at last—that of the anti-infantry system. And off to respawn I went. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Good to see you, chief!” A voice from the adjacent “sarcophagus” greeted me. 
 
      
 
    “And what brings you here?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… I took a hit, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I warned you, idiot. You should have waited!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I did run out after you did!” 
 
      
 
    “And also got splashed by the anti-infantry system?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope, the walker’s generator exploded!” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, totally! Look, Nobel’s replaying the footage!” 
 
      
 
    I glanced to the side. Nobel was engrossed in watching the battle replay. Popcorn and beer were the only thing missing. He noticed my movement. 
 
      
 
    “Awake now? You did great out there!” 
 
      
 
    On the screen, the walker had just lost its protective field. A shimmering figure dashed out from the trench and ducked under its “belly”. A bright plasma flash and the loud pop of the anti-infantry system followed. The figure got pulverized. Then the second kamikaze decided to join the fray, but at that moment the mech gave a sudden violent jolt, and the camera automatically adjusted its filters due to the brightness of the explosion. When the view returned, the walker resembled an open tin can. No whole figures were in sight. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” I struggled to extract myself from the “sarcophagus” and sat on its edge. It felt odd to see my feet not touching the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Why’d you crawl into the ‘flea’?’ Clown, who also emerged from his capsule, asked with surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I have an idea.” 
 
      
 
    "We have guests," Nobel pointed out, looking at the corridor cameras. 
 
      
 
    Professor Flan and Major Bunco stepped into the med bay. Clown and I snapped to attention. What an unfamiliar perspective this was with me practically breathing into his navel! 
 
      
 
    “Corporal?! Hmm…” The Major was also taken aback by my new appearance. “Congratulations. That was quite… dramatic.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “The professor has a few questions for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Corporal, that was marvelous!” The young man gushed. “Half a year of our work destroyed just like that!” 
 
      
 
    “My apologies,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
    “No, no! On the contrary!” Flan flustered. “You’ve shown us a fascinating vulnerability in our product! Better now than in actual combat where the enemy might exploit such a weakness!” 
 
      
 
    “They’d be hard pressed to find a moron ready to do a feat like that,” the Major remarked pointedly. “Who could even think of such a thing?” 
 
      
 
    We remained silent. 
 
      
 
    “I have to disagree with you there, and most emphatically so, Major!” Flan turned to me. “Now, how could I take a look at your amazing weapon? I’ve seen the schematics, and they’re most intriguing for sure! But I’d like to see the actual weapon, if I may.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll take it away, I assume?” I asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “By no means! Perish the thought! I just want to take a look!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an old trick! I used to say the same thing to other kids in kindergarten. And then I’d run off in some unknown direction with the toy I coveted, laughing maniacally!” I still didn't trust him. “Besides, what about the guidelines stating that the enemy must have defenses commensurate to the weapon used?” 
 
      
 
    Flan looked puzzled. “What are you talking about? This is the Experimentation Camp! There are no restrictions here!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Well, okay, I’ll show you. Once it’s fixed. Sometime. Probably.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait!" An exuberant Flan left the med bay, followed by Bunco, who shot us a stern look on his way out. 
 
      
 
    “That was close,” I sighed in relief. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and Lieutenant Sox dropped by, too!” Nobel chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “What did he want?” 
 
      
 
    “He said drinks are on you tonight since you’ve left his entire group without pay!” 
 
      
 
    “How so?” I was puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “They start on their Stages after you finish yours. And you didn’t even get to the end of the second. Well, you did… but prematurely.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at the System’s battle results notifications. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Enemy eliminated! The battle is over! Overall team efficiency: 85.5%. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Extra efficiency bonus: 100%. Overall efficiency: 185.5% 
 
      
 
    So what were the results? I scrolled through the list. Minor expenses, for the most part…Whoa! Repairing Peacemaker X: 5,852 credits! And the body cost 5,000. Daylight robbery! I met the 50% quota, which earned me +10,000 credits. What about the bonuses? + 8,550 credits for surpassing the original goal. 15K in bonuses! My contribution factor was 0.85; damn, I did good! The total was 21,658. Given the recent expenses, it wasn’t all that much. But it would be enough to buy drinks. 
 
      
 
    Total: 
 
      
 
    Personal Balance: 14,872 credits. 
 
      
 
    Overall Balance: −82,508 credits. 
 
      
 
    “You look shorter, chief! Left a few parts on the battlefield, by any chance?” Tag grinned, all teeth showing. Some combat unit this was. A bunch of wannabe comedians. 
 
      
 
    “If you keep it up, I'll ask Nobel to give you the same treatment.” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, I’m good with mine! My contract covers its cost!” 
 
      
 
    “Lucky you.” 
 
      
 
    “Remember what you looked like before?” Frizzle chimed in. I pondered. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. But I’m sure I was a bit taller.” 
 
      
 
    “It would be hard to be shorter than this, even just a bit. Ha ha,” Catt laughed. 
 
      
 
    “All right, the open mic standup team wishes to chime in! Got any plans for the next battle?” I challenged. 
 
      
 
    The cadets looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    “It went well, didn’t it?” Tag shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah! We disrupt the field, and you knock them out!” Catt agreed. 
 
      
 
    “No, way! That won’t work! First, I hate dying! Second, those ‘meat suits’ of ours are pricey now. No more riding on my credit. And third, who said we’d always face ASX280s? That trick won’t work on an ASP320.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve probably figured something out already,” Clown yawned. “That’s why you geared up as a ‘flea’, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t we cunning!” I exclaimed. “Yes, that’s exactly what I did, but how about you?” 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, chief,” Frizzle pointed out. “You’re the boss; you do the thinking. We execute.” 
 
      
 
    “Great! So what would you do without me?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t know,” Tag shrugged. “Probably still be at the training camp, following the sarge’s dumb orders.” 
 
      
 
    They sure learned fast. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t always change your diapers, though. What do you see for yourselves?” 
 
      
 
    Clown started to speak. 
 
      
 
    “I got you,” I waved him off. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl just smiled serenely. 
 
      
 
    “You too,” I chuckled suddenly. “Hey, what if we made you a heavy assault trooper, like Clown?” 
 
      
 
    Her smile dimmed. She looked at her rifle, sighed, but nodded. Damn, why did I have to upset her? 
 
      
 
    “I’m kidding! Just kidding!” I hastily tried to smooth things over. Cowgirl blinked. “You’re our sniper! Where would we be without you? How about later we get some ammo for you? I saw plasma rounds for your rifle, same as mine.” 
 
      
 
    She clapped gleefully. Phew, the kid was happy. 
 
      
 
    “What about you, brothers-in-arms and their long-suffering sister?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll follow your lead!” Tag declared firmly on behalf of all. The other two nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really! Child’s play, diaper days! Alright, I’ll think of something on the fly.” 
 
      
 
    A knock came from the door, and Sergeant Bob’s head appeared a moment later. 
 
      
 
    “Listen up, servicefolk! The sun is low and our throats are dry! Heh heh… The guys are asking who’s buying the next round!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go foster some inter-branch camaraderie.” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” Catt looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    Clown burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get plastered!” 
 
      
 
    Someone tugged on my sleeve. I turned to see Cowgirl’s pleading eyes. Why did I ever speak up? 
 
      
 
    “You guys go ahead; I promised the kid a new toy. We'll catch up with you.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “WHAT THE HELL ARE those ninjas?” I was stunned. “Where’s our darling little spider gone?” 
 
      
 
    “They did it for the sake of authenticity, of course!"” Tag wisecracked, lying beside me. 
 
      
 
    The red dots on the map approached us, occasionally vanishing. No, not like that. The red dots sporadically appeared on the map, drawing closer. I caught a fleeting glimpse of a black humanoid figure through the scope of Cowgirl’s rifle. It was holding two swords, apparently not activated yet. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl had fired several shots, but so far in vain. I was frustrated. I thought I had planned everything so perfectly. I’d pounce onto the ‘spider,’ take a shot from Peacemaker X, and then leap back to a safe distance before the explosion. I’d play the hero and collect spoils from the System. And our artillery folks would get the short end of the stick again… Come to think of it, only our infantry group was in combat today. And that was the first thing that made me wary. But it was already too late. 
 
      
 
    Why the hell was I even cosplaying a dwarf here? The entire tactic was designed for mech combat. That’s why I was in an exosuit with a jump engine, holding a shotgun and a shield. 
 
      
 
    “Did anyone bring regular rockets?” I asked grimly, anticipating the answer. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Catt shook his head. “Only EM-rockets.” 
 
      
 
    “As per your specific instructions!” Frizzle reminded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I remember. Thought maybe someone didn’t listen!” Catching their puzzled looks, I quickly added, “I was just testing you guys. Heh heh… My bad, that was silly.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the interface. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Phase 1: Hold Position A for 10 minutes or eliminate the Threat. In progress. 08:31… 08:30… 08:29… 
 
      
 
    I shifted my attention to the approaching dots. They’d be on us in a couple of minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, hit them with what you have! We can’t just sit here!” 
 
      
 
    Shots rang out and rockets flew towards the enemy. They exploded with bluish flashes, barely causing any damage to the training ground. They weren’t designed for damaging live enemy targets, unless they were in the immediate range of the explosion. Unfortunately, none detonated anywhere near the assailants. 
 
      
 
    “All right, halt! Prep the grenades! Tag, Catt, flank right through the trench’s side path, and try to anticipate the bastards’ appearance. Set the fuse for two seconds! Don’t blow yourselves up,” I grumbled. They quickly moved in the indicated direction. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on! Take my shield, or you’ll surely get yourselves blown up… Clown, hand over your grenades and fall back to the pillbox,” I gestured to the firing point behind me. “You’re our last line of defense. Frizzle, cover Cowgirl for as long as you can, and keep those grenades ready.” 
 
      
 
    I reached for the backpack release button, hesitated, then decided against it. Time was of the essence. With a surge of adrenaline, I bounded towards the enemy. Try as I might, their movements eluded me. They appeared in a chaotic sequence, and their directions, distances, and timings were completely unpredictable. The only pattern was that they were all heading our way. The worst part was not knowing their speed. Sometimes a point would show up a hundred feet away after ten seconds; other times, the same point would reappear twenty feet away fifteen seconds later. It felt like they were running, then crawling. Some damn trickery. I holstered the Peacemaker X, gripped a grenade in each hand, and hopped around, trying to guess where they would emerge while closing the distance. 
 
      
 
    One of the “ninjas” materialized twenty meters to my left. I lobbed a grenade. He vanished before the explosion, but the grenade detonated right where he had been. Boom! Oddly, I saw no shrapnel or screams, even though he was bound to be hit. Some of the fragments even reached my shield, and I had leapt away! 
 
      
 
    A few more bounds. Another figure appeared, about fifty feet to the right. I threw the grenade right under his feet. The blast nearly coincided with the enemy’s disappearance. My shield sparkled from the fragments, but the enemy remained untouched! How could this be? I froze for a moment, then noticed another foe emerging. His blades shimmered with a blue force field. He swung his swords… I just dropped flat on my back, glad for my shorter stature. The dual strike sliced the air above me. I activated my jetpack while still on the ground, skimming the rough terrain like a stone skipping across water. “I-I-I-I-I’m not your skipping stone,” some old song flashed in my mind. Or was it “stepping stone”? Then my head smashed into a boulder. 
 
      
 
    The impact dazed me momentarily, but I rolled over, scrambled up, and activated the jetpack again, aiming for the safety of the skies. It partially worked: the pack gave a jolt, lifting me some ten feet into the air, but then I crashed back down. Something was wrong with the damned thing. Seems it wasn’t designed for ground skimming, after all. 
 
      
 
    I pulled out my shotgun, stood, and frantically scanned for threats, backpedaling towards a large rock for cover. And the attack came, just not from where I expected. Or, to be honest, right from where I should have expected. My enemy appeared directly in front, but some ten feet above me, diving swords-first. With a rock wall behind and certain death coming from above, my only move was to leap forward, attempting a mid-air flip. Nearly made it. One blade slashed my pack, surprisingly not detonating it, while the other severed my left arm. Groaning in pain, I landed on my back and fired indiscriminately at the attacker. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t aim well, but luck was on my side. The plasma ball evaporated the enemy’s upper torso and a chunk of rock behind him. His lower half staggered before collapsing beside me. 
 
      
 
    Recruit RS183.A3.587468 (“Tomb”) [Deceased] 
 
      
 
    Not one of ours. My armor administered pain relief and sealed the wound with Polymed. The enemy’s corpse was clad in lightweight black armor, which tingled with residual electricity. I saw no trace of a jump pack. How was he jumping like that? 
 
      
 
    I heard explosions and our cadets’ curses echo from our position. I reloaded the Peacemaker X, struggling one-handed, and dropping several charges. Finally, I managed to load, stood up, discarded the damaged pack, and raced to my squad, tuning into the radio chatter. 
 
      
 
    “Where is he?!” 
 
      
 
    “To the right!” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t see him!” 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl, retreat!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll cover!” 
 
      
 
    “Crap, the scumbag’s gutted me!” 
 
      
 
    “They don’t walk! They teleport! To kingdom come!” 
 
      
 
    “Tag, behind you!” 
 
      
 
    “You bastard!” 
 
      
 
    “Got him!” 
 
      
 
    “Holy cow!” 
 
      
 
    “Tag, no!” 
 
      
 
    “Crap! Clown, go get’em!” 
 
      
 
    Clown’s deranged laughter… 
 
      
 
    Green markers were going out one by one. Frizzle, Cowgirl, Tag, and finally, Catt. I pressed on, my arm throbbing painfully. Clown, our last defender, was in sight, wildly swinging his ax and laughing hysterically. Enemy silhouettes flickered around him, but their blades met HER each time. Almost there. I had thirty feet to go when an enemy appeared right in front of Clown, swiftly striking. Clown parried both blades, but then another enemy materialized right above, landing on Clown with crossed swords. Clown’s head hadn’t even reached the ground when I pulled both triggers. A plasma ball engulfed Clown’s headless body and his attacker in a brilliant flash. 
 
      
 
    A third foe “materialized” right in front of me. I shut my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you squinting, my good man?” 
 
      
 
    I first opened one eye, then the other. I hadn’t been killed yet. That seemed odd. 
 
      
 
    Recruit RB13.A3.130014 “Alex” was standing there right in front of me, large as life and twice as ugly, blades lowered deceptively, no glow to them. 
 
      
 
    “Heard you were looking for me?” He lifted his helmet's visor, a patronizing smile played on his lips. “Why would that be?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you remember?” 
 
      
 
    “About what specifically?” 
 
      
 
    “Your past life!” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. I’m Reborn, after all… Just like you.” 
 
      
 
    “But I have a bunch of fragmented memories! Maybe you do, too?” 
 
      
 
    “I had some. Disjointed stuff, all jumbled. Memories of battles in space, on planets… and this weird white vehicle with a red cross on it, and I’m in a white coat, with blood on my hands… I remember piloting a ship on a collision course with a space station and riding a bizarre two-wheeled thing… with a bell on its handle.” 
 
      
 
    “You remember Earth?” 
 
      
 
    “Which Ea… Wait! That was the name of the planet I once lived on… I think…” 
 
      
 
    “What was that song you sang when you escaped from the Weapons Range inside that mech? What happened that time, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Song?” Alex wondered. “I don’t remember. I felt dizzy then, and I…” 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! You are in a restricted zone! You have ten seconds to end the fight! Failure to comply will result in your termination! 00:10… 00:09… 
 
      
 
    Everything reddened ominously. Alex paused, but then activated his blades and moved towards me. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, pal,” he nodded at my Peacemaker X. “Great weapon, by the way! Hey, speaking of songs, remember the one that goes, ‘And I swear that I don’t have a gun?’” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t have a gun… I tried to finish the line, but didn’t get far as my head was chopped off. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with you guys, anyway!” Frizzle’s irritated voice reached me as I came to, unable to open my eyes yet. “Have you never seen a naked woman before?!” 
 
      
 
    “Not one like her…” a stranger’s voice said. 
 
      
 
    “Get lost, all of you! Why’d you even come here? You’re embarrassing the girl!” Frizzle fumed. “Tag, Catt, wipe your drool and help me kick these dopes out!” 
 
      
 
    “Y-y-y…” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Clown! Awake? They’re trying to hurt our guys!” 
 
      
 
    The roar of Clown and sounds of struggle ensued. 
 
      
 
    “Damn you! Lieutenant, I thought better of your men!” 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, sis! Meet us at the bar tonight! And bring your friend! We’ll pick up the tab!” 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes at last. 
 
      
 
    “Did I die and go to heaven?” I tried to smile. 
 
      
 
    Two bright green eyes framed by a crown of fair hair stared at me intently. The lamp shining from behind created a halo effect. “Perfect facial features” was a cliché I’d heard a million times, but now I truly understood it. An “animated” body truly differed from a “dormant” one—a whole lot. 
 
      
 
    I was greeted by a joyful smile and a very familiar fluttering of eyelashes. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” The angel’s hands wrapped around my neck. My face got buried in her wheat-colored hair… and very warm, firm, and notably ample feminine breasts pressed against me… Damn! Talk about awkward! 
 
      
 
    “Easy there! Please!” I tried gently pushing her back and glanced over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    She reluctantly stepped back but leaned forward, resting on my “sarcophagus.” The view from behind must have been truly impressive, I suspected. My suspicion was confirmed when I saw the frozen faces of Tag and Catt, mouths agape, literally drooling, and the annoyed scowling face of Frizzle, arms crossed, shaking her head in disapproval. Clown came to the rescue, swiftly doling out shoves to the Cadets and shooing them into the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “Put some clothes on, superstar!” he threw a jumpsuit to Cowgirl. 
 
      
 
    She caught it and looked at me, blinking in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, get dressed! Did you hear what Uncle Clown said?” 
 
      
 
    “So… You don’t think I’m pretty, then?” She looked on the verge of tears. 
 
      
 
    Damn! I opened my mouth, unsure of what to say, but Clown stepped in. 
 
      
 
    “Get dressed, silly! Or we'll be blinded by your beauty!” He tried to slap her in a playful manner, too. But something went awry. In a split second, Clown’s bulky body was on the floor with the delicate blonde (and her ample chest) pinning him down. What the heck! 
 
      
 
    “Get off me, you ninny!” Clown roared. “Or I’ll spank you!” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl let out a yelp and jumped back, covering her mouth in shock. Remarkably, she had struck from a seated position, jumping over a five-foot-tall sarcophagus. 
 
      
 
    “Yikes… Sorry, Clown, I didn’t mean to!” 
 
      
 
    Nobel burst out laughing from the corner. Apparently, he’d been silently observing the proceedings the whole time. I joined him. Frizzle tried to hold it in, but ended up laughing out loud as well. Cowgirl giggled, too, hiding behind her jumpsuit. Even Clown smiled. The Cadets peeked in. 
 
      
 
    “What are you all laughing at? Can we come in now?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Cowgirl, who was pulling on her jumpsuit, and, unable to utter a word, just waved them in. 
 
      
 
    Nobel was the first to stop laughing. 
 
      
 
    “I see the surprise was a grand success!” 
 
      
 
    "You can say that again!" I wiped tears from my face. "Alright, team, listen up! This is a new avatar of our old battle companion! Please welcome, Her Royal Highness, Crown Princess Leia…I mean… Cowgirl!” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl flashed us a shy smile. 
 
      
 
    “How did she take me down so easily?” Clown wondered aloud. 
 
      
 
    “Nobel, enlighten them!” I gestured. 
 
      
 
    Ladies and gentlemen! Allow me to introduce the new body for your comrade! This is the Annihilator. An advanced version, mind you. And, for some reason… ahem… a bit embellished. Behind these undoubtedly lovely curves lies power that Creation, alas, cannot quite catch up to yet. This class usually operates solo or in small groups, maximizing stealth and silently stalking their prey. Annihilators are also highly skilled combat snipers, supporting the main forces with precise fire, taking shots from cover. Their primary role is to hunt and destroy high-value targets. But to effectively engage in such combat, one needs advanced skills and equipment. Your commander has paid for some skills, which we’ve enhanced, but not all of them. As for the equipment, that’s a conversation for another day. The body itself is unique; its modifications vastly surpass the capabilities of your own bodies. Actually, ‘vastly’ is an understatement. This delicate lady is already the strongest fighter among you, and just imagining her potential frightens me. Take good care of her. Now, let’s look at some of her specs.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone delved into the numbers. Nobel and I smiled. Cowgirl brushed a strand of hair from her eyes flirtatiously. 
 
      
 
    “You mean a knife can’t pierce her?” Tag asked, eyes wide in amazement. 
 
      
 
    “She looks like she might even stop a bullet,” Catt remarked, looking equally amazed. 
 
      
 
    Clown grinned.”Makes sense how you pinned me down! Could probably send her out bare-handed against a ‘spider’.” 
 
      
 
    “Bare…” Tag swallowed hard, daydreaming. 
 
      
 
    “Watch it, boys,” Frizzle warned, still a bit grumpy. “Take a wrong step with her, and she’ll break your arm… or maybe your neck.” 
 
      
 
    “Why us?” Tag retorted. 
 
      
 
    “Because those two don’t have any… you know…” Frizzle gestured at Clown and me. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Frizzle! Piss off!” I waved a fist at her. 
 
      
 
    “She’s just jealous!” Clown laughed out loud. “Cowgirl, don’t touch her precious Cadets!” 
 
      
 
    “As if I ever wanted to!” Cowgirl pouted. The Cadets visibly deflated. 
 
      
 
    “Enough of this circus!” I interrupted. “Thanks to Nobel, we got a discount on this body…” 
 
      
 
    “A very large discount, mind you!” Nobel interjected. 
 
      
 
    “Ahem… yes. A very large one. But! We still didn’t have enough funds, and now we have a debt. We'll be working without bonuses for a while. Any objections?” 
 
      
 
    There was silence. No objections ensued. 
 
      
 
    “How much do we owe?” Frizzle inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just say… it’s a number with five zeros.” 
 
      
 
    A brief moment of calculation on her face, then the next question, “And what was the original price?” 
 
      
 
    “A number with six zeros initially. But Nobel got us a VERY large discount!” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle sighed but said nothing. The rest seemed clueless. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, guys,” Cowgirl whispered. “I'll make it up to you, I promise!” 
 
      
 
    The Cadets’ eyes lit up. 
 
      
 
    “Not in the way you’re thinking, you pesky perverts! Clown, give them a few more clouts to switch on their brains!” Clown didn’t need to be asked twice. “But now we have a certain issue to bear in mind. Cowgirl cannot die! Which means, we cannot lose!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “TELL NOBEL, NO MORE fleas!” I bellowed into the comms and jetted off to respawn. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We passed by the artillery posts. Our new pals from the Common Interest Club abandoned their guns, lining up to give us a farewell salute. The “friendly” remarks came in two flavors. 
 
      
 
    About our looks and gear. 
 
      
 
    “Wow! Gearing up for an A class conflict, are we?” 
 
      
 
    “Lads, don’ overstrain yourselves!” 
 
      
 
    “Leave some for us!” 
 
      
 
    “If you leave us out of targets again, drinks are on you!” 
 
      
 
    “You should probably take one of our cannons, just to be on the safe side.” 
 
      
 
    “Already hired an armored battalion?” 
 
      
 
    “Got air support? Just make sure you don’t hit us by mistake, or you won’t be able to settle the bill!” 
 
      
 
    “Better notify the Threats they’re screwed today.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll overexert yourselves, poor sods…” 
 
      
 
    And compliments to our lady companion. Not one of them lewd—Clown had made our position on that clear the day before, and the Cadets had backed him up. That was why certain smiles lacked a tooth or two today, a few had swollen eyes, and many went ‘ouch’ from rib pain when bursting into laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Cowgirl!” 
 
      
 
    “Darling, you look fabulous today!” 
 
      
 
    “Sweetie, stay with us;you can watch the war from the sidelines!” 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl, will you be at the bar tonight? First round’s on me!” 
 
      
 
    “Honey, I’ve sobered up and still want to marry you!” 
 
      
 
    “Ditch these losers and join the artillery!” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl just snorted in response, adjusting her rifle and shifting her ammo crates for a better grip, marching forward proudly. Behind her, Clown panted, protecting her back and smirking at the artillerymen’s awkward passes. His equipment, neatly sheathed, a shield on his back, and a disassembled mortar over his shoulder, was quite the load. Two of our male cadets lugged rocket launchers, their crates marked in an array of colors, signifying they contained every type of rocket known to us. 
 
      
 
    Frizzle was dragging a wheel-mounted machine gun. It was a custom job—oddly, the Army had no such wheeled mounts, only various tripods and stands. I’d corrected this oversight, added a frontal shield, and after a few tweaks, I named the resulting weapon Maxim. It felt right, for some reason. 
 
      
 
    And there I was, bringing up the rear, kitted out like an SAS assault trooper. Ammo belts crossed over my chest, and I was all covered in grenades; I might have looked like a very peculiar military-themed walking Christmas tree. A rather short and stout one. Trailing behind me was a stationary shield generator on a cart. The name of the mission was Save Recruit Cowgirl, and we’d have to accomplish that come hell or high water and regardless of possible losses, be they financial or human. 
 
      
 
    The presence of artillery was reassuring—it meant we’d be up against machinery today. No ninjas. And as Nobel confirmed, they were indeed teleportation suits, a hybrid of Star Fleet’s hyperspace leap and Portal tech for individual use. The unnatural love child of these technologies was dubbed Specter and was notorious for its insane user requirements and a whimsically obstinate attitude. It never worked right. Hence, they tested it at the range. It was said that actual combat machinery employing this technology would be introduced before too long. I could even guess who their next test subjects would be! 
 
      
 
    I deployed the team once I reached our position. Cowgirl took the furthest pillbox, Clown lugged the power field generator in and set up a mortar point nearby. Another pillbox housed Maxim, behind which Frizzle positioned herself. Tag and Catt set up mini rocket artillery batteries, spaced so one blast wouldn’t take both out. As for me, I represented the High Command’s mobile reserve. And it was a one-man affair. Due to the acute manpower shortage for weapon servicing, everyone was on their own. We sacrificed efficiency for increased firepower. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Phase 1: Hold Position A for 10 minutes and eliminate the Threats. Commencing! 10:00… 09:59… 09:58… 
 
      
 
    Five small red dots appeared on the map, closing in fast. Cowgirl spotted them first. “Assault droids in sight, ASD5.1mi and ASD5.3mi! On them!” A shot rang out, and a dot vanished. “They’re shielded!” Cowgirl called out. 
 
      
 
    What did the Reference tell us? Three-foot tall metal “spiders” designed for enemy fort recon. Each was four-legged and armed with a turret. The 5.1 model had a machine gun; the 5.3 a laser. They were semi-autonomous, took broad instructions from an operator and had preset combat protocols. So there had to be an operator around somewhere. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl eliminated two droids as they approached; our rocket crew nailed the remaining three. Frizzle held her fire, Clown yawned, I was getting antsy. It seemed too smooth. 
 
      
 
    Wave two, ten red dots. 
 
      
 
    “The ASD5.2mi series added to the mix!” Cowgirl announced. 
 
      
 
    Before I could flip through the Reference, rockets came our way. Clear on that model now. This time, Frizzle got in on the action. The six-barreled Maxim proved quite effective. At mid-range, it tore the metal “spiders” to shreds. Not a single droid made it to our positions. 
 
      
 
    Wave three, six dots. 
 
      
 
    “A walk in the park so far,” I mused, until I noted their speed. What the hell?! 
 
      
 
    “Airborne enemy! Heads up!” 
 
      
 
    The approaching blips quickly morphed into UMA31.2mi drones. Damn fast, but not too fast for Cowgirl. Four out of six made it. I applauded her mentally. Spherical bodies zipped over our positions, dropping bombs on our heads. And we forgot to pack anti-air missiles! 
 
      
 
    Explosions enveloped us. However, there were no critical hits. On their second pass, Frizzle joined the fray. It turned out that the drones weren’t too hot on anti-air maneuvers, and soon the remaining ones rained down like metallic hail. 
 
      
 
    “This seems a bit silly!” Tag piped up during a brief lull. “Why didn’t they all rush us at once?” 
 
      
 
    “Zip it, moron!” Frizzle snapped. “You’ll freaking jinx it! Oh… too late…” 
 
      
 
    Twenty-one dots. A full squadron. It was on! 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl! Frizzle! Air’s your top priority! Clown, wake the hell up! Cadets, fire at will!” 
 
      
 
    My team sprang to life. Mines whooshed by, the loud bangs of sniper shots rang out, Maxim stuttered furiously, and the cadets’ rockets rushed towards their targets with a hiss. I was the only idle member of the team. It was time to change that. Shield activation. I leaped… and found myself in the crossfire of bullets and lasers from all the advancing droids. My shield’s protective field flickered out in a second, the shield’s metal blasted apart in my hands, and I was flung back. I landed hard and made a swift scramble back to the trench, diving in head first. 
 
      
 
    “I got it—I’m no fool. If I were a fool, I wouldn’t get it!” I muttered, catching my breath in the safety of the trench. 
 
      
 
    “Boss, you alright?!” 
 
      
 
    “All good, kids! Keep going! Don’t mind me!” I sat and checked myself over—everything seemed to be intact, and the armor shield held up. Still, an epic fail, if you ask me! 
 
      
 
    I surveyed the tactical situation. The team was doing splendidly without me. The red dots went out rapidly. I cautiously peeked out of the trench. The distance was too much for my buddy Peacemaker X. It seemed I was the odd one out at this party! 
 
      
 
    The last “spider” was launched skyward by a mortar shell blast. It took a direct rocket hit mid-air and vanished in a bright explosion. 
 
      
 
    “Nice head shot!” I commented. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Phase 1: Hold Position A for 10 minutes and eliminate the Threats. Completed. Team efficiency: 100%. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Phase 2 commencing. You need to proceed to Position B. 
 
      
 
    “Right on! Gather your stuff and let’s start moving towards Position B!” 
 
      
 
    The crew gathered quickly and efficiently, and we retreated by about two hundred yards. We took our positions, checked our weapons, and a stationary force field generator blinked to life, followed by readiness reports. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl's ready!” 
 
      
 
    “Clown’s good to go!” 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle in position!” 
 
      
 
    “Catt ready!” 
 
      
 
    “Tag here! Let’s rip ‘em a new one! To kingdom come!" 
 
      
 
    “Shut it, Taglet!” Frizzle and Catt chimed in almost simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Phase 2 commencing. Hold Position B for 10 minutes and deal necessary damage to the Threat. 10:00… 09:59… 09:58… 
 
      
 
    A large red dot appeared on the map. A very large red dot. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like Mama’s in town…” 
 
      
 
    The ACC13mi was essentially a land “aircraft carrier”. This enormous tracked monstrosity carried the same assault droids from the ASD and UMA series that had tried to oust us from our previous position. A feeling of déjà vu washed over me. This colossal beast reminded me of another machine… on a desert planet… operated by short beings in brown robes with red eyes… There were two differences. First, the one that worked in our favor: this “beast” was smaller. Second, the one that didn’t: unlike the “original”, this thing had decent armaments. 
 
      
 
    “Would you look at that behemoth!” I exclaimed. “How are we gonna handle it?” 
 
      
 
    “Let it come close, then gut it!” That was the ever-optimistic Tag. 
 
      
 
    Considering our situation, the plan wasn’t half-bad. But the “desert ship” had other ideas. It stopped beyond our weapons’ range, and the hatches on its top opened up, revealing missile launchers. Bigger ones than we had. Missile thrusters lit up, sending trails of smoke towards us. 
 
      
 
    “Hit the deck!!!” 
 
      
 
    There was a colossal explosion. The very planet’s foundations seemed to shake. 
 
      
 
    “Tag’s bought it! A direct hit!” Catt’s voice barely made it through the noise. 
 
      
 
    “I’m hit, too! The ceilings are holding for now, but not for long!” Frizzle shouted. 
 
      
 
    “The shield’s holding. All good!” Clown and Cowgirl seemed to be in a better situation than the rest. 
 
      
 
    A nearby blast sent the edge of the trench down onto me. I cursed, peeking out. The missiles kept coming. I checked the time. 
 
      
 
    08:50… 08:49… 08:48… 
 
      
 
    One thought lingered in my mind: why did that thing need drones if it could do all the work itself? I switched the channel. 
 
      
 
    “Sox, buddy! Fancy giving us a hand?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Elijah! Looks hot over there! But to answer your question—wish I could, but I can’t! My combat mode hasn’t activated yet!” 
 
      
 
    “Damn freeloaders!” 
 
      
 
    “Look who’s talking! Anyway, can’t help, but hang in there! First round’s on me tonight! Out!” 
 
      
 
    Damn. This was a pickle. 
 
      
 
    “Chief, if we don’t do something, we’re toast!” 
 
      
 
    “Captain freaking Obvious, Frizzle! I’m trying to think here!” 
 
      
 
    “Think faster, chief!” Even the usually cool Clown chimed in. “Shield power’s down to twenty-eight percent!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t rush me!” I yelled. No bright ideas were coming to me. Well, if the mountain wouldn’t come to Muhammad, I thought… 
 
      
 
    "Alright, got a plan! Cowgirl, Frizzle, fall back when the timer goes off, no matter what. You’re no help here. Clown, grab a launcher and move forward to a sniping position. Catt, join Clown. Keep to cover! As for me… I’m off! Gonna try… something… Clown, hand me your shield!” 
 
      
 
    The shield landed in my trench. Armed and ready, with the shield in my left and Peacemaker X in the right, I leaped. 
 
      
 
    I lit up from our positions, sprinting toward the carrier. Rockets whooshed by. No anti-aircraft fire yet. But as soon as the thought crossed my mind, more hatches on the ACC opened, releasing gun and laser turrets. A barrage began. I tried evasive maneuvers. It worked, at first. Then my shield took a couple of direct hits, and I was sent spiraling into a crater. 
 
      
 
    The shield remained intact, but its generator was fried. The exoskeleton’s defense field was much weaker, but the jetpack was surprisingly okay. I took another peek outside. About six hundred feet to go. A ricocheting bullet pinged off my helmet, forcing me back into cover. What was I to do next? 
 
      
 
    05:10… 05:09…05:08… 
 
      
 
    I urged the clock to count the seconds faster. Two smoky streaks hurtled toward the enemy across the sky above me. Explosions followed. Good job, team! Another peek showed two gun turrets down, and another rocket had hit the treads. 
 
      
 
    “Catt, Clown, keep it up!” 
 
      
 
    More rockets flew, but the "carrier" redirected its firepower to these new threats. Fifteen seconds later, the green dots marking my brave rocket crew faded out. 
 
      
 
    “Chief?” 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle, I’m okay for now. I’ll try another trick; our guys took out some of its turrets. Maybe there’s a chance. You all fall back! Don’t play heroes! Got it?!” 
 
      
 
    “Roger, chief!” 
 
      
 
    “Wish me luck.” 
 
      
 
    I got a tighter grip on the shield, readied Peacemaker X, and made another leap, aiming for the “dead zone” where most turrets were out of commission. The remaining ones blasted my shield away. A bullet hit my shoulder, another my thigh. The third tore out a part of my crotch. Had I been a “real” man, my family jewels would now have been flying over the snow-covered ground in the direction opposite mine—without any wings. 
 
      
 
    Shit, why did it have to hurt so much?! One final leap! I hovered above the carrier’s back; right below me were the open hatches with rocket launchers, which had just unleashed a volley of rockets skywards. The automated ammo loading mechanisms were now reloading the launch chambers. I squeezed the trigger, simultaneously a laser shot my right hand off—the one gripping the Peacemaker X—spinning me upside-down. Something detonated below me. Multiple bullets hit my back, shredding the jetpack and the body beneath it, but I was too heavy to knock off course. I dropped into the open hatch with a bunch of grenades hanging from me, their pins pulled out, grinning. 
 
      
 
    “Tell Nobel, no more fleas!” I bellowed into the comms and jetted off to respawn. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I felt my body, glanced at the mirror. My wish about ‘no fleas’ had been heard, but I hadn’t specified what body I wanted. So now I was staring at a two-meter-tall bruiser—a carbon copy of the grinning Clown beside me. 
 
      
 
    “Cool, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but not quite what I was aiming for.” 
 
      
 
    “Aw, come on, chief, it’s a great body!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see about that…” 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, Corporal! Stellar job yet again!” 
 
      
 
    The welcoming committee of Major Bunco and Professor Flan graced my awakening yet again. 
 
      
 
    “Decided on an image change?” Bunco raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Sort of. Those fleas seem… unlucky, somehow.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of a person do you have to be to blow up an ACC13mi with just hand weapons?" Flan piped up admiringly. 
 
      
 
    “A rare kind of idiot?” I guessed. 
 
      
 
    Bunco facepalmed. 
 
      
 
    “Well… If that’s how you see it!” The professor chirped. 
 
      
 
    “And how do YOU see it?!” I snapped, not even stopping when the Major gave me a withering look. “How can you throw a bloody Automated Carrier Complex at an infantry unit with only six soldiers in it?! The damned thing could make short work of an entire platoon and still be on the prowl for new quarry!” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, yes, actually,” Flan admitted with some mild embarrassment in his voice. He perked up at once, though. “But you guys managed!” 
 
      
 
    It was my turn to facepalm. The professor kept ranting excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “And as I told you before, you don’t have to obliterate all Threats! You were covered by Lieutenant Sox’s battery! They’d have managed it, I’m sure!” 
 
      
 
    “Hell’s bells! And what were we supposed to do?!” 
 
      
 
    “Well… just… hold out… for as long as you could…” 
 
      
 
    “Brilliant,” I said, throwing up my hands. I was out of retorts. 
 
      
 
    “You promised to show me your amazing Peacemaker X!” Professor reminded me. 
 
      
 
    “My Peacemaker X is undergoing repairs. Again. Courtesy of your damn ACC13mi!” I said in a mocking voice. 
 
      
 
    “A real pity!” He didn’t catch the sarcasm. “Maybe next time, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Let's see. If next time you don’t annihilate us along with our gear on the battlefield,” I replied grimly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s out of the question!” Flan waved dismissively. “Annihilation consumes too much energy for us to replicate the process here, as we’ve found out!” 
 
      
 
    “So, you’ve tried it before?” Why wasn’t I surprised, I wondered? 
 
      
 
    “But of course. Once we finish the third energy block, we’ll try again!” 
 
      
 
    “You have got to be kidding me…” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE WAS THIS MOVIE in my semi-obliterated past whose title kept eluding me. There was a dude in a black cloak and cool sunglasses there who nimbly dodged bullets, and later, he even caught them mid-air! That was pretty much what I was trying to pull off now. Without the cloak or the sunglasses, granted. But I wasn’t messing around. I started with a missile, no less! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Now where are we supposed to dump all this stuff?” I gestured towards the two stationary defense field generators, four missile setups with every type of missile imaginable, including Four carts stood nearby already. 
 
      
 
    Ron, the armored platoon's lieutenant, scratched his head. 
 
      
 
    “How am I supposed to know? But it sure as hell won’t fit with us.” 
 
      
 
    I took a look at the IAV120. It was obvious that it wouldn't. 
 
      
 
    “Why design an assault vehicle with such a cramped compartment?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s not a transport vehicle!” the tank crewman snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Infantry Assault Vehicle,” I enunciated deliberately, especially stressing the first word. “Hints at something, doesn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “The emphasis is on ‘assault’!” The tank crewman said, his face lighting up after a pause. “The fact we carry infantry is just… a courtesy!” 
 
      
 
    “It shows,” I remarked sarcastically, assessing the so-called “infantry” compartment. It was generous to even label it as such. Official specs said it could hold four, but in reality, three in full gear was pushing it. Especially when they were as burly as Clown and me. 
 
      
 
    They were going for “realism” again, I was sure! I was prepared for defense, and my unit was well prepared to ward off the armies of hell itself! Yet here we were, mounting an attack. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, cabbies!” A cheerful Lieutenant Sox approached. “Greetings to the passengers, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Put a sock in it, Sox!” Lieutenant Ron made a rude hand gesture and retreated to his row of vehicles. 
 
      
 
    “Top o’the mornin’ to ya, too!” I shot back. “Planning to slack off again and cash in on it?” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you choose artillery?” Sox smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Blame my impeccable taste,” I responded, my gaze fixed on our gear pile. “Could you watch over this stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing! But it’ll cost you a beer.” 
 
      
 
    “Typical,” I nodded in agreement. “You briefed on the battle?” 
 
      
 
    “Break through enemy defenses!” 
 
      
 
    “Do we know what kind of enemy we’ll be facing?” 
 
      
 
    “Does it matter to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Is Lieutenant Thor from the Training Camp any relation of yours, by any chance?” I narrowed my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What is it to you?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought as much. A long-lost twin or some such.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to my crew. 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl, get over here!” The feisty blonde was by my side in a flash. 
 
      
 
    “Are you acquainted with Lieutenant Sox?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes… He made me a proposal. Like everybody else…” 
 
      
 
    “Et tu, Brute?” My surprise was evident. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s a brute? And what’s wrong with that? I’m a young officer with excellent career prospects and a decent pay,” he threw an accusing glance at me, “although your efforts have resulted in smaller hauls recently…” 
 
      
 
    I laughed out loud. 
 
      
 
    "You guys are a piece of work! Call yourselves the Army? Keep your nose to the grindstone instead of screwing around gratuitously for a change,” I said, pivoting to Cowgirl. “Give your rifle to the lieutenant. You won’t be needing it today.” 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl looked uneasy; Sox began to smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t fret so much! I’m sure the lieutenant will let you play with his gun, too!” I winked, gesturing to the bulky pistol on his belt. 
 
      
 
    Sox lost his grin. Cowgirl, however, looked delighted. Seeing her reaction, the lieutenant silently accepted the proffered rifle and unhooked his own weapon, looking like a moth before a flame to all intents and purposes. When he handed his sidearm over to Cowgirl, he was wearing a smile too. 
 
      
 
    “Just make sure…” he started, hesitating. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I know. Handle with care and all that jazz! Get back to your crew! Make sure you make a thorough job… of cleaning up over there!” 
 
      
 
    I nudged Cowgirl towards the infantry compartment and hopped in after. Clown tried to squeeze in behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa! Someone’s too chunky for this ride!” 
 
      
 
    “Take a look in the mirror!” 
 
      
 
    “I did. I’m a big guy, too. We won’t both fit, so shoot over to the other vehicle, and send Catt this way. He’s the skinniest of the bunch.” 
 
      
 
    Clown vanished. Moments later, I saw the business end of a rocket launcher squeeze into the vehicle, followed by Catt’s grinning face. 
 
      
 
    “Ditch that thing! Climb in.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s my weapon, then?” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to the rifle?” 
 
      
 
    “You told us to leave them behind.” 
 
      
 
    “Right on… Does that mean Tag and Frizzle are unarmed as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Seems like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay… I’ll hop out, and you take my spot.” 
 
      
 
    Exiting the tight hatch, I made my way to the artillery station. 
 
      
 
    “Getting cold feet?” Sox teased. 
 
      
 
    “Laugh all you like, but I need three more rifles!” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ve just asked you, haven’t I?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s in it for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Venal people like you will trade their own mother for a beer.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah? Your mom offered me two just to take you away.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, touché! How about a chaste kiss from Cowgirl?” 
 
      
 
    “With tongue action?” 
 
      
 
    “Over your dead body.” 
 
      
 
    “You meant to say, ‘over my dead body’?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, over yours. So, deal or no deal?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have any rifles. Don’t need ‘em, really.” 
 
      
 
    “What have you got then?” 
 
      
 
    “Pistols!” 
 
      
 
    “Like the one you’re flaunting?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, mine’s exclusive.” 
 
      
 
    “Guess I’ll need six then?” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
      
 
    "We're playing Cowboys and Indians! Quit with the Q&A! Battle’s about to kick off!” 
 
      
 
    “Cool it! Give me a sec. Bob! Gather the sidearms, get over here!” He paused, eyeing me. “Cowboys?” 
 
      
 
    “The ones squaring off with the Indians.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. And those would be?” 
 
      
 
    “Native Americans. Storytime’s later tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Bob dragged over a heap of weapons. I scooped them up and took my leave. 
 
      
 
    “And don’t forget about Cowgirl’s smooch!” Sox hollered. 
 
      
 
    I kept walking. Reaching the second IAV, I banged on its hatch. 
 
      
 
    “Owl! I require an answer! It’s Bear speaking.” 
 
      
 
    Tag’s puzzled face greeted me as the hatch swung open. He was about to say something, but I cut in. 
 
      
 
    “How’d you lot plan on fighting? With hopes and dreams?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… Clown has HER?” The cadet sounded uncertain. 
 
      
 
    “One ax for the entire crew?” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “That’s… the plan.” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle's voice came through from the compartment, “I’m sure you'll come up with something!” 
 
      
 
    “There!” I raised a finger, dropping part of the weapon to the ground. “That’s what faith in one’s commanding officer looks like! Learn! Grab these! Two for you, two for Frizzle!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, boss!” echoed from the compartment. 
 
      
 
    “All in a day’s job for Confuse-a-Cat!” I grumbled, trudging to my ride. 
 
      
 
    The IAV120 was a compact, fifteen-foot-long wheeled vehicle. The bulk of it was taken up by the combat and engine compartments. A two-person crew operated a paired automatic weapon, two anti-infantry lasers, and a missile system. There was a tiny two-square-yard cubby for boarding in the rear. 
 
      
 
    00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! The battle begins! You are in a restricted zone! You have three minutes to evacuate! Failure to comply will result in your termination! 
 
      
 
    Crap. There was pressure from that direction, too. The map showed twenty-one red enemy dots, four green dots from our armored squad. Our artillery fired up. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right, war gods, soften them up well for us!” I muttered over the comms. 
 
      
 
    “What's the strategy, boss?” Tag’s restless voice chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “You know who or what we’re up against?” 
 
      
 
    “Uhm… No!” 
 
      
 
    “Me neither! So, the strategy’s simple: drive till we can’t, then disembark and take out anything red!” 
 
      
 
    “Solid plan!” Clown approved. 
 
      
 
    “Boarding crew alert! Moving out!” The voice of the tank lieutenant cut through. “Hold on, it's gonna get bumpy!” 
 
      
 
    Before he could finish, the engine roared, and we got a strong jolt that almost sent us flying. I hit my head on the ceiling, while Catt’s head thudded into my stomach. Cowgirl managed to grab a handhold, but only just. Bastard did that on purpose! 
 
      
 
    “What are the targets?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    “An automated defense line with twenty semi-automatic turrets and a command center.” 
 
      
 
    “And our odds?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty decent!” the tank driver reassured. “Most likely, they’ll gun us all down halfway!” 
 
      
 
    Fantastic. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we should get out, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Shitting yourself out of fear, infantry?” 
 
      
 
    “No, out of my raging freaking hatred for the enemy!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t panic. We might luck out yet.” 
 
      
 
    That would have been nice. But that was not to be. Our artillery went silent. Fifteen red dots remained on the map. Hell’s bells, Sox! You artillery guys couldn’t hit a cow’s ass with a banjo! 
 
      
 
    The IAV gun roared, and the anti-missile system fired off. Apparently, we were being fired at. A green dot blinked out. One down. A red dot went out too. An exchange, if you will. Only we had been outnumbered from the word go. Another jolt rocked the vehicle. I hated the feeling of having no control over anything! Another thud, as if we’d hit a concrete wall. All three of us got thrown against the board. 
 
      
 
    “Infantry, end of the line! This bus doesn’t go any further! Get out, now!” The raspy voice of Lieutenant Ron came through. That damn joker… 
 
      
 
    I popped the hatch, and we tumbled out into the nearest crater. Just in time. It was always easier to hit a sitting duck. Moments later, our IAV blew sky-high, taking the comedian wannabe tank driver with it. I shook off the dirt and checked the map. Twelve red dots, and two green ones, rapidly approaching the enemy defense line. Then one of them went out. So it was just one allied vehicle—and us. We had about three hundred yards to the enemy. 
 
      
 
    “After me, in short sprints!” I jumped out of the crater and ran to the next one. Then the next. And the one beyond. They were shooting at us, but the fire wasn’t too dense. 
 
      
 
    Our second infantry assault vehicle did reach the enemy positions after all, against the lieutenant’s pessimistic predictions. It managed to ram one of the turrets, but that’s as far as it got before it got blown up. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Is everyone alive?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll murrrrrrrrder them all!!!” 
 
      
 
    “Clown’s gotten concussed!” Frizzle reported. 
 
      
 
    “They shouldn’t have done that! Well, it’s their problem now!” I grumbled, crawling behind another rock. A laser beam shaved off part of my cover. With the last major target destroyed, all the guns turned to the infantry, which meant us. “We’re close! Hang on!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good thing the guns are anti-tank and not anti-infantry. Harder to aim,” I thought to myself just as a direct hit tore Catt apart. Oops! I hit the ground, Cowgirl fell next to me. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should wait here?” I asked her. “In the shade?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head vehemently. No doubt. 
 
      
 
    “Then you go first! And be very quick!” I commanded, hoping the guns would be slow to respond, and if someone got hit, it would be the next person—namely, yours truly. 
 
      
 
    And Cowgirl took off. I still wasn’t used to her new body. She covered a hundred yards in about seven seconds. Somewhere far away, Usain Bolt, whoever he was, wept blood-red tears of envy. I tried to replicate her speed. It went poorly. Had I not tripped and sprawled on the ground, I would have met the same fate as heroic cadet Catt, who also ran but never made it. 
 
      
 
    Ahead, the “borrowed” pistol boomed twice, followed by an exploding grenade. The two nearest red dots blinked out. The turrets were no more, thanks to our deadly beauty. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, the coast is clear!” 
 
      
 
    I lumbered towards the position, feeling like a senior citizen, and tried to assess the situation. There were six red dots left. And four green ones. So two of ours were still alive. I flopped into the crater where Cowgirl was waiting and reassessed. Five turrets and a command vehicle, which functioned as the “brain” of the entire defense. Four turrets on the right, where the other half of our team was working, one far to the left, with blocked line of fire, and the command center ahead. The decision was obvious. 
 
      
 
    “To the command vehicle!” I gestured. Cowgirl nodded, glancing at the remaining turrets, and leapt out of the crater. 
 
      
 
    Then a strange sound from the left distracted me. The distant turret, which I had dismissed due to its line of sight being blocked, turned out to be missile-equipped. And right now, a missile was descending directly onto Cowgirl’s exposed back. A cheerful train whistle-like sound accompanied sequence of figures that raced through my mind—our total debt for Cowgirl’s unique body. And at this very moment, this missile was about to blow Cowgirl to pieces and drive me into financial ruin. 
 
      
 
    “Armor-piercing,” I thought, spotting the familiar marking. Damn! Not again! 
 
      
 
    Then, suddenly, Cowgirl froze, and the missile slowed down to a near-halt. I felt astonished, but only for a split second. Why, hello, Mr. Glitch! Long time no see! And welcome to the Matrix, whatever that means! Since the missile wasn’t standing still, but was slowly closing in, I decided to act. Grasping Peacemaker X like a baseball bat, I smacked the missile. Right in the middle. 
 
      
 
    “I just hope it doesn’t blow up!" I thought as time returned to its normal flow. My face got scorched by the missile’s exhaust, I went blind for a second, and my shooting hand was thrown out of whack. Peacemaker X flew over the nearest hill, tumbling through the air. Before I lost my vision, I noticed it was a bit bent. The missile broke into two parts—both flew past the stunned Cowgirl. They didn’t explode. I exhaled with relief. 
 
      
 
    “Chief!” Cowgirl jumped back into the crater and grabbed my aching hand. 
 
      
 
    I hissed. And tried to blink away the blurriness. Alright. If my left eye were an egg, I’d have called it scrambled. However, the right one could still see. 
 
      
 
    “Give me the gun!” I demanded, stretching out my hand. Cowgirl handed it to me silently, grip first. 
 
      
 
    “You! Sit here and don’t move! Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “But…” 
 
      
 
    “GOT IT?!!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    “Good! Which way is the command center?” I still didn’t quite trust my good eye. 
 
      
 
    “Over there!” Cowgirl pointed. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” I crawled out of the crater, but then turned back. “If you climb out, I’ll kill you!” 
 
      
 
    I thought I saw her nod. I ran towards the command center, barely managing to make anything out in my field of vision. Strangely, no one else was shooting. Upon reaching the target, I understood why. The mobile command center had been breached in the most brutal fashion, and at that moment, a grimy and bloodied Clown was trying to pull the operator out. 
 
      
 
    “Get out, scumbag! Resistance is futile!” By the time I arrived, the operator was halfway out. 
 
      
 
    It was corporal RB13.A3.130014 (“Alex”). I wasn’t even surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Congrats on the promotion, jerk!” I coughed up blood. 
 
      
 
    “Same to you, asshole!” The guy grinned happily. 
 
      
 
    “Ready to surrender?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Samurai never surrender!” he replied in the same joyful tone, and his hands finally appeared from the compartment. Clasped in them were grenades. With pins conspicuously missing. 
 
      
 
    “Definitely a jerk! But, at least you’re one of ours…” I observed. Then we all went up in flames. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Chug! Chug! Chug!” 
 
      
 
    It was Groundhog Day vibes all over again. But on the flip side, what else was there to do in the evenings in a place like this? And tonight there was a reason to celebrate, after all. With all the customary libations. Although who was I kidding? It’s not like a sophisticated individual ever needed a good reason or anyone’s company for a drink. 
 
      
 
    But we did have a reason, and it was as sound as they got. Recruits Cowgirl and Clown had magically bypassed the rank of private and become corporals. Corporal Clown and Corporal Cowgirl! It sure had a ring to it! 
 
      
 
    This delightful news was brought to us by the perennially grim Major Bunco and the ever-cheerful Professor Flan upon our revival. As for me, I got promoted to sergeant. 
 
      
 
    It all transpired in an outrageously unremarkable manner. Despite our accomplishments, they granted us no badges or anything. Stingy bastards. Some simple ornate insignia would have sufficed. However, we weren’t allowed any. Apparently, such insignia were strictly for dress uniforms, and as our luck would have it, we weren’t allowed those, either. None of us was yet part of the regular Army, which left us mired in a frustrating bureaucratic limbo. 
 
      
 
    However, the tank crew members who were reviving in the neighboring “sarcophagi” heard everything. And so there was no escaping the inevitable bout of celebratory drinking. As if on cue, the artillerymen appeared at that very moment—their presence was apparently essential to any festivity. Even Nobel got roped in semi-willingly. He had tried to resist initially, muttering about the virtues of “a clear mind and a happy liver.” But Clown was one determined fellow. With a swift motion, he slung Nobel over his shoulder and marched him into the bar. Clown entrusted the door to a sergeant from the artillery, leaving him with clear orders: admit everyone, but let no one out—unless they were, quite literally, only able to crawl. 
 
      
 
    And so we found ourselves getting stewed to the gills. Again. 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Ron, my recent acquaintance, held me captive with tales of hardships and privations that were the lot of an ordinary tank commander. They bore a recurring motif of loneliness and the lack of genuine companionship in a collective of assholes and backstabbers. He insisted that I was obligated to listen, seeing as how he had literally shielded me from harm with his body earlier that day. His heroics were the sole reason we triumphed, weren’t they? He also hinted that if I ever dared abandon our camaraderie, I’d find myself charging into the next attack on foot. I remained seated perforce, nodding along until alcohol finally claimed him. Fortunately, it didn’t take long. 
 
      
 
    Soon after, Sox nudged me, reminding me of my promise to introduce him to Cowgirl formally. He candidly confessed his fear of approaching her and mentioned that the military insurance wouldn’t cover any potential rejection-inflicted injuries with a nervous giggle. 
 
      
 
    Clown, ever the jesting spirit, posed a question to the Cadets. “Don’t you folks have a ‘senior cadet’ rank? It’s odd to see no promotions on your end.” 
 
      
 
    Frizzle responded with grace and patience, “Our structure and chain of command differ.” All the while, she adeptly managed to eschew the advances of a slightly tipsy and clearly disheartened Sergeant Bob, who, having failed to secure Cowgirl’s attention, had shifted his sights onto Frizzle. She clearly objected, and he was in his cups and persisted stubbornly. 
 
      
 
    “That’s truly unfortunate,” Clown commented with genuine regret in his voice. “You’ve all earned your stripes, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet they’ll soon get their officer stars,” I chimed in, keeping a watchful eye on Cowgirl and her fervent group of admirers. It wasn’t out of overprotectiveness; I had merely hoped we wouldn’t have to interrupt the party to get some overzealous courtier to the med bay with life-threatening injuries. 
 
      
 
    The freshly-promoted corporal scoffed, “That’ll be the damn day, chief! If they ever start acting high and mighty, boy will I give each of them a hearty wallop on the noggin.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, a distinct crack of bones echoed, followed by a loud yelp. The evening was picking up momentum for sure. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “COMMANDER, YOU ASLEEP?” Clown’s voice carried an unusual edge. 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore. What do you want?” I groaned, trying to remember our last drink from the night before. 
 
      
 
    “Hand me some water.” 
 
      
 
    “Piss off,” I grumbled, rolling away. 
 
      
 
    “Too much effort for you?” 
 
      
 
    “If I lift my head now, it’ll fall off,” I mumbled, trying to shield myself with a pillow. 
 
      
 
    “But your bottle’s right next to you!” 
 
      
 
    “Shit! Here goes!” I felt around, found the bottle, and tossed it in the direction of the voice. 
 
      
 
    “Ow! Who’s there?!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Taglet! Good morning! You mean the bottle that just hit you? It’s mine! Hand it back!” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” Tag sat up, rubbing the spot where the bottle had struck him. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just that chief’s fingers are all thumbs!” 
 
      
 
    “Rise and shine, lads!” Morning freshness breezed in along with our resident beauty queen. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Cowgirl! Why aren’t you asleep?” Clown asked, gulping down water eagerly. 
 
      
 
    “I went for a run.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… people do.” 
 
      
 
    “For what reason?” I chimed in, equally puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “To keep fit.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… I see…” Clown trailed off. “Get me some water, please!” 
 
      
 
    “Me too!” Tag called. 
 
      
 
    “And me!” Catt’s voice joined in. 
 
      
 
    I merely raised a finger, silently adding to the chorus of the thirsty. 
 
      
 
    There’s a peculiar charm in waking up hungover. Eyes won’t open, it feels like someone crawled into your mouth and died there overnight, and the head pounds. But after some water, and perhaps a pill, relief comes. The world brightens, and the realization dawns: no one’s dying today. A simple formula for fleeting happiness: endure some self-inflicted misery, then heroically overcome it. This train of thought raced through my mind as the vibrant Cowgirl handed me some water. But no pills. In an age of advanced bodies, why hasn’t a hangover cure been invented? Soldiers were meant to suffer, I concluded. It probably made them fiercer adversaries. 
 
      
 
    “Once I get a proper body, I’ll take up fitness too!” I announced grandly. 
 
      
 
    “Ha! Why bother, chief? Look at the cadets. What’s the point?” Clown laughed, then winced from a sudden pain. 
 
      
 
    My eyes turned to the cadets. Tag grumbled, Catt had dozed off again with drool escaping his slightly opened mouth. Frizzle’s bed was empty. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Frizzle?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s still out there jogging with Bob!” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” Clown was astounded. “He was wasted last night!” 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle told him that if he wanted to court her, he needed to sober up and get his act together. He agreed, starting today.” 
 
      
 
    Clown erupted in laughter. 
 
      
 
    “And for your information,” Cowgirl seemed particularly talkative today, “the artillerymen and tank crews went jogging, too. Only you lot laze around here like lumps!” 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell would—” I began, but then it struck me. Cowgirl, flushed from her exercises, was dressed in a snug-fitting pink top and shorts that barely covered more than a thong. It was evident she wore no bra beneath her top. Her ample chest heaved as she gave us a piece of her mind. 
 
      
 
    “You were running in front of them, weren’t you?” I ventured. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. So?” Cowgirl asked, genuinely puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh… no reason.” 
 
      
 
    The door burst open, and in rushed a breathless Frizzle. 
 
      
 
    “Bob’s collapsed! We need to drag him to the infirmary.” 
 
      
 
    Clown and I exchanged glances, then both burst out laughing, falling back down onto the beds. 
 
      
 
    “He needs help, what’s wrong with you?” Frizzle protested. 
 
      
 
    “Holy crap!” Clown laughed so hard he nearly choked, “Such a sorry excuse for a ladies’ man!” 
 
      
 
    “If he was a horse, we’d have to shoot him!” I chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Assholes, both of you!” Frizzle finally understood the reason for our mirth. 
 
      
 
    “Why not? A bullet to the head, and in two hours he’ll be right as rain!” 
 
      
 
    “Morons!” said a scornful Cowgirl. “Come on, girlfriend, I’ll help!” 
 
      
 
    Today was a special day for us. A day off. It seemed we were almost becoming regular soldiers. Not entirely regular, as they informed us, but soldiers nonetheless. Everything was really complicated in this Army! 
 
      
 
    All in all, we managed to get up regardless of our sorry state, did our morning routines, and prepared to head out. Today’s gathering was orchestrated by Lieutenant Sox, who had roped us into this madness. I’d wanted to catch some more sleep, Clown had wanted to keep drinking, and the Cadets had all been after Cowgirl. But we headed to the City, after all. 
 
      
 
    Planet XAZ20405TM34596 was essentially a massive military training ground. It had no minerals, and nothing in the way of ski or seaside resorts. It didn’t even have any seas or mountains worth speaking of. The only source of revenue here was the Army. Hence, there were two cities (one in the South hemisphere and one in the North), each of which was a weird amalgamation of Disneyland and a brothel, generously spiced with alcohol, laced with all manner of drugs, and sprinkled with emergency resuscitation stations. The cities were simply named South and North. We were heading to North. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” a girlish voice rang out. “How do we look?” 
 
      
 
    I turned around. Catt choked on his drink, and Clown slapped his back so hard that he almost fell over. Oh boy… 
 
      
 
    Frizzle looked decent enough. An eighteen-year-old broad-shouldered girl with a curvy build in a checkered skirt… Well, that was amusing. Her button nose, blue eyes, freckled face, twin braids, and a shy expression added charm to her appearance. If it weren’t for her small bust, she could have passed for an Oktoberfest waitress—once again, an image from my memory that had no tangible context to it whatsoever. 
 
      
 
    But Cowgirl! Whatever she wore was decidedly pink. But I was at a loss as to how to name and describe it. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get THAT?!” 
 
      
 
    “Well… I designed it in a superstore. It… cost barely anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Figures! What’s there to pay for? There’s more fabric on my underwear!” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t like it?” her big eyes began to shimmer suspiciously. Oh, God, no! 
 
      
 
    “Not at all! It has its merits! But, how should I put this… Your dress is a bit… uh… risqué!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “You look like a tart, that’s what!” Clown blurted out. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl sobbed, covered her face with her hands, and ran to the restroom. Frizzle ran after her, looking furious. 
 
      
 
    “You insensitive jerk!” I said to Clown. 
 
      
 
    “What? Was I wrong?” He asked, puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Not quite.” 
 
      
 
    “So why am I a jerk?” 
 
      
 
    “Just because.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a nice dress, why did you all make a fuss? Ow!” Catt attempted to comment but received a smack from me. “What was that for?” 
 
      
 
    “Just because you shouldn’t talk back to your elders. And you, freaking truth-teller, should go and apologize to the kid!” 
 
      
 
    “Why, what did I do wrong?” Clown was indignant. 
 
      
 
    “And she’s not a ‘kid’—not by a long shot!” Catt scratched his head. “I asked her. She doesn’t remember exactly, but she’s over thirty!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha. And you lot?” 
 
      
 
    “We are.. Eighteen!” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t see anything odd, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “No! Why?” 
 
      
 
    “I just remembered! I’m actually fifty-six!” Clown chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Holy cow, old-timer!” I exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “I’m young at heart!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re young in the head! Seven years old, tops!” 
 
      
 
    “How old are you then?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t remember. Honestly.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and our two ladies stepped out in uniform jumpsuits. 
 
      
 
    “That’s more like it!” I cheered. Both girls gave me a withering look. “Ahem… Oh, come on now… We didn’t mean it that way…” 
 
      
 
    The door swung open forcefully, revealing Lieutenant Sox's cheerful face. 
 
      
 
    “So, infantry! Let’s set the town on fire!” 
 
      
 
    I exhaled in relief. The Lieutenant had saved me from further embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    A crowd of our new friends from allied military factions awaited us in the courtyard, their eyes following someone in anticipation. At the sight of Cowgirl, they all sighed, a tad disappointed. 
 
      
 
    “Hey there, gym rats!” I shouted, earning a few curses and rude gestures in return. “Heh… Where’s the Lizard King?” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “Old Bob, is he about?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here!” a feeble voice echoed from the shadows. 
 
      
 
    “You still alive, patient?” I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Had some hair of the dog that bit you?” Clown inquired. 
 
      
 
    Bob looked at Frizzle and shook his head negatively. 
 
      
 
    “Good on ya!” I patted his shoulder. “Right on! Off we go, then?” 
 
      
 
    And on this note our ragged and disorganized bunch proceeded towards the portal. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! You are entering Safe Zone P21.A3.02 (“North”). 
 
      
 
    Weapons of any kind are prohibited. 
 
      
 
    The use of weapons is prohibited 
 
      
 
    Engaging in fights is prohibited… 
 
      
 
    On exiting the portal, we were greeted by two massive brutes in combat gear with a pile of various weapons beside them. 
 
      
 
    “Pass through the frame!” a voice commanded from under a closed visor. 
 
      
 
    We went through one by one; I gestured to the pile of weapons. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s this from?” 
 
      
 
    “Some folks don’t read the rules!” the second guard responded. “Are you planning on getting insurance?” 
 
      
 
    Some of our friends nodded and approached a terminal. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that for?” I asked Sox, who didn’t head for the terminal. Bob hesitated, sighed, and also stayed back. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t I tell you military accident insurance doesn’t apply here? Well, you can get a one-time deal. It's still cheaper.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” I genuinely wondered. “There are no weapons, fighting is forbidden, and there are no enemies here!” 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha… Man is his own worst enemy!” he gestured towards Bob. “See Bob here? Rarely leaves here alive. Poor bastard’s anxious, but he keeps his word.” 
 
      
 
    “What could possibly happen here?” 
 
      
 
    “Overdoses, mainly. If I remember correctly, there are 998 types of drugs here. Two thirds of them guarantee a fatal outcome!” 
 
      
 
    “Really? Why would they want that?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you tried any of that stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I? I’m old school. Liquor in the front. Poker in the rear. You know the deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Same. But there are folks,” he nodded towards Bob again, “who can’t think of any other way to have a good time.” 
 
      
 
    “Crap, what would our Frizzle want with an addict?” I was about to move, but Sox stopped me. 
 
      
 
    “Wait up. Give the guy a chance. He’s not a bad sort, really. He might come through yet!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you saw him in action for yourself, Commander! He wouldn’t hurt a fly!” Clown, who was standing nearby and heard our conversation, chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. Let them do their thing,” I made a dismissive gesture. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Elijah! You’ve got your eye on Cowgirl yourself, huh?” The relentless lieutenant snorted. 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” My face changed. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down! Calm down! No fighting, didn’t you hear?” Sox turned pale and raised his hands in a placating gesture. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? I wasn’t planning to hit you!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah! You should see yourself in the mirror right now! One could have thought she was yours!” 
 
      
 
    “She is,” I faltered. “Just not in that sense!” 
 
      
 
    “You better find your ‘sense’ and have it sewn back, then!” He smirked. But his expression became serious at once. Apparently, something had happened to my face again. “I’m joking! I’m JOKING! That’s it! Case closed!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in agreement, but a bad aftertaste remained. From an outsider’s perspective, I truly looked like a “dog in the manger” guarding Cowgirl’s chastity like that. Well, so be it! I had a reason to be suspicious of these guys. And Cowgirl was an absolute innocent. 
 
      
 
    All those craving to get obliterated on drugs got insured. This included Lieutenant Ron the tank commander. I immediately understood his depressive outlook on life. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to North!” one of the guards bellowed, and we headed towards the city. There wasn’t really anywhere special to go, as North surrounded the portal on all sides. 
 
      
 
    I looked around. The North settlement, which I couldn’t bring myself to call a city, fully met my expectations. Any type of transportation was strictly prohibited here to avoid running over the “resting” servicemen, who were lying around in groups or singly, in various poses and states. Conveyor belts were used for movement, with the System itself highlighting the necessary buildings and directions. There were small heaps of unconscious bodies at the intersections of the conveyors. 
 
      
 
    I saw how the local Emergency Service operated. A “medical” team, consisting of three people who looked more like orderlies from a mental asylum, walked down the street and applied some devices to those lying down. Some were left where they were, while others were dragged aside, where hatches would open directly in the road surface, and the body was taken in. As the System suggested, those went straight to the Emergency Resuscitation Stations. That was where the ‘relaxing guests’ were either resuscitated or disposed of to be revived in new bodies. The whole entertainment industry and the liquidation of its aftermath worked like clockwork. 
 
      
 
    The city rose up and down. Tall buildings on the left and right were adorned with a plethora of bright holographic signs, so even if someone’s System glitched, they would still be able to find what they were looking for. The noise and bustle were incredible. Music of various genres was playing everywhere. Some of “ours folks” were beginning to slowly get lost in the numerous alleys. 
 
      
 
    “Stick with me!” I warned my group. “No striking out on your own! We stick together!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a wet blanket today, chief!” remarked Tag. “We’re not your kids!” 
 
      
 
    Catt nodded in agreement. I opened my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Transfer to another unit and do whatever you please!” Clown showcased some intellect, surprisingly enough. “We don’t need any junkie deadbeats!” 
 
      
 
    I raised a finger. 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear that?” Everyone nodded. “Well, what clown said!” 
 
      
 
    “What about…” Catt began. 
 
      
 
    “I’m taking you to a brothel, don't worry,” I anticipated the question. “Any other suggestions or requests?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone remained silent. 
 
      
 
    To the right, doors swung open, releasing two corporals, barely able to stand. Thumping beats echoed from behind, with lighting and special effects resembling one of the Circles of Hell. One of them fell at my feet, hurling. I narrowly avoided the splash. 
 
      
 
    A body plummeted silently from above and splattered brains all around. Fortunately, we didn’t get hit. 
 
      
 
    We moved closer to the center of the street and ventured forth to explore new Horizons, looking around us cautiously and keeping an eye on all the avenues of approach. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Come to the storeroom with me, chubby cheeks, and I’ll give you some sweets!” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed Tag by the other hand and tried to pull him away from the flamboyantly painted, massive woman with an unnaturally large bust. We had accidentally fallen into by turning into the wrong alley. 
 
      
 
    “No, we just wanted to trade some Pokémon cards!” I managed to rescue him and, giving him a kick for acceleration, dashed out after him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I looked over the result of my efforts with satisfaction and turned away from the food vending machine. On it, like in the armory, you could create almost any dish or food product by playing around in the “synthesizer.” 
 
      
 
    “Here, this is for you!” I proudly handed the product to Cowgirl. 
 
      
 
    “Is that, like, a grenade?” Clown asked uncertainly. “Wasn’t this a food vending machine?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, country bumpkins! It’s a Chupa Chups lollie!” 
 
      
 
    “Ooh! It’s pink!” Cowgirl exclaimed. “What do I do with it?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… People usually lick them.” 
 
      
 
    “Like this?” 
 
      
 
    I heard the sound of shattering glass came from behind. Tag had dropped a bottle. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “How much will you pay us?” 
 
      
 
    Clown was storming a sinister black-colored pavilion, illuminated with ominous holograms. We had been lingering here way too long. Clown categorically refused to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Corporal, you’re mistaken! You should be the ones paying!” The owner’s hands trembled, and he was on the verge of tears. A crying vampire sure was a peculiar sight. 
 
      
 
    “But isn't this the Room of Horrors?” 
 
      
 
    “It is!” 
 
      
 
    “So, let me go and horrify the hell out of everyone!” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, take your corporal away!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but I can’t. He really likes it here. I’ll leave him with you.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s already scared away all the visitors!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, isn’t that good? This is a Room of Horrors after all, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant! Name your price!!! 
 
      
 
    “Now, that’s more like it…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We got hailed by a shooting gallery owner, a little bald fellow waving a soft pink toy enthusiastically. Various rifles lay on the counter, and the targets were a decent distance away. Baldy felt safe. 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen! Win a toy for the lady! Come try our shooting range!” 
 
      
 
    “Cowgirl?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s pink…” 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    “Please take her away! I’ve run out of prizes!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s still that piggy over there… Can I take a few more shots, please?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We found a decent brothel for the starved Cadets at last, based on Sox’s recommendations. It had women that looked human and acceptable prices. Now it was time for a briefing. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, lads! We won’t be waiting for long!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we expect to see you before we expire of boredom here!” 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    I belched, and leaned back on the couch, thinking I’d be unable to stomach another cocktail. Clown was clearly bored. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been half an hour already, what’s taking them so long?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s different for you in your fifties! It’s not like there’s much for you to do! They’re young; they need more time!” 
 
      
 
    “Once I get my organ back in place, I’ll show you what fifty looks like!” 
 
      
 
    “Hell’s bells, Clown! Why would you want to show it to ME?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A lanky guy in a black leather jacket and green hair lay sprawled on the pavement, showing no signs of life. Clown stood over him, breathing heavily. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you have to knock him out?” 
 
      
 
    “Why was he trying to push his crap on me? I told him we weren’t into that once!” 
 
      
 
    “You know that fighting’s prohibited!” 
 
      
 
    “That wasn’t fighting!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sure! Tell it to those guys!” 
 
      
 
    “Crap…” 
 
      
 
    “Officers, there’s been a slight misunderstanding…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Frizzle came out of a bright establishment with a sign reading “Ice Palace” alone, visibly irritated. She muttered something under her breath. 
 
      
 
    “Frizzle, where’s Bob?” 
 
      
 
    “Screw him!” 
 
      
 
    “He’s just somebody that you used to know, eh? I did warn you!” 
 
      
 
    “Screw you, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Tee hee…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    We returned to the barracks late, but in full strength. The Cadets had blissful grins plastered on their faces, Frizzle was sulking, and Cowgirl was radiant. Clown and I could barely see straight. Each of us held a huge bunch of soft toys, mainly pink… 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ELIJAH, DID YOU JUST fall?” Cowgirl leaned over me, a look of concern on her face. 
 
      
 
    “No, dammit! I’ve just freaking well decided to lie down abruptly!” I rolled onto my back, too exhausted to run and fuming with anger. 
 
      
 
    “Get up! Now’s not the time to lie around!” Cowgirl offered her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Something’s wrong with my leg…” My lower limb wasn't responding. 
 
      
 
    “Let me see,” she pressed something. 
 
      
 
    “Ouch!” A sharp pain shot through my entire body. 
 
      
 
    “It’s broken in two places. How did you not notice?” Cowgirl chided, shaking her head, and then gave me a shot of painkiller. 
 
      
 
    “Had other things on my mind!” The pain began to slowly ebb. 
 
      
 
    “And what now?” Clown, looking more like a hobo—all dirty and ragged—chimed in, his bright teeth shining in a gleeful grin. 
 
      
 
    I tried to get up but couldn’t. My leg completely gave out. 
 
      
 
    “Fall back. I’ll try to cover you. And leave all your grenades with me.” 
 
      
 
    “‘Final salute,’” they said. ‘It’ll be easy,’ they said. Jerks…” I muttered to myself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    So, the day had finally arrived. Eight missions, seven new bodies, the envy of the artillery men, the annoyance of the tank crews, the stern silence from Major Bunco, and the child-like excitement of Flan. Those were results to be accounted with. We’d almost settled all our debts with the Army and, in theory, could now be free. Free—within the confines of continued service in the Army, of course. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! Training and initial Resurrection debt paid in full. Excess funds transferred to Personal Balance. 
 
      
 
    Personal Balance: 12,835 credits. 
 
      
 
    Overall Balance: 0 credits. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! From now on, you have the right to reconsider your terms with the Current Owner! If the terms aren't reconsidered within two days, the current contract will be extended. 
 
      
 
    Free Will: Temporarily restricted. 
 
      
 
    Current Owner: HC Third Army 
 
      
 
    Flat broke but almost free. Within the confines of further army service, of course. Five years of service. I would get paid, but it felt too much like being indentured nonetheless. That was the non-material cost of the Initial Resurrection. In my case, it was the cost of Rebirth. Nobel briefed me about it after my last revival when we wiped out several waves of automated droids led by an Operator during a pitched battle. The Operator, as Tag, who’d managed to survive, informed me, was an unfamiliar recruit. I hadn’t seen Alex around for the last couple of battles. 
 
      
 
    “Five years. No exceptions,” Nobel was adamant. 
 
      
 
    “Any way to shorten that term?” I tried to find a loophole. 
 
      
 
    “There is. By performing a Heroic Act,” Nobel nodded affirmatively. 
 
      
 
    “You’re pulling my leg, right?” I smirked. 
 
      
 
    “By no means. Check the Reference.” 
 
      
 
    I did. 
 
      
 
    Heroic Act: a valiant deed; a heroic action performed under challenging conditions. A Heroic Act is an action that results in some significant military benefit, usually undertaken at personal risk, carried out swiftly, and with minimal effort. By the “cost/effectiveness” metric, the result of a Heroic Act should be very significant indeed. Rewards for performing a Heroic Act can be material (Cash Rewards and Gifts) or immaterial (Awards and Privileges), based on the Heroic Act's Category. 
 
      
 
    Heroic Act Categories… 
 
      
 
    “Damn! And how do I perform a Heroic Act?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha… ‘Fraid I can’t help you with that!” Nobel chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “That was a rhetorical question…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” 
 
      
 
    Major Bunco entered the room. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant, are you done here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Major.” 
 
      
 
    “Come with me, I need to have a word with you.” 
 
      
 
    Major Bunco’s office seemed… vaguely familiar. And his odd behavior, too! For some reason, I thought that all that was missing was a green tablecloth and a portrait of a mustached guy overhead. Yet the entire decor was quite austere. The major sat behind the desk, fixed an unwavering stare on me, and began his pitch. It was as if he was reading from a script. He even tried addressing possible objections. 
 
      
 
    “I propose we sign a contract…” 
 
      
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
      
 
    “Your pay will be significantly increased…” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, but no.” 
 
      
 
    “It was due to me that you received your ranks!” 
 
      
 
    “And thank you for that as well!” 
 
      
 
    “You don't understand what you’re turning down!” 
 
      
 
    “I understand perfectly.” 
 
      
 
    “Try seeing it from my perspective.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
      
 
    Then he started all over again, sounding just like the proverbial broken record. He couldn’t come up with any new arguments, so he just kept replaying the same ones. But I stood firm, responding with the same answers, my eyes intently fixed on him. A model soldier! But one whose replied didn’t aim to please one bit… 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Major Bunco finally conceded. “One last mission.” 
 
      
 
    “A final salute, eh?” I perked up. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Major Bunco seemed curious. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s exactly what you’re offering me right now!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind! I’m all ears.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to test a new area of the weapons range. It’s codenamed Fortress.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. This is the last mission?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Don’t you want to know more details?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask you again. Is this our very last mission?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve told you already! It is” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, just one request.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get this over with quickly.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Fortress was a circular, four-story concrete structure. It had narrow slits for windows and one single entry/exit point. I’d call it a medieval bastion if I could remember what that term meant. It was built to practice offensive tactics in urban warfare scenarios. Surrounding it were shells of half-demolished—or rather half-constructed—buildings, imitating a bombarded city block. I couldn’t figure out how a fortress could suddenly appear in the middle of a city block, though. Maybe the eggheads saw some architectural monument on some planet they fancied and were now training to seize it? 
 
      
 
    By a quick estimate, the Fortress could easily accommodate a platoon or even two. Why was my single group chosen to defend it? But I knew such questions were better left unasked in the Army. 
 
      
 
    There were two machine gun posts, the gunners being myself and Frizzle, Cowgirl as the “cuckoo” sniper up top, rocket launchers wielded by the cadets, and Clown playing the role of the doorman at the main entrance. That was a tactic that had seen many of our enemies to their graves, its simplicity notwithstanding. 
 
      
 
    Today we were attacked by assault droids. To me, these four-legged spiders seemed ill-suited for assaulting buildings. Firstly, because the droids were dumber than recruits. I hadn’t thought anything could be dumber, but it was a fact. Their programming lacked flexibility, and their operators couldn’t keep up with the rapidly changing tactical situation. 
 
      
 
    The first wave tried to overpower us with sheer numbers. It didn’t work out. We mowed them down as they approached, just like in a shooting range. Their rocket modifications weren’t powerful enough to break down the fortress walls, and their machine guns and lasers were even less effective. In the end, Clown hacked up enough of their remains to create a blockade at the entrance. The rest just jumbled below until they were finished off by our grenades. Dull. 
 
      
 
    The second wave involved airborne models of droids. Still, not very effective overall. Frizzle and the machine gun were evacuated from the roof. The hatch was closed. The bombs the droids carried lacked the power to breach the ceiling. The airborne enemies’ rocket weapons didn’t harm us either. They couldn’t get inside and were picked off one by one. 
 
      
 
    The third wave followed the principle of “more of the same, but in greater numbers.” However, the droids obstructed each other more than they troubled us. We had enough ammo and time. So, after an hour and a half, we took out this wave as well. It was almost laughable. 
 
      
 
    But then came the fourth wave. Followed by the fifth. The sixth, the seventh… Something was clearly wrong. I wasn’t laughing anymore. Our ammo was depleting, time was ticking, and the enemy kept advancing. I checked the logs again. Apart from the battle commencement notification, there were no other system alerts—no battle duration, no stage count, no objectives. 
 
      
 
    I gave the order to conserve ammunition. However, we still ran out. Clown and I dissected the droid remains, which gave us three machine guns with ammo, two rocket launchers, and a heap of bombs. We couldn’t detach the lasers; their batteries were inside the chassis and couldn’t be removed. But soon, even those weapons ran out. 
 
      
 
    The second day of the battle began. Fatigue started to take its toll. Tag got hit with a machine gun salvo, ending up with a bound arm and a shattered helmet. Then Catt failed to dodge an incoming rocket in time, which left him partially deaf and with a few shrapnel wounds. Even the tireless Clown was hit with a laser, which ultimately took out the shield generator of his Armor. Then we lost Tag. He had been defending the roof, but the assailants managed to drill through the hatch and, quite literally, got the drop on him. That’s how we lost the top floor and were pushed into a last-ditch defense. 
 
      
 
    The situation was at a stalemate. The attackers couldn’t break in, and we barely had anything to fend them off with. We were barricaded inside while outside machine guns fired, missiles exploded, and lasers flashed. Above, someone was rummaging and banging on the blocked door. I was so thirsty. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the plan, boss?" Clown shoved aside the remains of a droid that were blocking a firing slit, having toppled from an external explosion. 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat. Damn dust. 
 
      
 
    “We wait. We can’t even off ourselves, you get that,” I sneaked a glance at Cowgirl, who was observing the outside, standing to the side of the window, out of the firing line. 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s actually happening? Any ideas?” Catt came over and fell onto his back, stretching out blissfully. 
 
      
 
    “I have one. And you won’t like it,” I checked the time. “We have twelve hours to cancel the contract. Otherwise, it renews automatically. For how long, by the way?” 
 
      
 
    “Three years,” Catt chimed in. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone fancy staying here another three years?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hell no,” Clown voiced the general sentiment. 
 
      
 
    “Why is the Army doing this to us?” Frizzle approached from behind quietly, taking advantage of a brief lull. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it’s the Army’s doing,” I shook my head. “But there’s this one disgruntled major… How long since Tag left?” 
 
      
 
    “At least six hours.” 
 
      
 
    “In six hours, he could have sorted it out if it was possible in the first place.” 
 
      
 
    “You need to go, too, chief,” Clown said grimly. “To make sure things get sorted out properly like.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Cowgirl once again. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t leave you guys. Maybe I might be able to do something out there, and maybe not. But we still have a fight to finish here.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s gotten suspiciously quiet,” Frizzle moved to the window and cautiously peeked outside. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a blue blade emerged from her back, and a dark silhouette appeared by the window. 
 
      
 
    “Invaders…” Frizzle rasped and, grabbing her attacker, kicked off with her feet, sending both of them tumbling out. 
 
      
 
    Two ninjas appeared beside Cowgirl instantly. The first one took a rifle butt to the face and retreated, while the second swung his blades, cutting the rifle in half. 
 
      
 
    “Get down!” She had the wits to drop to the ground at once, rolling away. Peacemaker X fired, melting the attacking ninja with plasma. The other one tried to slash at the prone Cowgirl, but got tripped. Then he tried to disappear, and partly succeeded. Only the upper half of his torso teleported, appearing five yards away, twitching briefly before going still. 
 
      
 
    I gestured for Cowgirl to stay down, practically sitting on her, reloading Peacemaker X, and swaying it side to side. Clown stood on the other side, holding HER at the ready. 
 
      
 
    “Odd that they still want to kill us,” Clown muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Not us, her,” I nodded towards the disgruntled Cowgirl pinned underneath me. “I didn’t have enough money, even though Nobel gave me a very generous discount. They denied me a loan, informing me the Army isn’t a bank, but rather… well… the Army, as it were. So Nobel has somehow arranged it that the cost of the body, or the debt, will be claimed right after her death. And then we won’t be leaving here for a very long time.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you’ll finally tell us how much we owe?” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t. I don’t want to sap our fighting spirit. Just trust me on this: she needs to survive this.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I’m right here,” Cowgirl hissed softly from the floor. “Hand me a weapon; I want to fight too!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” I murmured. “Catt, lock the far door!” 
 
      
 
    Catt sprinted to the door, grabbed its handle, and just then the missing first ninja emerged. He severed Catt’s arm, with a portion of his torso, kicked him inside, and vanished, likely entering a teleport. 
 
      
 
    One second… two… three… four… He materialized next to Clown, but both of his blows were deflected by the ax. Then the attacker disappeared again. 
 
      
 
    One second… two… three… four… five… A shadow descended upon me from above, but I managed to kick it off, firing my shotgun in its wake. However, the foe vanished before getting hit. 
 
      
 
    One second… two… three… four… five… six… seven… Where was he? Eight… nine… This time, he manifested right between Clown and me. I fell, dodging, while Clown was sent flying by a kick to his head. Cowgirl was on the ground. One might have thought of her as “helpless,” but one would be wrong. She had very sneakily gotten hold of the blade left by the first ninja. And now, she surprised the assailant by slicing him from his groin to throat, eviscerating him completely. 
 
      
 
    I swiftly got back to my feet, yelling, “No! Stop!” 
 
      
 
    The ax and blade paused in the air. 
 
      
 
    “You’re so goddamn infuriating!” I yelled, spotting the ninja's ID. 
 
      
 
    Corporal RB13.A3.130014 (“Alex”) gave me a slow, bloody grin. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Alex attempted a response, but it seemed his windpipe was injured alongside his lungs. His chest gaped open, displaying his still-beating heart. How was he even alive? He motioned towards Cowgirl with his eyes. I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, I’ll be direct,” he began to wheeze, prompting me to hasten, “I need you to use this link after revival and send this message.” 
 
      
 
    I quickly sent him a data packet. 
 
      
 
    “I'm not sure how I’ll square things with you, but I’m planning to leave this planet.” 
 
      
 
    His grin broadened. He tried speaking but wheezed again. 
 
      
 
    “You have something to say?” 
 
      
 
    He feebly pointed twice to his exposed chest. 
 
      
 
    “You want me to take you with me?” I deduced. 
 
      
 
    He gave a confirming nod. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a deal.” 
 
      
 
    As his hand twitched, I leaned closer, trying to decipher his motion. Then I saw it, the unmistakable gesture of flipping someone off. 
 
      
 
    “Asshole!” 
 
      
 
    I believe he was laughing as life finally left his body. 
 
      
 
    For about two hours, we remained undisturbed. It appeared our unidentified adversary was pondering their next move. And then the real excitement began. 
 
      
 
    00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! The battle begins! You are in a restricted zone! You have one minute to evacuate! Failure to comply will result in your termination! 
 
      
 
    What the hell was that?! The building got highlighted red, and the countdown began. 
 
      
 
    01:00… 00:59…00:58 … 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I have a question. If the battle begins now, what were we doing before this?” Clown looked completely flabbergasted. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl looked calm but visibly upset. She crouched, cradling the two halves of her beloved toy glumly. 
 
      
 
    “Which side has fewer droids?” I dashed to one side, while Clown took the other. I frantically studied the map. The red building was surrounded by red dots almost evenly, but on one side, they had to maneuver around a large pile of rubbish, and their positioning was hindered by the tall, solid wall of the nearby building. 
 
      
 
    “Clown, help!” We raced towards a modest pile of bombs by the wall, taken from the aerial droids. 
 
      
 
    “On the count of three! One… two… three!” 
 
      
 
    We let loose everything we had, including grenades. A loud bang echoed below, and a cloud of dust billowed into the air. 
 
      
 
    ATTENTION!!! You are in a restricted zone! You have one minute to evacuate! 00:12… 00:11… 00:10 … 
 
      
 
    “Forward!” Holding Peacemaker X in one hand and a captured blade in the other, I stepped out of a third-floor window into the murky haze. The ground had to be somewhere down there… 
 
      
 
    My landing was far from graceful; my foot caught in a crevice, and something crunched painfully. Clown seemed to have landed on his back next to me. He grunted and got up briskly. The Terminator had nothing on him… Cowgirl executed a graceful roll from my other side, springing up with two activated swords. She immediately took out two of the droids still “alive”. Once again, I felt utterly useless. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the plan, chief?” 
 
      
 
    00:02… 00:01… ATTENTION!!! The battle begins! You are in a restricted zone! You have one minute to evacuate! Failure to comply will result in your termination! 
 
      
 
    01:00… 00:59…00:58 … 
 
      
 
    The red zone started to expand, and once again, we found ourselves inside. Thankfully, the timer had reset. 
 
      
 
    “Run fast and shout loud!” I gestured. “Let’s move!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Keep falling back. I’ll try to cover you. And leave all your grenades,” I said with a heroic sigh, looking into the distance. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I felt overwhelmingly good; tears of pride in myself welled up in my eyes. Now, that was a statement! I felt like the hero from old films, bravely sacrificing himself to cover his comrades’ retreat. But it was probably just the excess painkillers in my system. They had really hit the spot. I was absolutely euphoric! 
 
      
 
    “There’s no way we’re leaving you behind!” Clown boomed. Cowgirl nodded in agreement. What the hell? Her smudged face looked captivating. What was the secret of her beauty? Soot and the blood of enemies were the best makeup for a lady! I cursed inwardly, then giggled. Why was I feeling so high? 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth, about to argue, but then shut it, realizing the futility. I sighed once more, raising the Peacemaker X to my temple. It was time for drastic measures. 
 
      
 
    The droids that suddenly appeared in the alleys were engulfed in explosions, scattering them in different directions. Dark blue silhouettes in heavy armor began to rain down from the sky, making me whistle with envy, even in this situation. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the cavalry’s here!” Clown remarked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “ATTENTION, COLONEL RATTLESNAKE SPEAKING!!! THIS AREA IS UNDER OUR CONTROL! I ORDER ALL UNITS TO PUT DOWN THEIR WEAPONS AND RETREAT! OTHERWISE, YOU WILL BE EXTERMINATED!!!” 
 
      
 
    The message echoed not only over the airwaves, but also through loudspeakers, the voice resounding far across the battlefield. Space troopers continued to descend from the sky. 
 
      
 
    “Ain’t I glad to see you folks,” I whispered and then passed out. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I OPENED MY eyes. “Hey there, Nobel. Did I end up dying after all?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Clown has dragged you here. And I’ve patched you up a bit,” Nobel blinked with his red eye. 
 
      
 
    “And my crew?” 
 
      
 
    “Clown and Cowgirl are somewhere around. The cadets will be back soon.” 
 
      
 
    I recalled the events of the last battle. 
 
      
 
    “They should’ve been back by now? Tag should’ve been with you for twelve hours already! The others weren’t far behind him!” 
 
      
 
    “Shit happens,” the doctor profoundly stated. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, smartass!” I began to get angry. “I’m happy you’ve picked up a bunch of phrases from me! But seriously, why are they only reviving now?” 
 
      
 
    “The system’s put them in a buffer,” Nobel shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “What freaking buffer?!! What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “It happens sometimes. Sometimes the Universe itself acts up, but very rarely. Most of the time it’s either the work of the body’s owner or an organization with rights to that Consciousness.” 
 
      
 
    “The army?” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite…” 
 
      
 
    “Bunco, that bastard?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, him,” Nobel sighed. 
 
      
 
    “And where is that jerk now?” 
 
      
 
    “Gone,” Nobel shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “How the hell did he just vanish?” I was stunned. “Where did he go? Who let him?” 
 
      
 
    “No one knows.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t an Experimentation Camp, it's a nuthouse,” I protested. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” the doc agreed. “Colonel Rattlesnake said pretty much the same thing!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Where is she?” 
 
      
 
    “She asked me to let her know when you woke up.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you informed her?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I’m telling you now. Should I let her know?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait until Tag comes around. His granny’s quite fierce; I don’t want to be in the line of fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you’ve stirred up quite a storm!” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean to! They… those damned bastards…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard,” Nobel laughed. “Flan visited earlier. As he said, to ‘take a look at the guy who’d burned our semiannual budget’.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it…” 
 
      
 
    “You guys really did destroy half of the Research Camp’s annual budget when you consider the cost of the equipment destroyed in the battle.” 
 
      
 
    “And I'm not even ashamed! What about… them?” I was gleeful for a moment, then paused and looked pitifully at Nobel. “What are the implications for me personally?” 
 
      
 
    “None!” Nobel burst out laughing. “Relax! Bunco has somehow orchestrated all of this. He’ll be the one to answer for it. If they manage to find him, that is…” 
 
      
 
    I exhaled in relief. One after the other, three beeps sounded, signifying that three Consciousnesses had returned to their bodies. 
 
      
 
    “Get them out of there, ASAP!” Tag jerked up in the ‘sarcophagus’. 
 
      
 
    “A freaking ninja!!!” Frizzle came to. 
 
      
 
    “You scum!” Catt also joined us. 
 
      
 
    “My puppies,” a proud tear rolled from my eye. I raised my voice. “Calm down, punks!!! Daddy’s sorted everything out!” 
 
      
 
    Three pairs of eyes stared back at me. Consciousness returned to them slowly, and the trio began to chatter all at once. 
 
      
 
    “Did we win?” 
 
      
 
    “Is Cowgirl alive?” 
 
      
 
    “Is everything alright?” 
 
      
 
    I quickly jumped out of the “sarcophagus” and sat on the edge. 
 
      
 
    “We won. Cowgirl’s alive. Everything's just great!” 
 
      
 
    The cadets relaxed and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Tag! Granny’s here! Are you happy?” 
 
      
 
    Tag tried to close the “sarcophagus” lid again. I jumped up and grabbed the lid, preventing it from shutting. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! What’s the matter? Not happy?” 
 
      
 
    “Very happy,” Tag responded. 
 
      
 
    “Then come on out and let’s meet her!” I extended my hand to him. 
 
      
 
    “Can I just lie here? You go ahead and introduce yourselves. Oh, goodness gracious!” he said in a fading voice. “I don’t feel so good. It’s hard to breathe, and there’s pressure in my chest.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re fine,” Nobel stated, pausing for a moment to check the medical indicators. “You’re just having a panic attack!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Tag exclaimed, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “You chickened out, that’s what!” I laughed. “Come on out now!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a bit nervous, chief…” 
 
      
 
    “I am too, but what are we going to do now?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s hide!” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on, Tag!” I said sternly. “It’s not funny anymore. Get out!” 
 
      
 
    “I'm not laughing,” Tag pointed out, but he eventually crawled out of the “sarcophagus.” 
 
      
 
    Clown peeked into the med bay, saw that everyone was ready, and stepped aside, letting Cowgirl in. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, survivors!” he bellowed. Cowgirl gave a shy smile. 
 
      
 
    “Seen Rattlesnake?” I immediately got to the point. 
 
      
 
    “Nope… I’m getting nervous,” Clown admitted, getting serious. 
 
      
 
    I facepalmed. What was with him now? 
 
      
 
    “Is there anyone here who's not nervous about meeting the colonel?” I surveyed my team. 
 
      
 
    Cowgirl grinned wider and raised her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Look!” I pointed at her. “Cowgirl's not nervous! Be like Cowgirl!” 
 
      
 
    The blonde smiled serenely, the cadets and Clown kept silent, and Nobel was in stitches. 
 
      
 
    “By the way, I informed the colonel that you’ve woken up,” Nobel managed to say through his laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Great, just great…” Tag mumbled, glancing at his “sarcophagus.” I shook a fist at him. 
 
      
 
    Sergeant RB13.A3.130013 (“Elijah”), report immediately with your Group to the Experimentation Camp Director’s office. Countdown to penalty accrual… 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go. No point delaying the inevitable…” 
 
      
 
    And off we went. 
 
      
 
    “May I?” I cautiously peeked into Flan’s office. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, our hero! Please, come in!” said the ever-upbeat Professor Flan. 
 
      
 
    I nudged Tag, pushing him forward. The first thing that caught my eye were the two massive space marines in dark blue power armor standing beside the door. Their awe-inspiring presence made me involuntarily lower my head. 
 
      
 
    “Hey there, you ragged bunch!” a female voice came from the depths of the office. 
 
      
 
    In a flash, I spotted the voice’s owner. Frankly, based on eyewitness accounts, I had pictured a six-foot termagant who snacked on babies for breakfast. And for lunch and dinner, too. Reality was as far from my imagination as it could only get. A diminutive young woman, weighing around a hundred and ten pounds by my estimation, sat sprawled in a professor’s chair, her slender legs in heavy uniform boots resting on the table. Dark hair, styled in a short bob, framed a pretty face with high cheekbones. She looked about twenty at most. That’s what I thought until our eyes met. Hers were brown and sparkled with irony right now, yet you instantly felt she had decades of experience. The total absence of the carefree attitude typical for younger women was conspicuous, too. 
 
      
 
    “And hello to you too, Taglet!” she grinned. I felt a tiny bit hurt; I had thought “Taglet” was my personal invention! 
 
      
 
    Tag blushed, turned pale, and blushed again. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, gra… Hello, Colonel!” he quickly corrected himself, continuing to change colors like Christmas lights. Did I spot a shade of green in the mix as well? 
 
      
 
    “So, what kind of mess have you all caused here?” 
 
      
 
    Everyone remained quiet, and after a while, it dawned on me that the question was primarily directed at me. I cleared my throat. 
 
      
 
    “Colonel, ma’am! I’m sorry, but I didn’t understand the question…” 
 
      
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Are you an idiot?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” I eagerly confirmed. The answer surprised even me, but it seemed to satisfy her. 
 
      
 
    “I thought so,” she nodded. “I’ll repeat slower. For idiots. What. Kind. Of. Mess. Have. You. All. Caused. Here.” 
 
      
 
    “Um… We’ve been set up…” I tried to compose myself. And for some reason added, “At least, that’s what I suspect…” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “You suspect? Tell me, sergeant, what should you do when you ‘suspect’ something?” 
 
      
 
    “Call 911?” Another stupid memory popped up in my head. 
 
      
 
    “You’re definitely an idiot!” Rattlesnake concluded. “When you ‘suspect’ something, sergeant, you should analyze the situation and act based on REAL data!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Yes… Makes sense.” I agreed. 
 
      
 
    The Colonel rolled her eyes even more. 
 
      
 
    “And these morons are the reason I executed a troop landing almost in line with C Class Military Conflict regulations?” 
 
      
 
    “Um… Was that a rhetorical question?” I cautiously inquired. 
 
      
 
    “At least you’ve figured that out! Well done!” 
 
      
 
    I stayed silent, not wanting to make things worse. 
 
      
 
    “Master Sergeant Reeves, why are you hiding there?” 
 
      
 
    I looked around in confusion, but then Clown suddenly spoke up. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, madam Colonel!” 
 
      
 
    “Clown? Seriously?” Rattlesnake burst into ringing laughter. Quite infectious. “And even a corporal?!! Reeves, I thought you passed that rank, what? Thirty years ago?” 
 
      
 
    “My apologies, madam Colonel!” 
 
      
 
    “You were sorry when you left your unit and ran off for a freaking Resurrection!” She suddenly grew angry. Her eyes shot daggers. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, madam Colonel!” Clown, with wide eyes, repeated. It seemed he was stuck on repeat. 
 
      
 
    She smiled again. How did she manage to switch between moods so swiftly? 
 
      
 
    “You’re a good soldier, Reeves! I’m glad I’ve found you. Would you like to come back?” It appeared that long deliberation wasn’t her style. 
 
      
 
    “More than anything in the world, Colonel, ma’am!” he barked out. 
 
      
 
    “You’re accepted. Welcome back to the Family, soldier!” Tears streamed from Clown’s eyes. I was astounded. It turned out even terminator cyborgs cried occasionally. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant Elijah!” she turned to me again. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Colonel!” I stood tall, holding my breath. 
 
      
 
    “My… ahem… dolt of a grandson,” she glanced at Tag, who had just stopped changing colors, but went technicolor again at her words, “spoke highly of you. But, as always, it seems he might have exaggerated a tad…” 
 
      
 
    I finally composed myself and even grew a little irritated. Why was I getting so jittery, like a schoolgirl on her first date? I was an officer, for Pete’s sake! Or had been one… Perhaps… 
 
      
 
    “Colonel, with all due respect, I appreciate your help. But if you personally find me disagreeable, I’ll deal with my issues on my own!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, look who's talking!” Rattlesnake raised an eyebrow. “I like this version of you better! Perhaps my grandson wasn’t that far off the mark after all!” 
 
      
 
    Looking at Tag was painful. He seemed on the verge of fainting. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve seen all our combat records! In my humble opinion, they speak for themselves!” I pressed on, sensing that the storm, if not averted, had at least slowed down a bit. 
 
      
 
    “If it wasn’t for those records, we wouldn’t be talking right now!” Rattlesnake continued with her smile. 
 
      
 
    I remained silent, waiting for her to go on. 
 
      
 
    “So here’s the deal, sergeant! You have two hours to get ready and join me on the ‘Punisher’. If you’re late, you’re left behind. Clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Does this apply to my entire team?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I also need Corporal Alex!” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that?” She turned to the professor. 
 
      
 
    “Out of the question!” Flan protested. “Corporal Alex belongs to the ‘Threat’ group, and I won’t let him go!” 
 
      
 
    Rattlesnake raised both eyebrows in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Really now?” 
 
      
 
    “Without Corporal Alex, I refuse to leave the planet!” I interjected. 
 
      
 
    “You refuse?” Rattlesnake seemed bewildered. Clearly, she wasn’t used to pushback. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” I defiantly continued. A slew of weird old memories began resurfacing. “He’s a key witness in a ‘Ndrangheta case! He knows about their safe house network! Uh… I mean, I vouch for him as I would for myself!” 
 
      
 
    Now she was the silent one, waiting for me to continue. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll owe you a biggie!” I threw in my trump card. 
 
      
 
    She burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Now, isn’t that an argument! Are you out of your mind, sergeant?! You already owe me big time! Anyway, fine… I’ll take this Corporal… what’s his name… Alex… too!” 
 
      
 
    “But…” Flan tried to object. 
 
      
 
    “I SAID, I’M TAKING HIM!” There was steel in her voice again. “Or we can revisit the conversation about Major Bunco and the mess you folks made here!” 
 
      
 
    “But…” 
 
      
 
    I wondered if I had looked quite as pathetic five minutes ago. 
 
      
 
    The Colonel turned toward me. 
 
      
 
    “You’re still here? You’ve got one hour and fifty-two minutes left, just so as you know!” She shot another glance at the distressed Flan. “Corporal Alex will fly with us! Dismissed!” 
 
      
 
    I spun around and walked away as quickly as I could, shoving everyone else ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    We returned to the barracks and began packing our humble belongings. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Master Sergeant Reeves, did you even remember why they kicked you out?” 
 
      
 
    “First and foremost, it’s not ‘Master Sergeant Reeves.’ It’s Corporal Clown! Got it?” Clown was dead serious. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! No need to growl!” I raised my hands in defense. “I got it. And second?” 
 
      
 
    “Second, I remembered,” Clown muttered irritably. “And third, they didn’t kick me out. I… kind of did it myself…” 
 
      
 
    “And how did that happen?” I stopped packing altogether, genuinely intrigued. Everyone around us was all ears, too. 
 
      
 
    “Fourth, that’s none of anybody’s business,” he raised his voice again. “Is that clear to everyone?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing! Clear as day! Chill! I get it and I… you know… accept it! Alright? If you want to share, you can. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Clown said, calming down. He took a deep breath and added, “Sorry, I really don’t want to talk about it right now. We’ll see how the team takes it.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” I said, finally at ease. “Tag, why didn’t you kiss the old lady when you met her?” 
 
      
 
    “Screw you…” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! Screw you, too. She seemed happy to see you, didn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “Screw you…” 
 
      
 
    “What’s with you today? Tag is malfunctioning, too! His response mechanism is stuck!” I feigned surprise. In reality, I was extremely nervous and was just trying to lighten the mood. 
 
      
 
    Someone tugged at my sleeve. I turned to see big a pair of blue eyes filled with tears. 
 
      
 
    “Elijah, my rifle’s broo-oken,” the last word stretched into sobs. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it’s all right!” I hugged her and awkwardly patted her head. “Don’t cry! We’ll buy you a new one!” 
 
      
 
    “Really? The same kind?” she looked up, her face still tear-streaked. 
 
      
 
    “Really!” I blurted out. “Even better! And we’ll paint it pink!” 
 
      
 
    The crying instantly stopped. Behind her, something fell to the floor with a thud—Catt had dropped his boots. Everyone but Cowgirl stared at me like I was an idiot. Clown tapped his cranium with his finger, indicating I was a few fries short of a happy meal. Cowgirl was beaming. 
 
      
 
    “A pink one?! Really? You mean it” 
 
      
 
    I chastised myself inwardly for speaking without thinking first. 
 
      
 
    “A pink one. Promise.” 
 
      
 
    She clapped her hands excitedly and went on to pack. 
 
      
 
    “Wow…” Frizzle said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “Tee hee… A pink one…” Catt mimicked me. 
 
      
 
    I shook my fist at them and continued shoving my stuff into the bag. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The planetary module exited the atmosphere. The Colonel and her entourage were on another ship, so the drop bay only housed my group. And Corporal Alex. Rattlesnake had kept her word. But this guy refused to answer any questions, citing fatigue, and quietly dozed in a corner. I occasionally shot angry glances at his bald head but decided to leave him alone for now. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Tag! I think I heard that Rattlesnake personally leads her regiment into battle! Am I mixing things up? Isn’t she a bit too small to be a space trooper?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s her everyday body,” Clown replied on Tag’s behalf. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a battle body, too. And another one for special occasions,” Tag confirmed reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    “No shit…” I marveled. “Is that even allowed?” 
 
      
 
    “It is, if you’re the president of a planet… Or a decorated space trooper colonel.” Tag continued to enlighten me. 
 
      
 
    “And what does she actually look like?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by ‘actually’?” Tag seemed puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Well, the body she was born in.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Tag shrugged. “I’ve never seen it.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm…” I was still taken aback by what I had heard when our ultimate destination appeared in the window—the escort cruiser Striker. 
 
      
 
    “DUM-DUM-DUH-DUM-DUH-DUH-DUM-DUH-DUH-DUM,” I pensively hummed a melody that I knew was called the Imperial March. 
 
      
 
    A massive ship with a wedge-like shape had a command tower on top, which housed the captain’s bridge. Atop the captain's bridge, the dome of a protective shield was visible. It felt as if TIE fighters would burst out of it with an unpleasant shriek any moment now. But no. I shook my head, dismissing the thought. Just my imagination… What the hell were TIE fighters, anyway? 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if Darth Vader will deign to greet us personally. Or will he send Imperial stormtroopers?” Alex no longer pretended to sleep; he was also keenly observing through the window. So, it wasn’t just me… 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to ask a question, but we suddenly entered the hangar. That sure was a quick landing. The door opened, and the ramp descended. 
 
      
 
    “Out! Move it!” 
 
      
 
    I cautiously peeked outside. There were four troopers in power armor. Thank goodness. We stepped out. 
 
      
 
    “Drop your bags here, line up over there!” I squinted, trying to read the legend above the figure’s head—Master Sergeant Punch. “Hurry up!” 
 
      
 
    We quickly formed a line. I wondered what was rustling beneath our feet? 
 
      
 
    “Reeves, you old rascal, we missed you!” A genuine smile blossomed on Punch’s round bald head. “I’ll soon see that ugly mug of yours again!” 
 
      
 
    The four paratroopers raised their rifles. That was when I realized we were standing on something like cellophane… What the… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Open your eyes already, Sergeant! I see you’ve come to!” 
 
      
 
    Déjà vu. I found myself in an immaculately clean room, encased in a “sarcophagus”—a model that differed from what I was familiar with. A striking woman in a white coat donned right over her bare form, leaned over me with an intent gaze. The neckline of her coat generously revealed her ample bosom. 
 
      
 
    “I see that you’re genuinely happy to see me,” she remarked with a playful smile, casting a glance towards my waist. 
 
      
 
    I followed her eyes and thought, “Well, hello there, old friend! Long time no see…” 
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