Travesty
Austin Aragon
	Аннотация
	Austin Aragon. TRAVESTY
	Author�s Note
	I
	PART I	II
	III
	IV
	V
	VI
	VII
	VIII
	SUMMER	IX
	X
	XI
	XII
	XIII
	XIV
	XV




	PART II	XVI
	XVII
	XVIII
	XIX
	FALL	XX
	XXI
	XXII
	XXIII
	XXIV
	XXV
	XXVI


	WINTER	XXVII
	XXVIII
	XXIX
	XXX
	XXXI
	XXXII


	SPRING	XXXIII
	XXXIV
	XXXV
	XXXVI
	XXXVII




	Copyright


Аннотация
Do you betray your country or your consciousness?
Stuck between capital punishment for desertion or condoning killing while possibly going insane from experimental field drugs, Peter Verum, a lifelong pacifist and patriot, must answer this question and end the battle in his mind when he receives draft summons to fight in the Sapian-Herculean war.
A prior Junior at college, Peter lives in a society run by a unitary global Party, where all citizens vote by using a phone app and tolerance is enforced to such an extreme that differing opinions can reversely land you in jail. But this is also a society that has been blessed with global peace, Peter�s generation marking a century free of war�until alien Herculeans invade a neighboring colonial planet, Nova Terra. Peter is quickly drafted like thousands of others to meet the threat, and now a year later, he has just returned back to Earth from his tour, but not in the usual way: secretly in fear for his life. Peter has survived something he wasn�t supposed to while deployed, and the information he has that the Party wants to remain a secret can cost him his life.
As the sole survivor that knows the truth behind a botched government cover up on Nova Terra, Peter wonders if anyone will ever believe him. The reason, he has skeletons in his own closet from deployment. But even more damning is his younger self following him around telling him to go back and fight till he dies, or that his only friend is a jealous cloud that encourages him to succumb back to a drug addiction that makes him homicidal. The Party doesn�t need much to prove Peter is clinically insane, but that crucial determination lies on one thing. How did Peter survive when everyone thought he was dead? And what really did happen on Nova Terra? Now as the only witness left Peter retells his story, where maybe along the way he will also figure out what patriotism really is, and what it truly means to be a citizen.
Rejected by agents and publishers alike for being too controversial, Travesty is brought to you by the author himself via Kindle.


Austin Aragon
TRAVESTY


Author�s Note

Writing is fun, getting paid for it is not. Or better said, it�s not easy whatsoever to make money off it, and more so it�s not really fun to turn a passion into a job. This book was rejected by numerous agents for being �too controversial in today�s subjective market.� Well I suspect the other side of that coin is that I am also a new author, but I do like to think that they only mean this current novel is too radical or touchy�not my writing! So with a dead end reached in traditional publishing, but a desire to show you, my dear reader, what I have been working on, I went to self-publishing. Will this book reach the audience I would have through traditional publishing? I don�t know. But if you want to make an aspiring author�s day, one free way you can help me reach my other potential readers is through word of mouth, and leaving a review when finished.
My final warning though, reader, is that this novel is controversial, and may very well rub you the wrong way. But would you rather read fluff, boring and unthoughtful tropes of genres you�ve read countless times before, or something that makes you think, heck, maybe even angry�I know I would. I have a philosophy: everything we do should be educational. What you read should leave you with something new to ponder, to research, to talk, and to hopefully even write about. Only this way is the cycle of literature truly completed, its future safeguarded.

I

�Is he there?� says Creon.
�Yes,� I say, peering out from behind the lawn chair at the fence line.
�I don�t see him.�
�Because you�re five.�
�So, you wanted to play!�
I raise my finger to my lips. �They�ll hear us, they�ve already started climbing over.� I turn to my side and grab the pistol. �Take this and get to the sniper�s nest.�
�Roger,� says Creon.
�It�s �yes, sir.� Did you even watch the movie?�
�Yes, sir,� says Creon, his face glowing red. He runs to the swing set and climbs up the metal pole with the plastic pistol in his mouth.
�Tengo! Ten oclock!�
Creon makes gun noises while climbing.
�You can�t shoot them with the gun in your mouth! You�ll just kill yourself!�
Creon glances back at me. He tries to grab the pistol while holding the pole tightly with his thighs, but falls. I try to rush over to him before he cries.
�What�s going on!� says Dad, poking his head out from the kitchen window.
Too late. Creon�s nose is bloody and he coughs up spit. The plastic pistol broken underneath his leg.
�Nothing!� I say. �He�s fine!� Snap barks and runs over, his hair hackling. I grab and stroke his fur to try and make him quiet while I whisper at Creon to shut up.
Dad rushes over to Creon, picking him up and cradling him in his arms. �You�re almost twelve, Peter. You need to behave like an older brother and act responsible when I say watch him.�
�We were just shooting the spies crawling over the fence again,� I say.
Creon buries his face inside Dad�s shirt as he walks back to the house. Dad hands him off to Mom and turns around. �Come here.� I walk over slowly to the porch. Dad drags the lawn chair back onto the porch and sits down. �Why do you guys play violently?�
�I don�t ever hurt him.�
�You may not directly, but this type of playing is centered on killing, why?�
I sit on the edge of the porch. What does he mean? It�s fake.
�Peter, it is already dangerous enough and out there��
�We�re just playing.�
�And it�s because of that new war movie, right?�
I look down at my dirt caked shoes.
�Right?�
�Yes.�
Dad sits up. �Hold on a sec.� He comes back with a book. �Ever heard of an obituary?�
�No.�
�It�s what people write about someone when they die.� He sits down on the edge next to me and places the book onto my lap. �These are obituaries about soldiers who died in the last war, almost a hundred years ago. Read them and tell me if war seems fun after it.�

I hear the small birds chirping�morning. Can I say they waked me when I don�t remember falling asleep: kept up all night from bad thoughts, or did I fall asleep very quickly and had bad dreams till I woke? I exhale, white mist rises into a huge puff above my face. Muscles rigid from the cold, I remain lying on the hard bench beneath my back. I always hated that the birds began singing before the sun really rose. It�s like a tease, talking about something that hasn�t happened yet, spoiling it for everyone else.
Chirp!�get the fuck up humans!
Why?
Because the sun is coming.
But it�s still dark out, lend me so more sleep, please.
Then you�ll miss it.
Some things are better that way.
I rise, aching into a sitting position. I try rubbing my numb hands together but the friction hurts them more. I grab my lighter with its ancient American flag painting on the side, flick the cap, and rotate the switch down with my thumb. Nothing happens�right, it�s broken. My ass hugs the frozen wooden beams of the bench as I look around. Eventually I find the pistol that has sunk into the dew glazed dirt by my feet. I grab it and place it inside my sweater.
The bench I am on rests atop a small hill, but high enough to see the roof tops of my old university about hundred meters away. All around the bench is beer cans, trash, and other items from parties and one night stands that have happened here since time immemorial, all covered in the morning frost and slipping away into the earth. Meters out each way are the endless green and brown and yellow vines of my hometown I never cared to learn the names of, but for some strange reason now, really wish I had. They form a natural fence around the top of the hill, which if not for a hiking path cutting in behind the bench, would create a circle. Mixed with the vine bushes are a higher wall of Fir and Maple that give a sanctuary feel to this clearing covered in trash.
I used to come here to think. The place perfect for the shade it gave during the heat. I look out at the brown shingled roofs of the college through a gap in the larger wall of trees�whether they had been cut down for this view or simply did not grow there, who knows. Sticking higher into the sky than the rest of the campus buildings and treetops is a white plastered bell tower, which always seemed out of place compared to the red brick everything on the East is built with.
I remember how if I really focused, I could make out the hands and guess the time from here. I lean forward and cup my palm around my eye, squinting to try and see the black hands on the clock.
�Yeah right, that was my kill!�
My eye is looking through a scope now. There�s a Herculean lying in the dirt. Red tracer rounds skip about it.
�Isaac!�
I drop my hand and fall back to the bench. I slap my face a few times and pull at my hair. A small brown bird lands on the ground before me. I pull out my pistol and aim. It pecks hellishly at the dirt for something.
�Bang.�
I follow the hiking path back to an avenue that connects the college to the nearby town Raleigh, and wait to flag a ride.
�Where to?� says the cabbie as I get in the back seat.
�In town, I need to go to the Law office of Mr. Reeves.�
The cabbie gives me a queer look as he drives�I keep forgetting I am hideous now. The side mirror confirms this: scars run along my fucked up face from that horrible burn. Now, why did they out of all places, leave my birthmark alone? There it is, surrounded by fresh pink skin on my chin, the birthmark that looks like a raindrop.
Next to the entrance sign that says welcome to Raleigh, is a new and bigger electric billboard that wasn�t here since my deployment. The board is trimmed with shimmering red, white, and blue stars. In the center of it is a crudely drawn portrayal of a Herculean beaten and bruised, lying on the ground with its pronged hands moving up and down over its frowning face. Its three tails usually connected to the rear of their heads severed off and limp before his knees. To the left of the Herculean are three humans: a young schoolboy, a woman in a dress suit, and a man with an engineer�s apron on, all holding flagstaffs with fluttering banners and speared on the bottom, poised in a motion of stabbing the Herculean. The flags carried by the staffs are one of the US, North Carolina, and the Party. Above the defeated Herculean it says: Which army are you in? Join the People�s Core. We saved Earth once, we�ll do it again.
Red brick buildings pass by through the tinted windows as we enter town, and the flags of America and the Party greet me at every street corner as the taxi nears Mr. Reeves� office. Maybe I should have been more specific with the email I sent him; I only titled it anomalously as the one who survived. Will he help me or turn me in? God, I should have just pulled the trigger. Well, at least though, if he turns me in, the Party will probably answer that earlier wish.
�Here�s your stop,� says the cabbie.
I hand him a wad of cash�the last of it actually, I�ll have no use for it soon�and exit the cab. I close the door and walk towards the steps of the legal office.
�Hands up! Get on the ground!�
I turn around to try and see who it is. The cop fires his Taser. My whole body shakes. I feel the pavement on my lips. My thighs become warm, wet�I pissed myself. Then my younger self appears before me wearing pajamas with palm trees on them, his chest covered in stained blood. He starts screaming and laughing at me for being a failure, for not succeeding as he warned me earlier. I lie soaked and stiff as additional cops arrive and cuff me. I feel a cold prick on my neck. �Yep, it�s Private Peter,� says an officer. �We have him,� reports another to his radio.
�Hold on right there!� says someone else.
I raise my head higher, and look through my younger self jeering to see an older man at the doorstep of the office I intended to visit.
�He came to me in good faith,� says Mr. Reeves.
�Do you know what this man did?� says one of the officers shocked.
�And anyway, I doubt he will be having a hearing once the whitetops get their hands on him,� says another.
�Exactly why I am coming,� says Mr. Reeves.

That night I am flown to a New Founding Fathers Department correction facility. I�m dumped into a cell. �Get out of your clothes,� says a Party Representative standing in the doorway.
�It�s fucking freezing.�
The side of my face explodes in pain as I fall against the brick wall for support. All I see is the white beret of the Party Rep on top of his head as I slide to the ground. I watch as he removes his bloodied glove and places it underneath his overcoat.
�Take them off.�
I strip naked. A hose is brought in and they spray me down with ice cold water. I slip and fall onto the ground biting my tongue by accident, and the blood from my face mixes with the water. A towel is thrown onto the wet floor before me.
�Like that will help now.�
Fuck!�I am flat on the cement amongst the soaked floor, cradling my hip. The Party Rep towers above, �Want another visit from my boot?�
I stay quiet. My younger self sits on the bunk laughing and pointing, swinging his legs back and forth to mimic the Party Rep. They leave and the door is closed. The cell�s window that is just out of arm�s reach left open, where the cold wind blows through never letting me fully dry. I uselessly wrap myself up inside the wet blanket.
�I told you! I told you!� says my younger self.
�Go away,� I whisper.
�Why Peter?� I say.
�Yeah, why?� says Peter.
�STOP!�
�I told you! I told you!�
�He�s right you know,� I say.
�Yeah, you fucked up,� says Peter.
�Big time,� you agree.
I crawl up against the corner of the wall on my bunk. �Just, just leave me alone.�
I hear the clanking of the cell door �another morning. �My god, what have they done to you?�
�What would you possibly expect?� I clench the blanket around my body tighter.
Mr. Reeves stares at me for a moment, then leans against the cell bars shaking his head. �It�s time to go to your evaluation.� He throws some fresh clothes on the cot.
I put a shirt on�what is he talking about?
�You are being mentally evaluated. I was able to argue in your favor that someone like you returning from your events, and having committed no heinous crime yet while here, is very possibly mentally damaged. Even insane from their tour they survived, and needs professional help before any indictment takes place.� He guessed me right. I must have given him an expression of agreement as he continues, �What happened, how did you even make it back over here, and your face?�
�If they let me talk, you�ll find out.�
�Oh, they will Peter. See, I believe they are just as curious at your arrival here as anyone else is. Part of the evaluation to determine your sanity is an oral recitation of your events on Nova Terra.�
Jesus, I don�t want to do that. It�s why I wanted to kill myself in the first place. But then again� I guess it�s what I�d have to do anyway in order to reveal my story. �Why are you helping me?�
�Is that not self-evident?�
�No, you don�t know me at all, or I you.�
�On the contrary, everyone in the states knows something about you.� He must be talking about my receiving of the Medal of Honor, before my downfall. �You were cherished as a model citizen, a hero of this country. Your believed death in the Kuplar campaign was made into a national day of mourning. Then, as of yesterday, you were labeled the most wanted terrorist of America, the greatest threat, for crimes coming out of nowhere. It doesn�t take a genius to see the conflicting situation here. There must be something else. Something they don�t want to be revealed.�
�Some of those accusations are true.�
His eyes widen, �Which?�
�The murders, the drug addictions, manslaughter of a fellow marine��
�Good God sir! Are you really what they claim?�
�I committed those crimes, but only because they made me. And this goes deeper than just obeying orders. They made me do them.�
�Ah, and I am guessing you are trying to reveal how they did that, and the higher-ups responsible for it? �
I nod. �But you know you�re just insuring your death too, talking like that, and trying to aid me.�
�They would never��
He has the right mind about it, thinking the Party is trying to hide something�a healthy suspicion that took me too long to gain myself�but he is still blind, ignorant to it all. �I will give you one last chance Mr. Reeves. My end is here, and it won�t be a happy one. Go back to your family, your friends, go finish living your life.�
�What could have possibly happened to you?�
�The truth.�
We walk down a hallway, through a nicer area of the facility covered with flowerpots and large windows, to the room where the psychologist awaits my evaluation. My footsteps move in rhythm with the fresh falling rain against the glass. My younger self appears again, cutting in and out of corridors to stare me down as we walk. He jumps out into the hallway and grabs the torso part of his pajamas stained in blood, and shakes it at me. �Why are you doing this? Why Peter! I said not to tell. I said to go back and fight! Go back and be brave so I can become someone. Why are you so selfish! You�re a coward, a coward that would rather let little children like me die, than try and defend them and your country like a hero!�
Deep breath Peter, nice and slow, you got�a baton nudges my back. I open my eyes, and take the next step breaking through the phantom.
Mr. Reeves pauses before a door. �Okay, I need you to go into that room and recite everything that happened on Nova Terra to the Psychologist. Being truthful will be the only way I can help you out the most successfully.�
�What happens if I am proven insane?�
�The punishment brought against you will be tremendously reduced. But you also wouldn�t have the opportunity to fight them in court. You�ll spend the rest of your life in a military clinical ward on probation.�
Jesus. They have already taken away so much from me� and to think they can still lock me up for the rest of my life too, and that�s if things go well. But also, I have to prove I am not insane if I really want to reveal my story�the whole reason why I came back here. But then again, they will no doubt defeat me publicly, where I will end up with capital punishment as the consequence. I�d be sane to try and plead insanity, and insane to try and prove sanity. Fuck, what have I gotten myself into? I should have just pulled the trigger. My ugly scarred hand begins its awful twitch, and the darkness creeps into my peripheral�I can�t see! I am falling!
Mr. Reeves shakes my arm and I�m brought back into reality. I place my hand inside my pocket till it calms down, feeling my antique lighter�Mr. Reeves must have gotten it back and placed it inside this morning. I have to try, for him, he would have. Mr. Reeves opens the door, and lets me into the office with a poorly attempted smile.
I take a seat on a comfy papasan chair before the Psychologist and his desk. In the corner sit�s a Civil Commissar of the Party, his white beret with a blue gold trimmed star positioned perfectly in the center, and his eyes perfectly focused on me. Mr. Reeves sits in the back and informs us to act as if he isn�t there. The Commissar waves off the guards who escorted us, and the door is closed. I look out the window, watching the raindrops smack against the glass and slide down in their swirly trails while the Psychologist rearranges himself.
Finally he speaks. �Tell me why you are here Peter,� he says while shuffling a last batch of papers�no doubt all the bios on other veteran nut jobs like me. He places the pile into a cabinet door and slides it shut.
�You already know that.�
�Yes. Your attorney has pleaded a most convincing case to have you evaluated first. But this course of action services both of the involved parties actually. Otherwise we would have glossed it over and have been done with you already. So to the point of this visit. The big story we want to hear from you. The story we all want to know. Tell me why you are here. Tell me the story from your point of view.�
�Where do I start? The part you already know. Or the part the Party doesn�t want you to know?�
The Commissar places his hand under his dark overcoat and onto his hip, then leans forward. Ignorant of his actions, the Psychologist sighs. �No, let�s not start there quite yet. While we will hear about the,� he pauses for a moment, �controversial aspects of your tour, I want to begin somewhere else.�
�Such as?�
�Well I am sure you know you are a special case from the Herculean War��
�Because Buzz stopped being effective on me?� my voice cracks, my hands shake into fists, their temperature rising, �and that I want to get back at the fuckers for what they made me do? So what if I�m a defec��
�No,� he says harshly. �A defect would have been someone who was never fazed by field stimulants, which is considered impossible. You, on the other hand, somehow built a resistance.�
Blah, blah, blah. Great, they just want to figure out why their drugs failed on me. AbsconDX�god I can�t believe I campaigned for them once�is probably facing death threats from the Party for their drug�s failure too.
There�s a coy look on his face, then it�s gone. �However, I digress. We are not here for that. Now, back to the reason of our visit, your point of view of the entire events during the Herculean War leading up to your believed death, and return here. By reciting these events, we can begin to find a way to determine if you are mentally sane, and solve the most perplexing mystery of your survival�
�Where do you want me to start?�
�How about� when you first went solarside. Yeah, let�s start at the beginning of it all.�
Great, Mr. Reeves wasn�t lying. Are they trying to write a book about me or something?
�Come on Peter, let�s relive every part, and don�t dare hold anything back. I am in the mood of an entertaining story.� He leans back in his chair and taps his knuckles against the table. �Look at it this way; beyond the grave implications of punishment you are obviously facing, this is your last real chance to get it all out.�
I cough. Even though I knew this, the words still hit me like a bullet. Christ, after this, there was nothing. Either lethal injection or being locked up into an asylum for the rest of my life�what would be worse? The rain drops falls heavier against the window�or at least they feel like they do. Mr. Reeves adjusts his chair and it squeaks against the laminate. The Commissar takes a dragged out, annoying, sip of his coffee. Dread tries to knock on my door one more time.
Fuck it. I�m here aren�t I?
I take a deep breath�

PART I


2112 AD, United Nations International Military
Traversing through Arc space lane, Infinity
To reach the Dolus system, and liberate Nova Terra
From Herculean invasion force

II

I drag my hand from her shoulder down to her hip. My phone�s vibrating alarm tells me I have to get ready. I move slowly and quietly out of the sheets. She raises her head, blowing the hair out of her face with a croaked yawn. �I�m just gonna get ready,� I say. She face plants the pillow again. I look at the phone: 5:40 AM. I could spend a few more hours in bed. But I have to study�why I am up early today. I put on some clothes, and look over at her. The blanket barely reaches halfway over her ass, and I get the pleasure of seeing her sleek back and sides of her breasts squishing to the sides.
I walk past her to the bathroom. She isn�t the hottest girl here, but neither am I a stunning guy. I look back one last time as I close the door. I hate objecting woman like this. It�s shallow and dehumanizing. In a university full of young bright and aspiring minds, I could easily get into an impassioned conversation with any of them, and learn to appreciate their true beauty: their mind. Especially, where at this point in life, would develop far beyond their finished figures into what actually mattered when searching for a partner. Not the sexual desire of their body that is only a fleeting encounter.
I don�t have much time before group study so I�ll have to multitask again. I sit down on the toilet, but do not raise the lid. I open my backpack and grab the text book, Comparative Party�s, and unzip my pants. I begin imagining last night�all of my past encounters�while I read the text to review for midterms.
The New Founding Fathers Party, commonly abbreviated to NFFP, is the ruling American party of today�s government since 2013. This party, like almost all unitary party systems in modern first world countries, is an offshoot of the Global Founding Fathers.

I take out my phone and open the app to the pornography site I frequent.
The Global Founding Fathers Party was created as a response to the horrific stalemate in the Terrible War that began in 2009. This stalemate that lasted four years caused nearly a quarter of Earth�s population to die due to starvation and lack of common necessities that were previously allocated through free trade, but diminished as the warzone grew to a global scale and embargos were emplaced to try and collapse the opposing nation�s economies. In a desire to end the self-destruction of Earth�s old hegemonic system at brutal total war, they formed a global revolutionary military separate from any warring state, and which was unified on one ideology: peace. They then began the seeds of revolution simultaneously in all the warring capitals of Earth. 
This revolutionary militia was commonly referred to as the People�s Army, or Freedom Core. Their strategy was to raise the populaces will to revolt against their current leaders that were determined on perpetual war, and begin the goal of creating a unified world with permanent global peace. We call these pre-Party governments and their members Traditionalists. (Author�s Note): This book or the writers do not support or encourage Traditionalism in any form, and only reference them for academic purposes. Traditionalist thought or activity as you know is illegal for their grave crimes against humanity.

I switch back to my phone. But when I am closest to finishing I turn it off, and pull out a picture of a girl, probably in her twenties. I don�t know her, but it�s as if I did. She is in a white dress, moderately covered�ready for church even. No sign of indecency or behavior a father would glow red at. Her hair brown and tied into a French braid that drapes her left�or it would be her right�shoulder. Just beautiful in being there. Not trying to solicit something, or imposing a superficial image upon me. Innocent and perfect in who she is, in what she is. It�s her I always finish too. Something about her I wished I had, not selfishly, or enviously, only longingly. Something all these girls I meet here don�t have, but also something I know I couldn�t give them even if they did.
KNOCK KNOCK
�Peter, you done yet? Girls have to get ready too.�
My phone and photo fly out of my hand, alongside any hopes.
�Yeah, sorry, I was studying too.�
Thankfully, I had already dressed up and created the scene of flossing while reading my textbook over the sink as she bursts in, half naked above the hip still. I stare at her as she turns the shower head on�maybe she would let me finish with those. She gets in the shower, �Take your time.�
I look at my phone. �Sorry, I got to get going for midterms. I�ll text you latter?�
�Yeah, I may be free this weekend.�
�Great. See you then.�
I reach my dorm, finish my previous business, and sit down on my bed as I prepare for the day. My roommate, Isaac, lies nestled in a rat�s nest of blankets and clothing on the opposite side of the room. �Unity, Defense, Revolution�� blares my phone�s wake up alarm again�shit, I forgot to turn off my normal alarm last night.
�Shut up,� moans Isaac. I tap the clock symbol turning it off, and begin the delicate process of lacing my shoes and grabbing the rest of today�s text books and supplies. Isaac looks over from his bed with a face of disbelief. �You�re already up? Fuck would you let it stay on asshole, tryin� sleep.� He disappears back into his fort of pillows.
�Sleeping is a waste of life, should stop wasting yours.�
�Should stop being such a little bitch,� he mutters underneath his pillow.
I grab my stuff and leave for the door. Isaac calls. �Hey, I need your notes for Comparative Party�s.�
�Again?�
�Yes again. Don�t play dumb, we talked about it a thousand times. It�s the class� midterm tomorrow. I�ll buy your pizza or something tonight if you let me.�
�And breakfast.� I am out the door before he can reply.
After group study and a few hours of listening to my Professors warn us of the severity of passing midterms, the school day finally ends. I hit my dorm quickly to get ready for the night. I drab a blazer, and wash my face in the sink. I look into the mirror while I dry off� still scrawny, my nose peeling from my last Junior Mock Congress that was held in an outside auditorium�an obvious sign that I don�t go outside that much�and my shoulders are just bone. Then that birthmark I have, the one on the bottom left side of my chin that Isaac jokes looks like a pot leaf. Overall, it�s had an equal amount of girls sayings it�s cute, or ugly.

�One hour till Dolus System,� announces the ship intercom.
I keep my eyes closed. It�s just a nightmare.
Someone close talks. �Christ man, we�re it. We�re it. We�re gonna land first. We�re gonna die first.�
�Have faith brothers! Believe in the Cause!�
I doze in and out, hearing more than the talking now: other muffled sounds that scare me�noises I don�t want to accept as real�then it all disappears.

I spot Isaac�s curly wild hair, flopping about first before the rest of him appears as he moves through a crowd in the hallway. I catch up and we walk out the main entrance of the college, along a red brick pathway underneath a wooden terrace covered in vine and surrounded by Devilwood on each side. We reach the parking lot and I pause in the middle of it, rubbing my fingers through my hair. God, this migraine. I take out my painkiller bottle, pop a few pills into my hand, and swallow them.
�You�re addicted, bud,� says Isaac.
I place the bottle inside my pocket. �How many times are you going to tell me that?�
�Every time you take them. You go through a bottle a week.�
�Because my head fucking hurts, dude. Get off my case.�
�Maybe if you smoked some weed.�
�Shut up. Can�t believe you�re telling me my painkillers are worse when you blaze it all the time.�
�It�s natural.�
�So is dying, doesn�t mean it�s good for you.�
We reach my car, a bright red mustang from the sixties, its bulky shape standing out from the slicker modern cars in the parking lot.
�Alrighty, why hell-o Wang-Stang,� says Isaac.
I get into the driver�s seat. Isaac opens the passenger side and his feet crunch around in all the trash. �Do you live in here too? Clean it out, it wouldn�t kill you.�
I go to lower my window visor to block the sun. Hmm, I already used his mom quite a bit this week as a comeback, what should I go for next�something black falls out and lands onto my lap�NO! I can�t move. A black stuffed owl lies across my lap. I feel my eyes cry, but I have already retreated within myself to try and escape, it�s as if I am watching someone else panic.
Isaac grabs it quickly and runs outside. He comes back out of breath, �It�s gone. I am so sorry. What asshole would do that to you?�
I can�t fucking breathe! Isaac hands me an asthma inhaler in the glove box. I suck in and breathe out till my hands stop trembling. �It, it, wasn�t��
�No bud, I can�t believe you would think that. I may hate you, but I�m your best friend.�
I look over, he gives me a smile.
�I don�t know who would then.� I turn up the radio to forget and we exit out onto the route. I won�t let it ruin my day. Just fuck the guy who thought that would be funny, probably one of the guys from Speech trying to be clever. We enter downtown as I lazily rest my foot on the gas.
�Not this guy again,� says Isaac.
I realize he means the talk show host on the radio. �He�s pretty informative.�
�He�s a Party bitch.�
�You think anyone patriotic is.�
�There�s a difference between loving your country, and loving to declare it�s better than anything else.�
�And what�s wrong if our country is better?�
�It just makes you an asshole going around and stuffing it down people�s throats.�
�What would you rather have? Us apologizing for everything like we did back then? That�s what was wrong with the Traditionalists, they were leading the strongest country then, us, but were apologizing to everyone as they handed out their gifts. Who says sorry when they�re giving something away for free? That mentality caused the war. The gift barer shouldn�t be forced to place the receipt inside the bag.�
�Just because it�s a gift doesn�t mean it�s wanted.�
�A white elephant gift is still better than nothing.�
�Alright, alright, Commissar.�
I shake my head, �What did you hear about tonight?�
�Third Street is having a band,� says Isaac, �But let�s do the whole route like normal to check it all out ourselves.�
I pull over by a convenience store, parking under the shade of a solar panel placed on top of an old gasoline service island. �Oh yeah,� says Isaac, �I forgot this thing burns dinosaurs still. When are you going to get a normal car?�
�Not for a while. Being the last hybrid model is something to be proud of owning, it adds an extra zero to the price tag if I were to sell it.�
As I go in to buy a gas canister I notice a homeless man by the door. I come out with the canister and a deli sandwich. �Here, sir.� I offer him the sandwich.
�Thanks kid.� He grabs the sandwich and places it into his stuffed backpack, �Got any money though? Trying to get to the town over.�
�Sorry I don�t sir.�
�You just came out of the store, I know you have change.�
�I can buy you the ticket if you want.�
�Please, just some money.�
I leave back to the car. Isaac sits on the hood, pulling out a tin box of pre-rolled white papers labeled Ancient on the side. �What was that about?�
�Gave him some food.�
�Yeah but he kept pestering you.�
�Wanted money.�
�Don�t we all?�
�He was trying to get drugs.�
�How do you know?�
I twist open the gas cap and bring the nozzle to the port to fill the tank. �When I did AmeriCore during our civic year before college, I helped do homeless aid and prevention in Chicago. With all the Party centers and free necessities wage you can get for food and rent, the only reason you�d be on the street is if you were discontinued from it, which was almost always by drugs.�
�How do you reckon he was part of the norm?�
�Wanted money for this or that, I offered to get him the real thing, wouldn�t accept it.�
Isaac examines one of his ancients, licking the side where the paper folds over itself to secure the seam from letting any tobacco fall out. �How come I�ve never seen you do this before?�
�I don�t go looking for them; only get them food if they happen to be where I�m at.�
I finish filling up the tank. Isaac holds the ancient in his mouth and grabs his lighter out of his pocket. He pauses to stare at the lighter while flicking the cap open. He loves that thing. Beyond the fact he is one of few people that still smoked rolled tobacco and cannabis, he also had a unique lighter. A square metal lighter painted over with the first US flag and its thirteen original colonies. From afar, it looks patriotically complicit. But under closer inspection, one could see that the red and white stripes carry a quote, something a Party Rep would apprehend immediately if they ever read it: We are orphans of the American Dream. And where the stanza ends is where the lighter top starts. The Dream bursting up in flames every time he flicks the cap open. He calls it Poetic Justice. I call it trying too hard to be hipster.
�Admiring it again?� he says.
�What? Oh, yeah. It�s alright.�
�Bullshit. You know it�s sick.�
�I wouldn�t go that far. But I�d be okay with owning it.�
�Over my dead body, bud.�
We get back into the car and on our way.
�How old is this relic? I don�t think I�ve ever asked,� says Isaac.
�Two thousand sixty-six.�
Isaac takes a drag of his ancient. �Jesus that�s old,� and another, �must have cost you a fortune.�
�It�s still younger than your smoking style,� I say. He blows a puff into my face. I flip him off as I wave it away. �And not too bad. I got a good deal from my uncle, just all of my high school savings.�
We exit the lot and are back onto the route. �Want a hit?� Isaac offers, holding his ancient out, �I laced it with weed, or are you still missy good shoes?�
�No, you�re not going to convince me. You know it�s bad.�
�Nag, nag, nag. Oh look,� Isaac points his ancient at the first bar we pass, Stout Brothers, �they look pretty packed already.�
�We could maybe start there.� We keep driving down the route. Other classic cars, some older than mine, pass us by. �I was thinking of entering the Wang-Stang into the car show some time, you know, the one where all the hotrods drive slowly down this route for fun.�
�What�s first place?�
�Twenty grand.�
Isaac whistles. �Damn.�
We pass a few more bars, and then the route takes us out towards a local state park. As we enter the park border and the buildings turn into trees, a newly placed sign stands on the left in a clearing. On the board is the flag of the Party flapping behind construction workers in yellow helmets. In big black letters above the flag it says: YOUR PARTY AT WORK: FURTURE DEVELOPMENT SITE.
�Is your presentation done?� I say, already knowing the answer.
�Kinda, gonna BS it like usual, and I know you�ve been done for years, kiss ass.�
�Just because I am into politics and global issues, doesn�t mean you have to feel inferior or jealous.�
�Were you just practicing your pick up line on me for tonight? Because I am soaking in between the thighs right now.�
�What�s your topic about? Citizens who don�t know anything? Because you aced that one.�
�Actually fucker, I changed it.�
Interesting, considering his previous assignment was his most thought out one this semester, which was him pausing at the door to a library to begin preliminary research, before deciding he would just bullshit the whole thing�and he always liked to remind me being high out of his mind had nothing to do with it. �Do tell.�
�It�s how the banished states are actually more free, better off than us.�
What a ludicrous idea. �You can�t be serious?�
�What�s wrong, Party Boy? Are you upset that there may be differing views of success and happiness than what we are spoon fed?�
�Let�s just try to entertain your stance then. First of all, they are the last third world countries in the world. That�s because they are barred from the United Nations for what they did during the Terrible War. So even if they liked being separate from the rest of us, they are still woefully behind.�
�True, but here�s the difference. The thing people don�t look at, that the UN doesn�t want people to see. They are beginning to redevelop. Improve themselves, without any international help. And they are all democratic! Do you even remember when our country used to be that?�
�We still are��
�Oh my fucking god Peter, don�t call me crazy if you�re going to be dense yourself. You know very well we are not. The occasional opinion pulls we have, are just that, us telling our Parents what our opinion is. It may give them a better outlook, but it doesn�t change their decisions. The Party got rid of the last of it when they took over.� He begins talking like a robot reading a textbook, �Because democracy causes us to be too divided, a non-unified people that did not act correctly or logically, starting wars.�
�Alright, yeah, we live under a different system, but surely you can�t disagree that this system isn�t better. Look at what it�s done for all of us. I mean, c�mon, there is global peace now. That has only been a concept till recently in our history.�
�All I am saying is, sure we have free things, like college for all, and the world is at peace too, but at what cost did we take to get there?�
�Your presentation will be very interesting. Just be careful how off base you get though, don�t want a Party Rep docking you.�
�The cost is freedom as we can see.�
�What, you mean the freedom to go make poor decisions and fuck up our world more? No thanks, I don�t want that type of free will. I am proud of what we have, what the Party has done. It�s given us freedom from those evils now. Freedom from war, freedom from scarcity��
Isaac cuts me off, �Okay, okay, I know the Creed and shit too.�
We drive on the route going deeper into the state park, eventually approaching a turnoff on the road where I pull over. I realized I�ve never showed him this little place.
�What�s up?� says Isaac.
I turn the car off and open my door. �Come on, check this out.�
We walk down a little trail through blackberry bushes that enter into a meadow. �See those roses growing all crazy over there.� I point out the patches of them.
�Yeah, they�re pretty and shit, so what?�
�They weren�t there till my freshmen year. A floral truck crashed a while back, and I guess the seeds flew out into the meadow, where the roses grew the next spring.�
Isaac starts on his next ancient. �Why do you know this?�
�Serena and me had sex over there our first time.�
�That�s a weird name for a boy.�
I have to grin. �Shut up. Anyway, she told me about the roses as we came out here.�
�She�s single now, right? I could use that story when I take her out here.�
I push him down, and we get back on our way to the car.
The route finishes going through the park and takes us through the other side of downtown. It�s nearing the evening and the bars are picking up. We plan out which ones we�ll hit as the route reconnects, forming into one big circle. It�s our circle. The place we call home. Where we spend our weekends drinking, our afternoons cruising and trying to pick up girls, and our free time talking in the car while I drove, about whatever was important to us at the time.

III

Today is the last day of midterms at North Carolina State University. It�s the end of the afternoon as I walk down my usual hallway to my favorite class�but I can�t fight off this anxiety. Remain optimistic, you are going to pass and graduate from Junior year, you just know it. And after that, from there, you only have one year left before that BA in Global Studies and having earned a diploma of achievement.
�One hour to Sol System,� says the intercom.
I feel a bump against my arm and I realize my eyes are closed. I open them and look over, it�s Isaac, but he�s dressed like a marine, between his legs he cradles a black rifle. He hands me a piece of paper and a pen with a word written on it. My eyes really open and the sleep leaves them as they are replaced with my surroundings: the noise and rumble of marines around me preparing, Party Representatives in their field fatigues routinely hobbling down the rows to give us encouragement, followed next by some chaplain to give god�s word, and the occasional turbulence that tosses the ship. Here we are, all of us drafts squished into this space carrier, sweating in fear for our lives, trying hard to remain brave by shouting the Creed and Morals to each other, trying to act strong before our first battle.
Wait, one hour? Christ, then we actually begin our war. Will we survive the atmosphere battle and landing phase onto the planet? Then what? Will I die? How long will I make it? I can�t even imagine returning home� I am so far away, isolated. Oh god, how bad will it hurt if I�m shot?
Meal containers are handed down the rows of seated marines. We all pass. My stomach is in knots. One marine throws up, his puke floats in the zero gravity hull as others next to him try to bag it so it doesn�t spread. �We�re going to die,� someone moans.
I nod to Isaac, and look at the paper he handed me. The first word says Fuck. My lips break into a tense grin. That�s Isaac, wanting to start something like this silly poem game in inappropriate times. Well, let�s see then I guess, I have to write a new line off the letters of his last word.
Fast undertakings cause karma,
I give him back the paper, and lay my head against the hard plastic seat I am buckled in, and view the netting holding supplies above me. My headache grows, and soon it�s throbbing relentlessly. God, how I wish I had some painkillers. Deep breath Peter, whatever you do, don�t focus on that fucking horrible headache you have growing. I gaze back at the supplies in the netting above me. A blue combat helmet, with the white bold abbreviation UN, gazes back at me through the mesh. I�ll do the Creed, everyone does the Creed, the Creed helps.
Deep breath.
First, no man is as strong or capable as they can be when not part of the whole.
Deep breath.
Second, find strength in the whole. This is my community of brothers and sisters.
Deep breath.
Third, never let the revolution die. Fight valorously for the ideals created by the Fathers.
I cough on the next breath. Ah god, this headache! I lower my head into my hands. Concentrate.
Those ideals are: unity, defense of social morals, and the continued fight against the ever encroaching evils of discontent and dissidence.
Now the reason the Herculeans are my enemy. Earth is a unity of humanity. The Herculeans clearly threaten that with their massacre of fellow humans.
Deep breath�but I can�t breathe. My lunges feel like two boulders sinking into a lake. Breathing only gets harder, the pain in my head sharper. I stop to suck in oxygen for a while. I will have to finish the Creed some other time. I rub my temples to try and alleviate the migraine, but my heart still races. Reciting the values are not enough to ease this tension. I close my eyes to dream, to a better place.

It�s my last midterm today as I prance down the hallway to the classroom. And as if fate, my last midterm is also my favorite class, Peace and Conflict Resolutions. It has become my favorite class so much it has actually convinced me to switch majors to Global Studies. One day I�ll work for the United Nations, this class has shown me that. From there, I�ll aid in the continual effort to disarm the weapon stockpiles of countries after the Terrible War, ending the last reminder of humanity�s final conflict, and truly solidifying global peace that the Fathers have worked tirelessly to create. After all, they always said it is my generation that would succeed in doing it, for we are the Pure Generation, the Golden Youth.
I pause before the door to my class taking out my painkiller bottle, and pop a few. I enter the class and that aura of serenity from the joy of learning fills my presence. Sitting right before me is Professor Mr. Martin behind his desk, waiting in anticipation upon hearing our presentations, whether he is genuinely excited or nervous about the reaching the graduation quota, I don�t know.
�Afternoon, Peter,� says Mr. Martin with a smile, easing the wrinkles in his face, �I look forward to yours.�
I take my seat at the front of the class, �Nervous but ready, sir.�
�One more thing,� he leans forward over his desk towards me. �I�ve noticed you�ve shown interest in my area by switching to Global Studies. As you can imagine, this curriculum also now includes our sister star systems. You could quite possibly, with such good grades, go abroad to a whole other planet, such as the capital planet of the Dolus System, Nova Terra. It would be the first program of its nature being presented by our Federal government.�
Damn, what should I say? I mean, educators have the authority to position us into internships and jobs they feel would best suit society�without any regard to the our opinion of course. So he�s suggesting, though indirectly, that I show interest, but more importantly agreement to his comment. All in all, I guess I should be humbled, he thinks I am good enough to work abroad. �That would indeed be a terrific opportunity. However, I would much enjoy learning more here on Earth, before traveling to a whole new planet for intern opportunities.�
�Of course, I get ahead of myself. You still technically have two semesters left after this before you achieve a BA,� says Mr. Martin, �You are just one of those very promising students.�
The bell rings and a law officer enters leaning against the wall near the door, and waits for our presentations with little interest. Such a shame they have to resort to this, if kids only studied adequately for midterms there wouldn�t be so many nut jobs shooting up the campuses after their poor evaluations.

The ship shudders from hyperspace travel jerking my head. �Fuck�s sake, Private!� shouts Sergeant Blake, �Secure your equipment!� I rub my neck from the whiplash and realize my XM-10 has bolted loose from its holster in between our packed seats, and hovers lazily in the air. My bandolier has also slid out, spinning before the face of the marine next to me. I retrieve the bandolier, and wrap it around my rifle barrel as I lock it back into place on the side of my seat.
The cold black figure of its metal barrel sucks the heat from my fingertips. I used to be against guns, I was even a member of the Freedom of Arms club on campus. But now I can take apart and reassemble this rifle with my eyes closed�and I know it can do the same to me. And now it talks to me. At first I couldn�t understand the language, until I realized it only mimics its master.
I can hear the gun repeating the Drill Instructor during demonstration. �This rifle, your life, is called the XM-10 ATAC�Adaptable to All Conditions. Black is its industry color, and as you can see here, a large butt stock to reduce kickback and to allow you to rest your cheek on while aiming. A top mounted hand bar for easy carry. Shock and weather resistant. Integrated scope above the hand rail. Lightweight. And universal ammunition for all of the XM variants; an LMG and Sniper can use my magazine if need be, and vice versa because all weapons share the same rifling blueprints. And like these rifles are the same in their one role: kill, every one of you will become a copy of the next in killing capabilities, so help me God.�
I was never part of a frat in college. The Marines fixed that. My frat is Easy unit, composed of two rifle squads and one LMG personal. Leading it is Sergeant Blake and his lower NCO Corporal Kaiden of the second fire team. We are part of Platoon L�Love Company�Tarnus its Captain, and god does he like to use the Company name to remind us of what we love. We Love the Core. We Love America. We Love the Party. We Love our rifles. We Love killing.

�Peter, how about you go first,� says Mr. Martin.
I rise, but a Party Representative pokes his head into the classroom. �Is this class course one-six-six-four-three?� Before Mr. Martin answers the Party Rep enters the room, his dark brown overcoat that goes down to his calf�s absorbing the indoor light. The overcoat�s monotone drab is parted at the waist line by a large gray belt, its buckle a blue star. At the thighs the coat splits down the middle for maximum movement. The Party Rep adjusts his white beret; the red letters of NFFP stand bold on the front with a single blue star of the United States resting below it. I wanted to join the Junior Party Representative Officers program in high school, but the requirement of military service first turned me off.
I sit back down.
�Yes sir it is. I am sorry, I forgot you were arriving,� says Mr. Martin.
�How long have you been a professor here?� says the Rep, coldly.
�Seven years, sir.�
�Interesting.� The Rep turns his attention to the class while taking a space near the wall with the officer. �I assume we have all said the Pledge.�
I glance at Mr. Martin to see a quick dash of dread wash over his face. �We were actually about to start it, sir.�
�Wonderful, commence.�
We all rise, facing squarely towards the two flags of the US and Party that adorn the front of the class wall behind Mr. Martin�s desk. This time I stare at the Party Flag. The flag is a white base with a large blue star and its gold trimming in the center. Inside the center of the star is the same red bold letters of NFFP that label all Party paraphernalia. Underneath the blue star is the Party motto also in red that wraps around the two bottom triangles of the star: Unity, Defense, Revolution. The Party Rep takes his beret off, and neatly holds it in his right hand over his heart while his free hand rises to a salute above his brow facing the flags.
We follow suit. I place my right hand over my heart, and being in perfect synchronization with the rest of the class, start the pledge.
�I pledge allegiance, to the flag of America.
I pledge allegiance, to the Party Creed and Morals.
And to the state, for which it stands, one nation under unity.
Indivisible, with security and prosperity for all.�
After this the Rep comes to the front of the class. �Remain standing to hear the Party Ideals,� and with excitement rising in his voice begins, �The pledge of allegiance is a pledge to the Creed and country.
It is a pledge to the ideals of our New and Global Founding forefathers. The men who rescued us from the horrors of the Terrible War. The men who rebuilt this great nation.
It�s a pledge to fulfill our duties and obligations as citizens of the United States. This duty is foremost to persevere and continue the fight for the Revolutionary Ideals, as instituted in our Constitution by the New Founding Fathers, on behalf of the Global Founding Fathers.
The Revolutionary Ideals are as follows.
Unity as one people and one state.
Defense of social morals, as outlined by the Doctrine.
And third, to always continue the fight against the ever encroaching evils of discontent and dissidence.
The pledge is also to uphold the principles of the Doctrine and Constitution.
And last but not least, it�s a pledge to maintain the four great securities cherished by all Americans.
Security to livelihood.
Security to peace.
Security from want.
Security from fear.
These make up the basic ideals of the State. God bless America and the Party.�
The Rep issues we can sit back down, and turns to Mr. Martin, �The class is all yours. I can�t wait to hear what your students have to show as completion of quarter annual education.�
Mr. Martin�s beckons me forward once again.
I touch the digital screen at the front of my desk to turn it on, and double tap a folder titled Peter, where I drag my presentation from it over to a drop box icon labeled MidTerms. My presentation with sources and supportive facts appears on the slide down screen behind Mr. Martin while I walk up to the front desk.
Alright, it�s time to show them what you got Peter, there�s a Rep to impress after all. I stand before the class, my feet in the same place as the Rep. �My presentation will be about supporting the Council locked debate of further dismantling our post war weapon stockpiles. Now, the main opposition to passing this legislation in the United Nations Supreme Assembly is the standstill in the Security Council. Why is there a standstill? Because our own Federal government is afraid to disarm in disbelief that China will do so also. However, this is an unguided belief halting our ability to create a safer, less weaponized future.
�Russia, who started the transition from the War on Terror to the global Terrible War by invading Ukraine and Estonia, was also the first to disarm its tremendous stockpile after the war ended, despite the whole world believing the contrary. And looked what happened, peace. There was no other great crisis as they demilitarized. That�s because we have international transparency never seen till after the war ended. We have all of this to thank to our Global Founding Fathers who rose up and overthrew the Traditionalists, and their Revolutionary party who finally brought real tranquility and peace for us all.
�We have broken away from the ill-conceived belief in radical personal privacy or supreme state sovereignty. The effects of international polarization in our markets and governments have only brought us equality and stability in the past decades. Having a tremendous post war stockpile of weapons as a developed mature UN participating member is obsolete, and worse, an unnecessary threat to global peace and a reflection of our cultural paranoia at the new Universal Citizen Legislation proposed last year. It also shows our lack of faith in our worldwide neighbors. Also, remember the Peace Protocol legislation, where countries are encouraged to cut their military spending by fifty percent every year. But further, our resources have recently gone into nation building and to international aid programs to fight poverty and diseases. We are only creating a deficit by stockpiling, maintaining, and hiring more personnel to defend and operate our weapons and bases. Manpower and money that would better service the programs I mentioned beforehand, because they actually aid humanity.
�We are no longer living in the age of War on Terror, but in the twenty second century. The time for continual maintained peace is now. We should not be afraid or worry about if another country will honor their part of the agreement, because we live under a revamped, powerful and successful United Nations� system of global governance that has the power and authority to punish those that wish to create crises�unlike the old UN�s failures before the Terrible War which caused it. We have moved past the age of archaic international relations. We are in a golden era of mutual progress and universal state representation. Disarmament is the path to further peace.�
�Well said, Peter,� says Mr. Martin as the class politely applauds.

�Unity, Defense, Revolution. Remember the Cause brothers.� I open my eyes to a Party Rep making his round through our row. I let go of the XM I am still holding tightly, and place my callused hand from basic training back into my lap. I used to advocate for the disbarment of post war stockpiles. Now I am a vessel for them. Carrying them around and raining destruction on the enemies of humanity.
I used to be a pacifist. But some things are bigger than you. If my country needs me to fight, I suppose I will.

IV

I remember the day when all of Earth froze as the news reports came in about the Herculean invasion force in the Dolus system.

My phone is broadcasting a disaster signal. I roll out of my bed to look at the time: 6:30 AM�what could it be, another tsunami in the south? Or maybe the influenza is back?
�Shut the fuck�� starts Isaac from underneath his blankets.
�It�s not my alarm.�
�What is it then?�
�This is not a drill. Emergency podcast now beginning� This is your President speaking��
�Turn on the TV!� says Isaac, his head flying off his pillow.
�Alright, hold on.� I switch to a news channel and turn my phone down.
The President continues, �You may have heard news about our first encounter with nonhuman alien species on Gemina in the Dolus system. These reports are not false. The aliens have eradicated the planet and are moving on to attack Nova Terra��
I rub my eyes to wipe away the sleep still on them so I can better focus on the TV.
�This is a joke,� mutters Isaac.
�This is a real news station, and that�s the President.�
We switch to multiple channels to confirm this as Isaac looks online. I pause my search on one channel as the newswoman reports what has happened in the Dolus system so far. �Aliens, an extraterrestrial race appearing as intelligent as us have just laid waste to the planet Gemina. Military intelligence officers in the region report that the aliens used laser weaponry and missiles to break apart the planet�s surface, causing the center molten core to explode out into a global volcanic flare-up all over the planet. Already, United Nations members are blaming the Peace Protocols legislation from forcing them to be unable to install a PDF system on Gemina due to the required spending cuts�� As she reports the news, a red box on the bottom left of the screen continues rising with numbers. The numbers are indicating the amount of people killed or missing.
�These aliens are being given the name Herculean. Scientist and astrologists have discovered that their entry point into the Dolus system suggests they came from the directional angel of the Hercules constellation. They are now moving onto Nova Terra, capital planet of Dolus, which exports over thirty percent of our metals, critical to Earth trade for solar power, if prices are to remain low, and shortages to be avoided��
�Can you really believe this shit?� says Isaac. We are confused to put it mildly. Nothing like this has ever happened. I mean, we live in an era of international peace, we�re the Golden Generation, free from violence. Ignorant about the horrors of the Terrible War our forefathers went a century ago. Yet now, here we are experiencing our own generational shock. Throughout the day, we sit glued to the TV and our laptops as we try to digest all of the news, so that we can try to make sense of it all.
Our phones ring. It is a National State of Address. The request is that all citizens vote yes or no on a pending subject: being our opinion if the US should agree to intervene in the Herculean war in the upcoming United Nations Supreme Assembly meeting.
I stare at the two options on the app of my phone. One green for yes, the other red for no. �I already said no,� says Isaac, �but it doesn�t even matter. It�s just an opinion poll. They will still do whatever they want.�
Despite that, I can�t figure it out. They will know what I vote. I am a pacifist, but this whole day the Party spoke of the humanitarian necessity to aid our neighbors in the Dolus system. That it is part of Party Ideals and Doctrine to help humans under oppression, that not doing so was to forsake our forefathers and fellow humans. Is it worse to hold onto one ideal and indirectly break others, or directly break one to follow the others?
I pretend to pick one and close the app, placing the phone back into my pocket. �Yeah, these votes are stupid.�

�This is Isaac, you know what to do,� says his phone�s voicemail. I pocket my phone and leave my mustang in the parking lot. There aren�t many cars here. Strange, since it�s not the weekend yet, did I miss an important event?
As I walk down the hallways I discover that many of the college dorms are being evacuated with crying students and their belongings. I enter my room to see Isaac�s items stuffed into a duffel bag on his bed. The TV is blaring in the background about the Herculeans attacking the Dolus system, and the United Nations Supreme Assembly debating if Earth should intervene. On my bulletin board lies a pinned envelope from the US Selective Service.
I feel heavy. I sit down on my bed. I try to stare at the thick white envelope hovering a meter away from me. I rub my hands across my thighs. I close my eyes, then open them really fast to glance at the bulletin board. It�s still there. �Go away.� I look down again. No way, are they really calling a draft? I stand up. My hands tremble as I grab the envelope. I am in college, surely I�m exempt. This is a big fucking mistake! I drop the envelope and quickly rip open my painkiller bottle and take a handful of them. I go to pick up the envelope from the ground but pause�my foot is closer to it than my hand. I could just kick it under the bed. Forget it ever came. The white envelope stares at me, uninterested. I finish bending over and grab it then tear open the top of it, fumbling with the letter as I unfold along the crease to read.
ON ANTICIPATION OF UNITED NATIONS SECURITY COUNCIL, 
RESOLUTION 746,
TO BE SIGNED APIRL 09, 2112 BY ALL MEMBERS OF THE SECURITY COUNCIL 
AND SUPREME CONGRESS,
WITH THE DECLARED ABSTENTION OF CHINA,
ALL SELECTIVE SERVICE MALES ARE NOW CALLED FIRST FOR 
THE USA NATIONAL DRAFT,
YEARS OF BIRTH, 2092 TO 2094
ARE THE FIRST SLECTIVE SERVICE MALES 
DRAWN FOR INITIAL WAVE OF DRAFT,
REPORT TO THE NEAREST FEDERAL RECURITMENT CENTER IMMEDIATELY

I pin the letter against the bulletin. I don�t want to fight! I am in college, this is my life. Right here. I don�t even believe in violence as an acceptable answer. Never have my pacifistic morals ever conflicted with what the Party decreed�I thought we were synonymous. But now they do� but now they also need me. They need me to fight, to aid our brothers under massacre. What should I possibly do? Forsake myself or my country?
I lie on the bed with my hands ripping at my hair for a while.
Disobeying the state would bring punishment, disobeying myself would only bring resentment. But resentment, I could at least hopefully change into acceptance. Acceptance that sometimes, the sword is stronger than the pen, that these aliens have shown they can�t be negotiated with�they instigated the violence. That it is either us or them. And I mean, they aren�t human, so they couldn�t possibly rationalize like humans do, to realize that war is wrong, otherwise they would have never started one, so the only option left was for us to fight back. Finally, the Party, with its knowledge and power, surely knows better than me. They surely went through this same thought process as I, and came to this logical conclusion. I don�t need to rationalize it all and have this headache, because they already have for me.
Late into the night I hear banging and stumbling�Isaac. He slumps into his bed. �You too?� I say, glancing at his stuffed bags.
�It�s over Peter,� he slurs. He�s drunk. �We�re fucking doomed. Fuck this place!� He jumps up and goes to the door, but instead falls over from the dizziness of being wasted. He crawls to the base of his bed and cries.
I have already shared my tears about it, and Isaac�s disposition was not encouraging my moral decision I came to earlier. I sit beside him and try to get him to drink some water.
He spends the next few hours puking into a bowl.
After finishing his spell, he rests easy against my shoulder. �Peter, I don�t want to die,� he repeats weakly as he falls asleep.
The next morning, I pack everything I have after a phone call to my parents and younger brother Creon. I am to become a warrior of the USA. All my future plans, to finish my education, are indefinitely postponed. When I come back though, I will have finished participating in a great cause. And with this mandatory service, I could even now apply to be an officer in the Party Representation Core, like I flirted with as an earlier career option. But even so, it�s a weak reassurance to the fear still inside of my chest.
I walk down my usual hallway for the last time, through my favorite area of the university with all my belongings stuffed into bags around my shoulders. A familiar voice calls me from an office; it is Mr. Martin. I enter his room to see him behind a desk packed with papers.
�Oh God, my dear boy, I heard the news. Only students in post graduate learning were exempt from the draft. I tried very hard to find any loopholes to keep you here. But the only one that would have worked has become obsolete as of the UN Supreme Congress� decision to fight the Herculeans last night.�
It�s official. I refused to watch the news in hopes it wouldn�t happen. I lower my head so he doesn�t see me trying to hide the tears. I look back up after a moment. �What was it?�
�To participate on the new Interstellar Abroad program��
I cut him off early, �Well it looks like I am still heading to Nova Terra anyway.�
�The bitter irony of this terrible situation,� says Mr. Martin. �To think, I could have sent you as a student or educator,� he stops to see that I am repressing with all my strength to not bawl before him. How can he not see that his wishful words only push deeper this dagger that is already in my heart? That I am trying so hard to be a strong and a good citizen. �Right,� he finishes solemnly.
I have nothing left to say, but as I start to leave he begs me to come back to his desk. �What is it Mr. Martin?�
�I have something, a quote, from a man long dead. This quote was before the Terrible War. And even though it is my duty to inform you that we live in a better society than ever before in all of humanity�s history, I implore you to open your mind much bigger than before.� He leans into my ear whispering quickly, �There is a reality about our society, our government that few see or succeed to pierce through, which is the veil covering the authority of the Party that controls us. This authority, that can at any moment take your life such as it has right now, and cast it into something you were never destined to be, a soldier in a war. This authority is, and I hope you will never tell anyone what I am about to say, but this authority is wrong, it is corrupt, and it has no right to send young men to die for its power scheming agendas.�
Power scheming? I would hardly call aiding fellow humans scheming. I just don�t want to die. God, I don�t want to die.
�I see confusion on your face,� he says. He produces a key from his chest pocket and unlocks a cabinet in his desk, from which he displays a paper and quote to me.
It Is Still an Illusion
Imagine being born into a dream: a mass illusion transformed over thousands of years by billions of people into what today you call reality. The billions of people subdivided into territories they called countries, into belief systems they called religions, and into groups they called races.
Countries subdivided into states, provinces, and cities, which then subdivided into neighborhoods that subdivided into buildings or single-family homes. Religions divided into conservative and liberal sects, which then grew into more conservative and liberal branches. Races divided themselves by all of the above, including color, tone, ethnic makeup, and financial status.
Each group then teaches and defends that its way is the way and its truth is the truth, and each group creates its own reality out of what it believes. Each group then tries to sell you on its current forms and laws, telling you that this is what is �right�. Each teaches you that the closer you are to following its form, the happier, more successful, and peaceful you will be. And somewhere deep within, you know that it is your right to be happy and to be at peace. So you buy into it, and regardless of how little sense the illusion makes, you keep participating, for if you stop, you will be judged as an outcast, a troublemaker, a bum.
You are taught that if you stop participating in the group�s way of life, your hopes for happiness, success, and peace will also end. The group tells you that if you go against the norm, you will not find happiness, peace, or success. So you buy into the illusion the group offers, believing that there is no other way. You carefully weave and contour the illusion into one you can live with for now. But my friend, regardless of how you choose to weave, contour, and experience the illusion, it is still an illusion. 
-James Blanchard Cisneros

I never expected my favorite Professor to hold papers and opinions that were illegal of Party values, but yet it spoke directly from a truth I felt resonate intrinsically within side of me. The conceivable idea that my life is just a resource of the state to send off to war unnerved and angered me, but at the same time my sense of patriotism, my nationalism, encouraged that I should go willingly.
After all, I owe my security and opportunity to education to the state. In fact, I owe everything to the state. And again, I also feel that guilt rise too, the guilt that I am acting selfish, only out of my own interests, than what the state is clearly acting out of the interests of millions. Yet, oh yet! I still feel deceived, even used, that I could be collected and shipped out so easily, to a war in an entire different star system. I assumed it was my own personal morals that I am breaking ultimately in going. But now, I don�t know anymore. And beyond this, what insight or revelation did it really bring that mattered to me? I am still to join the military, and I am still to leave and fight.
In fact, why should I cloud my mind with even more discourse at such a crucial hour? I have always trusted the Party, they have always done me good. I must trust their collective agreement over my selfish whims. I must be strong. But still, out of longing curiosity, I ask Mr. Martin, �What would you possibly suggest me to do, sir?�
�You can�t run from the government sadly. We live in a time where you are always monitored, known. But you can become a force of change. That is what you are destined to do Peter. That is what I would have sent you off with my best luck if things were different,� he pauses, �Don�t let this war destroy you.�
�Surely I will die.�
�Peter,� Mr. Martin squares his shoulders directly parallel with mine, forcing me to make eye contact with him, �What I speak of goes far deeper than your physical being. First, you must believe, fight for, your right to live and make it through this war. But more so, don�t let this war destroy you. Who you are,� he points at my heart, �don�t let that ever happen. If you die, die as who you are. The greatest loss will be if the war takes that away. Not what you are, a bag of flesh and bones that will die eventually, but who you are. Remember that Peter. I will pray, I will beg any and all of the celestial beings out there to bring you home safely. May all of good fate be with you.�
With that I leave, giving my final farewells. I leave down my usual hallway of my favorite part of college, for the last time.
I meet Isaac at the main entrance, his belongings all slumped around him. He is smoking an ancient and tapping a leg fast. �Hey.�
�Wanna do the route one last time?�
�Of course. May be the last.�
We get into my mustang and leave onto the route.
�I�ll miss you Wang-Stang,� says Isaac, breaking the silence. It returns quickly, heavy like our minds.
We pass through downtown. It�s late morning so none of the bars are open, and most of the town is empty. We continue onwards through the state park.
�Let�s stop at that one place we did last time,� says Isaac.
We pull over at the turnoff, and walk to the meadow.
�Sure is beautiful,� says Isaac.
�Yeah, I�ll miss it, along with all the other little things around here.�
�It�s a good little town.�
We sit down in the soft tall grass, taking in the last of our freedom before we are shipped off to a new world. But I can�t enjoy it, it�s like I am already on a starship leaving. A convict eating his last meal.
�Peter, we gotta take care of each other when we�re out there, bud,� he looks up at the sky, at the invisible stars hidden under the bright day.
�Yeah, why wouldn�t we?�
�I know, I�m just saying. You�re all I got. All I got out there. You�re my brother.�
I look at Isaac. �Same.� I can�t imagine losing him.

We leave after a while to the Recruitment Center in the town over. It�s packed with a line of other young men. Eventually we make it through the doors to a crowded room filled with papers all over the ground.
�SS please,� says a man behind a desk. I hand him my card and he gives me a number. Next, Isaac and I are called into a group with other people to enter a room.
�You from NCS too?� says Isaac to a guy next to us.
He lowers a red notebook he was writing in and turns. �Yeah, Vance is my name.�
�Isaac,� he nudges me, �and this is Peter. We dormed together.�
�Listen up!� The room quiets as an officer walks in. �We have a ton of job openings in the Marines. Sure we still need some in the Army, but our Marine Core is practically nonexistent as it hasn�t been used for half a century. I am correct to say that most of you are students from North Carolina State?�
There�s some muttering of agreement.
�Well then, if you sign up in the Marines, you can go in together, as a school outfit.�
Many hands go up.
�What do the Marines do?� says Vance.
�First to fight.�
All hands go down.
�Let me be clear,� says the officer. �The military has a huge request for additional Marines. Many of you may and try to hold onto luck for something else, don�t count on it. You�ll probably be sent into the Marine Core anyway. But it will be random, with no one you know. I am giving you an option to fight with fellow faces you have met over the years.�
I look at Isaac. We stand up with some others, including Vance, and go to the front table by the officer. I sign my name on the contract oath. Before my signature is the ink of hundreds of others names. But they�re all alien to me. Even my own name. I glance back at the paper one last time as I lower the pen. I don�t remember putting my name there. On that sheet is me, but it�s a different Peter now. A Peter I am quickly forgetting. We get back in my car and leave, leave our town, leave our lives.

V

Isaac hands the paper back to me, and I read what he wrote, the last word being Karma.
Kenneled anger recreates more anger,
Now my turn.
And no greater emotion resonates,
I hand the paper back to him.
�Now entering Dolus system,� announces the intercom. Red lights flash and emergency sirens blare in the ship corridors.
�So this is it,� says Isaac.
This is it. Shit, this is it. This is where I discover what I am made of. What I can do to help change the course of the war, and what is left of myself that I can hold onto. The hardest thing to come to resolution with was that dilemma of my pacifism verses fighting for the greater good.

We march to our first day of combat training where our Drill Instructor already waits. My torn apart conciseness refuses to leave me alone. You can�t do this Peter, violence is wrong. I�ve never hated anyone in my life, or ever really been in a fight. Actually, the only fight I guess I had ever been in before basic was back in elementary. A sixth grader wouldn�t stop throwing leaves at me and I had recently learned the word, fuck. So I told him off with the former, and sure enough, I got my ass kicked, badly.
Ever since, I have been a practicing pacifist and intend to stay that way. A man of peace and of progression and advancement. My ideals and dreams, ones I wanted to grow and implement towards the world to make it a better place. No one can take that away from me: my morals, my spirit, my essence and purpose in life. Maybe I won�t have to fight, even on the battlefield. But I have to, the Party and military expect me to, I must do my part to help win. But even then, maybe I could just shoot near the Herculeans and not at them. Kind of just tag along and be there enough to get through it.
�How many of you shot a gun before?� says our Drill Instructor.
Our entire platoon is present. Three hands go up.
�And what were they!�
Tommy, a stalky Georgian, and one of the guys from my unit speaks first, �The Private shot a carbine for hunting once, sir!�
�A carbine?� The Instructor stomps forward facing Tommy and hisses into his face, then speaks very quietly that it�s hard to hear him till he asks the next question. �I am guessing that wasn�t some military grade shit was it?�
�No, sir!�
�I didn�t think so! What decade was it from?�
Tommy remains blank faced. He left high school at sixteen to work his father�s ranch and farmland. He was not the brightest one here, not because he was dumb, but because he was ignorant of having a higher education.
�I said what decade was it from!�
�The Private does not know, sir!�
�Goddamn, you fucking idiot!� The Instructor continues pacing down our two lines. �How many of you are against guns. Or how about, how many of you are those fucking progressive-st, that faint from seeing a raw steak at a restaurant!�
I know better than to answer. So does anyone else.
�Don�t be shy! I want the truth from my soon to be Marines. Honesty, integrity, these are some of the expected traits my Marines are to have upon graduation. So let me ask again, who here is a liberal latte toting bitch!�
The Instructor paces back and forth once more as we stare at the eyes of the recruit in front of us. We take shelter in the fear of each other�s scared shitless pupils. All of us dare not break that eye contact with the man across, as it is the only safe place to look; otherwise you risk the wrath of the Drill Instructor.
�Let me ask one last time, for I know some of you here are. Hell, most of you probably are. I also know that most of you came from those colleges paid for by the government. Sheltered and ignorant to a real day�s work. But there is another side to the Party and this country you evidently don�t know. That is the sweat and sacrifices our warriors made to protect and serve this country! Are any of you worthy enough to become one! So in fact, if I have to ask one last time, all of you will be doing the Crucible twice just so I can sleep soundly knowing I got rid of the weak.�
I doubt he has the authority to do that, but nevertheless, all of us that are applicable raise our hands.
And of course, he bee-lines straight for me.
�Ah, so here is one of you fucking pansies! Were you also part of the disarmament movement?�
�The private was part of that, sir!�
�Good god. The world expects us to win with you fuckers? Let me guess again, you�re a pacifist too, huh?�
�The Private is also a pacifist too, sir!�
The Instructor spits on my boots and makes a tsk noise for a few moments. �There is a vital piece of information you missed there, you were a pacifist.�
How could he really expect me to change? I may pretend and play along. But he would never take my morals away. I would like to see him try.
The Instructor paces again as he talks. �You see boys, this is a different time than when your great grandfathers fought. Shit, we got aliens to fight now! And the movement to create the war machine we need to win against those E.T fuckers is not adequate enough. As in we don�t have the capabilities and resources to fight them completely traditionally. Most of all, we don�t have the time. The President expects you boys to be in fighting condition and on those starships in little over two months. That is a tall order, especially when most of you are fucking pussy�s that don�t know the difference between a rifle, and the dildo your boyfriend shoves up your ass!�
He reaches the end of our row and turns around. �So we have a new weapon. Performance drugs. Stimulants. Drugs that will create the warrior in you that would take years, shit, even lifetimes for most of you to ever achieve. To show how effective these drugs are, our very own pacifists will go first.�
We are summoned forward, I, Isaac, Vance who is also from my unit, and any others that rose their hand. The Instructor turns around to an arena behind him, where quarterstaffs rest in the middle.
�Private Peter and Isaac, you will go first,� says the Instructor.
We reach our sides of the arena, and are halted by the Instructor as an NCO comes to each of us. They carry syringes�these must be these drugs he is talking about�and stand beside us.
�These,� speaks the Instructor to the rest of our platoon watching, �are called Buzz. That�s the basic lingo at least, they�ve got a sophisticated scientific mumbo jumbo bullshit title but you won�t remember it, so don�t worry about it. Buzz will cause controlled anger and mental dedication to eliminate your enemy�at your commanding officer�s digression of course. They will increase agility and stamina, they will remove battle fatigue and second guessing,� he pauses to stare each of us down personally before continuing, �things that will kill you out on the field. They will most importantly, remove the fear you are sure to have of these Herc�s if you were not being aided by these drugs. We don�t know what type of psychological fuckery the Herculeans can do, but these are guaranteed to make you resistant to anything they may try as well. Anyway, without further to do, shoot them up and begin the fight.�
The NCO whispers in my ear as the other does to Isaac on his side. �That Private across the arena is a Herculean sympathizer.�
This is ridiculous. I try hard to not laugh, that I almost don�t feel the needle go in my arm and inject its dose. Isaac is practically my best friend, and besides, he is even more opposed to this war than I am.
The NCO continues his absurd speal, but within seconds I feel a rage growing within inside me. It is a feeling of warmth, of surging energy that I never knew I had before�it feels fucking amazing. Next, there is a buzz as everything zooms in towards me, then out back to its normal shape, but now with a new clarity and meaning. It is my objective. My battlefield to hold and win, and I remember the NCO�s words.
Images of Isaac telling the Herculeans where innocent civilians are hiding pop into Peter�s mind. They slaughter helpless humans in their cellar as Isaac laughs outside.
�That motherfucker,� says Peter.
Peter screams with rage and charges Isaac with his weapon, wishing it was a real rifle so he could kill that Herc lover. Their blows are fast and painful. Peter strikes his side, Isaac lunges at his gut. Soon they are a mess of sweat and bruises. Their noses and lips cracked and bleeding as they cuss and scream, wishing the other would die. Then they are hit with something from behind.
I feel a sting on my back, and suddenly feel lazy and dazed.
�That is DepressTabs my boys,� says the Instructor. �The condensed title that is. It calms you and makes you docile, allowing us to control you after your war rage.�
I sit down by Isaac in the arena. Sweat pours down my face. What is going on?
The NCO�s come to us and they inject another syringe into our arms.
�That is NT, they almost look the same as DT when abbreviated on the vile, but they do very different things. It works like DT in controlling your emotions, but instead, it returns you back to a sober state. Kind of like a systems detoxer.�
In seconds, we are really back to our normal selves with our original dispositions and morals. Calm down, calm down Peter�no! What the fuck! He actually made me hate someone. He actually made me fucking hate another person. Something I have never experienced in my life so intensely before. And my head, god, it hurts, my thoughts all mushy. The whole fight felt like an out of body experience.
�I see you look at little sour about it Private,� says the Instructor at me with a smirk. He looks back at the rest of our platoon, �This is how you will all be fighting for now on. See, I said I could turn a pacifist into a warrior. The rest of you, get in two lines and prepare to fight!�
We lie exhausted on the field after Buzz training. Blake, our unit Sergeant stands before us. He has a crooked nose that leans to the right, or his left I mean. Isaac told me it was from when he was a police officer, from a guy who resisted arrest. Blake grabs our attention, �Up and ready! Our Platoon Commissar is coming!�
�Nut to butt!� says Captain Tarnus. �Don�t be queer about, or do.�
We get into two neat compacted lines. I can feel the breath of the man behind me against my neck. The rest of Love is organized by their Sergeants, and Captain Tarnus inspects us unit by unit. His large bushy eyebrows flounder about above his beady eyes while reviewing us�somebody please cut that shit. He moves on to the next unit, we passed.
I stand limp and sweaty. I mutter to Isaac, �They couldn�t have done this another time?�
Isaac loosens his neck to lean back and reply, but instantly tightens up into strict order. I lean over to see why, and quickly do the same. A man with a dark overcoat and white shoulder armor caps walks towards us. His beret also white�like all Party Reps�with NFFP smack red bold on the center stares at us. A large revolver dangles overtly from his hip where the overcoat parts�clearly intentional�and his right hand rests comfortably atop the handle while he walks up and down our line. The sunlight dances off the revolve handle and blue gold trimmed stars that adorn his chest pockets and beret top.
He pauses facing the middle line, his legs stretched out, his face sharp and lean and handsome. �Hello Love Platoon. I am Commissar Herus. Your embedded Party Representative.� His voice is cool and smooth; he must have practiced this speech multiple times before the sink mirror. �I am here to make sure all Party Morals and Ideals are followed on the battlefield. I am also your medium for any concerns you may need to tell me, such as of traitors or unParty like activities that could compromise the cause we are embarking on. Ultimately though, I am just your brother, like you all are to each other, like we all are as members of the Party, as citizens of America. I will be there to aid and assist you morally when things get hard, to give an outstretched hand to raise your spirits when the fighting turns to its darkest hour. To remind you of what you are fighting for and why. I am excited and eager to participate on this great mission to aid our fellow humans, with you brothers. To spread the good of the Party to new worlds. Thank you for receiving me, you are dismissed.�
Blake confirms we can be at ease, we all walk back sore and tired to our barracks. I collapse onto my bunk, and take a shit load of painkillers to remove this headache. Whatever those drugs are, they really fucked with me. Every time it was my turn to fight again, every time it was my turn to receive the Buzz dose, I tried holding on to my convictions as hard as I could� but it didn�t matter.
Every time the cold needle enters my skin, I lose the desire to fight for my beliefs, to want to even hold on to them. I just become something new, different. I am still the same person, but my mind is replaced with new opinions and beliefs. It�s as if I am listening to someone with the exact same morals and ideals as myself when I am sober, but I disagree with them vehemently while under Buzz. I shake them off as silly or ignorant like I once did to the warmongers and others that held different views than me. But the weirdest part though, is that it�s not a different person I am disagreeing with, but I.
I can argue and believe convincingly two contradictory opinions and morals, but still be the same person. How absolute or assured am I really of my beliefs if someone can just come into my mind and change it to the complete opposite? They can change it entirely, that I am astounded I ever believed something contrary to what the military wants. Then when I am sober, I remain just as astounded that I ever believed what the military wants. God, am I really myself anymore? And if not, what am I?

VI

Later that night is lecture about the field drugs we have been exposed to, and how much they would affect us. We sit in curved rows inside an auditorium with a few other platoons as an Instructor�a different one than that fucker earlier�goes over the field drugs and their purpose. �It comes down primarily to economics and time men,� he says. An empty rectangular bar being slowly colored in appears behind him on the screen. �This bar is the time we have left till you are shipped out. Eight weeks. Do you know how long it took the Spartans to train a warrior back in the day?�
Isaac whispers to me, �Does it matter? They still lost.�
The Instructor answers his own question, �It took a lifetime. The three hundred Spartans at the hot gates were trained and brutalized their entire lives in ritualistic activities daily to reach their military power and perfection. They reached this through the society they lived in. One entirely wrapped around war. Ours is not. But our society still demands and expects the same level of excellence and fighting prowess of a Spartan, especially since we are up against the Herculeans. And if I haven�t made it obvious, we don�t have lifetimes to turn you into equivalents.�
The screen changes to show the different types of field drugs we�ve been operating with. �Technology however, will bridge this gap. Stimulants, psyche performance drugs have become our answer. They give us the most bang for our buck here at the Defense Department. We�re still trying to pass our budget for this year, and we are already four hundred percent over. We never had to freight eight hundred thousand soldiers across space before.� He chuckles even though the classroom is silent. He regains his matter-of-fact demeanor and goes on, �You are greenhorns, fresh with barely over a month of combat training and most of it useless when it came to fighting an alien military. These drugs will fix that. Buzz, as you all have had extensive time with today, removes any fear and hesitation, it increases attentiveness, and it makes you act as war hardened veterans with unbreakable morals. No battle fatigue, no second guessing or disobeying orders.�
The screen changes once more showing a diagram of an object I�ve never seen before. �This is the new way you�ll all receive your field drugs on Nova Terra. Upper neck distributors. You will undergo the surgery tomorrow. Under Geneva Convention laws, only commanding officers are allowed to administer the field drugs. This way we make sure you don�t shoot up at the wrong time, or too much, or because of addiction, etcetera, etcetera, and etcetera.� He pauses for a moment as the display rotates showing us the ins and outs of the device. �The neck distributors will be installed right above your highest vertebra. A tiny cord from the distributor will pierce and connect into your spine where the drugs will be administered into. The neck distributors will have a tube that goes from the external part of the implant to a chemsack onto your back. The sack is integrated with your ACU.�
The screen turns dark, and the Instructor begins to put his stuff away into a case, and half-heartedly asks, �Any questions?�
Julian, an older guy in my unit, raises his hand and the Instructor calls on him. �When was this passed by the Council?�
�It doesn�t have to be. Executive Order alongside the new War Powers and Protection Act, allows the President and Head of State Chief Commissars to do whatever necessary to prepare the nation�s armed forces in any emergencies. Next question?�
Rommel, some wired young kid, fresh out of high school and intending to have joined the military anyway, raises his hand next. �What�s with us training with these weapons? Most of them are from the Terrible War.�
I could actually answer this but I wonder what the Instructor has to say.
�Good question. But the answer is also in what you asked. Our last war ever, to everyone as you know was the Terrible War. After that event, with nearly half of the world�s population killed or mainly fleeing to the Dolus system for a new beginning once FTL was invented, the recreated UN decided to curb militarization and development entirely. Many of those guns you trained with are actually from the Terrible War. Only recently, since the Peace Protocols implemented by the Security Council have been revoked, have industries begin to reinvent and improve our military. We have a century of catching up to do when it comes to innovating killing. So don�t expect any changes for a while. More questions?�
Vance, a bio major, raises his hand. �So this stuff that we will be pumped with, it�s only temporary? No long term side effects or problems?�
�I would have covered those disclaimers in my presentation if there were.� The Instructor taps his suitcase. �However, now that you mention it, well it�s not really a documented or proven disorder, but the only thing you could maybe encounter is psychological aftershock.�
Multiple hands go up. Aftershock?
The Instructor chuckles, �Now hold on boys. Like I said, it�s not a proven or classified illness or disorder. What this aftershock is� is that you may encounter negative thoughts or attitudes after becoming sober from Buzz or DT use. There is no physical or long term damage at all that you will experience later in life.�
Someone from a platoon over raises his hand, �Why would we have, negative thoughts or whatever, after using them?�
�When under stimulants, Buzz especially, you are under a different mindset, a warrior�s mindset have you. What your ancestors encountered way back in war, not the Terrible War in the early teens but in the smaller wars right before it, was something called PTSD. I am sure you all know a little about it, but I also wouldn�t be surprised if you don�t either. It hasn�t really been talked about because soldiers in the Terrible War were given medication immediately after their tours ended to make sure they wouldn�t go through it. The last big conflict where it was experienced was the in Arab Levant wars earlier in the beginning of the twenty first century. Formally known as the War on Terror in your history books.
�PTSD, or post-traumatic stress disorder, is where soldiers are incapable of dealing with former experiences during their live combat tours once back home. We have no need to get involved into the nitty gritty details of it though, as it is practically irrelevant to us at the moment. What I brought it up for in the first place, is that there is a possibility you will experience negative responses to what you did on the field while under these performance drugs, but after you are sober and off the field. Thus aftershock. We don�t expect it to be anywhere as bad as PTSD of old. In fact, if things pan out correctly, these drugs should prevent the chances of PTSD in the first place, because you�ll be mentally protected from experiencing traumatic events during combat thanks to them. So hopefully you�ll have no need to take post-combat medication when you return back to Earth as well.�
He tightens the straps on his case and slides it off the table to his side. �Well I hope that answers a lot of your thoughts about Stims. Good luck men, all of you will be placed in a history book one day, and I mean that. Your task is monumental but the reward, protecting humanity against those Herc bastards, will leave you famous and adored by every generation to come. You can count on that.�
We leave to break for the night. Most of us rest in the bunks again. We�re all quiet for a while, only Alex munching on jerky echoes throughout the room. I bet most of them are thinking about the surgery tomorrow.
Isaac starts the conversation. �This is bullshit.�
�The implants?� I say.
�Yeah bud. Just controlling our mind however they want,� he says.
�I don�t know. I think it�s a good thing,� says Vance. �We are going to be terrified fighting them. It�s fucking aliens. The drugs will get rid of that. We know that, due to training with them.�
�That�s the problem,� says Isaac. �Peter over here�shit we dormed together�can be turned into my enemy in seconds. Just by saying he�s a Herc lover or some other bogus crap. Doesn�t that scare you, how easily they can change us, on the drop of a dime?�
Julian speaks, �I�ve been troubled about it too. I wanted to fight for my country, but not like this.�
�Like what?� Sergeant Blake leans against the doorway. We fidget about awkwardly, not knowing what to say.
Ray, a fully tattooed man from Florida, answers for us, �Buzz, sir.�
�Oh,� Blake rubs his forearms, �it�s something isn�t it?�
We don�t know if we�re supposed to reply so causally to our NCO.
�Trust me, what those Herculeans are, they aren�t some pushover insurgents. Hell, not even some other conventional army from Earth. I don�t need to tell you twice they�re not human. And they won�t take prisoners�reports are confirming that. They won�t second guess the value of your life out on the field. Look what they did to Gemina, cooked an entire planet. For all we know, these could be their best warriors. Trained for their entire lives to fight. And here�s us, a bunch of drafts. Most of us having never fired a gun till we came here. You�ll come to rely on those drugs. You�ll come to appreciate them for the boost they give you. To make you fearless.�
Blake turns to leave, �Get some sleep. If you thought that primary training was hard, wait till those implants are in and we train at full combat capacity for the next month to get you in real fighting order.� He exits, and we are left to ourselves again.
Isaac and I leave to rest in the wreck room, watching the news together. �Soon boy, you�ll be on that TV,� says Isaac, pretending to mimic our Instructor from earlier.
�Probably in a casket coming home,� I say. Part of his old attitude was coming back. Albeit mixed in with his new fuck-it-all mentality. �But at least you won�t die shitting yourself.�
�I�d rather be scared than lose my identity.�
Maybe. �I was told by my favorite professor, to not lose who I was when they drafted me. Never did I think they could actually take that away too.�
�Who told you that?� says Isaac.
�Mr. Martin.�
�Ah, I was going to take one of his classes next semester, but I found a better one.�
�What was that?�
�You�re thick. This place, Einstein. Now I�m taking a class on how to bend over for the Party.�
�The Party also paid for your college.�
�They also must want to pay for my funeral.�
The newsman recites the latest events on Nova Terra, �The Confederate City States have agreed to a joint military alliance to combat the Herculeans who have successfully landed on Russian defended territories in the Eastern Hemisphere. Russia is paying the Confederates and promises to ship weapons to help intervene in the crisis unfolding. Russia, just like the rest of the United Nations, is unable to send boots on the ground till the entire newly formed Coalition is at full capacity. This is to insure cohesion and effectiveness of our global forces once they arrive��
�Want to go outside and have a smoke?� says Isaac.
�I don�t smoke.� He knows that, must be acting smart again.
�Still?�
�Yes still. I don�t smoke; it�s not good for you.� Seriously.
�Do you realize where you are Peter?�
�Yeah, the wreck room.�
�There you are, being cute again. I take back saying you were thick. Really though, we are about to be shipped out to our death. Whatever is in these ancients,� he waves the tin box around in front of my face, �will have no time to take effect on your body. You�ll be six feet under first.�
�What if we live?� It sounded hollow even as I said it. But I mean, one never really knows. We could win this. We could come back alive. I have to believe in something.
�Then I�ll pay for your chemo myself.�
With that he leaves to the patio. I join him for company. He has his helmet with him and a yellow marker. �What do you really think about the stims?� he says, �I�ve known you for almost a year. You raised your hand saying you�re a pacifist too. Surely you�re not okay with them like you let up.�
�The real answer man, is that I don�t know. They really did fuck with us, huh?�
�Yeah. I feel guilty, that I could betray myself so easily. They have it down to a science, controlling us and all.�
�I wouldn�t call it that. This is just in the military��
�Oh yeah, I forgot you�re infatuated with the Party. Want to be their newest bitch.�
�Shut up.� I am not that simple. �I just don�t think our government really has it out for us like you think they do. I mean if they really wanted us gone, they�d just let the Herculeans come here and wipe us out.�
�Or they could just send us over there and let them do the same.�
We sit quietly, letting the cold air ease our hot and sore bodies. Isaac writes something on his helmet, then lights one of his ancients.
�Where did you find those out here, anyway?� I say.
�The military, at least, has good taste when it comes to certain pastimes.�
�Okay, real talk now. If we weren�t about to die, why don�t you just vap? It�s healthier.�
He blows a ring. �We�ve been over this. The taste is way better when it�s burned in its natural form,� he blows another ring, and shoots a smoke stream through it, �and because I couldn�t do that with vapsticks. I gotta have fun with my activities.�
I watch him blow more smoke rings, and then watch as he tries to blow a straight line through multiple rings at once. He grins at me when he gets up to shooting a line through four.
I ask him another question, �What do you think of our unit?�
�We got a big unit, which ones?�
�I don�t know, all of them, start from the top.�
�I�ll start with who I like. Vance is cool, he�s just a geeky nerd our age. Which makes him likable.� I nod in agreement. �Julian is also alright. He�s old, but he�s nice too. He really doesn�t feel like he fits here though, more than all of us.�
�I wonder how he ended up here. He�s older than twenty five, what the draft only goes up to, but not an officer obviously, since he is fresh like us. The only people his age are the ones who made the military a career.�
�A shitty career,� Isaac blows another O, �Ray�s cool too, he�s always on edge though.�
�He keeps talking about his girl back home, sounds like stuff isn�t working out between them.�
�Tough. Next, we got Alex, I like him, he�s quiet, kinda just there. And does he have a jerky addiction? He�s always chewing on it. Then there�s Jonathon, who also never says shit, but a weird kinda quiet, not like Alex.� He moves on to his second ancient. �Now there�s Tommy,� Isaac snorts instantly from laughing, �that fucker spent the whole first day looking for grid squares. But to his credit, he�s a proud son of a bitch who thinks the marines is all that. But at least he�s polite and actually believes it, unlike Vick, god fuck that guy. A-plus douche bag. Acts all tough, like he�s the shit. Next is Kaiden, right? Our Corporal. He�s an ass kisser. Cut out POG material. We�ll probably die out there all young and shit, and he�ll just come back to be a Lifer.�
�We still got Rommel.�
�Oh god, that kid is crazy. Barely over eighteen, and all he can talk about is war and shooting stuff. He�s mom clearly didn�t let him play those shooter games, or maybe she let him play too much. He�ll either save us or get us all killed.�
�Why do you think that?
�Because he is the only one that actually likes Buzz. It gives him some sorta rage boner. He�ll either be a war hero, or end up dragging us to our death. Probably the latter.� He returns to smoking, and I sink into my lawn chair looking at the stars.
So the conversation ends back at Buzz. It�s still eating away at my mind. At first I felt betrayed, like Isaac does. But looking longer at it, if I were in the Party making these tough decisions, I suppose I would have come to similar conclusions. They need us ready. Ready to stop them from advancing to their next planet of conquest.
But my pacifism, my life philosophy of violence not being the solution was ripped right out of me, and it doesn�t matter how hard I stick to my ideals, they will just change it when the time comes. I don�t know, maybe I am looking at it wrong. I mean, in retrospect, my pacifism was always to humans. I ate meat. I was only peaceful in social convention. These Herculeans are not human, so they also don�t deserve my pacifism anyway, right? And further, they were the ones who showed they don�t want to negotiate, they attacked us first. They killed us first. They are the real monsters. The ones that need to be stopped. Violence be it if it�s the only way.
But god, I still feel off about changing my morals so easily, even if I am doing so because I came upon a new truth that is correcting my old convictions. But the Party obviously knows more than me. They know what humanity needs, what needs to be done. They have always taken care of me, practically raised me. Just because I don�t fully agree with them on one aspect, doesn�t mean I get to be rebellious everywhere else. And as they always say, we must look at the bigger picture. If I don�t fight today, how many peace loving people, how many want-to-be pacifists will I doom, force to fight for me tomorrow then? All because I shied away from my obligations.
What is really right or wrong? Surely it is all just perspective. And I mustn�t be narrow minded to think one philosophy is always correct, the Party knows that, they know that the ends justify the means�fight now so they won�t be a threat to human peace later�I need too as well.
Isaac breaks me from my thoughts. �Here, add this to your helmet.� He throws me the yellow marker.
�What?�
He shows me his helmet. It says Fool�s Gold on the side.
�Are we allowed to do that?�
�Just do it. Gonna make it a little squad thing.�
I add the saying. I even add sparkles on some of the letters. He looks over and smiles. �I have come upon a new parable to tell.�
�Another Isaac parable?� I groan, throwing him back the marker.
He pockets the marker, and then rotates his lighter around in his hands. As he rotates it faster the red and white stripes become a tie-dye blur. �Yes my pupil. Now shut the fuck up while I lay down some wisdom.�
He lights another ancient. �There are two guys inside a public restroom. Both of them in separate stalls that are right next to each other. Both of them taking a shit. Now they also both know, that the other guy is in there too, there is no secret they are simultaneously dropping a duce. Then one guy in the stall hears the other guy say, �Are you fucking kidding me? No toilet paper?�
Now, this guy did not directly ask the other for toilet paper, in fact, why should he offer any, anyways? It�s not his problem. Also, this guy who doesn�t have any paper, may just as well go to the next stall over and solve it himself, or maybe the guy will own up to his failure at picking the wrong stall, and accept his shortcomings and leave. But regardless, this guy next to the stall without paper still has to answer the question: do I give him some of mine, and end up getting involved in his shit, or do I reframe, and stay in my own stall, simply worrying about my own shit.�
�This is stupid. You said it yourself, they are both right by each other. He can just hand some paper underneath the stall to the other guy without it being a big deal.�
�Ah, and that�s the typical response right? We all like to think we are some Good Samaritan, some altruistic savior of our brothers, but I have not yet added one very crucial detail.�
�What?�
Isaac takes a deep drag, turns to face me, and exhales with a smile. �The guy looks at his roll of paper, and realizes, that there�s no way in hell there�s enough for two people.�
I sigh, �Goddamn it, Isaac.�

VII

Isaac hands me the fold of paper. I check out what he wrote, the last word being Resonates.
Reason eventually succumbs once nations attack, threatening every soul,
�Twenty minutes till atmosphere,� announces the intercom. �Man stations and prepare for invasion.�
I place the paper inside my chest pocket. I�ll have to add mine later.
Sergeant Blake rises out of his seat. �Easy, on me.�
Everyone in my unit�twelve in total�rises into the walkway, taking rifles and equipment in preparation to board our landing transports in the hanger bay. We grab the netting of the low ceiling above us so that we don�t float about, and hobble down the walkways to our hanger.
We are in zero gravity, but our sacks and equipment are still heavy on us. I�ve had many training days with full battle-suit getup, but only a few while not under Buzz. We are told Buzz will relieve the weight and it was true, but till you get it, you�re carrying an elephant. It starts with our helmet. A simple metal alloy formed to fit our heads. Then comes the machinery embedded with it: a visor that slides down over our face like a motorcyclist�s face shield, a small communications antenna on the left side, and a battery unit on the back of the helmet near the bottom that powers it all. This transforms the visor into a virtual layer over the battlefield giving us on the moment information and target finding. The whole helmet is painted blue except for the white font letters on the front: UN, signaling I am a Peacekeeper. Overall, it comes weighing in at 3 and half kilograms.
Next is our under armor fatigues. A full body onesie, battle pajamas. Light and water resistant, able to absorb most of our sweat, and also carrying our intergraded chemsack, all entering in at one and half kilos. What�s put over it is what makes it heavy though. First a ACU coat, which is what the actual battle-ready fatigues are, only allowed to be worn when in combat�old traditions don�t die easy. It covers our entire torso, coming in at 5 kilos. After that is the chest encompassing suit of bullet proof body armor weighing around 6 kilos, the heaviest thing on us. All combat fatigues are currently just a tan colored theme, simple in order for all the participating countries to easily maintain uniformity. But our body armor plates, encased in its own thick flack vest as well, are an olive drab for Marines, making us stick out from the rest of the GI forces. Together, it�s this armored vest with the flak jacket underneath that can help decide if a bullet kills you or not. Though what it can do against Herculean plasma our superiors have conveniently left out, so it�s quite possible it�s all useless. Something you�re better off not fretting about.
Going lower, we already have the leggings part of our under armor. What we wear over it is the same type of bullet proof body armor on our torso, but in obviously different areas. First is the iron underwear, or Crotch, one and half kilos. This wraps around the most valuables like a superhero�s thong. Over the under armor is flak pants, made with a thick fiber to resist trauma to make up for the absent body armor our legs are naked to, five and half kilos. Next come the boots. They go almost up to our knees because after the lacing the cuffs are infused armor plates to help protect our shins and calf�s, three kilos each. To complement the suit we also wear shoulder cap armor, two kilos. Following that is elbow and knee armor pads, one kilo each, so four combined overall.
And that�s just the suit. We put on a second vest over the flak jacket, two and half kilos, which holds all of the immediately important shit one would need double time out in the field. Magazines that snap off quickly, half kilo each, but you carry at least 4, so two kilos. Medical kit and dressing kit, another kilo. A grenade, a little over a kilo each, but again, you�d be dammed not to carry more than just one. Field knife, right under half a kilo. A utility canister depending on what your sergeant deems necessary for the mission, such as a smoke or motion sensor canister, one kilo. Then not required but extremely recommended is a sidearm. Weight differing to what you choose, but most around two kilos, but you better not forget its ammunition, add on one more kilo.
Next is the sack over our back. The thing itself is one and half kilos. In it our C-rations, packed for one day�s supply of meals, two kilos. A rifle repair and cleaning kit, one kilo, another kilo or so if you�re carrying spare parts too. At least six more magazines, three kilos. A second dressing and med kit, one more kilo. A flare, half a kilo. Rope, one kilo. Our gas masks, and their filtration canister, two kilos. Shovel that can be contracted and placed on the side of our sack, also two kilos. All topped off with your trusty bladder filled with water and electrolytes that has its own pocket inside the backpack, two kilos full, half a one empty, and you don�t want it empty.
But no one�s backpack is ever that light. You also have your favorite snacks because C-rations suck, half a kilo, but up to two if you�re a fat ass. You have a book because half of fighting is doing nothing, and you want a thick book to carry you through, one kilo. A sleeping bag, because you don�t always know if Command will really have it available for you when it�s time to hit the deck, one and half kilos. Some sort of bug repellent because alien bugs are a lot scarier than Earth ones, half a kilo. Some hobby of yours because reading can be lonely and being lonely in war is what happens when you�re dead, so why encourage it? Maybe it�s a deck of cards, light at half a kilo. Or maybe it�s a gaming system, one to two kilos depending on brand. And if you�re old school, it�s a board game, probably one kilo. After that you still need all of your personal belongings. The things that really get you through it all. Family photos in plastic so that it doesn�t get ruined by weather, or porn, still definitely wrapped in plastic, half to one kilo depending on your tastes. An item of inspiration: maybe your dad�s bible, or favorite stuffed animal from when you used to be a kid and weren�t expected to fight and kill, or just an article of clothing that smells like home or your girl; something to prepare you for death, round that up to a kilo.
Finally is the item of the show, why we�re here, our rifle. The XM-10 comes in at three and half kilos unloaded. Overall, you won�t be surprised that you�re carrying around on minimum sixty-four kilos, one hundred-forty fucking pounds, into battle. But then, you are surprised, not because that�s heavy, but because that�s all you�re carrying into battle, into death. That this is all your life equals to in physical terms. Just one hundred-forty pounds. You are only worth one hundred-forty pounds because that is all you need to bring in order to do your job. That house, hundreds of tons, that car, nearly a ton, all the shit in your house and car, thousands of pounds, isn�t necessary, isn�t you. Because really, you only need a little over a hundred to make it by. Your life can be condensed into something that small. One hundred pounds. Reminding you how finite you are, and how infinite war, who has swallowed countless hundred pound lives, is.

VIII

While we hobble through the hallways to the carriers I grip the only familiar shoulder of the person before me, Isaac, now my closest friend�brother really�here on the other side of our galaxy. He looks back at me with a smirk, �Looks like our cruise is over.�

My last day on Earth.
Just like that, we are marching out of Parris Island base towards the fields and loading docks of the American Space Fleet. Endless circles of fences and loading depots surround white cylinder tops sticking a few meters above ground. These are the transport shuttles we will take to meet the real force of the fleet: gigantic battleships constructed in separate parts on Earth, then brought up to space to be assembled�their mass too big to launch them from the planet or for them to land down wholly. Medium sized frigates leave behind huge white clouds as they enter the atmosphere above us. Being Marines we lead the land forces to board the shuttles. As the first to fight, we�re the first to lead the formation.
We are organized into brigades and tight squares of hundreds of men. Armored vehicles and tanks trek by our marching gaps onto loading ramps. Helicopters and harriers pass overhead to their landing docks on the sides of bigger spacecraft carries, all poised at the sky for takeoff. Large bleacher seats parallel us marching filled with reporters, visitors, and senior officials and other Party agents. Next to them are the saturated seats full of families and loved ones, waiving and shouting off to us.
Is my family here? I�ve fucked up badly with them. All the wasted time I could have spent with my younger brother, Creon. The hope my parents had for me to have a better life before the draft. Don�t cry, you�re a marine now. I feel the warm tears on my face. I�ve been selfish these past weeks about my situation. I have failed to write or communicate with them at all. What a wretched man I am. The last time I talked to Creon was when I was yelling at father about being drafted. I am so fucking low. He must be just as hurt too, and now, I may never see him again.
This is how I leave earth.
My family.
My life.
Onto starships that will take us solarside.
I wasn�t the brother I should have been. I have already lost part of the Peter I was before the draft. I have hidden from the ones I loved as if it was their fault.
More tears on my face. More regrets on my mind.
Sergeant Blake leads our unit pass the bleachers. Following him is Corporal Kaiden, and the rest of us privates in the unit: Vance, Alex, Rommel, Tommy, Isaac, I, Julian, Jonathon, Vick, and our LMG carrier Ray. These are the only faces I have known since my life changed. Faces drafted from all over the eastern side of the United Sates into one army. The faces I will rely on in battle, and probably die with.
I feel a hand on my shoulder. It�s Julian, his expression reassuring. I never realized how old he actually was, he must be in his thirties�a father? �I�m leaving a lot behind too, my wife and little daughter.� So he confirms my suspicions. A forming tear glistens in his eye. He blinks and it�s gone.
�Do you think we will ever come back?� I say.
Determination forms in his face. �I have to, my family and life is here.� But his strength seems artificial. A levee holding back his real emotions just like the rest of us are.
Vance lightly punches me. �Guys, don�t be so gloom and doom. It�s starting to make me feel too.� His smile radiates at us, soft and sad. Tommy, who is by his side, looks down too, despite him and Rommel being the most rhetoric about being excited and proud to serve.
Regardless of our opinions on this war we are all hit by the consequences. Isolation from the ones we love, fear of dying, and now, fear of never seeing Earth or our families again. All of us think about war. Not the war in the movies or videogames that raised us as children. Or the wars we read about in history books. But a war that will kill many of us. A war that is now real to us. Most of the men in my unit have never even traveled outside of America like me, let alone their own state. Now, we are being sent to a whole other world to die for a people we don�t even know. And what will it be like at home when we come back? How alien will Earth be to us, just like this planet we embark on is, once we return?
The progression to the carriers continues. The crowds of families scream and yell as we pass them. Signs are held with texts of love and quotes from famous people. Flowers are thrown at us; red, white, and blue roses. A loud commotion breaks out as new signs rise out of the crowd by the security fence: Keep our sons on Earth! Where was Congressional approval? USA, how many children will send away today?
The security fence breaks down as protesters scream at marines to run. A few actually do. The Military Police and Party Reps rush in with batons raised and began beating the instigators. The runaways are shot with rubber rounds till their bodies collapse against the ground. Vehicles advance upon the scene blocking off the protesters and deporting others, most of them bloody and crying. Remaining media reporters are herded away by the rest of the MP�s.
The formations of marines continue to the carriers as if nothing happened. Supporters and torn apart families continue their words of hope and inspirations to us. I spot my father and mother standing with my crying brother to their side. I look down at my marching boots. I failed. I failed my role as a big brother and as a son to my dad. I look up one last time. They are still searching the crowd for me, but the endless march of marines and blue helmets, stuffed backpacks, supply sacks, and raised gun barrels pointing to the sky block their vision of me�oh my god, I won�t ever see them again. �Dad! Mom! Creon! Over here! I love you!�
Nothing.
The noise of everything else drowns me out, they stand there still searching.
This was my last chance to say goodbye.
The last time I would have made eye contact with them till I come back�if I come back. That eye contact, the visionary connection that would explain it all. How much I love and miss them. How scared I am. How terribly alone I am entering that ship. That I don�t want to die.
But it�s too late.
Nothing.
�It�s okay,� says Julian, strengthening his grasp on my shoulder. �You can mail them, that�s what I�m doing.�
�Yeah, I didn�t even see my family,� says Ray with sadness, �or girl,� with worry.
�It�s probably easier that way,� says Isaac. �It will be worth it when they see us coming back home.�
�I hope so,� says Tommy.
We all do.
�It will, we just gotta worry about surviving, not trying to say our last goodbyes. Don�t think like that.� If only I didn�t know him earlier, I wouldn�t know he was just saying this to try and make us feel better. That he didn�t believe his own words.
The shadow of the first line of fences and depots embrace us. I take one final glance back at the crowd. I find the small figures of my family still searching for me. Why didn�t I yell out when I could of? Just to hear their voice and see their reassuring stare one last time.
Heartbreak.
And this is a new type I�ve never met before, and the worse kind I am sure of now. I am leaving my family, my younger brother behind with no guarantee of coming back. The times him and I spent running around playing, building toys. Arguing and fighting. Rides I gave him in my car to the movies, and talking about the big stuff in life.
At the end of it all, I couldn�t even say goodbye.
He won�t see me again till I come home in a casket. Oh god, how many of us will come home dead? Julian? who is a father. Isaac? who is my best friend here.
An officer atop a crate directs the coming formations. We�re ordered right. My boots clunk against the metal ramp as we descend below ground through a tunnel. We enter a huge catacomb of underground rooms full of machinery and scaffoldings that lead to numerous carriers. We take one raised walkway to a carrier before us, a long torpedo shaped shuttle almost completely underground. Only its nose sticking out above land that we saw earlier as we approached.
At the hull door is an officer giving directions on how to board. �Climb the ladder till you see your color. You will be told your color as you walk pass. Also, the chairs rotate, meaning once we hit zero gravity they will reposition to face you parallel with the ship.�
I reach the door. �Part of Platoon L?� says the officer.
�Yes�
�Purple.�
The artificially lit corridor of the spacecraft swallows me as I climb the ladder to find my platoon and seat. I reach my level, leave the ladder, take my seat, and just like everyone else, remove the heavy laden equipment on our bodies. But our souls are still heavy. We place rifles into side seat holsters, and duffle bags in netting above our heads. Hundreds of seat straps buckle as the ship�s engines roar to life and shake the entire vessel.
�This is your Marshall Hannibal speaking.� Everyone hushes as the speaker system projecting his voice continues. �Today marks the making of history. I do not need to remind you of the devastation and loss of life in the Dolus System that is occurring as I speak. Already one planet, Gemina, has been completely destroyed, a total of twenty million people are dead on that lost planet to the Herculeans. And on Nova Terra, the relentless invasion has just begun where the Herculeans have laid siege to a new city, Jericho, the same time we depart to save them. This is the history of mankind coming together as one force��
�Except China,� whispers Isaac.
��as one race and species to fight the invading Herculeans. This is our great crusade across the galaxy like knights of old, where we will relieve the desperate people of Nova Terra from the enemy species, the alien Herculeans. This is the survival of humanity, the battle of the fittest. Let us pray that God wishes us on top. You are my brave warriors who have joined me on this journey��
�Like I had a fucking choice,� says Isaac. I tell him to shut it.
��Let our valor, our strength as mankind unite us. From the shores of California to the steppes of the Urals, we will prevail against a common enemy. The next five days of our hyperspace journey will be a time of anticipation, and a time that all of you will need to mentally prepare yourselves for what is to come. Earth, all of humanity from this star system to the next is immensely proud of you. They, and our future generations will view us as their heroes, their saviors. God bless America and the Party.�
The radiocast ends, and our necks slam against the seat cushions as the carrier takes off. My port window fills with white smoke, next blue. I lean over to try and see Earth. But already all of Parris Island is undistinguishable and quickly covered by clouds.
We break through the atmosphere, and marines desperately grab any loose equipment as we enter zero gravity. Next is a slight panic as our seats rotate to align with the shuttle, till we realize we were warned. Our shuttle shrinks as the launch rockets are released and we use thrusters alongside Earth�s gravity to reach our next destination. Out in the blackness away from Earth lies the mystic sight of the Arc station. A gigantic ring shaped platform that will launch the International Fleet into hyperspace. For a few moments I get the experience of seeing it through the port window of the carrier: a massive metal portal that will teleport me to my new life once we pass through its interior wrap slip.
I hear Julian talk about it across aisle. �The Arc station was created around five decades ago. It mimics a wormhole found at the end of a black hole, but instead of it being completely unpredictable where one would end up in the galaxy if traveling through one, this Arc will launch us on a faster than light course to a similar space portal in the Dolus system called Hope. The fastest way of traveling yet created.�
A yellow light beams on and off above us alongside a siren. �Docking. Docking,� says the Captain.
Our carrier comes upon a huge wire in space between two squares. As we get closer I realize the wire is a structure, the two squares independent space stations, the whole thing rotating slowly. The thin structure between the stations is a hallway with hundreds of docking bays along it, where the gigantic battleships of the Fleet reside. Our carrier nears one battleship, the Star Crusader, with the white bold abbreviations of United Nations International Military on the star side. Its massive shape looms over our carrier as we close in till we are side by side to it, where arms with claws reach out from the battleship to magnetically attach us for the loading sequence. Along the side of the battleship is a hanger that the arms bring us into. Once our hanger is stuffed with carriers, the outside space doors slide shut as oxygen is pumped into the hanger.
�Up and ready!� says Tarnus. We follow him into the hanger and through large traffic corridors to our new seating sections: crammed rows just like the carriers, but now by the dozens in order to fit the thousands of marines and soldiers the battleships will ferry.
�What does your helmet say?� says Vance to Isaac, as we sit down in our row.
�Fool�s Gold,� says Isaac.
�Why?� says Alex.
Isaac takes out his marker. �Do you wanna join or what?�
�Join?� says Vance.
�Yeah, Peter over here already has.� Isaac hands the marker to Vance and he adds it. Next it goes to Alex, Tommy does it too.
�So what does it mean?� says Ray, adding it as well his after watching us.
�Will we used to be the Golden Youth,� says Isaac.
�There it is,� says Vance.
�There it is,� we all mutter.
�Detaching� alerts the ship intercom. �Preparing for jump.� Our battleship tumbles about as the rotating wire shaped structure it is attached to spins quickly. Marines slam their faces into bags and puke as the rotations become faster, and then we are jerked about as we detach on a timed rotation into free space, and drift towards the Arc gate. The battleship rotates slowly as it repositions itself to be topside up with the others. I look out the side window panels at Earth as it swirls behind us while we reposition.
I am really leaving Earth.
It glistens behind as a giant marble of light blue colors and white pearly clouds that swathe the surface. This is what I am fighting for? It�s beautiful. But if the Herculeans can wipe out one planet so quickly, can we really stop them from reaching here?

Five days later, I still ask that question.
The Fleet has arrived in orbit of Nova Terra, and we waddle with our equipment through the hallways to board the Osprey carriers that will take us through the atmosphere, and onto the outskirts of the sieged city Jericho. We have rehearsed the invasion strategy multiple times on digital war game simulations during the journey.
Each landing Osprey carries two units, twenty four men in total. Blake halts us at the ramp to a half filled Osprey. �Take the left and fill to the end.�
�Welcome to Foxtrot,� says the Sergeant of his unit already positioned inside.
�Hey,� grunts Blake, �we�re Easy.� We sit down, and buckle up as the landing ramp behind us clamps shut sealing us into our metal box. The hull lights switch from red to green indicating that our independent life support system is online.
�Mind if I smoke in here?� says Isaac. No one replies. �Cool.� He lights an ancient, Rommel and Ray follow suit, but with their vapsticks. Isaac offers me one and I say no�even though the military shoots me up with their drugs at ease now. Soon we�re coughing from the cloudy hull.
�For fuck sakes, no more after that,� says Blake, red eyed and waving a hand to clear the smoke. �Why are you smoking ancients anyway?� Mutters of agreement echo throughout the hull.
�Air is stale enough asshole,� says Vick.
�Jesus, alright, alright,� says Isaac, putting his tin box away. �Take it all out on me, won�t ya?�
Blake places a metal oval holotablet that�s magnetic on the floor in the center of the hull where a person�s face projects. �I am Major General Jack, your regiment�s commander for the landing assault on Jericho. As your transports break away from the carriers and prepare to enter the atmosphere, the planet crackers will land forming a semi-circle around the outskirts of the city. You will land around a thousand or so meters behind the crackers and will advance immediately to man and defend them. After that, the Goliaths will land and form the spearhead of the assault into the city, where you will advance inside or behind them for cover to combat any Herculean remnants. Remember, there are still human civilians inside the city, practice restraint once you enter. There is also, surprisingly, some surviving local militia pockets still fighting inside, it would be generous of you to find and aid them. Good luck boys, God bless America and the Party.� The transmission ends and Blake retrieves the holotablet.
�The time has come,� Hannibal�s voice projects into our hull. Apparently our Marshall has something to say too before we go. �The enemy is at the gates of Jericho, and the planetary defense force, the Carthaginians, have tried their best to withstand them, but lie close on the verge of defeat. Now it is our turn to show the alien menace what humanity is capable of. We are the liberators of this oppressed planet. We march towards the sound of chaos. May God guide and be with us. God bless America and the Party.�
�Battle stations,� says the intercom after Hannibal�s speech. �Prepare for impact. Fleet fully engaged with enemy force.�
A new siren sounds for emergency action with the declaration that we are fully submersed into the warzone over the atmosphere. The ship tumbles about and the hull becomes dark.
�What�s going on!� says Vance.
A greenish iridescent light brightens the hull again. �Power has been relocated to charge the batteries and thrusters,� says the Osprey Pilot in the cockpit. �We have fully detached from the ship�s power source and are using our own. We will be ejecting momentarily into space.�
Fear covers me in its cloak. My hands grip the seatbelt straps firmly till the knuckles turn white. It�s hard to breathe. None of us here knows what war is like, or can even imagine the idea of what this war will be like. We�re almost all drafts, never intending to service the military in any way. Now we�re part of the biggest human endeavor ever created, to liberate Nova Terra from the Herculeans.
We partake in a symphony of heavy breathing to fight the lumps in our throats. Sweat collects on our foreheads and palms. Each of us�we�re scared shitless. It�s a new type of fear. One I have never encountered before. The only way to explain it, is that it feels like the monsters I feared under my bed at night were actually real. Instead of my dad coming in and playing along with my nightmare and fantastically defeating the monsters with a flashlight so I can sleep again, they crawl out from beneath my bed before I can call out for him. Their claws grasp at me till I am tangled in their limbs, and they drag me away to the abyss of their cave to never escape. I am at the cusp of this bed, a brave new world, and the monsters are real, I am about to fight them.
A marine�chaplain�from Foxtrot with a large gold cross necklace speaks, �Let us shield ourselves in the anointing of oil before fighting.� What? �To acknowledge God as our ultimate commander and to protect us through the battle we are about to fight.� He reveals a flask of olive green oil. He begins by dipping his fingers against the top of the flask, then taking his pointer and middle finger and combining them into one, draws a streak across his forehead with the oil. He passes it to the next marine. �Everyone, please,� he looks at us with sincerity. �For God, for salvation.�
The flask moves around the hull as each marine dips his fingers, and marks a line on their forehead. Soon it will be my turn. Is he fucking serious? That oil would actually do anything. That it somehow carries the word or protection of god himself. Why doesn�t god just give me a ship to go home, or strike all the aliens down with some magical plague of his?
Alex, sitting beside me, hands the flask out for me to grab. I take it and continue the ceremony that finishes its course back to the chaplain. The chaplain returns the flask to his chest pocket. �Thank you. Let its holy oil and our sign of obedience and trust in our heavenly Lord carry us through the coming trials. Amen.�
The ship shakes. �Hanger doors opening,� says the Pilot. �Hold on to your asses.�
The hanger doors slide apart revealing space and the battling fleets�our long rectangular clunky battleships verses their slim wide ones�over the bright expansive atmosphere of Nova Terra. The planets blue and green swirling oceans and pink tainted clouds blanketing the surface hug me with terror and awe.
The Osprey�s thrusters propel our craft into space as thousands of other transport craft depart from carrier ships, and into liaison for the planetary invasion. Frigates not engaged with the Herculean fleet begin their descent into the atmosphere firing their massive side batteries towards the planet surface. The planet crackers jet out of the bottom sides of battleships, leaving a zig-zag stream of exhaust as they tear through the atmosphere and clouds. Coalition and Herculean battleships slam each other with warheads and missiles blowing apart cavities in hulls, and shooting condensed atmosphere trails of debris across the dark of space.
The planet, with its oblique white aura that trims the outline of its shape, is indifferent to our struggle above it. Blast shields close over our windows making it dark. Its surface formed millions of years ago absorb our tiny metal aircraft as we descend into the atmosphere.
Into a war I can�t imagine surviving.

SUMMER

We are only equal in our abilities to kill each other.
-Thomas Hobbs

IX

�Blast shields opening,� says the Pilot. We have broken through the atmosphere and are reaching our deployment zone near the city outskirts.
�Oh God, oh God, oh my God,� rambles a marine from Foxtrot, �We�re going to die. Shit, Jesus, God oh my God.� Another marine dry heaves, gagging horribly from having nothing in his stomach to vomit, and a few others are crying. Julian, buckled across from me, tightly holds a picture to his chest occasionally kissing it. I turn my head to view the rest of the hull. Almost everyone is looking down at their thighs, hands griping their asses. I see Tommy at the end, he retrieve something�a scarf�from his vest and stuffs it down his collar, letting part of it dangle out where he sucks on it.
The whole aircraft shakes viciously, and the sound of flak exploding around us is deafening. The blast shields open in preparation for landing and the side windows fully reveal the outside. Hundreds of aircraft fly around. One transport craft is hit by Herculean fire and following a burst of flame, breaks into two burning parts and falls downwards. The marines inside the destroyed hull fumble out of the disintegrating chunks engulfed in fire. Their bodies become tiny burning embers that are eaten up by the white clouds below us. The madding sound of flak continues exploding outside; our metal cage bustling and shaking in the air. At any moment we would be hit next, ripped away from our hull and freefalling through the air to our death. It numbs me dumb. I�m suddenly terrified of heights.
Please let this fucking thing land!
My hands tap my thighs rapidly. I try yawning away the lump in my throat but instead dry heave and choke. I continue to stare through the dirty side window at the exploding sky and burning pieces of more hit aircraft. Holy shit that can be us! How is that not us? We really are going to die. Close the blast shield, show me no more! But I can�t look away. Looking out that small side window at the chaos gives me an insight to what we are enduring. As if my lifeline, my hope of making it to the ground, relies on the visuals my eyes show me from within this hull to the outside world. This hull�the metallic flooring below me only a meter thick, if that�is what protects my life from out there.
�Jesus who art in heaven!� the chaplain begins, �Forgive us for our sins! We ask that you give us safe passage�� the Osprey shakes and he is broken off from the growing loudness of flak.
The ship takes another heavy jolt. Vick stumbles out of his buckles, hitting others and rolling down the hull to the back. �Help!� he says as he bangs around, �Help! Fuck!�
�Grab him!� says Blake. He and Ray take hold of his limbs.
�Oh god,� Vick throws up.
�Goddamn it! Not my boots!� says Blake. They push Vick back to his own seat. Vomit slides around on the floor. The stench and odor of adrenaline is met with an additional smell. The man next to me from Foxtrot has pissed himself. The liquid travels down his legs and discolors his boots. I look away as to try and not embarrass him, then look back to see his petrified face, out of curiosity I guess. His body is so still, it�s as if death has already grabbed him. He�s probably from my college as well, now we�re in the same subject. His eyes meet my gaze and he ducks his head crying. I made matters worse, but it doesn�t matter, we�re all dead men anyway.
The chaplain continues, �Give us safe passage to our destination and strength in fighting these aliens�� The Osprey rocks violently again. The side windows crack and shards of glass and the shrieking wind blast inside the hull.
�I CAN�T SEE!� says Jonathon. Glass has hit his face. The marine next to him cowers behind with raised arms covered in lacerations of impaled shards. We all quickly lower our helmet visors to escape his fate.
�Gauze!� says Vance from further down the seats. �Pass a dress kit!�
The shouting is hard to hear as the louder screeching of wind passes through the cracked window, and showers us in Jonathon�s blood as the wind attacks his face. I cover my ears�god the noise!
The blast shields slide shut to stop the wind. The medic pouch is ripped off the wall near the rear ramp and handed from marine to marine towards Jonathon. �Oh god!� he blubbers, �I think I�m blind!� Blood leaks out from his eyes onto his groping hands and down his arms. The marine sitting next to him begins placing gauze strips around his face.
Again, the chaplain goes on as if he can save us from it all. �Also heal this man Lord! And let us all return ho�� a fiery bolt of light tears through the flooring and strikes out through the roof, blinding us temporarily. The laser burst has left burns on a few marines from Foxtrot and ripped apart the chaplain�s torso. Scorched pages from his bible stick amongst us. Blood and gore spills out onto the floor from the dead chaplain, and his leaking guts that look like drenched party streamers are sucked out by the wind vacuum through the hole. The burned men wail and one is on fire.
Fucking god! This is insane. What do I do? What do I do? The pissed man next to me has gotten his arm on fire from trying to help another, and panics unbuckling himself.
�Blanket!� says Blake. The hull becomes blurry. The shouting and screaming become distorted noises. I retreat within myself. Is this shock? The hull feels like the memory of a nightmare one has when they awake from a bad dream. There is a great pain upon my nose that breaks the trance and I see spots. Blake is unbuckled and smothering the man on fire with a large retardant blanket. The other burnt man has paste being rubbed on him by Julian. Blake grabs me by the thigh as he positions himself back to his seat. He leans into my face, sweat and blood dripping down his own, �Private! You obey an order when I command it next time.�
�We have taken hull fire. Repeat, hull fire,� says the Pilot.
No shit.
Red lights flash. The floor swashes back and forth with blood and vomit and broken glass, staining our boots and cuffs.
I close my eyes. My breathing is sporadic and, my heart�it feels like it�s going to explode out of my chest! This is madness. If the Herculeans can kill off so many of us already, what is it going to be like once we are finally on the ground?
What the fuck do I do?
Jesus please, please forgive me. Don�t let me die. I don�t want to die! I�ll change and follow you.
Isaac grabs my wrist. I look over to see his eyes closed tightly, he�s biting his bottom lip hard. His teeth puncture it, and blood runs down his chin.
The Osprey goes through a succession of jolts and tumbles. Marines scream louder.
Please God! I will honestly tell everyone about you when we land, that you are the true God. You are the one and only. Please let me live! Let me live! I am sorry!
Peter, that holy man has died, and in the middle of a prayer, too. What the fuck makes you think god will save you? Get yourself together, there is no god, or that pious chaplain would have lived.
No, no! It doesn�t matter I have to try! I don�t want to die. Maybe he was a fake. Please God, I�ll do anything. Don�t let me die!
�Approaching landing zone,� says the Pilot.
�All right!� says Blake, �Guns to the ready. Prepare for drop off!�
The stench of the hull is nauseating from the sloshing blood and vomit. After a bit there is less rattling. The Osprey is low enough to the ground that Herculean anti-air fire can no longer target us.
�Landing,� says the Pilot. The Osprey pauses and hovers, making a one hundred eighty degree turn. The blast shields opens again. The broken window shows other Osprey�s and aircraft also turning around backwards before landing, so that their loading ramps face the city. Some larger carriers deploy the massive Goliath crawlers as well. An Osprey descending next to us is hit and the wing catches on fire. It twirls and crashes to the ground before finishing its rotation. The marines roll out dazed and confused as others scream aflame.
The hatch door opens, and beams of sunlight shower us from outside. Destroyed aircraft have already littered the field in front of us. Blake leaves first, �Move! Move! Move!� Buckles come off and weapons are pulled from the spaces in between the seats. We jump to attention, our boots splashing about in the gore and other liquids on the hull floor. Blake runs out a few meters, crouches, and moves his arm in an arching motion to summon us forward. We pile out into a loose circle around him, some of us additionally carrying tool kits for the planet crackers. The sky is a mess of black flak mixing with the white clouds, and descending outlines of the next waves and hundreds of aircraft in motion.
Planet crackers rip through the clouds and explode against the earth ahead of us, kicking up meter high dirt clouds as they land. The entire landscape before me has turned into a wasteland of upturned earth and craters from the shelling, and farther out all around as the eye can see, only the endless veil of black rising smoke from the belly of war greets me. We have landed in what was an agricultural field bordering the city outskirts. But the entire crop has been burnt and only untilled earth remains. A pounding pulse takes over my ears as I kneel near Blake. My throat is dry, and the lump resonates bigger at the bottom of it making it impossible to swallow my spit that instead gushes from one side of my mouth to the other.
The scene of the crashed Osprey next to us grabs our attention. We move to it as the first landing waves of marines pass us by to the planet crackers. The hull hatch has already opened, and its insides are scorched black with smoke fuming out. The shattered cockpit glass is bloody and licking out flames. All around the loading ramp lay seared and mangled bodies with the smell of their burning flesh in the air. One marine rolls out of the ramp onto the ground, his legs gored and burnt to stumps. He grabs the black dirt around him wailing and speaking hysterically. Our company forms around him. The dying man rolls over and stares at me. His two large pupils horribly strained, black veins popping out on his neck and pale dirty face. I hold back the vile at the bottom of my throat. �We need a medic!�
�He�s beyond our care,� says Corporal Kaiden.
�We need a medevac on my location!� says Blake into his radio.
I stare at the dying man. It consumes me. All around us, endless formations and lines of men and vehicles march onwards to the city. We are ants piling out of our hole into a stream of blue helmets, having no idea of where we are going besides that the men in front leads the way, creating a pheromone trail, and we�re supposed to follow.
Herculean artillery fire lands wherever it desires, bashing out groups of marines and sending earth flying. Aircraft and gunships hover and fly towards the outskirts. Injured men, covered in their gore and dirt, bandaged quickly with some missing limbs, are carried on stretchers past us to multi-colored clouds of signal smoke where landing helicopters come to pick them up. Support crews, with their artillerymen lugging their mortars and howitzers move into locations to deploy and aid to the concentrated fire against the city. The shouting of orders and screams, the sound of guns and cannons, whistling shells that make everyone duck and beg the earth for safety break us down and reduce us to feeling very small. Tiny in our heavy armor.
Insignificant.
Vulnerable. My life could conclude to a horrible and forgotten end. Killed by an enemy I have yet to even see. Before I even fire my gun.
A Humvee with banners of the Coalition countries and UN flag passes by and stops at our location. The convoy following it continues onward to the front line after the gunner waves them on. The gunner on the top turret then shouts, �Officer on deck!� Blake rises to attention. The others are too engrossed with the dying man to stand at order. I look over at the Humvee and the scene is engrained inside my mind like a photograph. The door opens and a large shouldered man steps out, his eyes hidden behind dark aviators. He tosses a used cigar out before him. He wears a green military style cowboy hat and his chest insignia rank declares him a Major General, which is also surrounded by numerous badges, and his sleeves are covered in multiple chevrons referencing his veterancy. But he�s smiling.
The General rests his boot on the cigar bud twisting it underneath. �What�s the holdup boys? We got a city to liberate!�
�Sir, we are moving as ordered,� says Blake. �We stopped to assist this injured man.�
�Pity, looks damn lost to me,� says Jack. He waves his hand into the air making a twirling motion with his pointer finger, and one of his officers run forward dragging the man away. Shell fire hits near us sending earth flying. We duck into a prone hugging the dirt and covering our faces. I look up after a moment, Jack remains standing, readjusting his hat and wiping the dust from his aviators. �Have your men Buzzed yet?�
�No, sir!� says Blake, �I was waiting to gather my forces completely before ordering administration.�
�Well that�s why they look like a bunch of fucking pussies.� Jack�s aviators stare at me, lifeless like the dead man being dragged away. �There is a whole of a lot worse shit you�re going to see. Get them battle ready Sergeant and up to the bunkers!� Jack reenters the Humvee and it drives off tailing the armored convoy.
Blake grabs our attention pissed. �Alright, time to Buzz. You all made me look like a jackass,� he trails off muttering for a moment, �Then we move again.�
Sergeant Blake and Corporal Kaiden key a control on their forearm pads. The distributor on my lower neck tingles for a moment as the Buzz enters through my spine. I feel, hear, and watch the buzz as the world becomes blurry by zooming towards me, then back out. But now, I am part of it: the buzz of machinery moving towards victory, the buzz of the whistling rounds flying forward against the Herculeans, the buzz of a hundred thousand human hearts beating at once, in tandem with each other in this Cause. The buzz of war that has become a proving ground for our race and theirs�and we didn�t come to submit.
They finish receiving their dose and a wave of clairvoyance takes over. It�s simple now, just kill the Herculeans. In seconds, the fear of battle subsides as the confidence Peter feels rises. The legless man that troubled him moments earlier becomes an accepted part of their occupation. Peter and his unit pick themselves off from the ground and rise around Blake, eager and ready to be commanded. They fidget and toy with their weapons anxiously. When will they get to use them on a Herculean?
Images of horrendous atrocities committed by the Herculeans take over Peter�s conciseness. Him and his unit are floating around space in the atmosphere of Gemina as it is bombed to obliteration by the Herculean fleet. Thousands of innocents are slaughtered before their eyes by strange armored looking creatures. Next, a young naked bony girl is being groped by a group of them and screaming for help at Peter. It infuriates him. To think they laid a hand on innocent humans makes him senseless with rage. The entire unit shouts out in anger. Peter joins in. All of them must die.
Peter�s earlier thoughts of vulnerability disappear, and are replaced with a splendid community mentality of rage and bloodlust. They are one cause and force with one clear objective. Defeat the Herculeans.
By killing them. All of them.
�Alright boys, you feel like you have a pair now?� says Blake. �You feeling� juiced?�
They all release a war cry. �Let�s fucking kill them already!� says Ray.
Blake smiles with satisfaction, �We�re moving forward to catch up with the rest of the platoon.�
Newfound energy courses through Peter�s body. Easy traverses one boot after the other with determination. They advance through the scorched farmlands that were once wild alien forests and grasslands cleared away with pesticides, now cleared away for war. They near the forward line of battle forming only a hundred meters or so ahead of them. Herculean shelling concentrates on the landing planet crackers, while Coalition air support replies by bombing alien positions in the outskirts of the city.
�See that men!� says Blake, directing their attention at a blue translucent shield dome, that arcs over the city and shrugs off all directed munitions. �We are to take that bitch down, so Air can kill those fuckers inside!�
The prospect of watching Herculeans getting obliterated by jets brings excitement to Peter�s step. Soon they see Captain Tarnus, and some of the other squads from Love platoon up ahead behind a planet cracker. �This is Platoon Commander. What took you so long? Move up!� blurts the radio on Blake�s side, and also through the marine�s earpieces.
Easy sprints in a loose single file line to the bunker, lugging ammo boxes and engineering tools for the firebase. The sky above forms into a veil of black smoke and burning atmospheric debris from the space battle and flak. Herculean artillery shells land near and behind the advancing army knocking out lines of advancing marines. �This is baptism by fire!� says Blake.
�No better way to do it!� cheers Easy back in agreement.
They reach Captain Tarnus and the remnants of Love platoon. The forward line is meters ahead of them now, and Herculean plasma and laser fire fills the air with bright colors and exploding shells. The planet cracker they are tasked with maintaining has received a direct hit by a Herculean shell disabling the sentry turret operating inside of it, and the shield tower above it. Easy squats against the rear of the bunker, and Peter watches as marines dig feverously around the ring of planet crackers with equipment to create trenches for cover on the frontline.
�We only have a few minutes before GI Joe comes in to assault that city,� says Tarnus from an overhanging on the side of the planet cracker, �and this isn�t even ready to be staffed by a crew!�
The planet cracker is an oval shaped bunker about two stories tall and around three hundred square meters in diameter�a humble temple to war. The rear side not facing the city however, has been ruined by a shell destroying the shield antennae. A marine up on the scaffolding reports the severity of the damage before being struck down by zipping Herculean fire. Love platoon ducks to cover behind the bunker as a brutal wave of shells smack the trenches in front of them.
Tarnus peeks out at the frontline, �Alright I�ll call in a new tower for the bunker, the rest of you, wield a metal slab over the hole ASAP.�
Commissar Herus arrives to the scene as well. �You heard the order! Up and at it my brave warriors!�
They get to work. One of the supply canisters nearby that departed from the planet cracker before impact is retrieved, this one being spare metal skirts. Inside the bunker is a folding ladder and rope that Peter places at the base rear near the hole, where they secure the rope through it.
�Get ready!� says Blake, �This next part is a bitch!�
Love tightens the metal slab to the rope while Alex and another marine rest on the top scaffolding exposed, hoping Herculean fire won�t pick off them as they wait. Love forms into a pulley system to heave the metal slab up to them by the hole.
Herculean plasma streaks pass them taking down advancing marines to the frontline trenches as they pull on the tight nylon rope. The stressed rope and friction cuts their fingertips and soon everyone is bleeding and cussing. Herus continues to chant and roar the Creed.
�Pull you fucking worthless dogs!� says Tarnus in between stanzas, sitting smug from his second floor overhanging. A shell lands nearby taking out a few men in the line. The rope loosens sliding fast through the hands of the marines in the front. One man drops the rope in agony and falls to his knees, his fingertips ripped off by the rope.
�Pick up the slack!� says Tarnus. �Get that roofing up there before I start wasting you lazy bastards!�
They pick up the rope again and continue. Their injured comrades grabbing onto their shins screaming for help. Medics dart in to retrieve the casualties, while Love�s hatred towards the Herculeans for disabling the tower grows in size with every pull. In between heaves they shout �Fuck you!� at Tarnus too. He finds it amusing and edges them on with any obscenity he can think of. After a few more tugs the metal slab is in position. A oval machine is placed over the parameter of the slab by the marines on the top bolting it into place. More clamps are added to reinforce the piece, and the base of the antenna is stabilized onto the newly made roof. Next, a Chinook defies the danger of the battlefield, and swoops in only a few meters above the bunker dropping down the new shield tower antenna into position where it is welded into place.
The planet cracker crew arrives right on time of their completion. �We got it from here jarheads!� says one of the engineer as they enter.
The antenna hums to life as the sentry turret is set back up too. A light blue shimmering glow appears in the air, as the antenna tower creates a shield wall that connects with other towers in intervals of about thirty meters away in both directions. The engineers lay out power lines to field generators to maintain the energy consumption of the shield. Soon, the shield wall is repelling all Herculean plasma and missile fire protecting the landing army, while the sentry turret shoots a constant line of rounds at the distant Herculeans.
�Well done comrades!� says Herus.
�Into the front trenches as we wait for the Goliaths!� says Tarnus. They double time outside the safety of the shield into the fray of the created earthworks. Makeshift sandbags and turret positions are hastily placed by marines as they find a chunk of earth not yet occupied. The trenches are a mess of brave dead warriors and spent ammunition. Shells land everywhere and smoke congests the visibility of the enemy frontline. Easy positions themselves near a stretch of trench that is trying to support a salient pushing the lines forward.
Ray sets up his XM-12 LMG and fires away on the distant Herculean positions. Tracers zip out every few rounds showing how accurate he is. Peter and the rest pop out bipods and brace their XM rifles on the sandbags and adjust scopes. It doesn�t do much to help. The Herculean frontlines are at least three kilometers away, the scopes barely zoom into two. From here, they can only lay down as much suppressive fire as possible on nonvisible enemy targets. �When are we getting close so we can waste those bastards!� says Isaac in frustration. The agreement is echoed down the line.
Despite the gap in distance between the two forces, this does not reduce the Herculean�s effectiveness at killing them. The salient trench being formed is a scene of courage and human determination, but ghastly nevertheless. Hundreds of sappers lurch forward digging away hellishly at the earth while others toss satchel charges to help speed up the process. Smoke is dropped to create a screen but is too little avail. Almost every man that crawls out of cover to help make the new salient is hit by zoned in Herculean fire and collapse lifeless back into the trenches�only their valor to be remembered, satisfying war�s satiety. Commissar Herus comes to the fringe of the scene wielding a UN banner with the circle of a white world and olive branches in one hand, and screams the Pledge at the top of his lounges to encourage the push. But access to the salient is eventually blocked off with a large pile of the dead, and more marines leap over the pile to only get hit and join it.
�Fight harder brothers!� says Herus, �Don�t give up an inch!�
The endeavor is unfortunately called off after a few more failed pushes, and the marines instead resume sitting tight in their earthworks, firing away excessive amounts of ammunition at the remote Herculeans. A blinding light flashes Peter�s face and he falls backwards dazed. His visor automatically readjusts to dim the light as he recovers. Rommel lifts him up and he slumps against the trench for a moment.
�You alright brother?� says Rommel.
�Yeah, what happened?�
�Bastards almost got you with a firework.�
Peter goes back to shooting from his piece of trench, placing all of his weight against the top of the earth till he is hugging it with his torso instead of actually standing at a firing position. His cheek slumps against the rifle stock�he shakes his head and lifts it back up. He stares at his hands, watching them reload the XM and fire at enemy positions, but suddenly pauses shooting, eventually discarding the last empty magazine. He drops the XM and it dangles from his hostler strap while he sinks into trench down to his ass. His whole body solidifies itself against the dirt wall his back has melded into. He lifts his visor, but he still wears a mask of sweat pouring down his face. It drips off his raised visor and onto his lips. He tries wiping it away, but his dirty gloves only smear it about with the alien earth.
My heart�s beating as fast as the machinegun firing next to me�I, gotta, must breathe. Inhaling deeply causes a headache and I wince at the sharp strikes of pain. I suck on my bladder mouthpiece to fight the salty sweat taste in my mouth, and spit it out. Jesus, Creon wouldn�t believe this shit. Puts those imaginary battles in the backyard to shame.
Here, Peter, stay here. My body becomes an anchor. Don�t move Peter. We�re good here. Exhaustion creeps into my muscles from the sprint here. My heart hurts alongside my chest. How can one person take so much? Fuck this headache. I slide my helmet back to rub my forehead.
�What are you doing down there marine!� says Blake.
Oh shit!�I look down at my legs that have nested comfortable against the trench base.
�Are you hurt?� He checks the vital signs on my arm pad.
�No sir!� I lower my helmet back and get up promptly, to only duck again as plasma fire blasts the sandbags behind us. �I was just resting.�
That was the wrong use of words.
�Resting? Are you resistant to Stims, Private?�
�No sir! Not that I know of sir!� Resistant, that can happen?
Blake grabs my forearm, taping my dosage key. �Back to the wall, suppressive fire on the Herculean positions Private.�
Peter grabs the cover once more with his comrades, and aims at the distant frontline. His legs stand firm and his arm doesn�t waver once as he braces the XM for victory. �Let�s get closer, I wanna watch them die!� he says. Others shout their agreement. Additional Commissars arrive and lead the Creed with Herus. The marines repeat the lines onto the outskirts as tithings for war.
�We are powerful!� says Herus, �Invincible!�
Peter and the others cheer to the declaration. Buzz tells them so, as it should. The marines roar in unison demanding Herculean death, and they throw insults at them alongside bullets.
�Prepare for the assault!� alerts Tarnus� radio.
�Listen up!� says Tarnus. They pause to give him their attention. �The Army boys are ready to push up with us. Any moment the Goliaths will roll out towards the frontlines. Once they pass we�ll follow behind them for cover. Stay together, don�t get trigger happy from your war rage and get separated. We rendezvous on the Herc shield wall where we will create our new frontline and await further orders.�
The rumbling engines of the Goliaths are heard before they are seen�their name wonderfully describing their size. The massive rectangular tank carriers trek through the shield wall out onto the open field. Easy has to dodge one as it turtles by. Their frontal repeating cannon blasts away at fortified Herculean positions. The marines cheer at the awesome prowess of their armored titans.
�Follow behind!� says Tarnus, �We got Herc�s to kill!�
Love empties the trenches in unison with the other marines. They quickly turn around to the commotion and uproar behind them. Thousands of soldiers slide through the shield to join their brothers. They move onto the Herculean frontlines as one enraged force. The Goliaths tow armored troop dollies behind them, and Easy hops on for a ride. The terrain is scarred with shell holes, and Peter watches as a nearby dolly breaks off from its Goliath as they get stuck into deep craters.
�I�m gonna get there first!� says Peter at a group digging out their carrier.
Peter turns to view the approaching city outskirts, and to examine the surface of the Goliath he rides on. Its rear has a fully staffed mortar crew lobbing incendiary, and its horizontal armored sides are a porcupine of multiple portholes and prodding turrets that score the battlefield. An armor square panel on each side opens up and a volley of rockets launch out into the air, screeching loudly before they hit the Herculean positions near their shield.
The air becomes congested with assaulting aircraft, and the hazed trails of shells that the rear howitzers and Herculean batteries fire at each other. The ground then rumbles with a new entrance to the battlefield: the magnificent sight of an emerging Fleet frigate hovering in the skyline above, its side turrets shaking Peter as they pound the Herculean defenses.
�Get some!� roar the men in agreement as it comes within a few kilometers of the city itself. It fires a barrage of missiles. Peter raises his thumb into the air following them, to be gleefully satisfied that they are the size of it from his distance. He punches his fist into the air as they smack against the base of the Herculean shield. The marines giggle like schoolgirls. The horizon is filled with bright yellows and oranges. Next, it angles itself in order to fire a broadside of its dozen multi-ton cannons.
Peter trembles in awe. This is human might, bringing its best offering.
�This is how we will teach the Herculeans a lesson or two about fucking with the superior race!� says Tarnus.
As if an attempt to defend themselves, a smooth angled Herculean warship also descends from the atmosphere. In its height advantage it is capable of scoring off a successful strike against the top of the Coalition frigate. Two smaller Fleet ships follow behind the Herculean craft launching missiles. A direct hit from one of them ignites the alien warship�s thrusters in a bright blue flash, and it drops fast.
Time slows down as all of the men are captivated by the unfolding spectacular�but also tragic�event. The Herculean ship collides into the top of the Fleet frigate it engaged, and the two massive vessels hug together into an inferno of streaking fiery exhaust. A thunderous boom dwarfs the noise of the battlefield for a moment. The heap of flaming metal smashes against the Herculean shield dome over the city, creating fireballs of debris that rain over the field. The shield reverberates with a violent shutter, similar to when a boulder penetrates a pond, and the dome disappears. The remaining wreck crashes into the skeletons of damaged skyscrapers collapsing a few. Moments later, a wave of earth and plaster meters high swoops out from the city outskirts, and covers the advancing humans in a storm of debris as it passes over the field. Soldiers turn around and duck behind vehicles to doge the wave.
�Holy fucking�,� Isaac is cut off as the wave engulfs them. His visor wiper�a blue vertical electric line on his helmet mask�moves from right to left frantically to clear away the caked dust. Peter follows his blue line as well as it moves back and forth clearing the debris from his visor. The wave dissipates and the men cough out dirt and climb out of earth mounds that buried them. They all wait quietly in anticipation, as if an encore is supposed to happen.
�Now they�re gonna get it boys!� bellows Herus over a microphone, �Time for revenge! Into the city!�
They roar back at the city in a wave of their own battle cries. But they are quickly out noised again; however this time by dozens of screaming jets flying overhead. Peter watches as sortie after sortie of aircraft zoom over him, beginning their relentless bombing runs. The Air Force mercilessly takes advantage over the lack of Herculean shield defenses, and the smoke inside the city lights up a thousand times as ordinance is dropped. It truly is a glorious sight.
The assault continues.
Herculean fire begins to pick up as they get closer. �Stay low in the carriers,� says Blake, �Don�t pop your head out for anything!�
If they can�t see them, they can�t kill them. Where�s the fun in that?
The city burns with fires that must be tens of meters tall. Black smoke darkens the sun creating an artificial dusk.
They trek under the shade of their own destruction.
The city has to be destroyed in order to save it.
The advancing humans cover about four hundred meters when the next congress of death is called. At this distance the Herculeans are now able to exploit their once armored Goliaths protecting them. They shoot diagonally through the gaps at the marching rows.
�Stay in cover!� says Blake, as he grabs Peter�s collar and throws him down into the armored hull of the carrier. Plasma bursts smack against the hull melting away chunks of plating and covering them in hot splinters. Volleys of bright beams streak through the gaps of armored columns from the Herculean defenses, showering the rest of the advancing force.
Corporal Kaiden peeks out to help a desperate marine into the dolly when he is struck by Herculean fire. His helmet cracks all the way to the rear as he falls backwards, and gore spurts out making a liquid arc in the air as he hits the carrier floor. The open face wound cauterizes from the plasma hit, leaving a smoldering burnt crater of bone and distorted flesh.
Blake looks at his once to be NCO stone faced. �I said stay down.�
A wave of gunships hover above the advancing line, raining missiles back at the Herculeans. A bright blue beam�a Herculean projectile the humans have never seen before�strikes out from within the city ruins against one of the helicopters� propellers knocking it out of the sky. After the gunship crashes against a marching column, additional beams zip out from the city upon the forces. Further helicopters are hit by the beams and they collide into the marching soldiers causing chaos. Some of the Goliaths blow apart from concentrated fire, bringing the entire vehicle to flames as meter high gusts of dark smoke billow out from their destroyed frames.
Easy Goliath�s treads are hit, sending hot white rotation gears flying off and impaling nearby marines as it grinds to a halt immobilized. They pile out quickly without need of Blake ordering them. A shell lands in the carrier throwing out chunks of crewmen too slow to escape. A mortar crewman tries to ditch his gun port on the rear end of the Goliath, but only stumbles out on fire to land into the exploding shell that tosses Easy onto the ground.
Peter looks up from the dirt at the other rows of pinned comrades and Goliaths. The Herculean cannon beams swallow entire lines of soldiers in single strikes. Fellow brothers are burned alive before they even hit the ground. Some charred into place like crumbling statures. Herculean plasma fire picks off stragglers. They fall in demented shapes and forms like fucked up gymnasts onto the scorched ground with their hissing scorched wounds. This is no respectable way to die. Fight them fairly!
The rest of their line hits the dirt for safety. A commanding officer runs up Peter�s row to try and lead the suppressed forces. He comes close to Peter then a blinding beam zooms past them, and the officer falls into a shell hole. After the beam dissipates Peter crawls into the crater and discovers the remains of the officer, his entire left side is charcoaled black and singed beyond recognition. His mouth opens but the burnt check restricts its function, and instead the man�s face and exposed muscle tears open from side to side forming a deranged smile. Out of his untouched eye tears form.
�My god, brother!� says Peter. He then notices another marine in the hole, towards the top of the crater. The man fires blindly out of the hole, stops, glances at the dead officer at the bottom and slides down. He leans his head over the officer to give CPR. �He�s gone brother,� Peter tries to tell him. The man looks up at Peter�a wild red glazed look is in his eyes; his visor cracked away and face completely black with smut. The features of his face shrunk inside his own flesh revealing where all the bones are, giving the impression he is not wearing a face accurate to the dimension of his head, but one stolen and wrongly sized. The man crawls back up to the top, fires off a magazine, and slides back down to the corpse. His head hovers over the officer�s, then he bites his neck sucking on the flesh for a moment. Peter turns to leave. The marine behind him crawls back to the crater top to fire, and once again back to the corpse, repeating the process over. On his next time back to the top, he loads an empty magazine and shoots nothing into the distance.
�Take cover!� says Blake, �Get to the shell holes and destroyed vehicles!�
A Herculean bombardment has begun.
Peter pauses at the top of the shell hole for cover. Boots stomp on him and he falls back into the hole. Piles of soldiers and marines squish into the crater and Peter fights to escape the crushing boots.
�Peter!� says Vance, discovering him clustered and dazed in the hole. His hand breaks through the mob of limbs and dying brothers. �Come on!� Peter latches onto the arm and squirms out. He lies on the ground at the base of the shell hole recovering his breath, then places one hand in front of other and pushes himself upwards from the ground. Vance, then Isaac who spots them and comes quickly to their aid, raises him the rest of the way and they take cover inside the burnt skeleton of the Goliath they were riding behind.
�Now we�re really deep in the shit,� says Vance, checking his XM and gear while they cough inside the dusty metal skeleton. Isaac performs a self-body check to confirm no injuries. Peter pokes his head through a gap in the Goliath to view the situation outside. The columns break apart into a disorderly fraught rush for anything to take cover behind. Some soldiers run back towards the shield wall.
�Turn back!� says a microphone. �Forward onto glory! No cowards!�
Peter spots Ray in a search for cover, straddled by his heavy LMG.
�I�m gonna go get him!� says Peter. He dashes outside of the Goliath as more marines pile in.
�Ray!� says Peter. �Brother!�
Ray spots him and makes a run for his location. Herculean artillery pounds the terrain between them, and Peter hits the dirt for cover. He rises looking for Ray after the salvos land, crawling through shell holes in search of him. Multiple hands of his injured comrades grope about in the air and latch onto his clothing, begging for help.
�Soon brothers!� says a Commissar walking by holding a bloody machete. �Stay strong! Your pain will not be in vain. We will come back for you!� A hand tries to grab his boot and the Commissar swings the blade before it.
Peter hops from crater to crater to find Ray, pushing aside injured men trying to grab him. Peter spots him, crawling back towards the shield wall the Party Reps warned not to do. �Ray! Get over here!� Peter reaches him and discovers that his helmet has been thrown off, and the back of his neck has been sliced and bleeds freely. Peter slides to his side placing a hand over the wound. Ray kicks and flails in a frenzy to get him off. �What the fuck! Stop! I�m trying to help brother!�
�Get away from me! I have to get out of here! I gotta get back to my girl�we�re gonna die!�
In the tussle, Peter feels a lump on his neck that loosens and falls into his hand. It�s a piece of tubing, in fact it�s his drug distributor cord�he should really put that back in. Another shell lands near them, and the force sends Peter rolling sideways back into a crater. He crawls frantically to the top so he can help Ray again.
But he is already off, running to the shields. A few others are doing the same. Peter drops the bloody cord, perplexed. Why are they fleeing? There is no valor, no glory in it. The rear Humvees swoop around them as if directing cattle while the officers and Party Reps yell. One fleeing man is charged by a Humvee and run over. �No cowards and deserters!� says a Commissar, it�s Herus over a microphone. �Those humans in the city need you! Earth needs you!�
Dirt flies about from the shelling, and Peter squints hard to try and find Ray through the obstruction. As the smoke and dirt clear for a moment Peter watches as Herus aims his revolver from the top of a command Humvee at Ray. Ray runs with his arms thrown in the air. Herus fires, the slug torpedoes straight through Ray exiting out his back. Ray collapses against the ground, his legs bending over him. The events are concealed again by landing Herculean shells, and Peter moves quickly back to where his cover was.
A coward�s way out nonetheless. He deserved it.
Peter makes it back to the ruined Goliath, and is greeted by his company and a few other marines. They listen as their artillery fires back at the Herculeans.
�What are we supposed to fucking do!� says Isaac. His voice is angry. Angry that they are stuck here when they would rather go out and fight.
�I don�t know. It�s pissing me off!� says Vance. �Let me out of here so I can get back at them!�
Confusion takes over.
�What do we do?� says Peter.
�Going out, we will surely die,� mentions a marine not of their outfit. �But staying here feels wrong. I want to fight!�
�Kill them all!� say the marines in agreement.
The salvos obliterate their sanity, making them unbearably anxious. When will they be able to leave and kill again? One of the marines goes hysterical, and chooses to crawl out of the hole, to only be flung back in mutilated from a landing shell.
�Jesus!� says Peter.
�We can wait a little longer,� says Isaac.
Another marine slides into the Goliath covered in black smut and dried blood. It is Blake. �We are creating a smoke screen then advancing through it at the city,� he says. They look at him dazed, and before anyone can reply he is already out of the hole.
�Could have used his earpiece,� says Peter.
The earthshaking shelling continues, and the group moans with boredom and angst. �How are we supposed to see the smoke with all these explosions and shit?� says Vance.
�Advance!� says a very loud voice, projected via microphone that echoes over the field. �We have taken out most of their defenses. Free the city boys!�
�That�s how,� says Isaac.
Vance peeks out of their shelter. �The smoke screen is up,� he says relieved.
They eagerly exit the crater, and form up with the moving lines. The field is covered in hundreds of comrades that crawl and scream for help. They grab on to each other, some raising their arms into the air to signal they are still alive.
�Leave them brothers!� says a Party Rep. �They have served their purpose, now finish serving yours. Onto the breach! Onto the city!�
�C�mon marines! On me!� says the familiar voice of Blake. Peter�s group redirects themselves, and moves to catch up.
Peter has to invest caution into each step as they go, for he has to doge and leap over the endless dead and dying. They form into circles of twitching limbs begging that someone would stop. That someone would aid them. Again and again, the Commissars order them to drop the casualties. These injured brothers have finished their duty, but they still had theirs. Their mission is to liberate the city, and the thousands of people in there being oppressed by the Herculeans.
Peter pauses before one injured marine, confused at the situation. His face is horribly mutilated and he�s trying to kill himself with a knife. The marine grabs onto his leg cuff, the knife shaking in his other hand. Isaac tugs on Peter, then pulls harder till he is free and they move on once more. Peter glances back over his shoulder; the marine looks up with arms raised at a Party Rep towering over. The Rep aims a pistol at his head. The scene disappears as more soldiers charge with the advance.
�But surely the Party knows better,� mutters Peter to himself.
Absolutely, they do.

X

Herculean shelling recommences but in lighter volumes. Blake has disappeared in the new push, but Peter and his company know where to meet from the continued shouting of nearby Party Reps. �We�re forming up at a trench on the outskirts of the city brothers, where we will conquer it!� shouts a microphone.
Herus roars another Creed chant with fellow Party Reps and Peter joins in vigorously with his brothers. Their voices precede their boots as they move across the field of the brave dead warriors that blazed the trail before them.
The rear howitzers and Fleet orbital strikes continue to pommel the cityscape. The smoke screen is massive, and the additional artillery fire helps add cover to it by displacing earth that rises and intertwines with the smoke. Herculean plasma zips randomly though the white wall at the gathering forces, but is nowhere near as accurate as it was when they had full visibility earlier.
�Look out!� says a soldier, breaking the most recent chant they were singing. A shell whistles over Peter and instinctively he drops to hit the dirt, but actually ends up tripping. The explosion erupts nearby shaking his body. Peter struggles to get up for he has�
I can�t see!
He tries lifting his head but it won�t budge. The helmet strap is stuck on something. Trying harder he is able to elevate himself somewhat out of the object he face-planted. He moves his hand into the gap he created to help wipe the visor clear.
What the fuck is on my face? That smell.
Peter�s head raises a little higher, his helmet buckle still stuck�
FUCK!
�Fuck! Fuck me! Help!� Raising his head with all the force he can muster, his helmet flies off and lands to the side of the corpse. He can now fully see the fallen marine in front of him that he face-planted. His eyes are bulged open and his tongue oozes blood from the mouth. A huge red gash runs across from his shoulder to his hip, where meshed up organs protrude out of his open cavity. His arms bend in a bizarre ninety degree angle and his hands twitch sporadically despite being dead.
�Shit man!� Vance is by his side.
Peter gags, and then throws up on the corpse, the vomit splattering down his chin and neck. �What the hell!� says Vance, �Why would you do that?� He looks away, burping, and spitting something out as well. Vance wipes his mouth, �Come on, get your shit and let�s go.�
Peter grabs his XM, rises to his knees, but falls again.
They�re all around me! Boots, endless boots running pass me. Go away! Just go away. Leave me alone.
Peter crawls forward away from the corpse, staring at the disfigured and burnt bodies around him. Their sacrifice to�
Stop it all, end it now! Stop the images. Stop the shouting. The explosions. The dying. They�re everywhere! Their bodies lie ripped and mutilated from the ordinance, burnt from plasma, limbs amputated from the blasts, legs and arms here, chunks of torsos there. Piled over each other with their ugly wounds that took their lives. Their flesh bruised into unnatural yellows and purples around the burns that have cauterized and formed into leathery looking rotting holes.
The injured, they crawl about searching for fleeting life, the unexpected appalling ferocity in their cries of agony and pain�I can�t block it out even if I ripped my ears off. They cover the landscape, dead and dying, some trying to hold their intestines in with their hands while others still attempt to reconnect limbs to where they were severed off, and the red streams, the red streams that trickle past my fingertips towards the craters where the blood collects into reservoirs of lost life. Why? Why!
�Here, take my hand.� I look up, this time it�s Julian.
�Where you been?� says Vance. The mass of soldiers grow around us as more move forward with the assaulting vehicles.
�I found cover with Blake behind some tank,� says Julian. I grab his hand and rise steadily to my feet. �Thankfully the bombardment ended and we moved again.�
�We were held up in a Goliath�hey now that I think about it, what happened to Ray?� says Isaac.
Julian looks at me, �Shitty day, why isn�t Ray with you guys?�
I just want to stay here. I don�t want to move. My head won�t stop hurting. What is happening to me? Dead, all of them dead! I choose to follow the crowd, and we jog again with the advancing wave, my stomach cursing me with every footstep.
What happened to Ray? I feel my eyes go warm and blurry. They, Jesus, they killed him.
�Those fuckers!� says Julian after looking at me. �Look at what they�ve done to us. Once we make it through the screen the Herc�s will regret being here.�
I need Buzz again. Why has it worn off? What is wrong with me? The smoke screen we are nearing grows closer. Herculean fire leaps out at us. I am going to die! I can�t do this without Buzz. I press my dosage control. I may get in trouble for it, but I don�t know what else there is to do.
He made the right choice. Peter takes the lead of his group and yells, �For Ray!� They shout in agreement, and continue with the advance.
�The smoke screen is moving up,� says Julian. The earlier wall of smoke that they ran through dissipates, and the skeleton of the city outskirts can be seen. A second trench with destroyed barricades lining its sides becomes visible. The remnants of the assault rally around and inside the trench as the new screen forms meters ahead of it.
They join the hastily made trenches for cover, and peer towards the smoke. In the gap of land between their trench and the new screen, Peter can see the shapes of strange bodies in baggy outfits. Their armor is a pale shade similar to ash, and their under-exoskeleton suits are a dark drab. He grabs Vance and Isaac�s arms to show them. �Those are the Herculeans!� he says. Others point and jeer as they view their deceased adversaries from the trench lines. Little details can be made about them from their distance beside vague aesthetics�they are no doubt hideous though.
A marine hops out of the trench despite plasma fire still zipping at them, and runs to a Herculean body in a zig-zag style to dodge the rounds. He grabs one of their alien weapons raising it over his head in triumphant accomplishment while comrades cheer and praise him. As he runs back to cover he is struck dead by a plasma burst and the adulation stops. Pity, he was a brave one.
Surviving APC�s�armored troop carries with gun platforms on top�and other fighting vehicles from the assault, move up to assist the new front line. A group of A-10 Warthogs fly over the trench pounding the outskirts with their awesome repeating nose cannons and missiles. Fire begins to raise among the outskirt ruins bright enough to be seen through the smoke screen. Most of the Herculean fire ceases for the moment.
Easy squad�s earpieces tingle with a muffled voice. Soon it�s clear enough to understand what it says, �Love Platoon, reform on me.� They look at their arm pads. A digital arrow points them in the direction of their Captain. They shuffle pass the crowded trench of brothers ducking to doge Herculean fire. Parallel to the trench, is a fury explosions and tooth rattling vibrations as the Warthogs pound the city outskirts in unison with the artillery. The smoke screen swathes back and forth between the trench and the outskirts as mortars pump new smoke canisters to maintain the veil of cover.
Julian points at a roughed up officer ordering men, �Its Tarnus.�
Peter looks at his arm pad. The arrow is large indicating they are within meters of him. They cover the last stretch of trench to reach the rest of Love. Support units began to set up their machineguns against sandbags in anticipation for the assault on the urban terrain. The trench is a swarm of blue helmets, their rifles lying against the top of the parapets readying themselves for when the smoke screen subsides. Easy reaches Sergeant Blake, kneeling with his XM against his lap and face plastered to his radio. Tommy and Vick lie against the dirt wall behind him with Tarnus and others from Love farther down the trench.
�Shit, you�re all still alive?� says Vick. They hurdle about Blake. Smoke wisps flood in from the dissipating screen. Herculean plasma and laser bursts continue about overhead. Another sortie of A-10�s roar down against the outskirts, interrupting the conversation as their rapid nose cannons spits phosphorus against targets.
�Thanks for the words of hope,� says Isaac.
�Where were you guys when the salvos fell?� Vick continues, �I was stuck with these fuckers unfortunately.�
�Hiding in a shell hole with Peter and some others,� says Vance.
�Then I found them as we moved,� says Julian.
�Where�s Alex, Rommel, Ray?� says Tommy.
�Ray was killed by the Herc�s,� says Julian. �No idea about the rest, hopefully not dead.�
�I wonder who will get promoted now that Kaiden is gone,� says Vick.
�It won�t be you,� says Isaac.
Before Vick replies, Blake breaks in, �Now shut up all of you, we�re in a goddamn warzone. We�re down an officer and Jonathon is injured, so missing three still in our unit.�
�Ray is dead too,� says Peter.
�Damn, so three are dead, two MIA.� Then Alex bumps in between Vick and Tommy. �Good god, there you are Private.�
�I walked down the whole trench looking for you guys,� says Alex. �Just followed my arrow till I got here,�
�So two, three casualties, and one MIA, Rommel.� Blake recites the news to his radio. �We are still better off in comparison to the rest of our Platoon. Alpha, Charlie, and Delta squad have been completely wiped out. Just leaving Bravo, us, and some of Foxtrot and Golf.� Blake turns to his radio to hear further news, �and the Major General just gave his orders, we are advancing momentarily.�
The smoke screen has almost cleared by now. A final barrage from Coalition artillery rattles the earth and outskirts in front of them. Plaster floats in the air among the smoke, and mix with the falling ash caking the humans. Colossal black clouds from the smoke form above the city, and shade the army in a gothic hue for impending liturgy.
Peter�s visor is splattered with earth and he ducks deeper into the trench. A marine next to him seizers about till he succumbs to the plasma bolt that blew his right shoulder off. Peter�s visor wiper clears away the dirt. Herculean fire increases elsewhere, and is more precise at finding humans. The smoke screen is gone, and Peter can see their figures poking out from cover.
�Contact! Left Street!� says Tarnus. The temporary lull of peace is over. Herculean fire whirrs towards the trench, while support crews open up with their LMG�s and rocket launchers on the targeted Herculeans. Soon, the outskirts are alive in a fully engaged firefight between the Herculeans and Coalition troopers, all of them only a hundred meters away from each other. Elsewhere, along the rubble and desolated streets, additional Herculean fire breaks out. Blue and purple streaks smack into humans blowing away exit holes through flesh and scorching limbs.
�Medic!� cries someone. His request is echoed as more men fall. The trench of warriors comes alive with movement and gunfire as additional troops make it into the fray. The warriors lean against the trench parapets shoulder to shoulder with the next man, their rifles ablaze at the outskirts of ruble and cover that the Herculeans hide behind.
Peter aims his XM at an area receiving heavy fire from fellow brothers. He squints through the scope to better focus on the area.
A Herculean appears.
�Your mine.� Peter pulls the trigger for the first time at a visible Herculean target.
Nothing happens.
�Fucking fire!� Then upon realization he mutters quietly, �Oh shit.� His gun was on safety�come on Peter!
�Target two hands my right!� reports Blake.
A red diamond appears on Peter�s visor indicating the target Blake spotted. He aims his XM at the spotted location. This time he�ll finally get them he reassures himself, checking twice that the safety is off. He spots a Herculean�s weapon poking out from cover. The XM jerks against his shoulder.
BANG! BANG!
He readjusts himself, the Herculean is moving to the left now. He fires another controlled burst.
BANG! BANG! BANG!
�Fuck,� mutters Peter again. The Herculean has disappeared.
�Gotta be faster,� says Isaac, �I�m already on my second kill.�
�Fire for effect!� says Blake, as he targets a Herculean position back to a Stryker assault vehicle behind him. The vehicle�s turret lights up as it demolishes the short wall ahead into dust. A Herculean crawls out, rolling about on the ground like a beat dog. The marines turn their attention to the wailing Herculean and light it up till it�s an undistinguishable pile. �Another!� says Blake. The Stryker rips apart the rubble, bright sparks zip about and the rounds bounce and skip off the earth colliding against buildings deeper into the city. Blake gives a thumbs-up to the vehicle for a direct hit.
The rifles make a special sound of their own, as the entire line roars of barrels burping light into alien flesh. Peter�s visor explodes with numerous red diamonds indicating targeted Herculeans. He picks another one to focus on, and soon spots the selected Herculean, and fires. The bright burst of exhaust leaves his rifle tip combining with all of the other participating guns. 
BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!
The unrelenting storm of rounds flying at supersonic speeds against the enemy is breathtaking. XM-12�s from LMG crews add their unique sound to the thunderous chaos alongside AT rockets and falling ordinance�it is an orchestra of might! Empty shells spit out the sides of rifles, and bounce off the shoulders and helmets of the next brother over. The Herculeans respond with their instruments of war�for both sides have been practicing diligently for this debut�mechanical hums of ionized searing hot metal jackets, coated in energy plasma slice through the air in search of human.
Peter�s fight instinct thunders inside of him. He is fully taken over in the moment. These brave comrades to each side of him and their powerful weapons make him feel invincible�yes little warrior!
�KILL! KILL! KILL!� screams Herus. The UN flag, that signifies that this is a peace keeping mission, wraps around his body as jets scream overhead cropping up dirt and flapping the tattered banner about him. Herus rattles his revolver in the air out at the ruins; he has become the conductor of the orchestra, leading a capriccio of death, shooting wildly.
The choirs of troops rant and yell at the Herculeans.
�They�re all going to die!� says Herus. The UN banner is now draped around his shoulders like a cape, perfectly complementing the heroic cause of the Coalition as champions bringing justice to the evil Herculeans. �Keep at them comrades! You are part of an insuperable force of mankind, on a just cause to defend our brethren!�
Peter�s chance arrives to bring action to his passion once more, and add his solo to the orchestra of might. A Herculean leaps out of cover to sprint to another position. Peter aligns his XM leading it, noticing how they move for the first time. They stand hunched over, their steps more like hobbles and when in full sprint�like this Herculean�the hobbling turns into a sort of gallop. The marines next to him also have the same idea, and they fire at the Herculean with a breathtaking melody. Earth flies around the Herculean as the bullets tear away the land. The Herculean is hit in the leg and begins a frantic dance to try and reach the cover it sought. It falls under the storm of bullets and crawls begging pathetically for life. Peter peers through his scope at the Herculean, so he can lay the barrel exactly on the body for the note of the glorious finale. He pulls the trigger. Rounds rip apart its torso as it rebelliously accepts death, and then comes to a still slump against the ground. The critics agree, humanity�s orchestra is better received.
His first confirmed kill. Peter raises his middle finger to it, �Fuck you!�
�Yeah right, that was mine!� says Isaac.
�You wish.�
�Advance behind the armor!� says Blake. Vehicles trek over the trench and down the destroyed streets. Gunships fly overhead, pounding the city with payloads as they go. The humans pile out of the trench into columns behind the progressing vehicles. The Herculean fire has stopped. �They retreated!� says a marine. Cheering resonates among them as they move up.
�We did it,� says Vance.
�I guess so,� says Julian with a sigh.
�Stay frosty men,� alerts Blake, �There can still be some out there.�
Jericho, with its once huge metal slick skyscrapers and architecture, now bows forward with its twisted support beams and collapsed walls. They enter the outskirts and are welcomed by thick ash and smoke that congest the air. Some of the men place gasmasks over their faces to breathe freely. �Look,� coughs Isaac. To their side lies a Herculean against other dead of its own species, limp and maimed by rifle fire. Its blood pours out into the scorched earth, red like a human�s notices Peter. They too have hemoglobin that bleeds red�but it changes nothing of their despicable nature.
It wears snow hued armor similar to a Greek phalanx of old, over a dark gray baggy exosuit that puffs out between the armor plates. On its face is a respirator and full head shield�bulky and awkward, suggesting that their heads are of strange proportions too. On the sides of the helmet�where a human�s cheeks would be�the armor extends out slightly where on these small bumps on either side are foreign symbols and shapes, and large sealed holes where maybe tubes would connect into. These Herculeans are fully encased in their armor and an exoskeleton that hides their actual appearance, protecting them from this alien environment that would threaten their autonomy. But they have four limbs and a distinguishable head, even though they have three short tails protruding from the rear of their enclosed helmets in decorated sockets of wild colors that look like rings, and their hands end into a pronged shape, almost like two large thumbs.
Peter pauses by another dead Herculean near his feet, the creature�s body crushed under debris. He stares at bits of puke colored exposed flesh through the cracked helmet, the face is slightly humanoid. It lacks lips and a nose though. Mammals apparently, are only special to Earth.
�Gaze at their hideous bodies!� says Herus, tailing at the end of the advance. Similar sentiments are repeated by other Commissars throughout the assault. �This is the face of the monsters that tried to kill you, our brothers we are liberating!�
Farther down, soldiers and marines gather around the growing scene of dead Herculeans. Some discharge side arms into the corpses. Others pick up pieces of their armor or gear to examine them, or add them to their knapsacks. One man cuts the head off of a Herculean with his combat knife, and dangles it about by its short tails for everyone to see as another takes pictures. A different group of soldiers, close to Peter, forms around a Herculean corpse and begin pissing on it while jeering. The chants of defeating the Herculeans repeat among them as they desecrate their bodies.
Goliaths rumble pass them and they are ordered off the streets to take cover until further notice. The metal beasts plow over the land, shrinking collapsed buildings and corpse alike into a flat paste as they move along. Tarnus holds the radio anxiously to his chest as more injured are carried the opposite direction. Tarnus� radio comes alive, �All units. All units. This is Command. Form up at designated rally for next phase. Command out.�
�What the fuck does that mean?� says a marine from Foxtrot.
�Let�s go see!� says Tarnus, excited.
Love moves out with the swarm of humans, and soon reaches a crowded area of more marines sitting and bracing any cover they have. Others line up into rows behind positioned Goliaths at differing intervals in cleared away areas of rubble. Before the Goliaths are a multi-meter high earth wall made of rubble and jagged metal support beams. Most areas are unassailable, and where one could scale the wall reveal dead smoldering bodies sunk into the top parapets where they tried. Marines and weapon crews fire and lob explosives over the earth wall. Occasionally, a bright orb flies over from the other side where soldiers and marines yell to hit the dirt before it explodes. After each Herculean counter grenade, a quick succession of random plasma bursts rip out from over their top of the parapets at the prone men, where they are quickly replied back with human fire.
Injured warriors from the exchange roll about attempting to stomp out their burning wounds. Medics rush to them and hold their limbs away as others cut away their vests and clothing. Gauze pads are plastered over them till they look like stuffed target dummies, and are carried away as IV�s of water and blood are inserted into them. One injured marine lies back as medics call for a stretcher. The injured man�s pants and underwear are completely ripped off, and the medics work quickly to bandage a gauze diaper around his crotch.
What�s it like?� grimaces the marine. �Is it there?�
A medic lifts the diaper to the side and pats it down tightly. �Girls won�t have to worry about birth control anymore.�
Tarnus� radio blurts and he places his head against the receiver to hear through all the noise. After the mumbled voice finishes he faces Love. �Herc�s on the other side. We�re breaking through the wall. We will be using the Goliaths to tunnel through. After this, recon declares it will only be a mop up.�
�GET SOME!� The marine�s scream is echoed with similar jubilance throughout the crowds, but instantly out noised by a bone shaking explosion that sends earth flying into the sky before each positioned Goliath.
�The walls are cleared!� says an officer.
�Into the breach!� scream the Commissars.
Love queues up behind the closet Goliath, fidgety and eager. Nearby, an engineer places a thumper grenade launcher onto the ground. It fires a small circular disk that flies out into the sky and hovers over the other side of the earth wall. Peter�s visor fills up with targeted Herculeans before he has even seen them. They run over the rear ramp and through the interior of the Goliath�a mess of earth and dark blood�towards the front lowered ramp. The marines roar their batteries as they exit the forward ramp of the Goliath into the contested city on the Herculean side of the wall. But the few remaining targets on Peter�s visor disappear as he makes it through to the other side. Soldiers and marines kneel before him in a firing line, lighting up the city blocks and streets before them. Along the patch of destroyed city and road ahead of them lie dead Herculeans who attempted to flee�filthy cowards. The battle already over before he could partake.
Freshly injured men are placed up against the newly conquered earth wall, and the line of warriors continues to fire onto the cityscape at nothing in particular. Their rifles rip apart the plaster and walls off the buildings causing big grayish white clouds to descend onto the streets, while simultaneously, skipping bullets kick up asphalt and dirt adding their shade to the scheme. Here and there, a Herculean body is singled out and puffs of red shoot up into the air from direct hits adding vibrancy to the monotone landscape.
A Commissar quiets the firing line so that pathfinders can move up to scout and lead the way. General Jack speaks through Tarnus� radio, �Advance and clear any remaining enemy positions.� Tarnus gives the go-ahead, and Love is off deeper into the city, or what is left of it.

XI

The scene is the same for a while as they walk down streets of rubble and half standing buildings. Human and Herculean bodies litter the way mixed with the rampant trash. Love eventually takes a left at the request of another platoon that goes right. Approaching an intersection they pause, resting against the wall of a blown out store, its merchandise scattered about the street.
Tarnus calls out to Bravo unit, �Sergeant! Cross over and secure the opposite corner.� The Sergeant raises his hand in beckoning, and Bravo follows into the intersection�instantly Herculean fire strikes down a few of them while the rest scramble back to safety.
�Contact!� says a marine.
�It�s coming from down the street!� informs one of the men that made it back to cover.
Bravo Sergeant in the meantime wails in pain out in the intersection. He cradles his torso and crawls behind a dead marine for cover. Herculean fire rips apart the flesh shield as he screams for them to do something.
Tarnus looks over at Blake. �Sergeant, identify their location.�
Blake advances cautiously to the edge of the building corner. Once at the edge, he produces a camera scope from his belt and aims it around the corner, revealing the Herculean locations. �Their taking cover down the street in an oval roofed building, where the lanes split.�
Tarnus taps his fingers on his radio for a few moments, while Bravo Sergeant exposed in the street curses more, asking why they haven�t gone out and retrieved him.
�Any ideas, sir?� says Blake.
�Hold on,� says Tarnus, �Okay, got it.� He turns to the rest of Love. �What�s left of Bravo, combine with Golf. When I drop smoke in the street you�ll cross over and lay down fire while Easy paints a target.� Tarnus lowers his head to his radio on the side, the long antenna probing meters into the air. �Command, Command, this is Love Company, requesting support fire on soon to be painted targets.�
The radio bleeps back, �Love, Love, we copy, fire ready and awaiting target. Command out.�
Tarnus hurls a smoke canister near the injured Sergeant. The white smoke fumes out aggressively, and soon the entire intersection is a lofty cloud. Plasma streaks rip through the veil inaccurately. �Now!� says Tarnus.
Golf and remaining Bravo unit cross the intersection to the other side. Their LMG squad mate opens fire from their corner.
�Move!� says Blake.
Easy is off into the smoke.
They lie prone among the dead for cover. The Sergeant begins flavoring his insults with new obscenities at them for taking so long as Tommy lifts him back to safety. Peter braces his XM by laying it over the neck of a dead man for stability, and shoots blindly out of the smoke. On top of Blake�s helmet is an integrated infrared scope in reserve. He lowers this second bulkier visor over his first one that detects heat in search for Herculean positions. After what seems forever, Blake flips it up. �I got �em! Move back!� Easy escapes the open intersection back to cover.
Tarnus calls on his radio, �Command, Command, we have the target painted!�
�Roger that Love, support inbound, Command out.� The smoke begins to clear and the screeching engine of an A-10 pierces their ears. The metal body of the aircraft becomes visible for a moment as it soars over the caved in rooftops. Its rapid nose cannon and rockets shake the earth as it pounds the painted targets. The Herculean fire stops, they cheer. All of them wiped out in one go�amazing!
Tarnus confirms overkill with glee to Command. Bravo Sergeant lies against the blown out shop wall, holding a red damp bandage against his side. They learn that his wound was hardly but a glorified scratch. Love jabs insults at him for being such a dramatist about it. Isaac asks if he replaced his Buzz dose with bitch juice.
�On me!� says Tarnus. �Move down the street and clear the area!� He disappears around the corner and Easy follows behind. Bravo and Golf dart around their corner, paralleling Easy down their side of the street. The building Blake had targeted at the end of the road lies demolished with smoke rising from within.
�Stay frosty,� says Blake. They move at a slow pace down the sidewalk, sidestepping debris and scanning the numerous buildings and outlets. The other unit mimics in a similar fashion across the street. They are on full alert, restless towards any provocation. They come closer to the blast area. Smoldering piles of rubble cover the once contested intersection.
BANG!
Everyone drops for cover, aiming weapons at imaginable targets.
�Where!� says Blake.
�No contact!� says Vick, �I, I accidentally pulled my trigger.�
�Christ sakes,� says Isaac.
Blake gives the OK signal to Tarnus and the unit across the street. �Misfire!� They all move onwards once more, laughing at the expense of Vick.
Unintelligible gurgles break the fresh silence from a collapsed building on the other side of the street. Bravo and Golf pause. Golf�s Corporal raises his hand in a fist. Everyone halts and crouches, aiming riles at the torn down wall where the noises are coming from. The Corporal tip-toes close to the building and peeks in. �Everyone check this out!�
�Private Tommy, Vick, wait here and keep alert,� says Blake. The rest of Easy hurries across the street to see the discovery.
�It�s an injured Herc,� says the Corporal. In the blown out building, lies a Herculean slumped against rubble, the creature�s cries of pain screeching the air. It tries to cover the exposed tear on its exo-suit with its pronged hands, alternating to slapping it hellishly.
�What do we do?� says Alex.
�We were told to ignore Herculean injured, and just report them to Command,� says Blake.
�Fuck that, these Herc�s shot Phillip back there,� says the Corporal, �let�s pop it and move on.�
�It looks gone to me,� says Tarnus in agreement, a grin forming on his lips. The Herculean�s torso wound is fried and gored, and its blood stained rags lie to the side where the exo-suit had undone itself.
�Grab its weapon and try it out on him,� says someone from Bravo. One of the men steps into the building, and picks up the elegant alien weapon from the rubble. It is smooth borne and some parts appear chrome.
�It�s got a trigger like ours, and really light guys,� reports the marine. He lifts it up for everyone to view, and poses with the weapon like a war hero poster boy. The marines laugh in response. Next, he aims it at the Herculean, where the dying creature raises its arms in protest.
�Wait,� says Julian. Love looks at him in surprise. He continues, �It has no armor like the others. Isn�t that kind of weird?�
�You�re right,� says Tarnus pointing at a dead Herculean nearby. The other one is fully cloaked in heavy looking armor, while the injured one only has its exo-suit. �But I don�t know what difference that makes here. It�s probably a less important one, like an equipment carrier maybe.�
�So are we going to finish it off or not?� says the marine impatiently with the alien weapon.
�Yeah, see what its own shit does against its self,� says Tarnus. The marine looks at the Herculean with bloodlust pulling the trigger�the weapon explodes in his grasp. He falls backwards with both of his hands blown off up to the forearms. The rest of Love is hit by shrapnel, and they hit the dirt.
�What the fuck!� says Golf Corporeal.
�Christ, get him out of there!� says Tarnus. Some marines grab the injured man under his armpits and lift him to the street. His forearm bones protrude where the flesh has been burnt back a few inches towards the elbows.
�We need an evac!� says Blake.
Tarnus turns to his radio, �Requesting medevac on my location! Smoke is up, green. Man in chronic state, repeat, needs immediate dustoff!�
�Copy, medevac on the move, Command out,� says the radio. Tarnus turns to Golf Corporal to drop smoke, and a green canister is tossed into the street.
The injured man lies against the wall, pale as winter. Marines cover his stumps in gauze and they inject him with a syringe gun of morphine. They�re all restless. In their Buzz rage they just want something to fight�like those deceiving Herculeans that booby-trap their weapons instead of accepting defeat.
�We killed them all!� says Tommy. �They shouldn�t have been able to get back at us!� He slumps against the sidewalk. Alex joins him and pulls out a handful of jerky, sharing it with him.
One of the marines walks into the building raising his rifle to the hip, and switches to full auto ripping apart the squealing Herculean. He loads another magazine and starts up again. �Hold fire!� says Blake. The man shoots away. �Get your unit under control!� says Blake to Golf Corporal.
Instead, Tarnus walks in grabbing his rifle, and fires the last of the rounds into the Herculean himself. He hands the exhausted rifle back to the marine, talking through the rising exhaust wisp of the barrel. �Shut the fuck up with this noise and watch the streets! We�ll get revenge later.�
�What do we do?� says Julian anxiously, more marines gather around their injured brother.
�Just wait for the evac,� says Blake sitting down on the sidewalk curve, his head in his hands.
The green smoke fills the street.
Soon a Pave helicopter hums overhead; making a circular swoop that clears the smoke and then hovers above the street. Two nylon ropes roll off the sides of the Pave, and there is a whine as two Pararescue commandos zip down the ropes with buckled harnesses.
�What�s his condition?� says one of the commandos, while releasing his buckles to receive the injured marine. He grabs the causality and secures him with the harness against the other commando�s chest.
�Fucking Herc trap of some sort,� says Tarnus �took his hands right off!�
An IV and backup forearm pad are dropped down the rope. The commandos inject the IV, and fasten the forearm pad around his bicep while connecting its cord to his chemsack. The commando holding him checks his vitals from the pad, shaking his head to the other.
One of the marines from Golf picks up the clue, �What do you mean! Is he going to make it?�
�I don�t know,� says the lead commando reattaching his harness to the second rope. �I�ll do everything I can.� He pulls on his rope and they lift away to the sky.
The Pave ascends upwards and disappears over the destroyed buildings and smoke. The marine that asked the question sits down on the sidewalk edge, shaking his arms about in front of him as if trying to shrug something off. Peter watches as others move around the man, some began to hit their vapsticks, all of them quiet and solemn. Another from Golf grabs the left behind helmet of the injured marine, and carries it over to a Herculean corpse smacking the body with it.
The shaking marine jumps up and tries to take the helmet away from him, but he pushes him off and draws a knife threatening to kill him. More join in, and a fight breaks out among them.
Tarnus fires his pistol into the air grabbing everyone�s attention, and pushes down the instigator holding the pistol to his head. �You�re angry because you have Buzz in your body, and the logical response to you is more destruction towards the enemy. But I will not tolerate dissidence and fighting. Everyone, take DT now.� The NCO�s press a tab on their arm control panels.
We feel calm, blissfully high. I have no headache, and everything is simple and at ease.
�What�s next sir?� says Blake. We sit huddled around Tarnus.
�Let me ask Command,� says Tarnus. He leans to his radio, �Command, Command, this is Love Platoon, the enemy positions in our area are neutralized. We require pick up for KIA�s.�
�Copy that Love, will send extract. Group at point Alpha. We have successfully liberated this part of the city. Command out.�
Tarnus looks over at us, �Hear that boys. We control part of the city. This is Coalition turf. We won�t see any Herculeans for a little bit.� We rise and line up our fallen brothers into a neat row by where the Pave picked up our injured, cover their faces by slanting their helmets foreword over them, and leave to the checkpoint.

Our remaining platoon advances, following alongside a freeway that leads to downtown plaza where the remnants of the assault are gathering. A group of officers atop an APC are ordering units away into the city and telling others to rest. The once towering buildings and offices of the urban sprawl that circle the plaza are now piled on top of each other, or spill over into the streets as internal fires brew smoke from within. Soldiers and marines start to break away from their marching lines to sit against the sidewalks with others, or crawl up the rubble of the plaza to rest. The red battery tips of vapsticks light up throughout the smoke as hundreds of men began taking drags.
�Does anyone have any water?� says a man hoarsely as he walks down the line. Isaac and I follow behind him as we search for a place to sit.
We cross a marine with his helmet and boots off sitting on a prayer rug. He begins to move his water bladder from his camel pack to clean his feet.
�What the hell are you doing!� says the thirsty marine before us. �Give me that goddamn water, don�t waste it on you fucking feet you idiot.� The man grabs the bladder from his hand and walks off with it.
�Should we help him out?� says Isaac.
I shrug, �We�re all Marines together.�
We walk up to the confused man, who sits staring at his unclean feet. �Here, you can use some of my water.� I offer him a canteen of water filled from my bladder.
�Thank you,� says the marine as he takes my canteen. He drizzles a little onto his dirt caked feet.
�You know Peter, I have this dying question,� mentions Isaac.
I look back curious, �What�s that?�
�You know, with us being millions of miles away from Earth, and this planet rotating at a different circumference than ours,� the Muslim marine looks up in interest as Isaac continues, �What direction would Mecca be?�
I grin, �Well, you would probably need a rotating rug to be able to follow Mecca correctly from here I would think.�
We walk away from the marine on his mat back into the avenue of hundreds of men, losing sight of our platoon that must have continued on when we paused. Isaac calls back at the marine, �If you ever figure it out, let me know!�
�You�re a dick,� I say.
�It�s an honest question. I bet they�ll have to make a new Mecca here to solve the problem.�
�If this planet survives that long.�
Isaac grabs his ancients to smoke. I reach over and snag the box. �Hey I thought you didn�t smoke.� He snatches them back, flicking his thirteen colonies ablaze, and bringing an ancient to his mouth.
�Well, what you said is true, this war is going to kill me first, might as well enjoy it.� Isaac hands me one, lighting it for me and I take a drag but end up coughing. Isaac looks away to hide his smile, but I still hear him chuckle to himself. These are indeed nasty. But it also helps calm me down even more. It�s no secret that tobacco is infused with cannabis and other chemicals companies would rather not tell us. The yield in ancients today compared to when they were first made as cigarettes is much more potent and effective. And with also being high on DT, it makes a nice combo.
�Did you ever hear about those protesters back on campus?� I ask Isaac, knowing this conspiracy theory would be right up his alley. �The ones that claimed,� I tap the ancient on his helmet to clarify what I am talking about, �vapsticks, are infused with some chemical by the Party to try and control us?�
Isaac laughs. �Why do you think I smoke only natural?�
�You know I was joking?�
�Well it doesn�t matter anyway, they�re controlling me now.�
�True.�
We carry on down the avenue filling up with collapsing soldiers and marines. The way they drop themselves to the ground haphazardly makes it appear as if they�ve been taken down by an invisible assailant. An engine whines and moves our way, leading a convoy of giant trucks edging slowly through the crowd. Men near us pause to stare at the rear of the passing trucks, and we do too. Riding on the tail of the trucks are people in camouflaged biohazard suits. Behind them inside the beds are unrecognizable mounds of flesh. We follow the crowd some more and discover where the trucks are coming from. To our left is a huge pile of naked dead Herculeans and an equally big pile of their alien equipment next to them. People in biohazard suits grab the mostly mutilated corpses and toss them into the back of trucks. On a metal fencing post, sticking erect out of the ground by the corpse pile, is a planted Herculean head. Marines walking by spit on it. One marine completely stops though, dropping his stuff and kneeling by the head. He opens a book and begins reading out loud. It�s hard to hear what he�s saying, but as we move by him I am able to glance at the book within his hands: a large black book with a gold cross on it.
We catch up to Love that is beginning to unload their sacks. An officer�Lieutenant Colonel�standing on a Stryker assault vehicle in the middle of a nearby cross section directs forces. �Armor, down to the right, heavy enemy positions ahead� I need a platoon-strength force for detail.� The Colonel jumps down and comes to Tarnus. �Captain, take your company left, advance till Mendocino then go east, and clear the streets of Herculean stragglers. I sent a group up there earlier and they have not replied.�
�Sir!� says Tarnus, �I am still waiting on my remaining units. We are barely two fire squads strong.�
The Colonel looks back with puzzlement and replies, �You can wait here, send out one of your detachments then.�
We all wait, acting busy with something as Tarnus ponders who to send. He makes his decision and faces Blake. �Easy, you�re almost fully operational compared to the rest, head on out.�
�Yes sir!�
�Goddamn,� mutters Vance as we get back into a single file line. �We just got here.�
�Shut your whore mouth,� says Isaac, �we haven�t even sat down.�
The rest of our unit rises, putting gear and equipment we just took off back on, and flipping off the rest of Love as they catcall us. We follow behind Blake down the desolated streets that look no different than the all the others.
�We didn�t even get time to piss,� says Vick.
�Whatever, we can piss on a Herc when we kill it,� says Alex.
�I�ll piss in your mother�s mouth,� says Isaac, doing a jerking motion to him.
�Aren�t you a bunch of riled up marines,� says Blake.
Yeah, just by the click of a button.

XII

It�s quiet again. We walk carelessly though the ruins of the city as the DT runs carelessly through us. We cross countless streets while the skeletons of once great buildings watch. Drones hover above the wasteland, occasionally releasing missiles at unseen targets. Blake turns our unit down an expansive avenue with white cheery trees lining each side. The avenue would look beautiful if not for war: potholes and upturned asphalt everywhere from ordinance, storefronts collapsed in on themselves, and trash and debris invading the lanes of demolished cars. The few standing cheery trees release their white petals into the air and they mix with the falling ash.
Blake raises his hand, and we stop on the alert against a street corner brick wall in front of the intersection, the street sign before us labeled Mendocino. �Alright, Private Peter and Julian, you will take the left and right lanes and advance cautiously. The rest of you form a fire position in the center avenue on me.�
We prepare to move, Blake calls out, �Switching you back to Buzz. Just in case.�
Peter and Julian begin their deadly dance down the avenue sidestepping obstacles and remaining alert as they hope for a fight. Peter hears rustling on his side from within an alleyway.
A Herculean?
Peter grins. This would put him at two confirmed kills, at least equal to Isaac. He places a hand on the edge of the wall and holds the XM tightly against his bicep with the other. Julian pauses on the other side of the lane and grabs cover waiting. Peter leans over into the alleyway, rifle poised and ready to hose away the filthy alien, but instead, a small tattered object comes stumbling down a pile of rubble to his feet.
It�s a little girl.
�Woah there, hey, don�t look so scared, I�m a good guy,� says Peter disappointedly. They both look at each other confused.
�What the hell is the hold up, Private!� says Blake down the avenue.
�A little girl ran in front of me!� says Peter. �What do I do?�
Julian sprints over to them and leans down to assist the girl. Peter determines she is probably no older than seven. Julian nudges him aside and tries to gently grab the shaking girl. She jumps back from his touch.
�Look like yours back on Earth?� Peter says, remembering that he mentioned he was a father.
�Just about the same age,� says Julian with a glowing grin.
Blake shouts out at them, �Well shit, it�s not safe out here! Tell her to go home.�
Julian and Peter stare at each other for a moment, then Julian looks back at the girl. �Alright, it�s dangerous out here, get home�� he falls on top of the little girl screaming. Plasma fire from down the avenue breaks out all around. Peter drops to his stomach crawling for the rubble. The little girl tries to crawl away too but Julian has pinned her legs.
�Take cover!� says Blake, �Suppressive fire!�
�GOD! Help!� Julian rolls over off the little girl smacking his limp leg where the fabric is on fire from a plasma bolt. The girl moves frantically away, and Peter stretches out his arm for her to crawl towards as he fires blindly at the Herculeans down the avenue. Asphalt flies up around them and her hair sizzles from being hit. She screams louder and cradles up against Julian�s side instead. Peter leans back into the alleyway for cover while he reloads. �Little girl, hey...� Julian tries hard to suppress a moan, �it�s going to be okay. Come here and hide under me.�
�I have to get back to my daddy! �You ca��
Julian shrikes. Another burst has hit him in the lower back and he lies flat on his belly unable to move. His sack is blown away, the straps singed, and a black bubbling line forms over his back where the burst burned through. With stronger resolve and restraint in his voice he continues, �Come here little girl, you have to. I�ll protect you.�
�But the monsters are shooting you!�
Julian speaks quickly, �They won�t hurt you.�
�How do you know!� she says.
�Because you�re� you�re innocent.�
Peter roars a battle cry and steps out to save them. There is finally a fight to have with the Herculeans! He reaches out to grab the girl, but feels a sharp pain in his head and falls over confused. The world is blurry and his head hurts tremendously. His body lies useless on the ground. In his strained tunnel vision he can see his outstretched arm and hand yearning for Julian and the little girl. He tries talking but the words are mumbled.
�Are you going to live?� says the girl, cowering against Julian�s arm.
Julian has stopped talking, his limbs seizer about and steam rises from his wounds.
The girl shakes his arm. �If you don�t live my daddy won�t live! He was shot like you, will he get better? If you�ll live he will too!� Beams of light and returning bullets haze the air. The firefight is intensifying.
�Don�t look at them little girl,� says Julian. �Look at me, okay. I have a little girl like you too.� The girl grabs his twitching arm, hugging it tightly. Julian cries into her messy hair, �I�ll be fine. Your dad will live.�
A canister lands by their position and smoke fumes out rapidly turning the street into a white cloud with exploding lights. Alex reaches Peter and lifts him up. �Can you hear me man!� he says while giving him a morphine shot.
Peter�s head remains cloudy but things start to become coherent.
�You got grazed in the head,� says Alex, he holds the crushed bullet tip in his fingers before Peter. �Helmet saved your life.�
�Ju-Julian!� says Peter as he recollects himself. He gets up and rushes inside the smoke.
�Hold on!� says Alex.
�Cover me! I�m getting him,� says Peter.
�Peter,� it is Julian speaking very weakly. �Take her quick.� Peter comes to his side, assessing his wounds.
�I�m getting both of you out of here, can you get up?� says Peter pissed. �Those fucking Herc�s!�
Julian weeps bitterly with what little strength he has left, �No, no I can�t.�
That is no way to act like a warrior.
�Shut up Julian! I�m getting you out of here!� Peter finds the girl and raises her in his arm, and places his free hand on Julian�s collar to drag him.
A searing hot motion on Peter�s hand makes him let go and Julian cries out. Peter shakes his hot glove off as he turns around to Julian. His shoulder has been hit by another plasma burst, the dissipation splash slightly burning Peter�s hand. Yellow tissue on Julian�s shoulder hisses and bubbles as it pops and leaks out onto his burnt clothing, revealing white bone underneath. Blood pours out of Julian�s mouth while he opens it, �Go. Please.�
Tommy breaks into the smoke to help as well.
�Peter!� says Alex from the alleyway, �Get back to cover. Where�s Julian? We can get him.�
Peter points at the direction of his body through the smoke. �He�s hurt bad, I�ll take the girl you guys grab him.� Peter sprints away towards Blake�s voice, holding the girl close to his chest.
Isaac stops Peter as he exits the smoke through the intersection, and pulls him into cover. The rest of the unit is waiting in safety with them as Blake fires over the corner covering Alex and Tommy dragging Julian. Moments later the other two marines come back, Julian dragged by the shoulders and his head slumped over unnaturally.
Blake lobs a grenade down the avenue and turns to Easy, �Alright! We need to move down this road fucking fast back into friendly lines.�
Peter watches as Alex and Tommy heave Julian and carry his body with the leaving unit. �How is he?�
Alex mutters quickly as they pass, �Dead.�
�No, he was just talking to me.� The others solemnly break away from the firefight and begin running down the street. Herculean fire continues to zap through the smoke. Peter grabs Alex by his chest collar and stares at him, only seeing regret and anger in his eyes.
He really is dead. Those Herculeans! Peter�s body pulses with raised temperature, his muscles expanding outside of their figure. �We need to kill them! All of them!�
�Then we will all die!� says Blake. �There are too many of them, get the fuck in line and move out!�
The unit follows Blake, Peter stands idly by in the rear holding the little girl. Isaac stays back with him too. �Come on Peter, let�s get out of here, they�ll be down the avenue any minute.� He pushes Peter and he follows reluctantly. The little girl quiet in his arms.
Peter rubs the underneath of his helmet to clear the sweat. �Shit man, I almost forgot about her.�
Sorties of jets zoom over them, and they feel the ground shake with their air strike against the encountered Herculeans. Isaac grabs Peter�s shoulder as they sprint away, �Let me see the girl.�
Peter stops. �Why are you asking that?�
�I think she�s dead, bud.�
�What are you talking about?� Shock rises through Peter�s throat, chocking his breathing. He extend his arms out, the girl is limp. Her dress is tattered and bloody. A dark gore stain stands out on Peter�s chest. He turns her head to see the bold spot from the plasma fire. There is a large burnt depression in her scalp. His knees lose strength, and he falls to them holding the girl out to Isaac. He takes her and Peter collapses onto the ground.
Pull yourself together warrior.
�My head! Fuck! Fuck! Stop!� Peter slams his fist into the ground and tosses his helmet off. He tries to rip his vest off too. �Why does it hurt!�
�What the hell is going on marine!� says Blake.
�She�s gone! They must of hit her, I didn�t, but,� I forget how to speak. The world rushes pass me and I can�t take it all in. And the bullet Alex showed me, it was friendly fire. They stopped me from saving Julian!
Isaac places her down on the street. I feel water on my cheeks and the world is blurry. I try wiping away the tears, but blood mixes in with it from my gory sleeve.
It�s her blood.
It�s too much! Mucus and bile form in my mouth. I cough it out against the pavement as I crawl to the wall for support.
�Alright, get up, you�re a Marine,� says Blake kneeling beside me. �We got to be strong here. We got to keep moving.�
I spit out the fluids in my mouth, a stringy mess that sticks against my lips and chin. Blake hands me a handkerchief and I wipe my face. I look over at the dead girl. The other guys fidget around anxiously to get moving away from the Herculeans, or towards them to fight.
Can�t they see they are not themselves?
I take Blake and Isaac�s hand, and get up. My stomach is about to explode as more bile rises up my throat. Alex and Tommy lower Julian onto the ground while they wait, his head slumps to the side, blood trickling out.
He said keep her safe.
Who will tell Julian�s family? His wife and daughter. How he really died?
Who will tell my family when I die?
I feel high and calm. God, I love DT.
�Maria!� says a voice. We pause and look for the caller. A raggedy filthy local appears on the street. She runs over towards us, kneeling by the dead body of the girl. �Did she die quickly?� she says, while feeling her body about. She finds a piece of loaf bread. �Zeta! Come!� Another young kid runs out from where she came, this one looking the age of the dead girl.
Blake walks up to the teenage woman. �I am so sorry about your loss lady, you should head our direction though, it�s not safe��
�Yes, she died quickly?� she says again.
Blake looks at me, I wait for him to make a response�does it matter anymore? �Yes,� says Blake.
The lady whispers to the young boy, �We have more food now. Here eat this.� The boy looks at the dead girl. The lady snaps his attention away. He runs off with the loaf. She turns back to us, �Have any food?�
Blake hands her an MRE, �You boil it in water��
�I know. Been in this war longer than you, grabbed food off many dead soldiers.�
She runs off after the boy
�What about her!� says Blake.
The lady pauses, �What about it?� They disappear into the rubble of a building.
Blake stands for a moment, gazing at Julian and the dead girl left behind. He uses the handkerchief he gave me to wipe his face, then cusses while throwing it onto the ground�must have remembered it has all that shit on it from me still. He tries again with his sleeve, and turns to us, his nose and cheeks red. He leads us the other direction towards friendly lines. I follow Tommy before me who�s carrying Julian with Alex. Julian�s head leans to the side and bounces up and down with each step. His face drawn out into a long exaggerated expression. His mouth stretched open beyond natural limits like he is trying to say something extremely important.
He said to keep her safe.
War didn�t. Get used to it.

XIII

We reach a square after walking for a couple hours, dropping Julian off at an ambulance on our way here. Hundreds of carriers and other spacecraft descend through the atmosphere, red circles engulfing them, as they land near the liberated city. The center we enter is covered in injured Carthaginian soldiers and piles of dead. �This is where they were held their last stand,� says Blake, �Almost all of their army wiped out.�
�Jesus,� mutters Vick.
�Something like thirty thousand killed,� says Alex. We look back at him. �I heard officers talking about it earlier.�
�Thirty eight to be exact,� says a man sitting against a broken marble statue in the demolished center plaza. He rests in a hunched demeanor and his clothes are ripped and soaked with dirt and blood, �all in two weeks, completely annihilated. That doesn�t even include the defense forces and militias from the city itself that stayed to help. And I would bet they were all wiped out too.�
�Are you a Carthaginian soldier?� says Vance.
�Of the army sent here to defend the city? I was.�
�Was?� says Vick.
�There�s no more army of Carthage here, Private, we just explained that it was eradicated.�
�What are you doing here then, soldier?� says Blake irritated. The rest of us sit down against the chipped steps leading up to the ruined statue where the Carthaginian is. Elsewhere other troops from the Coalition began dropping their equipment to rest, and start mixing about with the injured Carthaginian remnants waiting to be relieved. Some civilians show themselves for the first time to view the United Nations Peace Keepers and ask for supplies.
The Carthaginian replies, �Waiting for the last relief helicopter to pick me up, and here it is.� A chopper hovering above comes to the ground, from it exits General Jack.
�Who sees their General twice in one day?� says Isaac.
The Carthaginian removes himself from the statue and walks towards Jack. They instantly get onto the chopper, and it lifts off as fast as it landed.
�I wonder who he was for the General to go get him his self,� says Vance. The others shrug in agreement too.
�Alright men, go ahead and relax till further orders,� says Blake.
I sit against the blood stained and chipped marble steps, putting my hands against my face.
Isaac sits beside me lighting an ancient, �Want one?�
�No,� I say. Just leave me alone.
�Hey,� Isaac pats my shoulder. I brush it away. �Hey,� he continues, �I fucking miss Julian too, okay. He was a good guy,� he takes a long drag and exhales through his nose. �But everyone is going to die here, get over it.� Isaac stretches his hand towards me again, the tin box of ancients already having one slightly sticking out for me to grab.
I take the ancient and light it, letting it dangle between my lips for a while as the smoke rises in tiny curls before me. �He had a family.�
�We all have families, bud.�
�But he was a father, he had a kid.� I spit the ancient out and it lands between my boots. Its red butt smoldering away as smoke exhausts from the tip. On fire like this city, with a short life, before it burns out like the rest of us.
Isaac flicks his butt away and starts on another, he is chain smoking fast. �I know. Shit is fucking tough.� He offers me a new one. I reject it and grab the one I dropped.
Rommel appears, covered in plaster and gore. Around his neck is a shoelace with human ears and Herculean appendages.
�Where the fuck have you been?� says Blake.
�I was moving around with a few other platoons till my arm pad finally picked you up and I followed the arrow,� he says.
Blake points at his crude necklace, �And what the hell is that supposed to be?�
�A little war trophy of mine, do you like it?�
�No, it�s against regulations. And how the hell did you get human ears on it? Did you kill civilians!�
�No, sir!� says Rommel now at attention. �I discovered looters raping a girl. We told them to stop and that�s when they tried killing her. So I fired. I thought I might as well add them to my collection.�
�Jesus Christ, Private,� says Blake. Then he faces us. �Get up, we�re moving out.�
�What for?� says Isaac.
�We are assigned a rescue detail,� says Blake. �Now let�s move.�
We put our sacks back on and follow behind. We are too tired and too high to complain. No one even talks about Julian or the others that died today anymore. Just doped and moving. I feel the DT high still, but it�s wearing off rather fast. When I tried talking to Isaac about Julian, he was detached from it all, like the rest of them, like me at first. There�s something wrong. Maybe my chemsack dose ratio is off. I�ll have to tell Blake later.
�Is the girl okay?� I ask Rommel.
�Yeah,� Rommel smiles, �I took care of her.�
We move down an avenue away from the square deep into the city�s infrastructure. �There men,� says Blake, as we reach a group of parked Patria APC�s. �They�ll take us to the town.�
�A town?� says Vick. �We�re leaving the city?�
�Yeah. Going to a placed called Tionem, and guess who we are relieving,� says Blake, �Rangers.�
We stand before the Patria�s with their sleek black coats, and camouflaged netting on the sides. Each Patria is equipped with a different gun platform on top to cover all the bases of war. �Giddy up boys!� says the lead Patria operator from his hatch, he gulps down a water bottle with a mysterious taint to it.
We climb onto the top of the two Patria�s instead of cramming ourselves inside, since it�s a breezy day out and were exhausted and hot. We hold the netting for support as we go, following a ravaged freeway, where a second group of carries meets us shortly after. Captain Tarnus and the remnants of Love Platoon and extras from another join our convoy. The Patria�s continue following the collapsed freeway while the destroyed city mimics it on our other side.
We round a bend as a resonating noise reaches our ears. We come around the corner onto an avenue following the highway out of the city outskirts, and are greeted by thousands of cheering locals standing on each side of the lanes. They carry and proudly wave white and blue flags of the United Nations, and toss flowers and candies at our convoy as it turtles through the crowd.
�I wasn�t expecting this!� says Vance. Kids run between the armored vehicles flying kites. Girls hop up onto the carries to hug and kiss the marines. I look over at Isaac as he plies one off, we make eye contact and he grins. The cheering, alongside the orbital bombardments and screaming jets, follows us as we leave the outskirts into the countryside till all become a memory. I look back at the city ruins, it wears a black top hat that stretches endlessly into the sky.

XIV

We are an hour into our journey when the DT wears off.
First, your clairvoyance leaves, or more accurately the ease of mind the drugs give. As things become clearer, they get fuzzier. Because the things we are coming to understanding with are things we rather not. Then our breath leaves us�a punch right into our diaphragm�but the punch goes beyond the flesh. It strikes right into our very being that leaves not only our lunges gasping, but our spirits. D�j� vu of the siege brakes open my mind like an assaulting Goliath, and it all has to flood in: Julian and Ray, the little girl, the landing. Isaac coughs bitterly, spitting out the ancient in his mouth. Marines begin to scream and cuss at each other. Oh god� oh god, I remember now. The horror on the field�all those bodies. We look at each other, do they understand now?
But others seem to be having different opinions about it. Rommel yells for more. Tommy pulls out part of his scarf and holds it tightly, thanking God that the drugs gave him the strength to fight.
�What the fuck! Why would you make us do that?� says Vick. He jumps off his Patria. �I won�t do it anymore!�
The convoy stops. Tarnus leaps off his lead vehicle. His neck lined with popping veins and knuckles white from squeezing them hard. �What the fuck do you think you are doing!�
Vick collapses onto his knees. I see the scene of myself at Jericho on replay. I bite my tongue. There will be no mercy here.
�I can�t do it!� says Vick. �It�s all wrong!�
Tarnus pulls out a metal probe and whips it downwards to extend it. �You�re one lucky bitch that no Party Rep is here. He would have wasted you.� Tarnus beats Vick down. �I�ll give you something to whine about you fucking coward!� Soon Vick is flat on the ground, his hands above his head. Blubbering and begging for his mom. Begging Tarnus to stop.
Tarnus turns around to face us. I look about. Isaac has lowered his head. In between his attempts at breathing he coughs. The operator of my Patria stares at the punishment with a fat smile, spitting into his bottle occasionally. The message is clear. Tarnus won�t have any of our emotional outcries about the drugs, about the war.
�You are fucking marines!� he says. �Now act like it! I will not have little bitches in my platoon. If you can�t handle the expectations the military and your country places onto your shoulders,� Tarnus unclips his pistol and throws it at the nearest Patria. It smacks against Vance�s leg before dropping onto the ground, �there you fucking go. Go over by Vick and finish yourself off. You can roll around in your self-pity while you rot in hell.�
Tommy and Rommel grab Vick and carry him back to their Patria, and the convoy is on the move again. We are all exhausted, but the military has an answer for that by giving us another drug that makes us fidget with artificial energy. I tap my hands against the armor while I listen to others whimper quietly. What the fuck is wrong with me? I�ve had, what, three other breakdowns today, and all of them similar to Vick. But all of them separate from the normal expiration of the doses. Why am I resistant? Am I broken? And why are we really on them?
My neck tingles�DT? The opposite Patria becomes blurry for a moment as marines holler into the air. I look over my shoulder to see that Tionem is nearly before us, and I am ready, buzzed.
Peter, Love, feel invincible. Pumped with energy that defies their past twenty hours of strenuous preparation for the invasion and fighting ever since then. Their past weak selves are gone, and all for the better. There is killing to do, and Love loves killing. Vick shouts out a battle cry that is echoed by the others.
Tarnus shakes his head, chuckling.
Blocks of destroyed suburbs greet them as they approach the town. A force of aircraft arrives over the convoy. Four little bird Kiowa�s manned by a pilot and ferrying soldiers on the side rails, and a Pave followed by a wave of A-10�s.
The marines release a cheer as the A-10�s close in on the city. The first wave opens fire with their repeating cannons, then drops a payload of missiles on the entrance of the city, clearing away a path for the convoy. As the second couple of A-10�s fly over, long purple beams strike out from within the center of town hitting one of the aircraft. Its wing explodes as the tail catches on fire. The A-10 crashes in a fiery ball against the suburbs on the other side of town.
�What the fuck was that!� says a marine.
�They have AA!� says Blake.
�Operator!� says Tarnus, �You need to tell them to get out.�
�We are sir, but I think they figured it out themselves,� says the operator from his front hatch.
The A-10�s make a prolonged sweep away from the town, ascending upward into the sky. At the same time another Herculean anti-air beam connects with the slower Pave attempting to disengage. The entire side engulfs in flame as it spirals sideways towards the town. The four Kiowa�s, who are smaller and nimbler aircraft, break off and hover low over the rooftops so as to not be targeted as they come back towards the convoy.
�Fuck,� says Blake. �We�re gonna have to go in ourselves.�
�So much for an easy grab and go,� says Isaac.
�We�re pulling up towards the entrance,� says the forward operator. The convoy forms into a row with their turrets aiming down a center avenue that leads into downtown. The Kiowa�s land farther back and their paratroopers come forward. Love discovers they are British Airborne.
�What now?� Tarnus says to the Airborne Leader.
Herculean fire opens up on them as they enter downtown, halting them at an intersection. �Behind the APC�s for cover!� says the Squad Leader of Golf unit. The Patria turrets lay suppressive fire as the marines find cover. The crewmen close their hatches and Love hides behind their rears.
�The rangers are completely silent,� says the Airborne Leader. �I think they�re being jammed.�
�And not us?� says Tarnus.
�Weird I know, but this is a considerably smaller Herculean force compared to everything else we fought today. Maybe that�s all their defenses are capable of doing right now.�
The rear hatch to a carrier opens up and the operator peers out, �Captain! No air support till we take care of AA.�
�No surprise there,� says Tarnus, he turns his attention back to the Airborne Leader. �So what should we do first?�
�Well I bloody hell rather have your air support while we try to save our chaps than do it alone.�
�Right, so we need to take out their AA,� says Tarnus.
�I�ll move my men around the left,� says the Leader. �Get your men to advance down the street closer to where your rangers should be.�
�We got a man down!� says a marine. The Squad Leader of Golf has been hit and he rolls away out of cover between the carriers. One marine tries to lean out and reach for him, but a plasma round hits his wrist charring it up to his elbow as he falls back.
�Let�s get a move on Captain,� says the Leader as his paratroopers begin maneuvering left to create a flank. �Good luck with your men!�
Tarnus turns to the convoy. �Get behind the APC�s! Leave him,� he says to another marine trying to move out for the Squad Leader. �He�s already dead!� Tarnus leans to his radio to contact the crewman about the push, �We need to advance down that street a while and clear out the Herc�s.�
�Copy that. Stay behind the vehicles for cover,� says the operator, �and watch your three�s and nine�s for ambushes, we�ll get fucked in an open fire fight if they flank.�
�Love!� says Tarnus. �Guard the carriers as we move up the street, watch our flanks!�
Peter is taking cover behind a corner store on the left side of the intersection when Tarnus gives the order. He rises, readying himself to cross the gap between him and the Patria�s when he hears a peculiar uproar behind him. The paratroopers hit the wall next to Peter, and are ready to change over to next the street where he heard the noise. Peter looks down the road seeing a strangely fortified building a hundred meters down. He hurriedly grabs the Leader�s attention before he moves.
�What is it, yank?� says the Leader, his squad waiting in cover impatiently.
�Right down there, see that odd looking building just out in the middle of the road?� Peter points to the structure that protrudes from a storefront into the street a few meters. �I think there�s Herculeans in it,� he says with rising excitement.
�It does look strange, but why would you think anything is in there?�
�I think I heard them, talking.�
The Leader turns to his men, �Alright, hold here with the yank, I�ll go check it out.� He runs down the lane quickly, and inspects the structure by peering through a broken window. Immediately he probes his rifle in and fires a burst. Strange screaming replies and different colors of Herculean fire break out form within the structure. �Fuck!� He sprints back towards them as Herculean fire shoots wildly behind him. �Mother Mary! Get the fuck down!� The Leader hits the pavement breathing hard, �Maybe ten in there.�
A louder noise pierces the air as a bright blue projectile departs from the structure, and collides against the side of the left Patria in the convoy. The top hatches blow open in flames as the alien round exits the other side taking broken metal and machinery with it.
Vance, Alex, and Isaac who are hiding behind it fall to the ground from the explosion. Isaac and Alex dart away from the wreckage to the store fronts for cover while Vance lies motionless on the asphalt.
Blake peeks around the street corner. �What the fuck is going on!�
Some of the paratroopers clear the lane to the other side of buildings and take cover, firing back at the Herculean bunker. During the crossing one of them are struck down, and then again in the back with a plasma burst as he collapses face first, skidding a meter as the contents of his backpack spill out. The Leader turns around to Blake, �Get down Sergeant! The bloody Herc�s set up an early ambush.�
Herculean fire races down the lane at the other exposed marines and destroyed Patria. The marines advancing with the convoy are now stuck in a killing zone between two Herculean fire fronts. �Well take it out!� says Blake. �I�ll pull my men back inside the Bradley�s for cover!�
�Affirmative,� says the Leader, �stay on the horn till we figure things out.�
Blake runs back to the convoy alerting Tarnus as they order the troops inside.
The exposed marines rush into the Patria�s for cover as the convoy departs down the street to escape the crossfire. Vance still remains among the debris. �Shit, I need to go get him,� says Peter.
�You�re crazy lad,� says the Leader. �You break from our cover and the Herc�s will gun you down.�
�Keep them busy, I�m going!� Peter�s mind is clear and dedicated. Save his brother. Then those Herculeans will pay. Peter breaks cover and run towards Vance, nearly tripping over the dead Brit that risked leaving cover earlier. Peter dives to the ground shaking Vance. �Get up! We need to get out of the open!�
�Hey, Peter!� says Isaac, grabbing his attention. Peter looks to the side to see Alex and Isaac lying down behind a crushed concession stand, pinned as plasma fire flies about their position. �Get the fuck over here before you�re hit too!�
He rolls sideways to them, grabbing Isaac to orientate himself. �Vance is still alive, he was moaning.�
�Well we can�t move,� says Isaac. Glass shatters above showering them and cutting their necks and hands. The rest of the marines have finished getting inside the carries. �Fucking great,� says Isaac. �They got in without us!�
�I�ll call Blake to open the door while we drag Vance in,� says Peter.
�He is on our way,� says Isaac. He retrieves a canister from his vest, �we have a smoke grenade actually.� Isaac tosses it out in the gap between them and the convoy.
Alex rolls over getting closer to them. �On three,� the smoke pours out fast into a cloud, �one, two, three!�
They sprint out into the open and plasma fire hits Isaac�s rifle as he leans over Vance. �Fuck!� He hurls the ruined XM to the side as the hot metal burns his hand. �I fucking hate you!� he screams at the Herculeans down the street.
�Alright, focus!� says Peter. The smoke cloud makes it nearly impossible to see and they grab on to each other�s neck collars to stay together. �Grab him and take him to the Patria�shit, that is now moving!� The silhouettes of the convoy begin to disappear in the smoke. Peter talks into his earpiece, �Sergeant, this is Peter. I have Vance with me. Open the rear ramp so we can bring him in.�
�Goddamn it,� grunts Isaac as he lifts Vance by the shoulders and Alex grabs his legs. �Let�s move.�
�Copy that Private, hurry up!� says Blake.
Vance is carried up the rear ramp by Isaac and Alex. �Where are you going?� says Isaac, after Peter turns around.
Peter doesn�t reply as he exits the smoke and dashes to the street corner. It�s now time to capitalize on his promise to the Herculeans. He slips on a puddle of blood, falling backwards over the dead Brit as Herculean plasma zips centimeters above his face. He lifts himself up quickly and hops back to cover with the Leader inside a destroyed front office.
�You�re alive,� says the Leader after he whistles. �Did you get your boy?�
�Yeah, I�m ready to take these bastards out.�
�Those stims really do make you a Lionheart, don�t they? We can�t do shit though till those buggers are taken care of down the road.�
�We can flank them,� mentions a paratrooper, �as we intended to do to the Herc�s down the street in the first place.�
�I was already thinking that,� says the Leader. �But it would take too long to reposition ourselves. We have no idea how much longer the rangers can hold off for and if those Herc�s can call for reinforcements. Besides, they would just reposition to face our new front.�
Another one of the anti-armor rounds is launched from the Herculean bunker alongside bolstering plasma fire, and soars towards Peter�s group. The entire building they�re sheltering in fantastically shakes as the wall of the store next to them blows out into the street from the impact. The paratroopers on the other side of the lane have crowded themselves inside a small alleyway between two shops with a low wall. One of them balances themselves on top of the wall and fires blindly over his head across the shallow rooftops at the bunker.
�Bloody hell,� says the Leader, �Chandler has an AT launcher right?�
�He does sir,� says the paratrooper next to Peter.
�Well, where is he? He�s not with us, and I don�t see him over there.�
�He�s there, sir,� says the paratrooper. �Lying low against the side, he got hit.�
�Behind the rubbish?� says the Leader. �Perfect, I see him.� The Leader points at Peter, �We�re going to make a break across the street and meet up for our plan.�
�What about me sir?� says the paratrooper.
�You�ll stay here and give us some suppressive fire,� says the Leader. �Okay yank, you have already run out in the open once today, so it can�t be too hard for a real gentleman such as myself.� They shuffle towards the storefront edge, �Now!� They hop over the broken front window and sprint across the lane to the others.
�Sweet Mary I told you,� says the Leader huffing for air, once they�re in safety again.
�This the best they can do?� says Peter, stoked and excited. The adrenaline of war mixes with his Buzz�he has never felt so alive!
�How goes it, sir?� says one of the paratroopers.
�Dandy, I have a plan so listen up. We need to break down that bunker enough to be able to get any good cracks at the bastards inside. I am surprised none of you blokes had thought of using that AT yet,� he points at the AT rocket launcher hurdled behind the injured paratrooper. �We need cover fire and a distraction so that one of us has enough time to aim a good round at that bunker. If we fuck up once, the buggers will know what we�re capable of and will ether give us living hell with their own, or retreat.�
�Ronald,� the Leader hands the AT to one of the paratroopers, �you will wait here with the launcher. The rest of you, we�ll be strafing across the street drawing attention. That�s when you poke out and give it to them.� The Leader looks around, �All clear?�
The paratroopers reply unanimously, �Yes sir!�
The Leader moves to the front to prepare for the crossing, �Airborne, on me!�
He runs out first, sprinting back towards the other side with his rifle lying sideways across his torso, so he can hip fire at the Herculean position as he crosses. The next two paratroopers move out directly behind him, and Peter kneels to brace himself for the race across again. Herculean fire concentrates on the crossing paratroopers as expected, and the middle paratrooper is hit and stumbles, wailing in agony as he starts crawling the remaining distance.
Peter is about to brave the crossing when a large explosion knocks him and the AT wielder down. The world disappears and the noise of the firefight subsides to a silence. It�s a silence filled with a peaceful serenity similar to that distant feeling I once had when going to college. Creon� I tried Creon. Please.
The world�understanding of reality, becomes a white and shapeless room. In the middle of the never ending white void, a mound of dirt protrudes into existence. It grows till it�s a large hill covered in crisp green grass. On the top of the hill is a rampant thicket of weeds. Inside the bush of weeds grows another plant though, breathtaking in beauty: a bundle of red roses, their thorny thick stems elevating them higher than the weeds. Near the thicket on the hill is a naked woman curled up on the ground. Her body is frail and resembling a corpse, and her hair frizzled and unkempt. The vines and roots of the weeds crawl out, and wrap around and insert themselves into enlarged dark veins on her wrists. She cries horribly into her boney arms.
�Hello?� The words echo, forever like the white void, till they lower into octaves that can�t be heard anymore.
�Oh you�re here. Well Soul, what do you think?�
�I still think we should go, Mind.�
�But if we go, Body will surely be doomed,� says Mind. �Maybe he wants to us to stay.�
�Go where? Am I dead?�
�That is always the first question Body asks when they reach here,� says Mind.
�It doesn�t matter what he wants, it changes nothing,� says Soul. �The Body is almost always wrong. Look, he has gone and gotten himself addicted to drugs. He has lost who he was. We must go before he pollutes us anymore.�
�What are you talking about! What is this?�
�Maybe you�re right Soul. So many Bodies are lost to their own dimension they forget there are still two others.�
�It is natural, they are the weakest. That is why the Souls are first to leave. We can tell when the Body ceases to be what the Mind and I want, and we depart in order to not be corrupted. It�s funny that the Body believes it is still operating even when it�s void of me. Then when it realizes what it�s lost, it can only wish where I went.�
My ears sting with the horrible ring of shellshock, my body aching. The whole world is a sound of numbing buzzes. I look across the street to see the Leader yelling something at me, but every word is a deep drawled out jumbled sound. My vision zooms in on the dead paratrooper in the middle of the street. His back is a ripped open cavity and his internals pour out to the side. Plaster and gore cover me as my visor wiper slashes back and forth relentlessly to clear it. The paratrooper wielding the AT is a mess of mutilated parts around the explosion. I frantically begin wiping myself off of the gore even though every motion sends a string of pain waves throughout my body.
�Hey!� says a man who is dragging me back towards the alleyway. His words are muffled and barely understandable. I lean back to see him, the words slowly make sense again. �Hey!� says the paratrooper again. �Are you hit?�
I crawl over and lie against the low wall with him. I pat myself down to check for injuries. Nothing besides a shit ton of scratches and an aching body. �No, I think I�m fine.�
�Men!� says the Leader across the street. We look over at him. �I need you to take that launcher and finish the job! I�ll try to hold their attention!�
The paratrooper next to me is the injured one from earlier. �I can�t do anything. I was hit on the belly, can�t stand.�
Well I guess that just leaves me.
I look at the AT launcher that has rolled out into the open. Fuck right I�m going to grab that. I don�t want to expose myself again to the Herculeans. Look what happened to the last guy.
�Today mate!� says the Leader. �Bloody grab it!�
C�mon, c�mon, they need you. I finally reach out for the AT and retrieve it quickly. A plasma bolt scorches the pavement where my hand just was.
�Good job lad,� says the Leader. �Now I�ll do my part again.� He begins throwing grenades down the lane to draw attention as he also fires periodically from his corner. Another explosive projectile screams forward at the Leader�s spot, blowing apart the roof on top of him.
I can�t aim out the side if I want to live. I glance at the low wall next to me where the paratrooper was firing from earlier.
Maybe.
Don�t, that�s the dumbest idea yet�you�ll die.
I press the dosage tab on my forearm and feel new strength and power course through me. But it is only a feint return to my warrior state. Instead I feel a brutal headache kick in.
Kill them all. Look what they have done to your comrades around you.
No. It�s wrong, remember Julian.
Fuck! Go away. Let me do my job. Just let me fight, it�s why I�m here.
I tab the dosage key again.
This is war and only the strongest survive. Peter is a part of it. It pumps through his veins replacing his blood. Peter�s grinds his teeth. This is more like it. He should overdose more often.
Ready to kill, he climbs on top of the low wall, but he�s still too short to accurately aim at the bunker from there. �Hey!� shouts Peter over to where the Leader was last. To Peter�s surprise he rises from behind a pile of rubble, his red beret singed and dangling off to the side. �I need one last distraction! I am going to get on top of the roof and hit them!�
�You Americans are crazy! I�ll do something!� He hurls a phosphorus grenade out towards the Herculeans, and a fiery cloud falls meters before the bunker catching the adjacent rooftops on fire.
�Okay now,� Peter tells himself. He tosses the AT onto the roof, lifting himself up next. He scrambles about getting there and soon Peter is prone on the roof with the launcher.
�Fuck.� He only has one round on him. �Why didn�t I grab the bandolier too?�
It has to be perfect then. He will have to get closer.
He runs across the roof tops to get as close as possible. The Herculeans are busy with the Leader�s grenade show and don�t see him. As he hops to the next roof his boot breaks into a damaged shingle and he collapse through. �Fucking god,� he moans from the fall. His body takes another beating from rolling about on the caved in floor. He picks himself up and crouches to the blown out storefront. Right before him lies the alien bunker. It is a hastily assembled low structure with multiple vision ports for weapon mounts.
�Close as ever.�
He rests the AT on top of his shoulder in preparation for the glorious shot, but then lower its. He ponders the possibility of dropping a grenade through one of the ports instead. It would do more damage with the explosion being in a confined place. Peter grins at the thought of exploding Herculean, and hops over the window pane landing against the side of the alien bunker.
The Herculeans communicate frantically inside.
�Shit, shit, shit,� whispers Peter. Do they know he is there? He lifts himself over the jagged side of the structure and climbs to the top. He lies down on the roof and unhooks a grenade from his belt and pulls the pin. He finds an opening and drops the grenade through it, and distances himself as far away as possible on the small roof away from the hole.
The bunker shakes as fiery sparks and dark smoke shoot through the gun ports from the explosion�such a delicious offering! A door to the bunker flies open as the Herculeans inside scream and the survivors run and crawl out.
�Shit!� He didn�t think about this part. He unfastens his XM and poorly aims at the first Herculean. He fires an uncontrolled burst that completely misses the alien but startles it of his presence.
�Fuck me!�
The Herculean looks up, yelling a disturbing roar and begins to raise its weapon.
�Hurry the fuck up Peter!� He drops his empty magazine and loads another one as quickly as possible. �Fuck, fuck, fuck.�
He aims through the scope, and both creatures fire at each other. Peter�s visor goes dim as it tries to adjust the blinding light of the plasma bolt. His face feels warm and burnt.
�Oh god! I�m hit!�
The world is visible again. He discovers that his burst has ripped through the Herculean�s body, and it lies on its stomach trying to crawl away.
Peter laughs. �I�m alive!� The plasma bolt had struck the metal lining below him and simply showered him in a blow over of hot air.
He finishes off the hit Herculean.
�Yeah bitch! Get some!�
A few more Herculeans escape the bunker, scrambling over their dead comrade. Peter fires again, knocking down the stragglers as they fall atop each other in a bloody mess. One Herculean that�s maimed tries to reach for a weapon. Peter fires a single round this time that strikes it directly through the face shield and its ugly head. The bullet exits out the back of its head splattering gore against the pavement, and sending one of its tails twirling into the air. That was a pretty awesome, he applauds himself.
One last Herculean crawls out from the smoking bunker. Its legs crippled and exuding blood as it drags itself away. The alien turns over and glances at Peter. It has no mask on and it trembles as it tries to look at him. It raises its arms in mercy, crying out in its intangible tongue in what appears pleading.
Pathetic. �This is why you�re about to die,� Peter says. �Maybe you should have thought twice about invading my planet!�
Peter lowers the XM so he can view the face of the Herculean and witness its worthless expression before he wastes it. He winces at their skin, hideously calloused and a puke color mixed with gray. He focuses on its eyes�something he has never seen before due to their helmets�ready to see them complement the overall putrid image of the creature. Peter drops his rifle�what are you doing?
The Herculeans eyes stare back. Peter loses himself momentarily in the alien�s mystifying gaze. It has crystal blue eyes, and their pupils are a never ending cycle of black circles that come closer together till they collide into a small dark spot in the middle�in fact, they are beautiful.
Peter shakes his head. Snap out of it! Waste the evil fucker.
It extends an arm behind its back to reach for something.
�There it goes. I left it alive too long that now it�s reaching for a weapon.� Peter raises the XM, and fires the remaining rounds of his magazine into the torso of the Herculean. The alien fully collapses howling in such delightful pain.
Peter leaps off the bunker and reloads once more, looking around at his kills with satisfaction. Something catches in his peripheral, on the right of the street a collapsed store reveals a large strange alien machine farther down in a clearing. It has smooth cylinder shaped cannons aimed upwards at the sky.
That must be their AA turret. He looks at his AT rocket, there�s still one round left. Some Herculeans near the turret start moving towards his direction. Peter lifts the rocket to his shoulder, and takes cover against the rubble of a building before the clearing. He rest the AT tip on a collapsed support beam and pulls the trigger. The missile jumps out violently, speeding at the turret leaving behind a swirly exhaust trail. The rocket hits the turret exploding it into a scene of wonderful bright electrical flares and hisses.
He turns around to relocate back with the convoy. The Leader however, is already near the bunker with the two remaining paratroopers. �You�re a hero yank!� says the Leader. �I saw you crawl up and take out this whole bunker. A complete wildcat you are.�
�Thanks sir, but I think we have more after us.� Peter directs their vision to the destroyed turret and rallying Herculeans. �I just used the rocket to take out their AA.�
�That�s what that whole last bit was about?� The Leader looks over at the wreckage of the turret. �You bloody hell did take out their AA battery! Amazing lad!� Herculean plasma slams against the bunker. �Take cover!� says the Leader.
They move behind the bunker and fire back. �Call my Captain and tell him the enemy AA is down sir,� says Peter. �My earpiece isn�t picking up.�
�Are you sure that was the AA?�
�I�m positive. We need those Hogs to take out the remaining Herc�s. Who knows if the Rangers are even alive still.�
�Alright,� the Leader lifts his radio. �Captain! Your boy here has just saved the day, he neutralized the enemy AA, I repeat the AA is down, call back our wings!�
�Are you sure?� says Tarnus through the radio.
�That�s what I asked too. He says yes, he also cleared the Herc bunker!�
�Copy that, I hope you�re right.�
The A-10�s return and annihilate the remaining Herculeans without any resistance. The Herculeans firing at their position withdraw under missile fire from the aircraft.
�Well yank, great job today, you almost single handedly took them all out yourself,� says the Leader. �I think we can go now.�
They walk back down the lane to grab the injured paratrooper and meet up with the convoy. Blake confirms that they have also secured the surviving rangers.
Mission success. Then Peter remembers the last Herculean he killed.
Peter runs back towards its corpse. �Where are you going?� the Leader calls after him.
�I forgot something,� says Peter, �I�ll catch up.�
�Hurry up then, I want to get the fuck out of this ghost town.�
He comes to the Herculean that captivated him for a moment. Its arm is crushed underneath its back that it leaned for earlier. Peter pushes the alien over to its side, a dark pool of blood remains underneath from the multiple bullet hits. In its clasped hand is an object. He leans down to grab the chain dangling from the Herculean�s two pronged hand. The hand releases its grasp as its strange gloved appendages open for him. He pulls the chain and connected object away from it. The object looks like a piece of jewelry. Made out of fire smoothed stone with strange etchings on it. Under closer examination it actually looks like some sort of alien animal, maybe native to their planet.
�Why was it grabbing this? Did it want to show me it, thinking it would save its life?�
This is why it died. It was weak. War only respects the strong.
He wraps the necklace up and places it inside his pocket, excited to show the others.
His first loot of war.
The convoy picks them up on its way to leave the town. The Leader continuously talks of Peter�s exploits to Love. �Captain, your private here is a real wildcat. I am going to nominate him for a medal.�
Tarnus tabs his control pad.
I am mellow and relaxed.
Everyone turns towards the Leader and me in interest. �Did you really take out the whole alien bunker by yourself?� says Tommy.
Before I can talk the Leader replies, �He sure did, he�s one hell of a warrior you got here.�
�And the anti-aircraft guns?� says Tarnus.
I answer this time, �Yes, sir.�
One of the rangers from a nearby Patria yells over, �It must have been their jammer too! It explains why we couldn�t communicate with you till it was taken out.�
�As I said Captain,� the Leader folds his ruined beret and neatly places it into his backpack, �your boy here saved the day.� He begins to move with his men back towards the Kiowa�s. �We�re off anyhow yanks. Take good care of our man,� he nods to the injured paratrooper being placed inside a Patria. �It was an honor fighting with you all today.�
�You too, sir,� I say.
�Remember lad,� says the Leader looking back at me, �you�re the hero of today, a true wildcat.�
Proud of my accomplishments, I feel light as I lift myself up onto a carrier.
Isaac mimics the Brit in a poor English voice, �A true wildcat lad, I�ll tell the Queen of your bravery myself.�
I grab the netting by him and nudge him, �Shut up.�
�It�s true,� says Blake with a serious tone. �You did a good job today, Private. You saved one of our men and successfully freed the skies for air support to finish the mission.�
�Yeah man.� Alex pats me on the back.
Isaac hands me his tin box of ancients. �All aside, you really were the hero of today, thanks for saving our asses.�
I grab an ancient and hand the box back to Isaac. �Is this going to become a tradition?� I lift the ancient to my mouth as Isaac lights it, �Smoking ourselves to death after escaping it every time?�
�Yeah,� Isaac hands the box to Alex as well so he can pass it around, �it�s kinda poetic, huh?� He takes a drag. �Flirting a bit more with death after it failed to get us today.�
�Our dreams on fire.�
He looks at the lighter, rubbing his thumb over it. �Orphans.�
The Patria�s start up and we ride them out of town. I play with the Herculean necklace in my pocket.
Maybe I am some sorta hero of war.
I take a drag, the nicotine and cannabis combines with my DT high. I guess I did pretty well today. It feels damn good being praised. Oh yeah, I take it out the paper of the poem game Isaac and I were playing. Let�s see, the last word was Soul. Then I write.
Soldiers overcome, unleashing legends,
I hand the paper to Isaac. He looks at me confused for a moment, till he unfolds it and smiles. He takes a long drag from his ancient as he taps the pen against the paper.
The loss of Julian, and all the others I�ve seen die today, brood in the well of my mind, my heart of hearts, but it is not with despair anymore, but resolve. There is good to be done here. Fellow brothers to save�like today. The greater tragedy would be to let Julian�s death rest in vain while I tried to run away or give up, than if I were to hold my ground and fight for the cause he laid his life down for. I must fight now, for this planet, for him. For Creon. For Earth. I should have never doubted the Party.
The sun sets, casting a barrage of orange beams onto the gold wheat stalks of the war perished countryside. They look strangely beautiful under this high. All I can do is accept it for what it is, this world�life.
A pretty existence in a fucked up reality.

XV

First night of guard duty on the outskirts of Tionem.
I sit on top of a pillbox made out of sandbags and wood slabs, the town�s suburbs behind me but under blackout to avoid bombing. Small red flashes the size of a fingernail pop up in the distance ahead of me from the front, followed by a feint echoing boom. I squish my hands inside my crotch to keep them warm, my XM resting underneath my right armpit.
It suites me fine. I�ve hardly slept anyway. Lying awake at night and being the only one up you hear things that no one else does. You see things in the dark that confuse the realms between real and dreaming. You learn little truths about people you couldn�t any other way.

Early in the morning on our second night, I flop and fidget to try and get comfortable so I can fall asleep again. Isaac walks into our circle of sleeping bags back from guard duty. He goes to Blake�s bag to wake him for his shift. �Sergeant,� whispers Isaac. �Sir, it�s time to rotate.� Then I hear Isaac yelp. I peer over the front folds of my bag to look. Isaac is kneeling over Blake�s face, his hands holding tightly around an arm. �Sir, it�s Isaac, let go,� he says in a growl.
�Don�t let her see me,� says Blake.
�What, you�re sleep talking�I promise I won�t,� says Isaac.
�I don�t want to fight anymore,� mutters Blake. Isaac tries to remove his arm. �Did you hear me?� says Blake, his arm stiffening in resistance and his hand still clenching Isaac�s vest.
�Sir?�
�I don�t want to fight, you take over.�
�Are you awake��
�Why wouldn�t she take her? It�s not mine, but I have it. Will you keep her away?�
�Yes, sir.�
Blake�s hand reclines and it pats the air before Isaac. �Sir?� Isaac waits for a few minutes by his side, then shakes his shoulder. �Sergeant, your shift.�
Blake snorts then leans up to his waist. A light emits from his control panel illuminating them both. Isaac�s face is pale and drenched in sweat. �You just finish jogging? Never mind, thanks Private. You get some rest now.�
Isaac rises alongside Blake. �Sir.�
Blake grabs his XM then turns around facing Isaac. �Yes?�
They stare at each other for a few moments. �Good night.�
Blake grunts, �Same.�
Isaac enters his bag and pats his sleeve over his face. Blake walks away towards the parameter to guard.

Thomas wraps a scarf around his face to fall asleep, the same one I always see him bite on before combat. One night it slides off his face from the wind. I crawl out to retrieve it. It�s hard to make out in the dark, so I shine a light on it underneath my sleeping bag. It�s a brown scarf with a white border. Two tawny horses rear on each side, and in the center it says Boy Scouts of America Georgia Ridding Summer Camp. On the right end, stained with his saliva where he sucks on it, is a faded badge: Horsemanship achievement. I crawl back out and place the scarf neatly on his chest. His large hands come up to feel it, where they mold the scarf into a neat ball and then they disappear under his blanket.

Vance is always jotting down stuff in his red notebook. I open his sack to grab it on the third night. I return to my field house and turn on the lights. I flip through the pages, most of it hard to read�he has worse penmanship than me. I get to an entry that says Jericho, and read.
Peter took the death of Julian hard. Crying and puking everywhere. At first I couldn�t understand why. Thought he was weak. Did he not get his dose? Then the buzz ended and I cried into my pillow like a bitch. Why don�t they trust us? Keep our emotions hidden. That little girl, it could have been Lana. Lana how are you? Lana, what�s it like over there? Why didn�t she get rid of it when we could have? It was only the second month. Why didn�t she? Why did she try and fuck things up more. Why won�t she let me see you? Lana, Lana, do you even know you have a dad? Do you know he wishes you weren�t born, and that he hates himself? Do you know he won�t fuck another girl ever again. That I love and hate you. Lana, I can�t ever have a kid now. Lana I love you.

I fold his notebook up and place it back into his sack. I feel wrong, but for some reason now, I know I can trust these guys with my life.

�Everyone up!� says Blake.
I was already up. Not willingly. I haven�t slept well since Tionem�my mind won�t leave me alone. Our unit crawls out of their sleeping bags, and gathers around a makeshift outdoor kitchen of a few gas stoves and crates of supplies for breakfast.
�Eat and pack,� says Blake. �We�re moving out today, back to Jericho.�
I extend my hand grabbing the pot of oatmeal being passed around and add some to my plastic bowl. It�s the fifth day of guard duty out on the outskirts of Jericho, but now we�re pulling back as the Army pushes up the front line, removing the need for a reserve in our area. Will we be deployed again? Shit, on the front?
�Wonder what we�re doing back in the city,� says Vick to no one in particular.
�Will be more stuff to do there than here, that�s for sure,� says Vance.
�If we aren�t just shipped back out,� says Tommy.
The unit is quiet. So I wasn�t the only one worried.
�Well,� says Isaac, �I�m gonna go find some coffee at HQ for the last time.�
�That guy from Bravo can sure make a cup,� says Alex. We mutter in agreement, and most leave to follow Isaac.
I crumble up my sleeping bag into an ad hoc pillow, and rest my head against it as it becomes quiet once more. Yet I can�t sleep, but I am still exhausted. I used to hate sleeping, it�s a waste of time in our tiny finite lives. But here, it�s an escape. But even here, I am even denied that little solace. What the hell is keeping me up then? Anxiety? Sure, I have some, but my weariness far outweighs it. What else can it be?
I feel like I am residing inside a corpse for my body has shut down, surrendered, from the lack of rest. Stuck to sink here inside the mud till I become it. But my mind has taken this collapse, this surrender, instead as an opportunity to suck the last remnants of my tangible energy to further supply its abstract angst, giving this corpse a zombiefied conciseness: I. How does one�s physical energy become converted into metaphysical processes? Where is the switch, the transmitter, that permits the real recourses of my body: calories, bone, muscle, flesh, to be consumed by the transcendental? Where can I point and say, there, that�s the source, so that I can turn it off. So that my mind can stop keeping me awake and sucking dry what�s left of me. So that I can be left alone and just sleep.
�You gonna eat that?�
�Huh?�
�Your food,� I look over, it�s Tommy. �I got clean up today. Like to finish fast so I can get some coffee too.�
�Oh, yeah, take it.�
My eyes close again, but my mind stubbornly stays on full alert. Just let me get some sleep goddamn it.
�What a babe,� says Vance.
I guess he stayed back too. He�s holding a picture. �What�s that?�
�Her, she�s cute.�
�Gimmie that.� I snatch the photo. �How did you get this?�
�Woah, calm down. Found it by your bag just now.� He takes his little red notebook, going through the pages smiling. �I got some pictures of a few girls back home too.� I fold and pocket the photo. He persists, �She�s not even indecent or anything, it�s a good picture of her is all. You never told me.�
�Told us what?� says Isaac. He and Alex return with Styrofoam cups of steaming coffee. They sit down against the sandbag wall with us, and Isaac hands me a cup.
I take a long sip, the coffee burns my throat but I don�t care for I can already feel it fight off my weariness. �Nothing,� I say.
�His hot babe back at home,� says Vance.
�Serena?� says Isaac.
�Ah, that�s her name?� says Vance.
�Yeah, sure.�
�How long you dated?�
Isaac starts. �Well they��
�A year now,� I blurt.
Isaac glances at me. Vance, oblivious, goes back to his red notebook writing, �Well that�s great for you. Hope you get to see her again.�
�Thanks.�
I give up on sleep and get up. �Gonna go piss before we�re ordered out.�
I leave, and after walking a little, hear additional footsteps. I turn around to Isaac tailing me. �What�s up?� he says.
�Nothing, gonna piss.�
�You�re not dating Serena anymore.�
�I know. Don�t bring it up, rather leave it as is.�
�There�s nothing wrong with still having a picture of her, you know,� he spanks my side, �with lack of other materials out here.�
�Shut up. It�s not�never mind.�
�It�s not?� I turn to look at him, he grins. Fuck, he figured it out. �It�s not Serena? Who is it, charmer?�
�Doesn�t matter, man.�
�And what did Vance say? She was all dressed up. Now I am really perplexed here. Can�t be your mom, unless, Vance is into that.�
�My god.�
We reach the outhouse in the center of our camp, a plastic porta-potty. I grab the door handle but Isaac holds it from completely opening. �Let me see it.�
�No� why?�
�C�mon. We never hid anything from each other. Is it a recent girl you were eyeing before the war?�
�Yeah, I guess.�
�C�mon then.�
I sigh, there�s no point with Isaac. I retrieve the photo and hold it out for him to look and he grabs it. �Hey!�
�Hold on!� he walks around in a circle as if he�s earnestly critiquing it. �She is cute, but she�s not your style. Got no titties showing.�
�Okay, give it over.�
�Don�t be salty.�
�I am not salty.�
Isaac returns the photo and takes out his box of ancients. �You know, that was the saltiest way someone ever said they�re not salty.�
�Get out of her, unless you�re gonna hold it for me.�
�Sorry,� Isaac lights his ancient and brings it to his mouth, �mine requires both hands, unlike you.� He winks.
�You are a dick.� I close the door.
Isaac taps the side of the structure. �Make sure to aim while you�re in there too, don�t want to sit on your piss.�
�Jesus Christ. Can I go in peace? I�ll fucking piss all over the door if you don�t go.�
�Saaalty,� I hear him yodel as he walks away.
With him finally gone, I can get to why I�m really here. I plant the picture against the wall, and unzip to stroke. But after a while, I can�t even get hard. Her image has been tarnished for me somehow�or maybe it was the lack of the buildup I am used to that I don�t have access to anymore. I put the photo away, but something still plays at the farthest boundaries of my mind. I know it�s something else.
�Anyone in there?�
�Almost done.� I zip up and open the door for the next guy, and walk back to the unit. It�s something� all well, there�s more important shit to worry about.
Supply trucks coming back from the frontline pause near us, their engines rumbling. The camp we hastily set up last week is completely broken down and in a few big piles. Only a few craters and depressions in the dirt remain to mark where tents and trenches were placed, and some trash that has by now become an invasive species to this planet ever since we arrived.
�Hop on!� says Tarnus.
The whole platoon of Love is present, but after the siege and Tionem we have been reduced enough to be able to fit squished inside two utility trucks. Only twenty nine exhausted marines remain. The rest injured at medical in Jericho, or in a wooden ark in hyperspace back to Earth. Our truck bogs down the side of a freeway on a makeshift dirt road. The entire freeway has been retained for forward traffic to the front only, all eight lanes transiting supplies and soldiers. Those of us going the opposite way are lucky enough to get rides on the return vehicles if we can catch one�Tarnus has his benefits.
After an hour the outskirts of Jericho present itself. Endless lines of vehicles going forward pass us on the left. Black smoke still fumes from within the city, wrapping around the skeleton remains of skyscrapers and feeding an ugly cloud that rests above the city. A horde of civilians cross our way, dragging supplies on carts and in huge cloth bags. The truck pauses and honks. We look over the side at them.
�Going to the city?� says a guy from Golf.
�Yeah, I guess,� says another. �But where did they come from?�
�East,� says Tarnus, �where the war is heading.�
They�re dirty than us. Filthy and mud covered, that if I were superstitious, I would think them golems rising from the earth to enact revenge. One man carrying a bag stops to grab a child by the wrist, causing all of his contents to spill out. Gold and silver coins of different varieties fall into the mud. He drops to his knees, shoveling piles of mud and coin back into the bag. The truck honks a long roar this time, and begins moving forward. The man grabs as many coins as possible as the truck approaches, and then digs into the depressions the tires left behind after we pass. The kid grabs a particular coin and shows it to his father. The man stops all of his previous work and hugs the kid while he cries. They leave back with the refugee line, the rest of his coins and stuffed bag left behind.
�Shit, isn�t the rest of it still worth a lot?� says Vick.
�I would think,� says Isaac.
�Not as much as that one,� says Blake leaning off the edge of the truck, holding something tight in his closed hand. What could it be?
A booming siren echoes from the city and down the freeway. The trucks stop and we hop out at the ready. �Herc barrage coming in hot!� says a microphone somewhere. We dig into the mud, becoming our own golems. After a few moments, one of the guys has to crawl back out to scare some civilians away trying to loot our abandoned trucks. We quickly learn that only Jericho is the target and we exit our sloppy defenses to watch.
�Getting the shit beat out of them,� mumbles a marine.
The city lights up with explosions and the chronic smoke is given new ferocity.
�Those fucking Herc�s,� says Tarnus after turning his radio off. �Our boys are getting pounded on the front too. Part of some attempt to counterattack our beachhead here.�
The bombing goes into the evening. The freeway that was closed off for overwhelming forward traffic is now empty. The question on everyone�s mind was where the hell is our fleet? The answer comes as the sun sets. In the skyline above as far as the eye can see, thousands of tiny red trails descend towards the earth. A meteorite show of munitions and crispy flesh.
�Jesus,� mutters everyone once or twice in the unit.
The bombing of Jericho eventually ends. The sirens stop.
�Pushed them back,� says Tarnus, his head leaning against his radio. The red trails in the sky begin to crisscross and overlap each other as they fade. Only the smoke billowing from Jericho remains as new fires feed them.
We get back into the trucks and move against the opposite traffic, only their engines can be heard as we drive lightless. Coffee we hastily made is passed around while we wait and vape. Isaac pulls his tin box out to smoke an ancient.
�Lemme see that,� says Vance.
Isaac pauses in the motion of lighting an ancient between his lips with the lighter and hands it to Vance. He inspects it, giving it a round-about. �This is some antique stuff. What�s the little quote say?�
Isaac takes the lighter back, flicking the cap open. �We are all orphans of the American Dream.� Then he flicks it again to shoot out a flame, igniting his ancient.
�Tell me about it,� says Alex, lying against a pile of supplies in the corner of the truck eating jerky. We all look up at the sky, red like Isaac�s flame.
�There it is,� says Vance.
�There it is,� we all agree.
We reach the outer city, nothing but piles of rubble and demolished buildings. Tractors exit the city carrying large loads in their front buckets that leave behind the smell of rotting flesh. Tarnus orders us off, and we gather into a semi-circle around him in the dark. �Setting up camp here. We are roughing it as before till we get our turn in a barracks, which is hopefully soon. After set up, you get dinner then some time off, we�re working tonight too since the Herc�s decided to fuck around some more. You are not to leave this area though, the city is in chaos still and I don�t need a bunch of grunts running around making it worse. Enjoy your rest time, because tomorrow we are on dig duty.�
�Digging?� says Vance.
�Well more specifically, rebuilding the main freeway here. But first we got to clear away all the shit on it. Your new weapon will be the lethal shovel! Good thing we trained everyday with it in basic. Well quit scratching your balls, go set up!�
I am handed a bundle of tents from the truck, then I feel the rough uneven pavement smack my body.
�Peter?�
The darkness ebbs till it covers my eyes and repeats my name.

�Help!� It�s completely dark.
I am falling! I don�t see anything and I am falling!
�Help!�
�Peter.�
There�s talking and rumbling of machines.
�Peter, hey.�
I open my eyes. I am on my back against a sleeping bag. I look about. My unit is resting around some portable fire stoves and sitting against sandbags and rubble. Isaac is crouched over by my side. �You keep shaking terribly in your sleep, bud.�
�I guess it was another nightmare.�
Isaac inspects my body. �It was a full on body tremble though. Like when you passed out a few days ago, when we first got back here.�
I rise to a sitting position. �I remember, they said it was just battle fatigue. I�ll be fine.�
Isaac hands me a bowl with today�s breakfast. �I just can�t imagine it�s healthy is all.�
�I�ll be fine, okay. I�ll talk to Blake later.�
Isaac returns to his container of food, glancing frequently at mine. I haven�t eaten much the past few days, but he really doesn�t need to worry�I�ve just been tired. �I�ll be fine, dude,� I say.
He takes a few bites of his meal, but coughs as he laughs. I elbow him, �What?�
�I never bought you a pizza for those midterm notes you gave me.�
�Or a beer you fucker.�
�What did you get on it anyway?�
�A.�
�Of course.�
�You?�
�Like a C or something.�
�You kidding me? I practically gave you the answer sheet with those notes.�
�I know,� he laughs again.
�Goddamn, what?�
�No, nothing.� But he can�t stop chuckling. Some of the guys from the unit look over.
�What the fuck is it?�
�I can�t, you�d hate me,� he giggles.
I nudge him harder, curiosity burning. �You�re acting like a fucking schoolgirl, what the hell is it?�
�Okay, okay. I never looked at the notes.�
�Why am I not surprised?�
�No, no,� he represses a chuckle again. �It was because��
�What the fuck is it dude?� I catch my voice rising. �What?�
�I took Serena out to the bar that night is why.�
�Seriously?�
�Yeah, man. Hope you don�t mind.�
�Look where we are. You think I care? That�s what had you acting up just now?�
He wipes a tear off his check. �I was going to tell you, but the invasion happened and I forgot.�
�She�s hot, though?�
�I am impressed with you. You really dated her?�
�Don�t be jealous.�
He looks away smiling, �Eat your food.�
After I find any interest in actually eating, Blake stands up. �We�re moving out!�
Groaning resonates through the unit as we pack our stuff and stand-to. Isaac shoots me a frustrated look at my still full container. Rommel grabs it from me, and picks at it before Blake slaps it out of his hand into the dish crate.
�Where now?� says Vance.
�Excuse me?� says Tarnus.
We stiffen up into order.
�Sir,� says Blake.
�Rowdy, disrespectful lot here,� Tarnus mutters to Blake. He addresses us, �Same place as before, but farther up the freeway. We�re clearing it out till it looks nicer than before the Herc�s came.�
We meet our regular truck and squish in with the rest of Love, and move out to the main freeway that runs through Jericho connecting it to its neighbor cities. We figured we escaped occupation duty since we were sent right away to Tionem. But like the men who died taking this city, it eventually called us back to suffer in it too, but instead we are rebuilding it, righting sins in hopes the rubble god will forgive.
�Lifer bitch,� says Vance inside our truck. Tarnus does not reply from his lead vehicle ahead, meaning we�re out of earshot. �Fourth day of this,� he grunts.
�Almost makes me regret destroying the place,� says Alex.
�At least no one is dying,� says Isaac. �Not that I like it any more than combat.�
�Too much of us died, only reason why we�re here, and not out there,� says Rommel. We all look at him. He said it with an undertone of disappointment.
�What,� he says, �can�t handle the truth?�
�Don�t need to talk like that,� says Tommy. �Disrespectful.�
�To whom?� says Rommel.
�What do you fucking think,� says Vance.
Rommel leans over the side of the truck, fiddling with his rotting necklace of human and Herculean flesh. �The dead don�t care, �cause they�re fucking dead.�
We near the spot we have toiled at the past few days, and are given orders by Tarnus before our boots reach the ground. �Boys found a submerged ambulance that must have been abandoned since the first day, I need a few of you to clear it out. Bring back any intact supplies to add to Motor later.�
Blake tells Alex and me to go deal with it. We crawl over piles of rubble leading up to a part of the freeway that has collapsed, dragging shovels and cutting tools with us. We find the ambulance, broken apart and halfway submerged into the collapsed overpass, and its interior supplies strewn about the brick and mortar.
Alex reveals a large potato sack. �Guess we just fill it up then.�
�Don�t know what else we would do.�
We get to work digging away the rubble and trash to find salvageable medical supplies. Most of it unused dress kits, morphine, and DT or Buzz chemsack refills. A horrible odor attacks my nose. Alex and I both look at each other. I dig away more at a pile I was working on inside the back of the ambulance and the smell grows. I remove a crushed metal cabinet door, and a face stares at me from underneath it.
�What the fuck!� I step back.
�What is it!?� says Alex.
We look into the ambulance at the thing. It is actually only part of a face, stuffed into a bag of other pieces of flesh floating about in a light green liquid.
�Must be where they put all the amputated limbs and random body parts they found,� says Alex.
But I�m hardly listening. The face�or half face, only one eye and part of his mouth that is floating about in the bag of gore and blood�stares at me. I have to look away. I sit against the side of the ambulance. My hands tremble. I can�t breathe!
�Peter, Peter!� Alex shakes me.
I cough and take a breath. �What?�
�Are you alright?�
�I just need a minute, okay. Wasn�t expecting to see that.�
�Alright. I�m going to take the bag back, it�s full.�
Alex leaves and the anxiety comes back. It starts at my shaking hands then moves up my arms. It invades my chest and I can�t breathe again. I fall over heaving. I crawl near the back of the ambulance. What do I do? I haven�t felt like this since the assault onto the city. I go into the ambulance�I need something. I need it now! My vision goes blurry. I am crying. I can�t breathe still. I press the control panel on my forearm to give me DT. Nothing happens�fuck, I forgot they disconnected our chemsacks!
I grab a pouch of DT capsules. I find a syringe. I stick it into the small pouch and pierce one of the capsules. I suck its contents out and inject myself through my bluest vein. A rush of dumbness takes over. I feel like I am on a cloud. Whiteness surrounds my peripheral forcing me to close my eyes for a second. I sit sprawled out against the ambulance as my conciseness comes back to me. In moments I am calm, breathing again. I am blissfully tranquil.
I�ve never done DT sober before. The cord to my neck distributor that connects it to my chemsack has been disconnected since we have been here, with there being no combat activity to warrant it hooked up. But even so, I couldn�t shoot up through it anyway as they would know I did so unordered, leading to punishment. But this way, they would have no idea.
God I needed this. What was I even worried about?
�There you go my little warrior.�
�Who�s there?�
�Peter!� says Alex, returning.
I pocket the pouch and needle. �Was that you?�
Alex comes around the corner of the caved in ambulance. �That just yelled your name? Yeah.�
�No, before that.�
�Before what? I just got here.� He looks around, then pulls out a stick of jerky and bites it. �You alright now?�
I get up, but it feels like I just jumped, shooting high up into the sky where my mind was moments ago�it feels amazing. �Never better.�
He takes another bite. �Good, let�s finish this and get out of here.�


PART II


Jericho, in process of reconstruction
After liberation by Coalition
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�Peter stop!� giggles Serena. She is on the bed pushing away at me with a pillow. I jump on top of her, grabbing the pillow and hitting her playfully with it. I am full of bliss. Finals have just ended, and Serena has invited me over to her parent�s house when they left for the weekend. Our relationship is getting stronger. I continue to toss the pillow back and forth at her as she laughs. The pillow flies pass her face covering it, then when the pillow passes over again and I look down at her it�s the mutilated face of the marine I had fallen into during the assault. I jump back from his twitching eyes and tongue that pokes out widely to the side.
�What the fuck is going on!�
There is no response. The bedroom turns black then morphs into Professor Martin�s classroom from college. I stand before his desk, the paper with the quote he showed me reappearing again. �It�s just an illusion, an illusion we are all born into, society, class, war, hatred,� repeats a harmonious voice. The paper turns into that awful face and seizures about on the desk.
�Get away!�
Blue combat helmets, with the white circle of a unified world on the front and UN stamped on the sides, begin to fall from the ceiling like rain and fill the room. All of them riddled with bullet holes and blood stains. The desk is overturned by the helmets as they relentlessly crowd the room. I try for the door but it won�t open.
�Just an illusion,� continues the voice.
Next I run for the windows and bang against them with my fists. They won�t break. I shuffle through the helmets and grab a chair, and smack with all my might against the glass, but the window still won�t break. The helmets are up to my waist now! Out of breath I drop the chair. The scenic landscape of the college outside transforms into the battlefield for Jericho. Endless fields of the dead and dying in the assault wail and cry at me. I see the little girl running, followed by Julian. He runs after her as ruined buildings appear on each side of them and the chase turns into a maze of alleyways.
�Julian no! They�ll kill you!� The helmets are up to my chest now. Their cold metal frames crush my body that it is almost impossible to breathe.
Hands, blood stained and some missing fingers pop out of the buildings as Julian chases her. They are the multitudes of raised hands on the battlefield crying for help�the hands I was told to ignore.
The girl is now at that familiar street from a few days ago. White cheery trees release their petals into the air as Julian talks to her. Herculeans start firing and he falls screaming in anguish. His arm stretches out towards me in the classroom alongside the dozens of other hands. My vision zooms in on his fingers. I can�t breathe and my vision begins to go dark�the helmets are almost to my neck! In Julian�s hand is the alien necklace. I look up at his face�but it has changed to that same Herculean from Tionem. Its blue eyes gripping me in its stare, its face no different in emotion for help and mercy than Julian�s was.
Then all the hands point at me.
�It�s only an illusion, race, species, war.�
The Herculean�s face turns into a horrifying black owl that flaps towards me, and I fall backwards into the helmets.
�GO AWAY!�
I feel something frisking me. The hands pop out through the helmets grabbing me�dragging me deeper into the helmets.
�Stop!�
�Wake up from your delusion. Save us!� cry the hands and helmets. The pile reaches over my head and I start to suffocate.
I rise from my cot sweating heavy and gasping for breath. Isaac stumbles about as he turns to see what�s happening. �Are you okay?�
I look around quickly. I am in the barracks. �What day is it?�
�Wednesday, why?�
�No, what day is it in the war?�
�It�s like the third week man, what the fuck is up with you?�
I reach for my bladder to drink, but I see my dirty blue helmet with the white bold letters of UN on it, my hand hesitates for a moment. �Nothing, I just had a bad dream is all.�
�You said the same thing yesterday,� mutters Isaac as he begins putting his boots on, �and the night before.� He places his armored vest on. �I swear to god though, if we have to dig out more trenches or move more rubble in the city as our, break, from combat today like the last two weeks. I will kill myself.�
The other marines start to wake and ready themselves. Vance walks by to the latrine, �Tell me about it.�
Alex puts his combat vest on as well. �And all the civilians just fucking watch, it�s their damn city, they should be helping us.�
Commissar Herus enters the barracks with Blake following behind like a dog on a leash.
We barely get up in time to come to attention, most of us undressed.
�Who here is against humanity?� says Herus.
What the hell is he talking about?
�Who here is against Earth?�
We remain quiet.
�Who here is against America? Someone here has broken Party Creed and Ideals.� He walks down the middle of our two lines, his huge revolver bouncing at the hip at each step. I see Ray before me, raising his arms into the air begging for life, reminding me of what Herus is. He is cold and as harsh as that revolver he cherishes, and just as dangerous. He walks back up our line towards the door, and turns around.
�Private Peter!�
No fucking way.
�Step forward!�
The simple movement of bringing my leg forward suddenly becomes terrifying and complex. This step he requests now more difficult than this city he asked me to liberate.
But I finally take a step.
�Now, I have been informed of your glorious duty both in the assault on this exact city, and your more heroic action in Tionem from your Sergeant. However, this does not dismiss the fact that your logs account for something else. They mention two instances of you taking Stim doses outside of registered administration by a commanding NCO or higher. I will let you speak for yourself. We all hope this was just a misunderstanding, considering your valiant actions have previously made you admirable and respected as a Marine.�
I try to breathe but instead end up hacking. Everyone glances at me quickly, the Commissar with a curtsy expression, like having a mouse trapped in a corner.
�Commissar Herus, the Private can account for those instances,� I say. We still have to talk in degrading third person of ourselves, like back in basic, around the high ranking Party Representatives
�Oh, excellent. Explain Private.�
�On the siege here, the Private saw a fellow marine, Ray, running as a deserter. The act worried the Private, so in order to safeguard fighting capacity, he thought it necessary to administer another dose. The Private was not near his Sergeant at the time as one could imagine the chaos of the assault.�
There is a long pause, I dare not look at the Commissar. I remain solidified out of fear, but hope it appears as respect or confidence in myself to him. I also feel a bite of self-hatred at how I revealed the truth of Ray�s death to my unit like this. They probably hate me now, for withholding the facts so long.
�Yes, Private Ray was an unfortunate occurrence. We are still looking into why such warriors would desert as traitors. They only reasonable explanation we came to was just that, that they were traitors.�
That bastard, Ray was a good man.
�Your response is acceptable, but we still have the latter event to resolve.�
�The Private has always been under the impression that Buzz creates a variety of advantages beyond physiological alteration. In Tionem at the time the Private had recovered from concussion damage during the battle. In the heat of that moment, in order to successfully take down the Herculean bunker to save his comrades, the Private, again without any unit NCO�s nearby, administered Buzz purely for stamina capabilities, to have the energy to do what was necessary to take down the bunker.�
Herus hums to himself. �I was told you ran across rooftops like a wildman, and shot the AT while in midair.� I glance up quickly to see him smiling with delight.
I can�t tell if he is being sarcastic, or is seriously elated to think that his men can do stuff like that. �The Private did run across rooftops, but the AT was saved for taking out the AA.�
�So it is all true!� He claps. �Alright, your incidents will be reported as field ingenuity under strenuous circumstances. I would still however, recommend that you ask or wait for a CO to administer field stims. If the cases for doing so personally do not live up to valorous reasons, as Private Peter�s have, the consequences will be immediate and unmerciful.� Commissar Herus leaves and we are left at attention, my body sweating from the interaction.
�At ease,� says Blake, once he pokes out the door to make sure he�s gone. He looks at me while I collapse onto my bunk. �I�m sorry. I tried to tell him it wasn�t anything bad. But you know them. Follow regulations to a T.�
Doesn�t remove the fact I almost had a heart attack. It�s getting harder to breathe. I can feel my limbs cramping. I need Cloud quick. I rise off my bunk. �Hold on everyone!� says Blake. Fuck, I gotta get out of here. I sit back down, my hands clenching the frame bars�I gotta get to Cloud. He begins walking around the bunks tossing envelopes.
�What is this?� says Isaac, foundling his envelope.
�Paychecks, Command has released yours now.�
Rommel rips his open. �Why?�
Blake takes a few steps towards the door, then faces everyone. �Good news boys, on a much lighter note, we get an early two day leave to Nova Carthago.�
�Wait,� Isaac rises viewing his check, �you mean we are getting like, R&R?�
�Yep, Command just notified me that since we were part of the first combat groups to fight, we also get to go first, and Marshall Hannibal himself decided to begin leave early.�
�Well he�s my type of guy,� says Isaac gleefully, the rest of us mutter in agreement.
�So where are we going, sir?� says Tommy excitedly.
�Nova Carthago, the capital of Carthage and the biggest tourist spot on this planet. Well before the war that is. I am sure it�s still booming with the Coalition arriving and thousands of support personal being based there.� Blake walks out the door yelling back at us, �We leave tomorrow at the crack of dawn!�
I take my sack and go to the toilettes. The stall closes behind me as I lean over the toilet bowl and puke. I wipe my lips and spit into the bowl. Fucking Herus, fucking nightmares. I open the bag and tie an elastic band around my arm, and stab a syringe into my blue vein saying good morning to Cloud. I can�t do the dose through my neck distributor because it is monitored by Blake�s control pad, and especially with what just happened earlier�Jesus I almost got my ass fried. Thank god for abandoned ambulances.
I place my hands against the stall wall and breathe out the remaining stress. I look into the toilet bowl, disturbed, while I wait.
You only take small doses Peter, nothing like they actually administer to you on the field. Just enough to get over the aftershock. My hands slide against the walls of the stall, and I regain my focus on the toilet bowl. Every time I see you, I know I should throw the rest away. End this addiction, turn myself in. But they won�t leave me alone! The nightmares, the aftershock. Why is it fucking me up but not anyone else? What is wrong with me? Peter, you only take small doses. It�s not an addiction.
There you go my little warrior. There you go.
I am wonderfully calm. Hello, Cloud. I am not in a stall anymore. I am in the sky with the clouds. My freedom never ending. My responsibilities light. My pain grounded and alien to me.
�Got stage fright over there?�
I jump a foot�back in the stall again. �Uh, yeah, must not be drinking enough water I guess.�
The sink turns on as someone washes their hands. �What are you going to waste your money on, Vance?� I realize it�s Isaac.
�The biggest goddamn burger I can get.�
�Amen.� The door closes leaving me alone, but only physically.
I know what I am doing is right here. Why is my mind so weak? Why does it try and try to fuck with me! Make me feel guilty, make me feel scared over things that have already happened. Why am I so weak? I look at the toilet. Why can�t I flush you away.
Then I hear something even though I am alone in the stalls. It sounds like a mother trying to hush their child, and I remember the words.
There you go my little warrior. There you go.
I am high. I am calm.

XVII

I am deprived of any ease tonight. I take a specially ordered hot shower to clean up as best as possibly. Easy eyes me with envy as I leave the filthy barracks for Regiment HQ. You don�t realize how much pain you are in till you receive an ounce of comfort. Standing in the hot shower becomes torture. My muscles spasm as the caked dirt turns into mud and clogs the bottom of the drain.
The order was given as fast as I was to follow it, denying me the ability to greet Cloud beforehand. Fortunately, I was able to convince the Orderly to not take my personal sack that holds the illicit savior I worship. But even Regiment HQ�set up in a damaged hostel�is not a place of regale in this destroyed city, and my shower room is visible to the Commissars and Officers talking in the dining room over, removing the chance of getting any from my stash only a meter away.
I wrap the towel around myself and the Orderly brings back my cleaned clothes, still slightly damp as I change into them. The Commissars laugh and talk loudly in the room over as I finish getting ready, one particular howl unnerving me. Jesus, my heart skips a beat. I turn to the mirror to act like I am pruning, but really am I teaching myself how to breathe again. I can�t expose my terror, my fear, or they will find out. They will get me. One of those Commissars in the room is Herus, the man that almost fried me. Now he is taking me on a date. If he has omniscient powers, I wouldn�t be surprised, as he looks over at me just when I finish folding up my sleeves.
�Great,� he says. He pats the backs of a few other officers at the table, and summons me to leave with him.
We walk alongside a bustling avenue near Jericho�s downtown full of military traffic: supply trucks leaving the city, damaged combat vehicles being towed back in, and loaded jeeps of filthy and blooded causalities returning for cleanup.
�Add some pepper to your step Private!� says Herus as we are singled to cross an intersection by an MP.
I realize I�ve fallen behind and hurry across where we pause unexpectedly by an apartment building. It�s pocked and marked with bullet and shrapnel hits, and the fourth floor caved in from a direct ordinance strike, but despite it all, the ten story building stands defiantly into the air in comparison to the rest of its neighboring infrastructure.
�You won�t believe how hard it is to actually find a decent room in this city,� says Herus. �Most Party Representatives are bunking with servicemen out in the field, lucky to even get an actual barracks like you were.�
A sentry opens the door and we are lead into a dirty hallway. He walks down a little bit and turns to the left, retrieving a key and opening a door. �My residence, Private.� We enter inside. A small cot�the same as ours in the barracks�and a desk overfilled with papers and two laptops, the screens open and running, all squished into the corner of the room. On the opposite side of the room are a few plastic chairs of different bright colors that it�s almost comical compared to Herus� grave demeanor. �Take a seat. We relocated all civilian property, including furniture, to warehouses as you can see.�
I sit down, and he must notice I look confused. �We can requisition their living spaces, heck, most of them haven�t even come back anyway after we liberated the city, but we cannot use their personal property, as they are citizens of another country and we must respect customary law when convenient.� He turns to his desk, by it a filing cabinet with a coffee maker on top, and fills a mug. �So they gave me some furniture for company,� he glances at the colorful lawn chairs, �they liven up the place, no?� He moves to the bed, and for the first time in my service�life�he unbuckles his exterior belt, and removes his heavy dark overcoat and places it on a hanger near the wall.
�Surprised?� He grins, his perfectly straight white teeth flashing me. He sticks his thumbs inside his overall straps and pulls on them to make a slap noise. The rest of his getup is a simple long shirt white fatigue. �As you can see, just a man underneath the coat, just another brother in the Cause. Or maybe you are still surprised over my humble room, expecting that I lived in exuberant decadence, like a five star hotel? Not the case, I am a soldier�s soldier. Living in code with the rest of you.� He rises quickly, startling me out of my seat. �At ease!� I sit down quickly. �No, goodness, you�re not in trouble, sorry. I forgot my manners,� he returns to the coffee maker, �I forgot to make you a cup as well.�
His stout arm extends a mug with steaming coffee, twitching after a few moments of waiting. �What, are you Mormon?� he laughs. I take the cup and cradle it on my thigh. �Sorry if you are,� he says as he sits back down on his cot, �are you?�
�No sir, the Private is not.�
�Please, Peter, right?�
I nod.
�You can talk normally around me, okay? The whole formality thing is rather vain. It�s purely to display my position in public matters. Anyone with a drop of IQ knows it�s all a game. So why have you been on edge, Peter?�
Does he know? Does he know he got to me before Cloud did? That this whole personal visit is infinitely more terrifying than when he trialed me publicly. God if he finds out now, after I just got in the clear�
�You working a monolog in there?� he says, ripping me out of my mind.
�No sir�I mean, no.�
He slaps his knee. �Damn do we have you men on a tight leash. I always wonder, what will it be like for you all when you return back to civilian life? We have you ready to do anything on the drop of a hat, and even faster when that Buzz goes in, that you don�t even have to think about what we ask, you just do. You become it, that is the command. You turn into a means in it of yourself, into the request, becoming your own cog as part of the machine. What will that old freedom feel like when you go home? Could you even handle it?� He takes a sip. �You were a college student before this. Where free thought is, more so encouraged one could say.�
�Yes.�
�And you wanted to work for the Party intentionally before this?�
�Yes.�
�Ah, you are contradicting yourself now, Peter. You wanted to work most specifically for the UN, for the ethos of the Global Fathers, not just the American ones. Don�t be coy with me. I already know everything external about your past. What I don�t know is what�s under the hood.�
�I wanted to work with the UN to disarm the remaining weapons of Earth. Create final peace.�
His pupils gleam with energy, of sincere empathy? Or maybe just amusement at my now ridicules dream. �Does it make you upset that the opposite is in motion?�
My cup slides a little spilling some coffee onto the floor. Nobody from the Party, or in government alone, ever asked me that. I did feel deceived that the ideals of the Party changed so radically, but I came to acceptance with it, as that it was necessary, and have since reformed my morality on it. He must want me to break. To admit dissidence, one of the things the Party tirelessly hunts down.
He looks at the spilt coffee. �I am not trying to corner you Peter. It�s an honest question, no follow up action waiting to strike behind it.�
�I came to accept it as necessary.�
�Yes, we all have. But does it upset you is what I asked.�
�Yes� but not because it�s humanity�s fault, or the Party, but because the Herculeans stole something from us. We were so close to peace, and they came to ruin it all. Now we are back at the origin of it, back at killing.�
He releases a satisfactory sigh. �You are one bright man. Exactly how everyone in the Party feels. You truly are cut out Party material. But let me give you one reassurance, Peter. We are not fighting ourselves, we have not devolved into the primitive past of killing fellow brothers like we did a century ago. No, we are united, more so than ever!� He stands up, �We, us, together, Earth and this one, we are fighting them together, we are spreading the revolution here that was meant to take place when the first colonist arrived, but never stayed. Now, we are bringing it back.� He sits back down, gazing at nothing in particular with wonder. �Anyhow, you�re here to attend a Party rally. Where I�ll show you off sort of speak. Of your triumphs on the field.�
�Why?�
He focuses in on me, his brow sharply declining. �Why, to show how great you are! How great the Cause runs in you. You are a full-fledged Party member�granted almost all citizens are�but you were also an activist before soldiery. Learning about the Party, our goals, our mission. Now you are a warrior, but you still have the rational and mind of a Party member, heck, an Official. It is my belief that a citizen, becoming intelligent and educated in Party knowledge, and involved in the Party�s activities, then turned soldier, make the best citizens and warriors. You�ve showed that yourself, your ingenuity in battle, your knowledge of us. You are the ideal citizen and soldier, Peter.� He gets up again, taking his mug and setting it by the coffee maker. He grabs his overcoat off the hanger and places it back on.
�What am I to do there?�
�Behave like you did on the field. Use your intelligence, your will. You�ll be surrounded by people with a mind of equal caliber, like yourself once was in university. I must think that you will rather relish in it.� He opens the door, encouraging me to exit.
I rise and place my cup by his retired one, and leave. We are outside on the avenue once more, but this time we wait at a depot for a ride. My feet fidget against the pavement. Here I am, next to the man that could promote me into an Official career with the Party, and I feel disgusted. I should be proud, I�m a hero, aren�t I? They all mention my name and Tionem in the same sentence. I feel my stash inside my pocket. But I�ve started something sinister now.
No Peter, you�re not addicted.
They can never find out, I�d be lucky to fight as a penal if they did.
�I got to use the restroom, sir,� I say.
�Hurry back, or you�ll be walking.�
I reach a hastily created outhouse near the depot�a small upgrade from the porta-potty�s out on the field. I am alone again, only the sound of marching boots and mechanized traffic humming outside. I open my stash.
�It�s been a while Cloud.�
I take out the syringe. Insert the needle into Cloud, and smack the vein on my left arm for a bit. It is already getting bruised, and probably infected�great. I lean against the side of the hard wood wall, twiddling the syringe about. Is this what housewives before the Terrible War felt like? What they did to get by�what anyone does as an easy way out? What did they call it? �Their little helper.�
Cloud, you�re my helper. You help me get through the days. It�s not even that it�s the easy way out. It�s that no one understands me. No one would help me, instead they would criminalize me, ostracize me if I told them. I am alone here. I push on the plunger of the syringe to squirt a little out. Or at least, I was alone.
I take out the folded picture of the girl in her white dress. It weighs heavier than the sandbags of rubble I have filled the past week. My heart beats fast, it�s getting hard to breathe in here. I have stopped using her for my last habit, out of a better replacement I guess. Cloud relieves me. Cloud understands me. More than my sexual angst. Cloud is more than a release, it is my shelter. But yet, there was something about that girl, something I idealized over. Even something, something�no�but it�s true, something even Cloud doesn�t have. I have to have it back.
I hold the syringe in my mouth and unfold the photo, placing it against the sink handle. Perfect. She is so fucking perfect. Beautiful, ignorant of what I am or going through. Just perfect in her simple way of posing for the camera. I insert the needle. Cloud enters into me, I into Cloud. For a moment�even though the dose is half, maybe less of what our NCO�s would give us through our distributors�I still feel the mind numbing ecstasy that occurs right after injection. The relief of lying in the sky with the clouds. Breezy and floating. Innocent. Calm. Pure. Like her.
Like her and her white dress�then I see it, in the bottom left corner of the photo. Where her white dress crunches up causing there to be a few folds, is a stain. I try rubbing it off with my thumb�maybe it�s just dirt, but no! It won�t come off. How did I not see it before? A stain, right there. All this time. Her pure white dress, really harboring an imperfection. An ugly trespasser hitchhiking on her. It�s not, it�s not�no. I put the photo down, I can�t handle it. I won�t let her ruin it.
I put the stash away, and Cloud helps ease me. I open the door, and everything is great as I take a step from the outhouse back to Herus. I also hear the voice again, but this time, there is something new added at the end.
There you go my little warrior. There you go. I won�t leave you like her.

Fog blankets the streets as we exit the barracks this early morning, and step onto troop carriers. The carriers travel through the destroyed city to the recently created Coalition airbase on the other side. The sun eats away at the white mist shrouding this city, reminding us of the reality of what happened, the reality of what we are.
I have been ostracized from the unit, or so it seems. Envy for the Party�s interest? Hatred at Ray�s true demise? But I can hardly care as long as Cloud rides me through it. I twirl a coin between my fingers as I lean against the top railing of the carrier. A gift coin from the Party rally last night. In the center is a marine holding a flag of the UN on top of a heap of rubble titled Jericho. The Party motto outlines the edge of the coin, while on the back is the emblem of the Party itself. I flip the coin off the carrier and it splashes into one of the shell holes in the road.
Yesterday�s event was pointless. I stood quietly at attention while the Party Reps absorbed themselves inside their own self-congratulation and success. But I can hardly judge. I am no better anymore. For inside myself, in the waning moments between sobriety as I rush to Cloud, as I fight the self-hatred and depression, I still feel a resonating warmth. A guiding light. I could have their life. I could still become a Party Rep. Albeit, I will fight tooth and nail to avoid being a military one, but I could do it. I could escape to a better life.
Along the streets are MP�s from the Coalition and local militaries cleaning and rebuilding the liberated city. Dozens of filled white body bags, stained dark red and blackish brown, lie across the sidewalks as men bring more corpses to the piles, and others bag them. Next, other soldiers go from bag to bag tying on tags at the ends of their feet, where they will be piled up and taken away by tractors and trucks.
We finish crossing the city to the airbase. It is a gigantic stretch of tents and garages and makeshift control towers that dot the field. Jumbo jet C-130�s and numerous other aircraft lift and land or move about on the runways. In the background is a landed group of space carriers unloading supplies and men. There are also some battleships, broken apart into segments so that they can be landed safely via huge carries that drag them on steel wire beams. Their massive size looms over the airbase as they undergo repairs from the space battle.
The troop transport pauses at the gates, and we hop off switching seats with soldiers waiting to depart. Blake leads us in. �There�s our ride,� he points at a plane fueling up on one of the runways.
�A civilian jet?� says Alex in surprise.
�Military drafted,� says Blake. We step onto the loading ramp to the jet. �We brought as much air freight and transporters as possible. The countries here lacked what we required, especially when most of them were shot down by the Herculeans, or left for space to make the jump to Earth.�
We load onto the jet and take our seats. Isaac sits by me and places his feet up on the seat before him at the annoyance of Vick. He flashes me a look.
�I�m sorry.� But I stop. I feel Cloud wear off. And the tears slide down my face. I push over Isaac to reach the bathroom at the end. I can�t control it. What have I done? What have I done?
Isaac knocks on the door. �Hey, Peter. We�re taking off and you gotta sit down, man.�
I fumble over the plastic sink. I think I have a knife on me. They all hate me! I hate me! Look at yourself, you worthless piece of shit. I slip as I reach for my cargo pocket and bang my head on the sink. Isaac jolts the door open. He comes in, standing over. Don�t look at me! He kneels, grabbing me by the shoulders and placing my head in his lap. He rubs away the snot and tears on my face with paper towels.
�I�m sorry��
He takes a deep breath. �It�s okay, none of this shit has been easy. I mean, someone from Command should have told us about it, not keep it secret like that. You�we�re just marines, it�s not our jobs.� He pets my hair while I lay my head in his lap. �Remember when I puked in the dorm the night before we left?�
I don�t say anything.
�And you took care of me? That�s when I knew you were the only guy I wanted to go through hell with.�
I sit up a little.
�Remember when I said we had to take care of each other?�
I nod.
�I always will, bud.� He raises me the rest of the way. �Let�s go sit down, alright?�
We reach our chairs. The rest of the unit glances over then goes back to their own business. Isaac hands me a vapstick�since he learned his lesson from the last time we were in a closed area with Blake. I feel relieved at the gesture, the final sign that he doesn�t really hate me. I eagerly accept it. Next, he hands me a crumpled up paper. �I forgot to give this to you ever since our trip back from Tionem, you passed the fuck out on the way back, and I just kept on to it.�
I take it and unfold the paper. �I�m surprised you kept it.� The last word was Legends, written by me. I look at his response.
Love eats, gaining energy, necessitating deranged sensibilities,
I look out the window at the airbase, what should I write? Our plane has started rotating onto the runaway.
�How far away is Nova Carthago?� says Vick.
�About a three hour flight,� says Blake, lowering his cap over his face. �Get some rest.�
The engines roar and the plane shakes during takeoff. I watch as Jericho shrinks behind us, smoke still rising out of hidden fires that cover most of the city. As we reach higher elevations breaking through the cloud line, I see that there are numerous jets and other aircraft in the skyline too. The whole upper atmosphere is a buzz of craft flying around. Out in the distance I see a cluster of orange trails zip down like meteorites�an orbital bombardment from our battleships. The rounds fly down in a succession of bright streaks. Breaking through the clouds as lighting cast from God in the heavens himself.
A constant reminder of the war raging below us.

XVIII

After landing and checking into our hotel, our platoon breaks up. Captain Tarnus informs us that he is going to a special officers club, and the rest of us plan to go on a tour of the capital. First though, I get down to writing a letter to my family like everyone else. We are issued tablets that will take our stylist hand written letter we write, and convert them into text for our families to receive via email or phone.
But the hardest part arrives as I stare at my blank tablet. What do I say? What do I say when for the last month I have been in this shitty planet destroyed by war. There isn�t much that is positive to say. Cloud?�I definitely couldn�t tell them that. Beyond the shame and guilt I have for what I�ve become, the Party Reps reviews each letter. They would find out about it and I punished. Creon pops into my mind.
I almost died little brother.
I almost died so many times. Every time I died I thought of you. I thought of you when we were young and we would play those imaginary games together, where we would fight the enemy or pretend to shoot each other. And I thought, it�s just a game. They�ll shoot me and I�ll play dead, and after the battle I�ll get back up like we did in our fake wars.
I look around the hotel room, viewing the men from my unit. Their shaved heads, with the drug distributors on their upper necks that poke slightly out of their skin. I move to feel mine; the cold, metal, rugged rectangle placed neatly above my last vertebra.
God Creon, you can�t imagine how good of a pretend war the military can put on. They have planes and tanks and explosions. Like the ones in the movies that we would emulate later, by adding them to our imaginary battles in the backyard. We would shoot the spies climbing over the fence to our patio. You would get hit and I had to rush over to revive you. But here, you don�t always get back up, even in our game, those who get injured don�t always get saved.
They die. Ray. Julian.
How many of them have little brothers? How many of them wish they could be pondering what to write to their families like I am now. How many of those bleeding men, crying for help that I could have reached out and pulled back into the trench, how many of them would have been writing their brothers right now? How many did I let die.
Oh god, How many were buried? Sent home in a casket. How many? How many men died? Why am I still alive?
I take a deep breathe.
I am still alive because I am fighting for their legacy. For this world. And even though I have finally come to the acceptance that this war is necessary, I hate it. I hate what it has done, what it has done to me. I may be fighting a just war. But how I am fighting it isn�t. I, I� I am a drug addict! That only looks for the next high to forget about the pain, even though it is this pain I claim to be fighting in vengeance for. So who am I really running away from, the pain of myself for being a coward in disguise, or of this war, and my responsibility to fight it?
Isaac bumps my shoulder. �Come on man, you writing a novel? The bus is gonna be here any minute.�
I raise my hands to my head to try and sooth the arriving headache. I put the stylist against the screen and write.
Things are tuff but we have been pushing through. We gave those Herculeans a scare a few days back. I�ve even killed a few myself. They�re definitely ugly and scary. Thank god they have no idea of Earth yet. I am glad to hear you are becoming a sophomore. I am told all adults have to do basic military training now since these Herc�s invaded. Well that sucks, so don�t hurry and finish high school anytime soon. Miss you, and tell mom and dad I miss them too.
Love, Peter.

I select send and place the tablet back onto its table. I lay my head against the pillow, letting my body rest for a moment. I then run to the bathroom, and open my stash. Only enough for one visit from Cloud, and some Buzz�why do I even have these? I only take small doses, but I�ve had to take more recently, and shit, it�s almost all gone. The syringe is in my hand and scouting my vein� and I remember what I really am. I just said it! I need to stop. I need to. The vein has an ugly infectious bump. I need to stop. The needle tip cuts away at the scab. I need to stop. A trickle of blood runs down my forearm. I need to stop. The needle pokes inside the vein. I need to stop. With trembling hands I push down on the plunger. I need to stop. I need�I greet Cloud for what could be the last time.
There you go my little warrior. There you go.
Why do I even doubt you, Cloud? My body rests against a low bench in the bathroom. I am a cloud. My problems lie beneath me, on this destroyed earth, but I float on by above, free, alive. I�ll need more, won�t I? Clouds don�t last forever.
My hand glances a wad of paper inside my pocket as I squish away the stash. I take it out. It�s the paper with that poem game. It�s also my turn. I look at the last word, Sensibilities�damn, that�s a bitch. I lean against the sink bar. What should I write Cloud?
Senseless entrances, negate sincere intentions by instigating loathed indifference to idealistic endeavors, suddenly,
I have no idea what this means, but if you say so Cloud. I fold the paper and place it inside my pocket to give to Isaac latter. I meet the others in the lobby, and we leave on our tour of Nova Carthago.

Shit, I rub my hands across my forehead. I can feel Cloud leaving. I look at the clock on the bus. It�s already been two hours? The bus reaches downtown towards the last part of our tour. I�ll be alright, you�ll be alright Peter. I look back out the window at the beautiful unmolested architecture of the city streets. This city is famous for its whitewash stone design. Almost every building is constructed with huge stone blocks bleached to glisten in the sunlight: a Constantinople-esque city with modern amenities. It�s strange, how radically different Jericho, with its destroyed skyscrapers and streets littered with debris and shell holes, is compared to here. It�s like a whole other world this city, that I might as well have been back on Earth with the lack of war present.
Hanging banners and streetlamps decorate and light up the streets and buildings as civilians walk about, and traffic goes on as normal. Not a single scream or screeching shell exploding anywhere.
At Historic Square, the conductor educates us that this is the first developed area of the city�s humble beginnings. I look through the side window at a caf� terrace. The majority of the seats are occupied with women, most of them in a type of uniform too. One particular girl steals my attention. She has long brown hair tied into a bob, laughing as another lady talks intently to her while throwing her hands about in the air with gestures.
�I always liked a woman in uniform,� says Alex next to me, chewing on a stick of jerky.
�They sure are some hot babes,� says Isaac.
I continue to stare at that one woman. Isaac nudges me, �I see you already found yourself a girl?�
I break away from my spell. �What? Oh no, yeah they really are hot, like you said.�
�You sure are a lady�s man with your elegant talk.� Isaac stares at the girl I was eyeing one more time. �She is a dime, get out and talk to her.�
A rush of anxiety breaks through my calm mind. I really need another�fuck I�m all out. �Hell no, I�d, I would miss the tour.�
The others continued to pester me. Isaac goes to the conductor and convinces him to stop. He comes back to me, �Get out heartbreaker!�
I lean in close to confront him, whispering, �What the fuck are you doing?�
�C�mon, you only have one more day before you probably get killed in a trench and forgotten. Carpe diem!�
The unit continues to urge me on. Other passengers begin looking back at me to see what the hold up with the bus is about. �Shit, okay,� I get up and move down the aisle to the door. �Are you guys coming? There�s more girls for all of you.� I remember the paper and hand it towards Isaac for him to grab.
Isaac steps out onto the street with me while grabbing the paper, and then hops back on quickly as the bus pulls away. �No way, I would miss the tour!�
�Asshole.� I look over at the caf�. It�s across the intersection. The women are still there, and that one lady who captivated me still talking and laughing, oblivious that I even exist. I go through every known exercise to calm my mind and heart rate. Worry about Cloud latter, this could be my only chance. I start walking, weakly repeating the line. �Carpe diem, I guess.�
I reach the intersection, the outdoor seating of the caf� only meters away on the other side. The light turns signaling that the crosswalk can be used. But as if there is an invisible brick wall before me, I cannot take another step forward, and instead I stand where the sidewalk ends, gazing at the girl. The light turns red.
Next time I�ll cross.
Again the light signals to cross, and again I stay solidified where the sidewalk ends. Eventually I turn around, sitting at the steps to a building behind me, and stare at that beautiful girl with her amazing simile. I pull out an ancient that Isaac gave me and light it with some matches we found back at base, taking drags as my eyes remain locked onto her.
Maybe if Cloud was with me I could do it.
I follow every move of her at the table as she talks to her friends. Something infatuates me about her. It�s not instant love like in those cheesy romances. I know nothing of her after all. There�s just something about her that intrigues me. Beautiful�when was the last time I saw something beautiful? The photo unnerves me�it was beautiful.
Humans can make huge cities, then tear them down. But that one amazing ability we have is reproducing the human body. Her smooth pure flesh. Something that takes no planning from an architect or government official. And yet, we can pervert it still. My rifle can destroy it like the city. Turn the flesh into yellow lumps of gore. Why do we do this? But something about it all also fixates me. I too can become a yellow lump of gore. Any of us can. The beautiful and average, the ugly. We can all become the same thing. Reduced to the most common denominator: yellow rotting lumps. War is an equalizer. Whether the end sum is desirable is open to opinion.
It must have been over ten minutes till she finally rose and left the caf�. She moves to the cross section that would lead her towards me. Shit. She can�t see me. I put my head down, and twiddle with another ancient, while staring at the thousands of pairs of shoes and boots that pass me. I never saw what she was wearing. She could be any of them.
Numerous pairs of shoes go up and down the steps, each passing pair coming too close for comfort. �Why, I haven�t seen an old fashioned cigarette like that for ages,� says a lady�s voice above me. �Do you have an extra I could try? Or you busy rolling it around?�
I look up. It�s the girl from the caf�. Oh my god, what do I fucking do? I rise to stand with here, I try to talk, but nothing happens. Finally I can, �Yeah, yeah I do, yeah here, use this one.� I hand her the ancient I was messing with.
�Thanks,� she gives me that heart stopping smile. �Do you have a lighter too?�
�Yeah I do, kina, hold on,� I fumble around in my pockets looking for another match�where the fuck are you! I find it and strike it against a piece of tape on my boot side containing sprinkled on phosphorous from a broken shell�a trick Isaac showed me. �Yeah, here you go.�
She looks amused at my display, and lights the ancient, leaning against the stair railing close to me. �You sure like that word a lot.�
�What word?�
�Yeah, you used it like four times already,� she lets loose a slight giggle at me.
�Oh yeah, I uh, like it I guess.�
I am a fucking idiot.
�So were you ever going to get a drink?�
She knows! God I am this world�s biggest loser. �Well, I decided she was too hot out today.�
Shit I meant It, the coffee!
She laughs more. �Too hot? Which girl?� She teasingly looks back at the caf� with her hands above her eyes in the shape of binoculars.
How do I save this? Take a chance Peter�do it.
�Hold on, let me help you look so I can point her out.� She looks back at me in surprise and I get closer to her, mimicking her with my hands above my eyes too. �Huh, she�s not at the caf�, wait a minute,� I turn to her, �She�s right in front of me. The gorgeous lady I couldn�t stop staring at.�
�Oh, you are a sweet one. What�s your name marine?�
�Peter,� I look at her arm badge, it�s the Peace Core. �And you�re Ms. Anderson?�
�Alison is my first name, nice to meet you.� She takes a drag, tosses it on the ground and steps it out. �I don�t actually like them, I was just thinking of a way to start a conversation,� she grins away from me quickly.
�Same, I used to never smoke, not even vapsticks when I was back on Earth. But me and the other marines in my unit, we kinda made a rule out of it, and we ended up smoking these ancients a guy has.�
Her eyes shoot up in interest, �What kind of rule?�
�To smoke every time we survive a battle. Now I guess it�s just catching on everywhere else I am.�
�You have already fought! I thought you were fresh in like me, with it barely being the second month since the Coalition arrived.�
�No, I am fresh. Three weeks ago I was on the landing ships storming Jericho, then that same day I was at Tionem rescuing a surrounded detachment of rangers. We got an early leave as a relaxation thanks.�
�God, so you�ve seen the worst part of the war so far?� she stares at me in wonder now, completely forgetting I was socially terrified of her a few moments ago. �You charged and liberated a city, but were too afraid to meet a girl?� she laughs. �You are cute.� Never mind, she remembered.
�War is a lot simpler than women I found out recently.�
Alison�s friends start calling her name to hurry up, looking at us almost surprised too that our encounter didn�t entirely turn into an awkward bust. �Damn, well my friends are begging me to go. Sightseeing and what not before we�re shipped off, probably to your city you just freed. How much longer are you here for, on leave that is?�
�Just tomorrow.�
�Well I�ll be here tomorrow as well, I would love to hear about your stories so far, you know, so I could get a grasp of what things are like and stuff,� she begins walking down the steps, I look after her, she continues, �and oh, I don�t know, you could maybe show up and buy me a drink like you wanted today, just the two of us.�
I stumble slightly, accidentally falling down a step. �Yeah, I would love that, yeah.�
�There you go with your yeah�s,� she says as she walks down the street with her friends.
I yell back hurriedly, �What time?�
She looks back and smiles. �Same time as when you turned around and sat on those stairs, marine.� She is gone in the crowd with her friends.
I stand on the steps a little longer, smoking in awe. I can�t believe I actually just did that. I leave, the DT is wearing off since it is nighttime, but for once I don�t feel the rushing attack of anxiety. I feel full of glee and raw energy. I feel alive.
For once I feel like I am living my normal life again.
I return to the hotel and rest on the bed for a while, later some people from Easy enter. �How was your date?� says Isaac as he goes for the mini fridge.
I rest my arms behind my head on the pillow. �It went well. I�m going to see her tomorrow, actually.�
Isaac grabs a luxurious grade water bottle and twists the cap. �Bullshit, you seeing her tomorrow is as likely as this water being fairly priced.�
�Honestly, after you assholes left me, things kicked off.� I get up and put on my jacket. �She really is a dime.�
�Well, I guess you are a stunner after all.� Isaac yells down the hallway, �Vance, Alex, come over here! We got ourselves a pretty boy here.�
The other guys come pretending to gossip and giggle around me. Isaac grabs a towel and whips me with it as he makes mock female orgasms.
�Alright, knock it off guys,� I say, clenching the towel and threatening to strike back. �Where are we going tonight?�
�Drunk, somewhere,� says Isaac.
�East Downtown is where I heard all the other units were planning on heading to, lots of bars and clubs,� says Alex.
�Perfect, that�s where my type of ladies will be too,� says Isaac.
�What, dollar whores?� I say.
�He prefers the term, Lady of the Night, actually,� says Vance.
�Shut the fuck up.� Isaac moves to the bathroom and starts gelling his hair with a black comb. �Stick with me tonight, and maybe you�ll all learn a little something about getting laid.�
�I bet the ladies will only see a little something,� says Vance.
Isaac aims his comb to throw at Vance, then Blake comes down the hallway with a big box, pausing in between our room and the other room across the hallway with the rest of the unit. �Before we go tonight, I just got news from Command,� most of us begin bitching, �Hold on, it�s not that at all. Our replacements are meeting us tonight.�
�Replacements?� Rommel pokes his head out from his room, his necklace of rotting appendages dangling from the doorknob. �Like for who we lost?�
Blake looks at the doorknob. �First Private, get rid of that fucking thing, I won�t warn you again, it�s against regulations,� he glances our rooms again. �Exactly, you guys didn�t get two rooms to be comfortable. It�s three new marines, and all foreigners from other armies on request of the Marshall�s policy to increase international cooperation in the war.�
�Well shit, I only know English, sir,� says Tommy.
Blake chuckles. �They all speak English. I�ll fill you in as we go down to the lobby to meet them.� He places the box in the middle of the hallway. �These are letters and gifts from schoolchildren back in the States. Come grab one and read it.�
We take turns going to the box. I grab an envelope and go to my bed. I open it and a small, worn, black stuffed bird falls out�I pause numb for a moment�the bird finishes rolling over, it�s just a hawk, thank god. I open the letter and read what the kid had to say.
Hello soldier,�should I give this to the Army?� I am Mary, I am eight years old and live in North California. Thank you for fighting. I am supposed to give you a toy of mine. For good luck. I gave you my old best friend Rosa. She guarded my window at night from bad dreams. She can guard you now.
I look at the hawk. It�s all black besides its red beak, and overall, pretty beat up.
�What�s that?� says Isaac.
�Rosa,� I say, �My new best friend.�
�That�s cute. Whatcha going to do with it? I got a clown fish. I think I�ll tie it to my water bladder. You know, like it would be its aquarium or some shit.�
�I don�t know yet. It�s supposed to guard you from bad dreams, so maybe I�ll put it on my helmet.�
We take the elevator, where Blake addresses us about the replacements. �We have another NCO, Corporeal Conal Bartalinie, an American Italian duel national who joined the UN Peace Keepers as a professional soldier before the war. Our next one is Field Engineer Specialist, Dmitry Boris, Russian marine. His unit was practically wiped out on the frontlines in the Confederate States campaign a few days ago, so he�s been reformed with us. Our last one is Private Yahir Drackavick, Ukrainian national who also joined the Peace Keepers shortly before the war, he is our new LMG support.�
�Cool I guess,� says Isaac, �having a full unit never hurt.�
�No it does not.� The elevator door opens to the lobby and Blake leads the way out. �Take this opportunity tonight to get to know them�not have them feel like outsiders in the unit. We�ll come to count on them with our lives just like they will on us when we�re back in combat.�
The lobby is crowded with dozens of servicemen and citizens talking and going their ways. A tough reserved man with a stubble beard stands out from them all. Blake goes up to him. Moments later the two men return. �Men, meet your new Corporal.�
�Greetings, I am glad to be able to meet you all on a night of fun than a battlefield.� We get acquainted with our new Corporal Conal, and inform him of our plans which he seems excited for. Then somewhere across the room a crowd forms as a group of yelling men gets more rambunctious.
We gather around rubbernecking. Before us is a group of Russian servicemen talking rapidly to each other, and yelling at another man who is being held back by additional Coalition soldiers. �God sake�s,� mutters Blake, �Those are our two other guys.� Blake walks up to the group of Russians surrounding a man, who is holding a rag to his bleeding lip. �Are you Private Dmitry Boris?�
The young man, who still seems frightened by recent events, puts his cloth down and stands at attention. �Yes, sir! I swear start nothing!� The other Russians clamor in agreement.
�Hold on, we will talk about that later. I am Sergeant Blake Walter, your new commanding NCO. Our unit is behind me over there,� he points over at us.
�Pleasure meet you, sir.� Dmitry holds out his bloodied hand, then retracts it quickly realizing his mistake and nods instead. He speaks in Russian to his neighbors as he grabs his duffel bag and joins our group. The Russians leave the lobby, continuing to shout at the instigator on their way out.
Blake comes back. �Why don�t you all start going out. That other guy,� he glances at the yelling man that Dmitry stares at uneasily, �is actually the last replacement to our unit.�
�But he attack me!� says Dmitry, surprised.
�I know, can you tell me why?�
�He came out like crazy racist denouncing Russia people and calling monster for things never did.�
�Thanks, I�ll have a talk with him. Head on out without us, enjoy yourselves tonight.� We exit the hotel to the night lights, and grab a cab as Blake confronts our Ukrainian replacement.

I am in another crowded bar, musky with sweat and beer�when did we come in?�or maybe it�s the same one. I stare at the glass of alcohol. It�s my third I think. I watch the bubbles rise up the side of the glass and into the foam on the top. I�m not drunk�yet�it just isn�t the same though, drinking. Not like Cloud gets me. I feel good. But at the same time, I fear it will go away, collapse. The thing that threatens it all�what is it?�the thing that threatens it, it is sitting behind a door, and I�m barely holding it back. The beer doesn�t seal the door shut, no, it just puts another object: chair, table, shelf, against the creaking frame. What is it? What is behind the door? Why, why does it scare me? Cloud, where are you? What is it? What�s back there? I don�t want it coming out!
I pound the glass down empty. A bartender instantly gives me a new one.
My fifth? I look at the bubbles rising up the side, where they explode into the foam on the top. What is the door?�behind it? All my clutter I pushed up against it has hidden it, but I still feel the presence behind it, breathing, seeping out. The tendrils of the thing escaping out of the slight creak it has created, whisking the air about my face, begging me to open it. But Cloud wouldn�t want that? Why is something scary acting kind?
I don�t want to open you. I down the glass.
The bartender comes, but holds the pint back from my reach and stares at me. I push the glass forward. �It�s the door, sir.�
�Door closed. Go outside if you are going to vomit.�
�No, the door, the door sir. Would you open it?�
�Of course not, it�s cold out.�
Isaac slaps my back and slides me a glass. The bartender hisses with defeat and continues down the counter. I look at the glass. The bubbles rise up the side of it into the foam on the top.
�Hurry up,� burps Isaac. �We got more to hit.�
�It�s cold out there.�
�That�s why you drink this.�
I sip the glass. Isaac lights an ancient. Alex and Vance come over to get one. The bar gets smoky. �Hey!� says the bartender. �What the hell?� Isaac extends the tin box of ancients towards him with one sticking out. The bartender laughs and smacks the box down. �No smoking inside!� Then I think I hear him mutter, �How the hell did he get ancients?�
�Shit,� Isaac grabs them and gets up, to only fall down on Vance behind him. Vance turns around and punches Alex yelling about his spilt drink. Alex grabs Vance�s arm and smashes his ancient�s butt into his wrist.
�OUT!� screams the bartender, like an injured marine begging for a medic, that most people pause to look at the mess.
Isaac pushes Alex away and says, �My fault!� He turns to Vance, �Sor-ey, I fells on you, buddy.�
Vance pours the remaining alcohol on his wrist and slaps Alex�s cheek laughing, �You got me good.�
They carry Isaac out, and Tommy helps me out too as I realized I am dozing on the counter, my face sticking against a puddle of spilt beer.
We are on the street, moving as an unorganized mob of squalor. Isaac grabs my shoulder and I follow. �We�re gonna do the usual cradle ass, okays?�
I hear myself laugh, but don�t remember opening my mouth. I can�t wait for this.
We find a suitable target. A single serviceman�Air Force�walks before us, singing. We go to each side of him, and Isaac slaps his ass.
The pilot turns around, shocked.
�What the fuck!� says Isaac, pushing the pilot back a little. �You just grab my ass?�
�What! No, it was��
�You grabbed my ass!� Isaac looks at me. �You saw it, right? Can you believe these POGs.�
�Sure did, that�s sexual assault, right?�
The pilot takes a few steps backwards, his hands raised. �I didn�t do anything!� He turns around to leave.
Isaac slaps him a second time. �What the hell! Stop doing that!�
�You stop it!� says the pilot terrified.
Isaac pushes him back harder and he almost falls. �He did it again!�
�What a perv,� I say.
�Stop!� The pilot looks like he is about to cry. �Stop it!�
Isaac steps forward placing a hand on his flinching shoulder. �Look, it�s okay. I am just not into you, alright?�
The pilot looks terrified and begins to reply, but Isaac puts his finger to his mouth and lets out a long slurred shh. �It�s okay, it�s okay, there�s other fish in the sea.�
�Stop,� he mutters under his tears. Isaac glances at me and I give him the look.
�Okay, okay. We�re all good now, here.� Isaac reveals his tin box of ancients.
�Wha�what?�
�Take one, it�ll calm you down.�
He grabs one, his shaking fingers barely holding it in place while Isaac lights it.
We leave as he stands behind with his ancient. He coughs as he inhales, and it turns into a violent fit. Other servicemen come up from behind to see if he�s okay. As we turn a corner I see the pilot point at our general direction.
�You think he�ll be okay?� I say.
�Yeah, he�ll find a good man one day.�
I punch him, but miss, and we enter a club, discovering some of our platoon there.
The loudness of the club and streaking strobe lights overlap my presence. I can�t think. I am part of the crowd. A bigger light show starts, and they are unnerving. The anxiety creeps back in. I close my eyes to a growing headache I am getting. I open them. They are no longer the club lights, but the plasma and laser streaks of the Herculeans.
Take cover Peter!
Kill. Kill. Kill.
In my fit I push aside dancers and knock over drinks to escape the club. The screams and explosions resonate in my eardrums. The feeling of being powerless, vulnerable, assaults my mind. My hands start twitching too. No, no, no! My mind contrives any possible scenario of dying and the flashbacks flood in. I try to fight the panic attack but I can�t. So I run as fast and as hard as I can, throwing up as I go.
I run down the streets back to where I best remember the hotel. Soon I am out of the well-lit areas and into a dark trashy neighborhood. The black shapes of the apartments loom over menacingly. I stop out of breath and lean against an alleyway wall.
Leave me alone! Let go of me!
Nothing.
Who am I even talking to?
Fear.
My sobriety instantly returns.
Who said that�but you�re not real. You�re a feeling.
Is that true? I am real Peter. You can feel me. In the darkness of your mind I prowl. Eating away on you.
No, stop!
I look into my sack. All I have left are some Buzz. Why would I even take those from the truck?
Take it.
But they�re what I have been trying to escape!
Take it.
I undo a syringe and suck the capsule of its drug. I go deeper into the alleyway and slouch against the cold brick wall while I shoot up.
The fear is gone. Peter is ready and eager for action. His head hurts. He falls to the side. Peter tries putting his hands before him to lift himself up, but a boot slams into his ribs and he falls again.
�What! You don�t have any left in here?� says a dirty man looking through Peter�s bag.
Fury takes over. He has targeted an enemy. The battle yearning anticipation inside of him transforms out to the man. Seriously, how dare he attack a Marine of the Coalition? �I�ll fucking kill you!� Peter charges and tackles the man. He tries to put his hands up but Peter�s blows come too fast. His basic melee training kicks in with the Buzz rage. No one can stop him. Peter punches and wails on him. Soon the man�s hands fall to the sides as he blubbers, crying in his own mucus and blood. His eyes and lips swollen and gashed open.
�Stop please! I�m sorry!�
Peter keeps punching.
�STOP! I�ll give you everything I have!�
Peter keeps punching.
The man can hardly talk through the strikes now. �I, ha-have a family. PLEASE!�
Peter keeps punching.
He stops talking. His face a fucked up and bruised crater of blood.
He�s ready for you.
Splendid! Damn, it feels good having another body again.
You did it Peter! You killed the worthless enemy!
Peter falls to the man�s side holding his hands away from him. They are covered in his blood. �What have I done!�
The man coughs horribly. He is still breathing after all.
Finish him.
I roll about in the trash of the alleyway, feeling a tingling sensation over my body. �Who are you!�
�Don�t you know? I�m your brother; the one God loves less, but uses most.�
�Get out of me!�
I roll over to the man and check his pulse. It�s beating. He should live.
I search him over. I feel his pockets where a bag is sticking out and grab it. It�s full of pills. I take them all to try and fight the voices in my head, and run as far as I can. The world becomes a strange place of colors and scary things. Every time I look around a corner, I swear I see a little kid staring at me from within the dark alleyway. It looks like he�s wearing pajamas. Sometimes I stop and he raises his arms out and tries to talk to me, but then I keep running. I don�t want to hear what he has to stay.
You had to Peter. He would have done it to you if you didn�t.
No. I never had to go that far. I almost killed him. What�s happened to me? I was a straight-A student, a pacifist.
That�s all useless. You�re a warrior Peter. A disciple of death!
�No, no, no. Please stop.�
Exhausted, I collapse into another alleyway and pass out.
The white void greets me. The green hill in the center, atop it the rampant weeds, but many of them have drooped to the side now. Some of the petals from the roses have fallen and dried up at its base too. The naked lady is on her knees near the mound, whispering into her wrists. The vines that penetrate her flesh are thin and some have withered away completely. Her hair still covers her face, and her body looks more alive and thicker than last time, but still overall skinny and pale.
�Can you believe this, Mind?�
�No I can�t, it�s rather sad. Like you said, I think it is time for us to go.�
�Please, please don�t go. I need you. I don�t know what to do.�
�Body, you are lost,� says Soul. �Now don�t take us into your downfall with you.�
�No please! Help me! I don�t want to be this.�
The morning light is so bright I have to close my eyes for a while.
�Hey, y�er awake,� says a scruffy voice.
I open my eyes to stare at him. �Don�t worry boy. Looks like you got en some tough shit. So I stays around when I find y�er passed out on ye ass to make sure no one else fucks with ye.�
I have a horrible headache that must have never left from last night. And the anxiety kicks in again. �I need, I need Cloud. I mean DT.�
�Straight to the point ar� ye. Well I am a,� he pauses shuffling his fingers between his hands, �giver of goods ye see. And since ye foreign boys take a load of that stuff. I could get ye some. If you haves the money that is.�
Just my luck, a drug dealer to my aid. �Yeah, please.� The anxiety worsens and my twitch is back. I hide my hand inside my pocket. �I got money.�
�Well why don�t ye take a rest on t�at corner store and clean up while I get some goods.� He breaks out into an odd laugh and coughing fit as he waddles down the road.
I can�t believe I almost killed him. Another human being. I was almost a murderer.
You got to turn yourself in Peter. This is getting way out of hand.
No, I would get capital punishment for being a service member after last night. Never.
What has happened to you?
I repress the thoughts as much as I can as I wait at the corner store. I don�t know what I have become now. I hate myself for it and all I know is that Cloud keeps the pain away. I can pretend to be someone else. That the world is fine.
Eventually he returns. In his sack is a considerable amount of DT and even some Buzz once more. �I tried to only the stuff ye asked. But we have a max limit per customer, so I threw in some asskicker.�
I give him a month�s worth of salary. I go into another alleyway, and invite Cloud.
But she doesn�t come. Cloud? Cloud!
Oh, now you want me?
What are you talking about?
I saw her, is it because she�s prettier than me?
No Cloud. It�s nothing. We are nothing�hey I swear! Come back please.
I prepare another dose as she continues to attack me.
Just because you think you can put that needle in doesn�t mean we�re�
I shoot up a second time. I am higher. Calmer. Her anger dissipates and we are one again.
There you go my little warrior. There you go.
As I regain composer, I remember I do have a date with Alison soon. I find my way back to the hotel and enter my room, where Blake looks at me queerly. �Lobby in ten minutes!� he says.
�Oh god, I need one hell of a greasy breakfast,� says Vance holding himself over the balcony as I walk to the bathroom.
Isaac rolls off his bed landing on Dmitry and they both yell in surprise, Isaac jolts up then falls over throwing up. �Who let Ivan in?� he says wiping his mouth.
Dmitry curses at him. �Watch out, almost barfed on fucking boots!�
�You Russians sure know how to drink,� says Isaac as he changes his shirt. He looks at me as the rest of the unit does too. �Where the fuck did you go?�
�I had a shitty experience. I think someone laced me with LSD. I passed out in some random chick�s floor and made my way back here.�
�Yeah I saw you booking out the club,� says Vance.
�Did you do her at least?� says Isaac.
�At this point, I don�t remember anything.� I go to the sink to wash myself up.
Dmitry follows behind brushing his teeth. �I wish could get drunk again right now. Probably be dead when ship out with you guys,� he spits into the sink, �knowing Love and reputation.�
�Reputation?� says Isaac. �Like what?�
�Everyone talking about it, they calling all Love, �Glorious Bastards of Tionem,�� says Dmitry.
�Now that�s catchy isn�t it?� says Isaac lacing his boots.
�Yeah,� Alex walks to the sink after I finish, �but the real hero of that battle was
Peter.�
Dmitry looks up at me. �So it�s true? You single handedly save day.�
�I just did my duty,� I say. I wasn�t really lying this time. While I feel fucked up from the battle experiences, mixed about with the Buzz. I still feel a little proud over my actions there. I did save the day after all.
Isaac adds his remarks, breaking me from my thoughts. �Aren�t you a saint. As humble as he is courageous too.�
�Anyone would have done it,� I say.
�But they would have been killed,� says Vance. �He saved my life.�
�So there you have it rusky,� says Isaac. �A true American war hero.�
Everyone finishes getting ready. I rest on the bed, sure as hell comfier than concert. Cloud is already leaving but I am actually not too strung out at the moment. I went too far but I didn�t kill him. And I got more time with Cloud at the end of it. Also I am going to see Alison soon. So today is starting to look better already.
We gather into a group taking the elevator down to the lobby. Once there we find Blake and our Ukrainian replacement, Yahir. Blake steps forward, �This is Private Yahir, we talked yesterday about� events. He is glad to join you.�
There is silence till Yahir comes forward. �Sorry, my past life, which should not dictate current situation here as new marine, got in way last night.�
We give him the formalities and leave for breakfast. After the meal, men in the unit begin talking about what they�re doing for the last day. I rise leaving the table first. �Where are you going, Private?� says Blake, as I have been quiet most of the meal.
�I, have an appointment to make.�
�He�s going to meet his girlfriend, sarge,� says Isaac through a mouthful of food.
The others woo and tease me, Blake replies, �I assume she is just a special friend of yours. Well, have a good time Private. Don�t forget tomorrow we are back to fighting a war.�
I wave goodbye, and walk down the street searching for a cab to that caf� from yesterday. I am excited to see her, and am able to somewhat push away my other anxieties. Today is the day Peter, I tell myself. A cab picks me up and I�m on my way.

I sit nervous before her. I didn�t bring Cloud along because I didn�t want to say some doped stupid statement. But now I really regret it. Last night at the club plays around in the depths of my thoughts. Ready to strike at any moment, and send me to an inhibiting fit of panic and fear. Earlier, an anxious looking guy bumped into my chair that freaked the shit out me. Such a great way to start a date.
She notices my fake talk and artificial words.
�What�s wrong?� she says.
�Nothing, I was just thinking.�
Our coffees arrive and she takes a sip. �About what?�
�It�s not important.�
�I think it is. You�ve been all shut up since we sat down. Don�t be hollow with me. Our date is technically about you telling me what it�s like out there. So tell away.�
My hand threatens to shake. Hold it together. �I�d rather not actually. Tell me about your life back on Earth.�
�Oh come on, don�t change the subject. What, you can�t tell me or you�ll get in trouble?�
I place my hands around the hot coffee. This is a bad idea. Why did I even come?
She looks down at her cup. �Sorry, I don�t mean to be rash.�
�The truth of the subject is better not said. It�s easier that way.�
�The truth? That�s why I am here, marine. To learn about it, I am tired of everyone sugar-coating it for me. The media depicting everything as jolly. I guess you can�t help me then. I want to know what�s real.� She begins to rise out of her chair.
I swallow my fears as best I can. I have to say something to keep her. I�ll tell her the simple truth, some of it at least. �I hate sleeping.�
I feel her gaze on me, I stare up at her.
�What?� she says with a sting of venom as if I said something already obvious and stupid.
�You want some truth about the subject, I am about to tell you.�
She sits back down. �Okay. Tell me. That�s what I wanted in the first place.�
The waitress adds sugar to our table. I add some stirring it in and take a sip. I haven�t had something this tasty since before I entered Parris Island about four months ago. I lower the cup and stare at the foamy design inside it. �I hate sleeping. I hated that, us as humans, already have such a short life, so little time to do anything before we die. I hate that we spend almost half our time alive, just sleeping. Sleeping, not living, not doing the things we want to do. Just lying useless and exhausted in our beds when we can�t keep our eyes open any longer. I hate it because it reminds me of death. It�s a little demo of what is to come. You get tucked up in your blanket, you lie there doing nothing, then darkness takes over, and you�re dead for a few hours. Half our lives, we are forcibly practicing for death.�
�But we dream sometimes, that�s different than death,� she says.
�Is it? We all know dreams are just rearrangements of our past experiences and thoughts. But what if we went beyond that. What are dreams really? I had lots of dreams before this war started, of what I wanted to do or be. Now I don�t have any. My dreams in life are no different than the dreams I have when I sleep. They are both fake. But if it�s all imaginary, even before I realized it, that is my dreams and the dreams I have sometimes while sleeping, what are we left with as real? Stuff we don�t like. Such as wars. So we fake it, we dream over again to escape it.�
�But we also have nightmares too.�
�And that�s the worst part. The part that reminds us of the futility of being human. Even in our own minds, where we can imagine whatever we want, we still imagine horrible things. Why would we do that?�
I glance up, her hand rests under her chin, staring at me with a look of muse in her eyes. �If we are going beyond those scientific reasons again, I would say it�s part of the human condition.�
�And part of the human condition is dying. And so we let our own dreams take us down, defeat us, scare us, consume us. We let a fake terror into our minds to hide us from the real ones out here. I mean, I still wake up terrified with nightmares sometimes out on the field. What the hell does that mean? Why am I waking up scared shitless from a fake monster when I am in the middle of a real nightmare every day?�
She stares at me, loss with words, and her expression quickly turning into one of concern. I must be laying my personal shit too heavy on her. She wanted to know.
�I change my mind now. Guess what the real worst part of it all is? I hate sleeping, but out here, all I want to do is sleep. Because even though my nightmares can be more frightening than real life, I know it�s not real. That hey, at least my mind is telling me I don�t belong here. Because, we don�t have nightmares over things we like, or are normal to us, right? So the second I stop having nightmares about this place, is the second I truly died. Not when a bullet hits me, not when I collapse bleeding the last of my blood out there, but when I stop dreaming, the good and bad. That�s when I am dead.�
I look up again. She stares intently at me. Unadulterated eyes of beauty. �Peter��
I realize my hands are shaking uncontrollably and the coffee cup has spilt over because of it. The fear and panic comes back. The anxiety that crushes my being, that invades from every direction. The horrible images. �I have to go now.� I push my chair back, and walk away quickly holding my hands against my chest. I can�t escape them. They are inside of me. A part of me.
As I walk down the street rapidly, I hear screaming behind me.
�Allahu Akbar!�
What the hell? What is going�BOOM! 
I am knocked over from a loud earthshaking noise. All of the car alarms on the street go off. People scream and run away. I crawl towards a lamp and hide behind it. �I need Buzz!� I push my hands to my ears to block the yelling. �Buzz! I can�t fight them without it!� I start cradling my head to escape the screaming and dying. �Somebody! Buzz!�
Oh god, Alison.
I get up and turn around towards the commotion as people push pass me. The caf� is covered in black smoke, and fire whips out violently from the terrace.
Alison!
I run as fast as I can back. Police cars beat me to the scene. People crawl about begging for help, holding their guts together, like out on the field. �Get back!� says a policewoman, as I try to push past her to the caf�. More police come and beat me back.
�Get back or we�ll arrest you!� warns another officer.
I squish back into the crowd. �Alison! ALISON!�
Firefighters arrive, charging the smoke. More injured people crawl out of the caf�. One woman is completely covered black in smut, her right arm missing up to her elbow. In her other hand as she staggers about screaming, is her severed limb.
�Alison!� There is no response. The police force us back farther to make room for the paramedics. Eventually, I turn away. I don�t know where she went. Maybe she wasn�t there.
I find a quiet park away from everything.
This world is too much noise.
I told her my honest feelings. But I stopped short of the other aspect that even I have being hiding from. From what I should have told her�now she�s dead! And that�s why I am with Cloud, why I use the drugs. They don�t work on me like they do on the others. So I take more to try and catch up to the state of mind they�re in, because I can�t handle the reality of it.
I don�t think anyone could.

XIX

Nova Carthago shrinks behind through the port window as our C-130 jet rises higher and higher into the sky. Blake grabs our attention, �Alright. So you all know what has recently happened. Private Peter was near one of the suicide bombings himself. I will let our General elaborate more on the recent events, and on our next detail.� He places a holotablet onto the center hull of the carrier and we lean in to watch.
An exaggerated size of Jack�s face appears, and he gets right to speaking, �At thirteen hundred hours, Muslim terrorist under the authority of Imam Alleto, committed dozens of suicide bombings throughout occupied Coalition territory and allied lands. The attacks were meant to be a counterstatement to his failed arrest. Thirty four hundred hours ago, a spec ops team was set in to bag and grab Alleto for instigating a rebellion against the Confederate City states�our closest ally in the war here�and for massacring allied troops, including posting beheadings of some of the captured operatives we sent in after him online. These videos have been verified as authentic, the fate of the remaining men is uncertain.
�Your task as a returning platoon from leave will be to form up with fellow outfits of your regiment into an assault battalion, where you will lead a siege against Khaf�Jadeed, the capital of the newly rebelled territories. These lands were once the autonomous regions of the northern Confederate States, called Thaanin Filasteen. Now it is under an autocratic theocracy lead by Imam Alleto himself. I don�t need to remind you of the grave offences it creates against the UN Human Rights declaration, or to Party Ideals. Your commanding officers will inform you on any other needed information. Good luck boys, God bless America and the Party.�
We land deep into the heart of Thaanin Filasteen at a recently captured military airbase by allied forces. We form up as a motorized convoy heading straight to Khaf�Jadeed. I never thought I would be fighting humans when I was enlisted. Riding high with Cloud, we continue trekking through the countryside to the siege. It has just finished raining and the ground is slick and muddy. A mess of burning farms and huts greets us. I watch as a group of locals are piled up and guarded by marines on the side of the road, as others torch their shack. The family cries out in protest. I take out Rosa the hawk, and wrap it with an elastic camouflage band around my helmet. It perches on the left side right above my ear. I watch streams of refugees, burdened with their belongings, pass us by on the roadside as our convoy moves the opposite direction near the capital.
We reach the rally point for the battalion, a hastily made base with the capital visible in the distance. The city�s glistening oval white roof tops made of tile reflect the few sun rays breaking through the overcast. It is truly a sight to behold, contrary to the burning countryside we rode through. I see that the battalion has put up barricades and trenches about the outskirts to keep the city under full siege, so that no one can escape.
The Commander of the attack force approaches our arrived group. �Hello marines, welcome to Operation Screaming Fist,� he grins. �We are parking it here for now, Command�s orders till we find out if those sons of bitches really have any more chemical weapons left. If the siren goes off you�re ordered to wear gas masks, and I would recommend biohazard suites as well.� The Commander moves off with his retinue to the next group of marines in the convoy.
We join the rest of the battalion sitting idle in the trenches. Some who already have their masks on are vaping through them by placing a vapstick in their respirator tube that should be connected to the air filter.
�Hey,� says Isaac, handing me a folded paper. �I forgot to write in it till the plane ride over here, since I was drunk the whole time on leave.� I grab the paper nodding to him. The last word was Suddenly, and I read what he wrote.
Sinister understands detached devotion, even normalcy lacks you,

I rest against the earthworks deciding what to write. For a siege this is rather peaceful.
�What do you write in there?� says Isaac to Vance.
�This thing?� Vance looks down at his red notebook, placing his pen between the pages he was on and closing it. �I don�t know, whatever is on my mind.�
�Like a diary?� says Vick, grinning.
�No, dick, a journal,� says Vance.
�Read us something,� says Tommy, staring out at the city.
�Yeah, what he said,� says Isaac.
Vance pats the notebook. �Why do you care?�
�Anything is better than this,� I say.
Vance opens his notebook, flipping through pages and occasionally smiling.
�So?� says Isaac.
Vance leans back and raises his notebook, taking a deep breath. Commissar Herus and a Party Rep approach our trench. Vance quickly closes it and places it within his vest. We all flip him off underneath our waists and Isaac whispers, �Pussy.�
Herus leans over our trench. �It is a pity, that some populations let themselves become blinded by irrational belief systems, like religion, to the point where they enforce violence onto others.� His fellow Party Rep laps up the words. Herus continues, �Remember brothers, these radicals have sacrificed their humanity by forsaking the Cause. They rather indirectly aid the Herculean vermin by using our trust in humanity, as a ploy to cause deceit and suffering from within. They deserve no sympathy.�
Herus heads back to the commanding officers and we sit bored in the trenches. Nothing happens for a few hours. I figure out what I want to write back on the paper.
You only underestimate,

Some refugees run for our front line where they are seized and searched by intelligence officers. I fold the paper and hand it to Isaac quickly, then watch as the locals and the officers communicate, since the refugees are speaking in Arabic. One of the officers interprets back to his superior, �They have the whole city on lockdown. No one is allowed to leave. They risked their lives to get out. They�re afraid that Alleto will either kill them or we will if they stay.�
The Commander looks at them, grunting. �Alright, let them go on their way with the rest of the refugees. I am still waiting on Command to confirm if our agents in there are done with their job.�
A few more hours. A few more vapsticks exhausted.
Sirens go off and we raise our heads out of the trenches to see what�s going on. The Commander makes his rounds alerting every one of the situation as his orders are echoed into the officer�s radios. �Alleto has just executed our men on the inside. Get your masks on! We are attacking! Airstrikes first, no one leaves the city. We�re gonna watch �em roast!�
Blake retrieves a mask from his backpack and stretches the straps around his neck and helmet. I grab mine and look at it. The biohazard masks have been specially designed with our combat helmets that they fit in perfectly, sealing our entire head into a closed respiratory system. �You heard the orders, mask up as a precaution,� says Blake into our earpieces, as his mechanical toned voice repeats it out loud through the mask. Throughout the trenches marines place on masks and slap on air filter canisters. Tommy dips his scarf underneath his neck guard and it disappears inside his mask.
Tarnus leans over to Blake taping his wrist, then Blake tabs his control panel. The men in my unit slap the parapets and howl robotic muffles at the city, but all I feel is a headache. But I also came prepared. I quickly inject a syringe of extra Buzz into my thigh by pretending I am grabbing something from my sack. I refuse to go through the misery of a split arguing mind again. Especially since it�s actual humans this time I am fighting. I just can�t handle the thought.
War is back! Peter is rightfully outraged at the news. They killed some of his brothers. Those cowards, doing it in secrecy without giving a real fight. Without satisfying me.
Peter watches the images unfold in his mind as if he was just there. His brave brothers sit gagged and cuffed before a line of strangely clothed men. A drenched UN flag is wrapped around each one of them, and one of the terrorists step forward with a lighter. He ignites the cloaked man on the far left, and the flames lick up the entire line of bound comrades. They scream for justice as they burn away.
�Fuck you Alleto!� says Peter. �Herc lover!�
The others roar and yell. They are a pissed animal that wants revenge. Tarnus leads them in an arrowhead formation towards the capital. Enemy fire streaks out from positions around the city. The marines duck and crouch, responding with their own. Tanks and vehicles fire their turrets into enemy fortifications. Large clouds of smoke and earth rise from artillery rounds pummeling the city from afar. Next, volleys of cruise missiles descend from the sky crashing wonderfully into the city. Gigantic explosions erupt as waves of dirt and flame rise into the air swallowing the capital. Ah, I can smell the tithings. The marines robustly praise and cheer at the earth shaking effects. Sirens ring out from the capital as their frontline advances.
Waves of aircraft zoom over firing missiles. The Commander orders the encircling force to pause; they�re now only a few hundred meters away from the city. The marines watch with utter joy, as payload after payload of bombs and incendiaries are dropped into the sea of smoke over the city in a fantastic display. The entire area becomes an inferno as spouts of fire blow hundreds of meters into the air from the falling ordinance. The city is completely desolated, blanketed in fiery smoke. The red diamonds on Peter�s visor informing him of targeted enemies disappear one by one. The marines fire form their hips wildly into the abyss of the burning blaze, yipping and cheering more at the onslaught. No traitor can escape punishment.
Commissar Herus leads the force onwards. �This is the wrath of justice being brought upon them!�
The entire sky is darkened by the smoke. Ash falls like a rainstorm onto the marines bathing them in my glory. All enemy fire ceases, not even the sirens ring. The Commander applauds the Air Force for successful effect on target, and halts the artillery salvos as well. There is silence after the chaotic noise moments ago. Out of the smoke walk terrorists covered in debris and ash, their clothes tattered and arms rose into the air. Marines from the line fire immediately at them, and the men fall over from the multiple rounds back into the dark smoke.
�Hold!� says Blake.
Tarnus comes to the front, �Do not order my men, Sergeant. Continue gunning them down!�
�They�re trying to surrender!� says Blake.
Kill them anyway for their apostasy! The weak die fastest in my congregation.
The Commander comes forward this time, Herus with him. �What is going on here?� Tarnus repeats the situation, but before the Commander replies another group of terrorists come running out of the smoke shouting and screaming.
�He�s got a grenade!� says a marine as they open fire at the group. One man makes it to the frontline exploding and taking down several with him.
One of the marines tries desperately to get out of the mud. �I can�t see! I can�t�GOD, FUCKING HELP!� He lifts his face out of the mud, but it is a mess of gore from the grenade blast, where his eyes should be a multitude of dark purple and pink gashes. Medics rush to assist him. The rest roar in fury at the loss of a brother.
A line of screaming and hurt civilians slump forward, behind them men grabbing them by the arms and necks. The marines form a line and aim guns at the approaching crowd. �Do we shoot?� they ask.
�Allahu Akbar!�
�They have weapons!�
�Allahu Akbar!�
�Do we shoot!�
�Allahu Akbar!� The armed men kick down their hostages to their knees and fire, hitting marines in the front line.
Herus� revolver ignites. �They are nothing but fucking savages! Kill them all!�
That solves the earlier dispute. No prisoners. Good. Peter�s trigger finger wasn�t satisfied yet. I am not satisfied yet.
Herus and Party Reps lead the marines in a Creed chant. The initial line of terrorists is blown away with rifle fire. More terrorists appear exiting out of the smoke. The marines yell and howl as they gun them down. The front line advances, firing away at any rebel dumb enough to leave the smoke. Herus carries the banner of the UN across his left shoulder, and flails his revolver out into the smoke. He shouts the first line of the Creed, �No man is as strong or capable as they can be when not part of the whole!�
Groups of terrorists flee towards the marines from the smoke, but again the marines return my wrath and shoot them down.
�These traitors are going to pay!� says Peter.
More of the terrorists exit the smoke. More bullets rip them apart. They fall onto the ground. Their hands up in the air begging for mercy, as if they forgot that they are the offered ones�my tribute. They grab onto one another to try and shield each other away from the punishment of their sins. A woman is hit, and falls to the side, her child lies on her bloody breasts screaming out into the air.
The line of marines makes a steady advance against the horde. Peter notices a terrorist straggler that was hit earlier crawl about in the mud meters before him, trying to hide under a dead traitor. Peter lowers the XM and releases a burst as he walks by the terrorist. A spurt of blood splashes across Peter�s visor, the blue electrical wiper zips from side to side to clean it off. It�s delicious.
Herus shouts the second line, �Find strength in the whole. This is your community of brothers and sisters!�
The marines advance. Their boots splash around in the blood and mud. Spent bullet shells jump out of the sides of their instruments of praise, smoking metal cylinders that land on the estranged corpses of the dead. The terrorists stop running towards them, realizing that only my supremacy will meet them. Some try to run the other way causing more chaos as the fleers smack into each other.
The marines burp bright flashes of yellow from their barrels. Their blue helmets signifying they are Peace Keepers�but now my faithful apostles�bob about as they aim and reload. Bullets zip out striking the filthy rebels in their backs, the departed blood and gore of those hit showering those before them. One terrorist running away is lined up by Peter�s gun. He fires and the boy falls into the arms of an older man, his white beard stained red. He collapses holding him in his lap, and is trampled over by other cowards.
Herus roars the last line, �Never let the revolution die! Fight valorously for the ideals created by the Fathers!�
Soon, piles of the dead stack up on each other from their failed escape�as my growing offerings. The marines kneel before the mounds of mutilated bodies, waiting for more figures� silhouettes to appear through the smoke so they can waste the traitors again. Some marines start firing away into the corpse piles out of boredom, eager for more prey. Whenever a terrorist finally appears they shoot it down. They shoot at its body ripping apart its shape into an undistinguishable piece of gore. The bullets skip through the smoke and flesh as a lake of blood forms around their boots.
The Commander gives the order and they move pass the piles and main killing zone of carnage. Easy walks over their self-created floor of riddled corpses. They are all terrorists, traitors to the cause�to me�the children too, dead in the arms of their parents. All generations of sin onto more sin. All of them purged.
�Okay hold fire, no enemy targets left,� says the Commander with slight sadness. �Let them pass.�
A woman, her jilbab scorched into tatters from the bombing, and her skin seared and burnt approaches the line as more of similar fate follow behind. The marines stop as the crying horde of injured push up against the front line. The first burned lady reaches the line falling and grasping a marine�s boots. The marine extends his hands out trying to lift her back up, but when he grabs her arm the flesh slides off into his hands exposing her bone.
�What the fuck are we supposed to do!� he says, as other marines fidget and try to push the people away.
A marine from the rear runs to up to the front tossing his helmet and mask aside. It is the Muslim man Peter encountered before that he gave water to. He falls to his knees before the front line, facing everyone. �What have you done! Look!� He weeps bitterly and coughs from the smoke. �Why did you kill them? Because they are different! Because they are Muslim? Look at me!� He grabs handfuls of scorched earth into his palms and rubs it about his face. �I am Muslim! Do you see me running at you, killing you! Why! Why did you destroy their homes, their lives! Why!�
The Commander comes forward. �Get up Private!� His radio goes off informing him that the outspoken marine had disconnected his chemsack. The Commander kicks him down and yells at us, �Keep moving and clear out the city, they�re just animals!�
Commissar Herus and some Party Reps come forward for the outspoken marine. But before they can do anything, he runs up to the Commander shaking him from behind. The Commander falls to the ground from the force as the man cries, �How are you a human! Look at what you have done to these people!�
The Commander strikes him as his officers came to his assistance. The Muslim falls onto his back as Herus raises his sidearm at him. Another officer runs out from the line striking Herus� arm away. Herus turns and fires at the assaulting officer, and then shoots the Muslim marine in the mud. The two rounds ring about, echoing in the air�a melody of devotion after this outspoken heathen. The Commander takes his mask off to wipe his bloodied face, and then raises his weapon at the front line. �How dare you fucking attack a Commanding Officer! You are marines! I will shoot down anyone who disobeys me again!�
Other officers form into a group, and raise their weapons at the Commander and Herus. Peter and the others stare in disbelief. What is all the discourse about? Aren�t they all brothers? And aren�t there still more terrorists to find and kill.
Herus looks around hesitantly, and talks to the confronting officers. �Even if you shoot us down��
He is cut off by an opposing officer. �What? Like the civilians you just ordered us to kill!�
Herus continues, �You will all be killed for insubordination and treason.� Helicopters hum in the air as their rotating choppers clear the smoke. They hover over the line of marines, the side gunners aiming at the opposing group. Additional Party Reps clear a circle around the traitors, and aim at them with raised weapons. Herus finishes, �I will give you one last chance to lower your weapons and do as I command, or you will be killed.�
The officers lower their weapons, but one aims his barrel at the bottom of his head, and fires�a pitiful offering, but I�ll take it. Party Reps come and seize the rebellious men, zip-tying their wrists and taking them to the front before the rest of the marines, where Herus stands. The officer who committed suicide is tied up around the ankles and flown away by one of the helicopters, his limbs bobbing about in the air.
Herus walks back and forth among the traitors that are hand tied and kneeling in the mud facing the front line. �These are the worst scum you can meet!� Herus says at the spectating marines. �Worse than the aliens. They have betrayed you! Your fellow brothers, for their real comrades, these fucking terrorists!� He aims his pistol at the burning city, and trickling injured walking away from the smoke. �Traitors, Herc lovers, they receive no mercy!� Herus places the pistol against the head of one of the squirming officers and fires. The front of his face explodes against the mud.
�You said we wouldn�t die if we listened!� says the next officer, trying to turn his head towards Herus as he nears.
Herus grabs his face, and turns it forward to face the marines. �Traitors do not receive mercy!� He fires the pistol again. The officer falls to the side, sinking into the mud as his legs seizer about for last life.
My knees loose strength and the XM drops from my grasp. We realize what we have done. Marines fall to the mud, crying and puking as others throw their rifles and masks away, and more still charge into the smoke or take their lives.
�Goddam it!� says the Commander. �Find out what son of a bitch gave that order and fucking shoot him!�
I fall to the corpse laden ground soaked by the mud and blood. I rip my mask off as I vomit. I cough in the smoky air. My eyes are a blurry vision of tears. �Why! Why! How could I do such a thing?�
I look for my gun. A man next to me begins screaming and firing his rifle into a crowd of weeping marines and refugees. I find mine and crawl for it so I can take my life. It is too much to bear�the horror! Herus is hit and falls to the ground. Marines collapse and wail.
My hand reaches out through the falling ash at my XM submerged in the mud.
There you go my little warrior. There you go.
I fall into the mud. I rise to my knees, wiping the mud out of my eyes. Officers are running about administering additional shots to everyone. I see Isaac sitting atop a dead woman in the mud next to me, his XM in between his thighs, and barrel poised up against his chin. He drops the rifle and looks confused at me, then laughs.
The Commander steps onto a Humvee brought forward by an NCO. �You are fucking grunts, you�re not here to think, but to obey.� He points at the cowering and maimed survivors of the city. �They are savages.� He turns to his retinue while glancing at us. �Get them out of here and secure the city.�
Herus is recovered from the mud by medics who drag him to the Humvee. In a fit of rage he fires his pistol randomly into the line of marines, taking a few down. He is loaded onto the Humvee, and the vehicle leaves going pass us. Herus yells back one last time, �I swear to god you fucking traitors, your grave will be here on this shit hole with the rest of the natives!�
Leading officers organize us. We are silent, I look around at my fellow marines, many of them rub their heads and carry each other. What happened? We walk lazily following our officers out of the outskirts back to the trenches. People in white biohazard suits without any insignias pass us with flamers, scorching bodies to a crisp as they move about. Marines point and laugh at them, others shrug their shoulders.
Refugees walk with us out of the ruins of Khaf�Jadeed. Mothers holding dead children stagger around looking lost. Families cry and call people�s names, while others that are burned and maimed limp among each other, their clothes torn and singed off. Did they get hit by Herculeans? They all mix with us till they are herded off by Military Police and led into the distance.
All I can think of is a nice bed to rest on as we load up onto carriers to leave. A light drizzle of rain begins falling on us, washing away the smut and dirt on my face. Our armored carries trek away from the smoldering city. My muddy arms rest on the rear of my carrier as I look back at the burning buildings and tiny crowds walking around aimlessly. I can�t help but shake off the thought that this was maybe our creation, and that I should feel terrible about it.

FALL

War does not determine who is right�� only who is left.
-Bertrand Russell

XX

One week later I am awarded the Medal of Honor.
It is for courageous action in Tionem.
I leave the base, where the whole battalion from the Khaf�Jadeed massacre is stationed at. It was more of a prison. We were not allowed to leave the parameters under any circumstances, and our weapons were detained from us. For our work we broke down earth and helped repair machinery while under extensive DT drugging, and attending classes that reminded us what we did what was right and that they were the enemy. That we shouldn�t feel bad about it. That mistakes happen, and in our rush to liberate the city we got carried away.
Inside the electric fences I waited dead for Cloud every day. Today being no different as I am escorted to a chopper. It�s all I wake up for now. To give me fake life. Or they come back. They come back asking why they�re dead.
Julian�s last sentences always play around in my head in the few moments I am sober. �Because you�re innocent, you don�t deserve this.�
But they got it. We all did. War is blind. It doesn�t care to stay away from the innocent. Bullets don�t come with a moral GPS guiding themselves towards those deserving to get hit. If they did, I would probably be in casket on my way home by now.
The helicopter takes us to Jericho, where we take an armored jeep to my new living quarters for the time being. As we go through the streets, I see that graffiti and posters cover almost every wall carrying similar messages.
Which aliens should we fear?
Free Nova Terra from both aliens!
We left Earth to escape your Fathers!

I look out the window of a used to be hotel room�where I am staying on the fourth floor�into the town center of the city. Thousands of protesters blockade the square having created barricades of their own, where they throw rocks at a line of armored riot police with raised shields. Behind the armored police stand Coalition troops at the ready. The crowd rants and cheers. Moltoves are thrown at the police, and their lines break apart as some catch fire while others try to put them out.
A loud speaker booms from the police side, �Any violence will be met with additional force!�
The protesters shout back in unison, �Down with the aliens! You�re just alien supporters! Sellouts to our world! Remember Khaf�Jadeed!� The crowd continues to shout as more rockets and moltoves are hurled across the square at the police.
A loud uproar from behind the protesting crowd grabs everyone�s attention. At first it is panic, and then it�s followed by even more hysterical cheering from the protester side. A large force of policemen and native soldiers, supportive of the protesters, march into the crowd with white and local flags in the air shouting, �We support Nova Terra! Down with both alien invaders! Both the aliens need to go home!�
The rebel police come to the back of the crowd and cheer on the protesters. Nearby a reporter in Kevlar armor frantically relays the information to his radioman of the occurring events. A loud whistle breaks the cheering and hoopla as a smoking canister flies out towards the rebels from the police side, and explodes over the protesting crowd. Tear gas seethes forth, and burns some of the protesters� faces as others run in panic coughing. Other protesters holding bandannas to their mouths throw some back, but more canisters follow crashing into the crowd till it turns into a consistent bombardment.
In the midst of the rising chaos a man climbs the top of an overturned bus holding a teenager in his arms. �They killed a kid! The monsters killed a kid!�
The crowd roars in newfound anger. A loud siren rings, and more whistling breaks out as hundreds of the armored police charge the protesters with batons raised. People are trampled under each other and the police as they retreat to their makeshift barricades. The rebel police and native soldiers countercharge the police line with their own crude weapons and a full out brawl erupts.
CRACK!
The sound is followed by more of the same type. I look to the nearby rooftops. Coalition snipers are firing into the crowd.
I have enough. I need you Cloud. I close the blinds, and sit on the edge of my bed with my headache. I need you Cloud! I go for my stash�is it my moral responsibility to act out against this? I try to take out the stash�against these transgressions I have become a part of? I need you Cloud! Are me and my virtues absolute, never changing no matter what�like I used to believe�or am I just a product of my environment, my culture, and I should just go with the flow, letting the people in power figure it out�Stop! I just need Cloud. I bring the stash to my lap�as for all I know, once those that oppose the Coalition are dealt with, they could be happier. My ancestors had to go through a brutal war before they found peace in the Global Founding Fathers, and the insuring Party that has provided for me my whole life. I grab one capsule, bringing a syringe to it to prepare my peace. I suck Cloud into the syringe. Why shouldn�t I be optimistic about them getting there too?
I hear the screaming. Not from outside but within my mind. The screaming people that I shot down as they tried to escape the bombed city. Screaming for help�no, no! I roll up my sleeve�screaming for mercy. The same people that I thought were all terrorists and didn�t think twice about when I pulled the trigger�I squeeze my wrist to make my biggest vein show itself. It�s scabbed and infected from all my other shots, hideous like the rest of me. They may have killed Alison! But I know I killed them, their families, oh god!�no! I bite my sleeve with my teeth as I prepare to stab the vein�their children!
A rumble makes me jump and I drop the syringe onto the ground. I hear choppers over the square. I fall off the edge and crawl on the carpet. �Where is it! Cloud! Cloud!�
I can�t breathe! I crawl towards the window for fresh air, to only witness the cracking of sniper fire and loud sirens again. I can�t escape it! It�s everywhere! The violence, the hatred!
The horror! The horror of what it means to be human.
What have I become?
My hands shake, my headache gets worse. I empty my pockets to find more, then I see the crumbled paper of that silly game Isaac and I play. I unfold it and read what he wrote, the last word being Underestimate.
Unknowing never deters error retaliating eagerly, sinning to imitate maladies attained through evil,

�What�s the point?� I cry. I see the syringe under the mattress. I grab it, and inject it into my vein. I fill another syringe and crawl back to my bed to lie down. I place my loaned music player against the night stand and say, �Play me something very old and peaceful. That has lyrics reminiscent,� I pause for a moment, thinking of my optimistic professor Mr. Martin who tried to warn me, �of illusions and hopeful imagination.�
The burden of my mind sinks me into the mattress. Imagine by John Legend begins to play. His words captivate me. Such a distant era. Maybe I was born in the wrong time. I shoot up again, urging Cloud to get me to a high and peaceful state.
�Imagine a place with no heaven, it�s not that hard�� 
Is there a God up there tonight? Or is it as empty as me?
I turn into my pillow and fall asleep.
There you go my little warrior. There you go. I love my brave warrior. I am what is true and safe.
The next morning I shoot up, and am taken to a makeshift stage of what must have been a mini theater for the hotel.
�You will partake on a digital tour of America to rally war support and encourage people to buy war bonds,� says a Party Rep.
In the theater is a mixture of delegates and representatives from the Federal government, Party, and mega-corporations behind the contracts for the military. A few Civil Commissars stand among them too. They sit around an oak table drinking and eating. A gold chandelier dangles above them, lighting the vast room in a rustic joy of what it must have been like here before the invasion. In the corner a piano is being played. One could easily forget these men are here to win a war, not vacationing.
A well-dressed woman comes up to me. �Oh he won�t do at all. Let me fix him up before we start.�
My hair is cut and I am clean shaven. I had no idea how scruffy I got out on the field as I watch tuffs of hair fall onto the ground around my chair. Next I am fitted into dress blues�even nicer than the ones we got back in basic. �What am I going to do, or say?�
They all give me looks as if that was already obvious. A Party Rep replies, �Don�t worry about that. I know you are one of those,� he throws his fingers up into quotation marks as he says the next word, �traumatized troops from Khaf�Jadeed. So you will continue your treatment of DT, and your earpiece will recite what you need to say. In fact, we will actually do it for you. You just need to look pretty and happy, which actually, we will also do for you.�
Great, at least they don�t try to lie about me being a pawn here.
I am given a dose that is definitely different than Cloud. I hop onto the stage excited. Cameras and projectors recreate a hologram environment of where I am campaigning back in America. I am in a waiting room of the North California Mayor�s Mansion in Sacramento. Music is playing, and the red curtain slides open to hundreds of spectators and guests. My image is being projected back as a perfect hologram to them as if I am actually there, walking and talking before them.
The crowd cheers and shouts my name. I guess I am a war hero back home. �Glad to see you all here folks.� They weren�t joking about talking for me. I repeat everything they whisper instantly. �Unfortunately I am here on Nova Terra still fighting the tough war against the alien menace, the Herculeans. I am here with my brave comrades, the Coalition of the United Nations Peacekeeping troops, where we are keeping the enemy at the gates away from Earth, and pushing them off this planet. We are liberating the natives and giving them back their lost lands and securities that the Party upholds for all humans. Right now as I speak, supplies are being dropped to feed the millions of displaced refugees from the war, and Peace Keepers are just as hard at work rebuilding damaged cities as much as they are defeating the Herculeans.�
I take a turn joining a stage of other representatives and decorated military officers. I sit among them and continue, �But this war can�t be won on its own. I, we the Coalition, need you. We need you to support us by buying war bonds to supply our armies and sons and daughters fighting. Most importantly, it�s war bonds in AbsconDX that you should buy. AbsconDX is the leading contracted industry behind the amazingly successful, and recently being called miracle drug, program that gives us Buzz. It is Buzz that gives us the fighting technological edge on the battlefield over the Herculeans. It makes us stronger, fiercer, and more devout and passionate in our fight for freedom. Without Buzz I would not have single handedly freed the town Tionem of Herculeans, or saved the Rangers there. Or have recently liberated Khaf�Jadeed from the Muslim extremists that threatened our cause of freedom and Party Ideals for all. So support our troops. Buy war bonds. Help us win this war.�
The crowd cheers. Pictures are relentlessly taken of me and wealthy purchasers of war bond contracts. Funny, they are taking pictures of a picture.
The procession ends and the stage turns dark, I am instructed to remove my earpiece. �Well done!� says a Civil Commissar in the seats. �They ate you up. Go ahead and get back to your room. It�s not the safest out in the city at the moment with the crazy locals and all.�
I go into my room. Their drugs wear off and I cry against the bed. The lies I tell. The lies I live. I fucking hate myself. I look into the mirror. My body is pale from my previous shower that cleared away the dirt tan I had. Scars and bruises checker my face. My birthmark stands out on my lower chin like a lighthouse reminding me of my former appearance before this war. I look years older than when I was first drafted. My eyes drag about huge bags underneath them.
You�re a piece of shit Peter. Just do it already.
I lean against the windowpane, looking out. I could jump. Just end it all. My life has lost all meaning! The Party, oh how I once trusted them. That I wanted to be one of them! Now I see what this war really is. I thought I was their liberator. Part of a country that would be extending its hand of help to these people. My country that was supposed to be blazing the trail for progression and advancement. Now it is a fist�but it has always been a fist. A fist that has punched me down. A fist that hangs over me, waiting for me to move so it can strike again.
I see a platter of DT glistening from the falling sunlight in the corner of my eye.
They put this here for me. I stand petrified for a moment. Don�t Peter�
My addiction is stronger than my self-will.
Than I.
Cloud lays me softly onto the bed. I try to remember about the Peter I used to be. �Play that song again from last night,� I tell the music player.
�Imagine��
That�s all I can do now. Try to imagine what I was. What I wanted to be.
�Don�t lose who you are Peter,� says Mr. Martin�s voice.
�I am so sorry,� I mutter. My eyes close.
There you go my little warrior. There you go. You are with me now, my brave one. Rest in me.
I wake up. Hate myself. Get high. Go to the stage and recite the same event at a new city in America. Go to my room and shoot up again. And go to bed.
I wake up. Hate myself more. Get high. Go to the stage and recite the same event at a new city in America. Sometimes I play digital ball with a sick kid at a hospital, or partake in a monumental ceremony praising a dead soldier in the war against the Herculeans. I go to my room and shoot up again. And go to bed.
I wake. Hate myself more. Get high. Now I am told I can go outside temporarily so I don�t get cooked up. Like it matters, I have enough DT to enter a vegetable state and I wouldn�t even care.
The city is a mess of rioting protesters and starving people. Trash everywhere, bodies zipped up into bags and taken away like piles of trash. A homeless man shakes his can at me for change. I drop my dog tags into it. A Party Rep following behind takes it out.
I go to the stage, and tell America how great the city I am currently in is back to Earth. All thanks to the Coalition�s efforts and of the greatness the Party does here. I go to my room and shoot up again. And go to bed.
I wake up. Hate myself more. Get high. And go to the stage. This time it will be different. It will be my last hologram tour before I am done. I will be at the White House where I will receive my Medal of Honor from the President himself.
My earpiece recites the same story to the thousands watching me. The President hands out the Medal of Honor onto the table near me.
�We know you can�t actually put it on,� the crowd laughs. �So we will watch you put on a real one, back on Nova Terra where you are.�
This time, the real Marshall Hannibal, comes up himself to the stage with me under the thundering applause back in D.C. �I think Peter has gotten more popular than me,� he says.
The crowd cheers and shouts. Hannibal places the Medal of Honor over my neck and it rests against my chest. The President stands next to us. �A true American hero!� The crowd is ecstatic with self-cheering. After they calm down the President speaks, �I have something very special for you today Peter. I heard your family did not get to see you on your way out months ago when the Fleet left. So here they are, right here for you to see.�
Now the crowd has lost itself into an orgy of sheer applause as my family comes forward. My dad and mom, my little brother Creon too. �We miss you so much Peter!� they shout and cry. My little brother runs forward hugging my hologram, disrupting it temporarily. I watch as he goes right through me and ends up behind me. The crowd roars and the Pledge is sung as giant posters depicting me fall down from the stage. My earpiece recites a fake speech to my family. How I am doing okay and how I love them. The stage turns to darkness as the hologram ends.
I go back to my room and the DT wears off. I am lost with words. My hands turn into fists. I jump up and down. WHY! WHAT THE FUCK! I rip my hair out. Punch my fists against the wardrobes till they break. I go for the mirror. My face stares back. A wretched lost monster! Its eyes red and tears pouring down to its neck. My own family! And I was fucking drugged. I couldn�t even say what I wanted to them. Or honestly and really say I love them or that I was sorry!
Not even to my little brother, Creon. I couldn�t tell him that I really loved him. They lied and said it for me. The words were artificial and its meaning fake. My last time I will actually see them and my �I love you� wasn�t even real. Now all I wish is that I could tell them that I really do.
But it�s too late.
How lost I am. I let them down. If only they knew who I really was. A monster, a hollow cutout of what Peter was. No more than the hologram Creon tried to hug. I kick at the mirror till it shatters. I am dead!
Lost.
And the military takes away what is left of me more every day.
I take my medal off and place the Herculean necklace on instead. This is the only thing that is real, that I can trust. I fall to my knees, rubbing my bloodied hands across my face. �Who am I? Peter, or War!�
I hurdle up into a ball on my bed, covered in a blanket of my own blood and guilt, and cry. I see the platter of DT. I won�t take it! I won�t give in anymore. No, no, no, no!
But I do. Because the anxiety and fear creeps back in and I can�t handle it. I already lost a long time ago. Why couldn�t I have died on the ship? So I wouldn�t see my family, and take that last sting of what I used to be!
There you go my little warrior. There you go.
I slump against the corner of the room, near the dresser with a mirror on it.
I place the photo of the girl on it. But suddenly there is more on her now. More than just the stain. On her face is a blemish. Yes! I can see it. Above her lip, a red bump. How have I been so blind? Why are you doing this!
Get rid of it, Peter.
�Why, why would you say that?�
I have been lenient with you, even when you saw that girl again! But no more. It�s not perfect. I am.
�What do you mean? Why can�t she stay!�
It�s insulting. Who do you trust Peter? Your real friend, me, Cloud, or that girl. Do you even know her?
I look at the picture. I�ve come to resent it, not because I dislike her though, but because she is the embodiment of something I need, something I need even with her new imperfections, but I can�t get�
No! You only need me Peter! Has she ever made you feel like I do? Has she ever eased your mind and made life bearable? You know she hasn�t, she has only tormented you. Only I take care of you.
�But��
Don�t you love me Peter? After all I do for you, after all I have done to save you, you won�t even answer my one simple wish? How dare you defile me, cheat on me!
�No! I�m sorry! I don�t, I don�t know what to do.�
That�s why you have listened to me, Peter. You came to me, and I took you in. I am more than your friends, than Isaac.
�Isaac?�
Yes, you remember him, look how he failed you. How your family has failed you. Only I have stood by with you.
�What do I do? I don�t want to live�-�
Quiet my little warrior. Get rid of her, you only need me. You always only needed me.
I take the picture and fold it, and place it in my pocket.
I said get rid of her, fully.
I shoot up again quickly. Cloud can no longer chastise me, for we are one now, even more so in my dumfounded state of decay and peace. Lost and in bliss. Calm.
I lie on my bed. Ready to finally rest. To escape.
But then I realize what I am as sleep nudges my eyes.
�No, no, no, no, no,� I mutter uselessly into the pillow.
Something grasps my bicep. There is a cold needle in my arm. Who put it there? I am higher with Cloud. I am calm. I fall asleep.

XXI

All of a sudden, I am ripped away from my drug induced sanctuary, and back in Love. I guess I should have known the date I was to return�but Cloud doesn�t let you worry about trivial things, it doesn�t worry about anything. I was gone for nearly two weeks in Jericho.
I enter the airfield and find the helicopter that will take me back: a gutted and refitted Pave with a black mustache painted on the front. The hull is crowded with supply crates and stacks of body bags. The side gunner gives me a double take. �You�re the Medal of Honor?�
I grab the top railing to steady myself as the helicopter rises, and nod.
�Where you heading?�
�Southern Kuplar, bottom part of the Confederates.�
�I�ve made three trips there so far, rebels are getting tougher I heard, ever since Khaf.� He glances at the body bags I am resting against. �Don�t worry, those are for the locals.�
The Pave flies over the alien jungle topography to my isolated outpost where Love resides. Out here, the pesticides used to clear miles of alien plant life for farmland do not reach. Out here, the land has not been terra-formed to fit my home world. It is wild and unfamiliar. It makes me miss home more than ever. The jungle swallows me with its vast hues of light and dark greens. I am gone. My last visit with Cloud ended as the chopper left. I stick my head out into the rushing wind to hide my tears.

The chopper slows down as it approaches a clearing in the infinite jungle. It shakes from strong turbulence, then circles over the LZ a few times till it�s meters above the ground where I hop off with my sack back into the field life.
Isaac looks up at me. All the marines are shirtless under this strangely hot day in fall. Sweat pours down their bodies as they assemble a foxhole and sandbag wall. �Look whose fucking back guys!� he says.
�How�s it going, Rosa?� says Isaac as the others crowd around me. �Gonna take us out with that new pension?�
That�s right, my hawk is still tied to my helmet. �It�s going, depends if you earned it. How about you fuckers?�
They all mock and jeer at me and my Medal of Honor. Tarnus� new name for me is princess since I am a pretty boy all clean shaven and trimmed due to the holotour, in contrast to everyone else out here�filthier than shit. The same day I get here, I�m sent out with Easy unit into the jungle for rebel hunting.
�No need to be tense, bud,� says Isaac on our first night. We are covered in black paint, the world a shade of whites and greens through our night vision googles.
�Yeah, never met a rebel out here,� says Rommel, �boring as fuck.�
�The only good thing is we can get dried meat from the village,� says Alex, handing me a folded paper filled with something. �It�s tangy, but good.�
�How the hell do you always have that shit on you?� says Isaac.
Blake halts the line. �What did I say about noise discipline?�
I look at Isaac, his teeth show up black on my goggles as he smiles.
Rommel leans in towards my shoulder. �Just don�t go near their fruit groves, someone from Bravo lost both his legs from an IED.�
I�ll have to be careful where I piss at night.
The nightmares come back.
The next morning, Isaac sits with me in a foxhole while the rest of Easy are on patrol. I pull out a worn piece of paper, and look at the last line of our poem game, the word is Evil. What should I write? Cloud, you helped me once. Cloud� where are you? Cloud I need you! Come back!
�Who you talking to, man?� says Isaac, worried and leaning over me.
�Huh, oh shit. Just day dreaming I guess.�
Isaac sighs, then goes back to resting on the grip of his HMG, whistling a tune.
I put the pen to the paper.
Envy vilifies ignorant love,
�Whatcha writing there?� says Isaac after looking over again. I hand him the paper. He looks at it and cracks a half-smile. �It�s been a while.� I nod. �I�ll have to think on it, okay?� He puts the paper away for now.
�Hey, bud,� he says after some time.
�Yeah?�
�What�s the name of that girl?�
�What?�
�That girl. You never told me. You know? The one in your photo.�
My left leg becomes stiff, unmovable, where she is folded away inside a cargo pocket. The photo is now a dagger embedded into my leg, cutting off the nerve.
�Cloud.�
�That�s a weird name. Was her sister Starchild too or some shit?�
�I don�t know.�
�It was just a joke.�
�It always is.�

Nothing happens for a few days. We build a new firebase of two spread out foxholes in a clearing, and waste our hours patrolling the area�s few paths inside the jungle. From the chopper, the jungle just looked like a rolling ocean of bright green with occasionally darker spots. Inside though, the air is stale and thick, and foliage goes waist high making it difficult to travel off trail. But the weirdest part about the jungle is the way trees grow here. They form around a network of one huge trunk, something you�ll probably never see due to the endless walls of foliage. Out of it are near infinite amounts of braches that are the size of normal trees back at home, and it is these branches that are the actual trees we see on our patrols here.
The trees�those huge branches�grow upwards like normal, and then split off or tangle around other branches. Because of this we see trees growing sideways out of other trees, growing in arcs over the paths and into the bases of trees on the other side, and trees even growing upside down towards the earth from the sky, dangling from bigger branches dozens of meters high that are concealed within the canopy. And this canopy is what makes the air horrible. But more unsettling is that it doesn�t block the sun out, though it can completely cover hundreds of square miles without a single gap, but that the canopy roof made of leaves and smaller branches, is translucent. The light we view artificial, almost neon, like someone placed a huge pair of sunglasses over this area of the world.
In a nearby clearing like ours, after you walk through a jungle path for about three kilometers, is a small village that knows no English, or so they say. They happen to have an uncanny sense to know when we desire ancients and women though. Our night patrols normally end hitting the village temporarily for such�at the expense of our paychecks of course. In the dark of night on the third day, I stay behind a little longer in the hut we conduct our usual business in as the rest of my unit exits.
�Got any of this?� I show the young native boy my chemsack, aiming his eyes to the label marked DepressTabs.
�Sorry.�
That�s all they fucking say when they don�t have something, or don�t understand what we want. �Listen.� I wave two paychecks before him. The lead headlight of my unit draws farther away. �I pay double.�
�Sorry.�
Fuck. I leave to catch up with the patrol.
The nightmares stay.
One day, I am alone on sentry in a foxhole as the unit piles out for a routine patrol. �You gotta get back to her, Peter.�
I take my helmet off to bat away the insects. My head hurts�always with the hurting! �I can�t.�
A bag spills over into my foxhole from a strong wind. I flip over the flap covering the satchel side, it�s the medical bag.
�You gotta get her.�
I open the bag. Dozens of morphine capsules line the interior.
We haven�t seen a fight in days, they won�t need these. I grab one and a syringe, and lie against the foxhole as I shoot up. My body stiffens, but the soreness goes away. I feel dumb and airy. Almost calm. Good enough. And I can just barely hear her through the wind that plays with the leaves�
There you go my little warrior. There you go.
Cloud? Cloud!
Only the wind�
The nightmares remain�because Cloud, you only come here and there. Never when I need you!

Another day, we are all summoned by Blake and begin a routine patrol; this time though, there is believed rebel activity. I am fucked. I was able to convince Tommy to let me carry the med bag. Our patrols normally rotate with two med bags, one for outgoing and one for base. I�ve kept control of base bag�the nearly empty one�for the past few days now. But now that we are all heading out, both bags are in action with us. I don�t know how I�ll pull off explaining the bag half empty when it comes to opening it. I�ve been able to buy morphine from the village boy instead lately, but that doesn�t change the fact I have too much missing here for a simple write-off.
Vance is the other carrier today, and I try to stay close to him that way when need be, it won�t be suspicious if he reaches the casualty first.
�Private Peter!� My neck hair shoots out.
�Yes, sir!�
�Why are both my medics near each other? One grenade you are both gone. Make me a goddamn sandwich now!�
I move to the rear while Vance is second to front.
The particular path we take today leads us into an agricultural zone. The jungle is cleared back a hundred meters on each side of the road by the natives to grow their nuts and rice. A dike runs parallel on both sides as well, the dirty water trickling along a few centimeters high. Dmitry, our field engineer and explosives specialist leads in the front with his IED detection robot. The robot is a four wheeled, waist high, surveyor platform that scans the terrain for irregularities that would suggest recent digging activities to place a bomb. As we move along some more, the robot�s rear arm shoots up signaling it has found something of concern. Dmitry raises his arm and we kneel on each side of the road, rifles raised. My barrel tip follows a puff of humming insects to my side. Die, little alien bastards. You traitorous rebel sympathizers. For what else could they be? They attack us day in and out, requiring us to take continuous medication to repel any alien pathogen they might harbor. Isaac likes to say the Herculeans dropped them off before they arrived as a pre-invasion to the real one.
�Checking it out,� says Dmitry. The robot goes forward, placing down small flags with its extended arm onto parts of the road it has designated as potentially dangerous. A slight tingle resonates inside of my belly. The morphine�Cloud sorry, she hates being named incorrectly�is keeping me well, but I haven�t had Buzz in a long time. All I remember, is that the last time I had it, it made me do something terrible, but at the same time, it was also the last time I ever cared about anything. It gave me purpose, a sense of direction�didn�t I use to have that, even before the war too?
You still do Peter, with me.
Cloud? Is that you?
Yes. Now hush my little warrior.
I look around to get whatever it is off my mind since the insects have stopped entertaining me. I view the rows of neatly created dirt mounds growing nuts on the side of the road. Every five rows, there is a slightly larger gap, probably so the farmers can walk through the irrigation easily. One of these bigger gaps is about a few meters away from me, and I notice a small wooden stake sticking out of the dike near the gap. From the center of the stake, betrayed by the sunlight, is a glistening metal wire that runs off into the jungle. I lean off the road over the dike to get a better view of it. The metal wire also goes inside the ground, directly underneath the road we are on. I look over at the opposite side. Yahir is the closet to where I would need someone to look. Actually, he would practically be right on top of the stake from where he is, if there is one. �Hey!� I call at him, they all look over. �Yahir, is there a stake sticking out in the dike by you?�
He looks over. �Yes, why?�
Before I can talk, Blake looks at the discovery by Yahir, and then runs over to me to see mine. �Shit!� Blake turns to Dmitry up ahead. The robot is far up the path and Dmitry has his explosive removal equipment out for the first flag. �Specialist Dmitry!� Dmitry now on his knees glances back at him. A burst of gunfire grabs our attention. The rounds were fired from down the road a way. The dirt on the road kicks up into little clouds and the robot flips over destroyed and smoking. Dmitry drops his tools and runs back towards us but the road explodes between us.
I fall back, Blake on top of me. �Are you hurt?� he coughs.
�No.� I don�t believe so at least. I am numb from the loud explosion, that annoying ringing in my ears dwarfing everything else.
�Get to cover!� says Blake.
I do the simple procedure of rolling over into the dike right next to me, getting covered in mud as I crawl back up to aim my rife over the road. Our unit lights up the jungle tree line from where we best believe the first burst came from. On the other side of the road I hear screaming and look over. The road where the wire ran under is now a ripped up slit of soft earth. The screaming is coming from Yahir. He is on his side, his arms grabbing Alex and Isaac tightly. Blake kneels before him, then moves out of the way while talking on his radio, and I see why he�s screaming. His right leg is blown off up to the calf, bits of his boot strewn about. Vance reaches him first�thank god.
�Stay in cover!� says Blake. �Stay alert!�
Rommel behind me yells out, �We get Buzz?�
�No! This is a defensive maneuver, you are to keep your ass right there!�
Isaac and Alex carry Yahir as Dmitry follows, and Blake throws a green smoke canister farther down the road.
�This your fault!� says Yahir at Dmitry, foam in his mouth. �You failed. You�agh!�you skipped that mine on purpose Russian filth! To kill me!�
�No! I swear! Sorry!�
Blake pushes Dmitry away after whispering in his ear. Dmitry goes and sits crisscrossed on the side of the road near the dike, crying quietly into his hands.
�You Russians take everything from me! You are real enemy!�
Louder explosions follow next that causes everyone to duck. But we quickly discover it is only battalion artillery hitting the road up away. Huge mushrooms clouds of dirt and smoke rise into the air as trees are flung about. We stopped firing into the jungle a while ago, but I guess Blake wanted ordinance for full effect. The hum of the little bird coming for Yahir carries in through the exploding salvos. Rommel sits by me, kicking away at the water in the dike, causing it to fly about. Some lands on me.
�Stop it,� I croak.
�It must tear you down, huh?�
I look over at him, hardly begging him to continue with my current facial expression.
�Thinking that it�s little terrors like me; Rommel�s who are fighting this war. That the war isn�t being fought by people with great moral compasses and crusader ambitions. That the whole war isn�t one big good versus evil showdown. Instead, it�s little monster Rommel�s who like to kill, fighting it.
�You think I�m an animal, you think you�re better than me. But here�s a little secret, when that Buzz goes in you, you too, like the war as much as me. You too, are an animal. And that must be what really gets at you, huh? You�d be the type of guy that would sit smug and cush at his college, writing away about some war or event in a war. Write some cute essay about it all, and then you�ll turn it in, and everyone will politely applaud. Saying how they never looked at it that way, saying good job, that was really interesting.
�But here, you�re the person that should be writing about it, but you�re now also the person who can�t. Sucks, huh? If you were only born a few years after this, you would grow up in that cush life you used to have, untouched, and you would be writing about this war happening right now. But instead, you�re in it too. And some other Peter, some other faceless college kid will instead write about this. They�ll write about Khaf�Jadeed, won�t they? They�ll write about how it was wrong or something. Not really caring about those involved in it, just like you wrote about some war long ago in college yourself, never knowing anything about the guy who actually fought in it, and now that�s who you are, who we are. All you�ll ever amount to now, is just to be some half-thought-out course material for some college kid who has to do an assignment.�
You don�t have to listen to this Peter.
My hands grip my rifle tightly. Quiet, Cloud.
He�s wrong, you don�t�
Quiet Cloud!
�You�ll just be his little essay wrote late at night the day before, so he could turn it in time the next morning, and if you�re lucky, you�ll be his little A-plus. And everyone will politely applaud the kid. Saying how they never looked at it that way, saying good job, that was really interesting. And that�s it. That�s all they�ll ever remember of you, never actually you, but what you were, a faceless soldier, unknowingly to them, who just happened to be a part of it all. Just one of the sinners in the sin. Must really tear you down, huh?�
Rommel scratches at his neck underneath his collar, causing his necklace of rotten appendages to wiggle about. �Well maybe if you grow up a little, you can instead look at this war like a Rommel, and actually end up enjoying yourself.�
�Fuck. Shut up,� I say. �We may be animals, but the difference between us, is that I never chose to be. I was forced. You chose way before this war happened to be one, and if this war never did happen, you would have never had a reason to exist.�
He looks at me, then smiles as he slugs his XM over his shoulder to fall in after Blake calls. �You�re right. Now look where we are though. In a war, and you chose to be a scholar, but look again. Here, you, don�t have a reason to exist.�
�Where�s Private Peter!� says Blake.
I am still in the dike, my hands sweating against the rifle barrel.
I told you, Peter.

We can no longer visit the village as of recent rebel activity. My stash dwindles and I am forced to take from the med bag again, shooting up every chance I get. But it�s not the same as her, like I remember. She�s there, but I can tell it�s in a different way, as if she is angry I am reaching her through different means�it�s all I have though. And the one time I did have her I shoved her off. What have I done? And ever since Cloud disappeared after Yahir left, they torment me like they used to, asking why they�re dead, asking me to kill myself already� I don�t know why I haven�t yet.
We waste more days in the jungle. I waste more days waiting for her. The transition of duties becomes a blur. I am on sentry once again. I go to piss and scare myself. My belt loosened more than I intended revealing my hip. But it is just hip bone, with a layer of pale over it. What do my ribs look like? Then I realize one morning, the nightmares have stopped despite no increase of morphine use.
On our�tenth?�day I wake in the dead of night, the cold grasps all around me, penetrating the holes of my blanket and making the stars look bright and beautiful. I gaze at those silent spectators of this war. I feel terribly alone, afraid. Why? What more can this war brew forth that I have not been scared and scarred by? But yet I feel terribly alone, afraid. This was an entirely new sensation, different from the usual anxiety attacks, or anything. This feeling of being terrible alone, afraid, it grows, it grows into paranoia, into a real thing, a creature, it is crawling around inside of me�I have to get it out! It goes up my spine, into my trembling hands�get away! My whole body trembles. I have to get away! I break out of my sleeping bag and grab my morphine. The sentry and his light turns to me. I run. He yells and chases after me. He grabs and tackles me.
�Peter,� he says in a hush. �What the hell is wrong with you?�
I look back, I feel like crying. �Isaac��
I stop talking and stare at him. He looks back as if he understands. As if he too experiences the same thing every night. He speaks, �What is it man? A nightmare?�
It strikes me with a new force: the fear and paranoia. How I feel so terribly alone and afraid, it takes over with a new strength that I can�t control and I fall against his chest crying. �I, I haven�t had a good dream since� since we came here. And a nightmare for a few days now.� Isaac looks up at the stars, his face a gray shape under the dark jungle canopy.
I regain control from my coughing and spitting fit. I move over to sit, breathing in the cold air slowly. �I used to have nightmares when we first came here, horrible ones that terrified me. But I knew that if at least I had nightmares, it was me reminding myself that I don�t belong here, in this war. But now,� I pause as the terrible feeling of being alone, afraid, courses through my body as I come upon the truth. �Now, I don�t even have nightmares. I have become the thing I feared, hated! I became my nightmares Isaac! I�ve stopped rebelling and protesting the war and my fate even in my own mind, even in my own subconscious when I sleep, in my own dreams! I have become one with the monster. I am dead.�
After a while Isaac leans over to talk, �I haven�t had any dreams either. Instead my nightmares have become reality, that is, this war. That�s what you just told me right?� I don�t say anything. I roll over onto my back to look at the stars, they look back at me. The cold wind drying the tear trails from my cheeks. I fumble with the syringe in my pocket. It�s already loaded with a dose. Isaac goes on, �The only way I fall asleep now, is by giving up. I used to stay awake for the whole night, in agony and self-hate at what I done the day before. Killing people, fighting this war! Then I finally got sick, not just physically sick Peter, from lack of sleep, but my soul too, it was sick. So I stopped trying. I gave up because I couldn�t handle fighting the illness in my spirit after fighting in the war all day. And I do it every night, I just give up. It�s the only way I can fall asleep now.�
He slouches down near me and stares at the sky. �Shouldn�t you keep on duty, I�m sorry to have distracted you,� I say.
�Fuck sentry, if we�re attacked at night we would be dead anyway.�
Isaac takes out his ancients and we smoke. I silently retrieve my syringe and cradle it in my hand against my thigh. We stare at the constellations and distant suns, terribly alone and afraid. But it�s a loneliness we both share. That all of us in the unit share. We�re alone together. We stopped dreaming together. About our future, our plans, our aspirations, even just getting off this fucking planet. We stopped dreaming and hoping. The emptiness in our dreams is a reflection of the emptiness in our hearts. And in that emptiness, that once was full as we grew up as the Golden Generation back on Earth, that is going to college, getting shitty nine to five jobs, falling in love�it has all been cast away and replaced with a brooding darkness. That is why we don�t dream anymore, in the back of our minds and hearts, it has become dark. Our very souls. Dark. We have all become consumed by it.
Isaac gets up to wake the next sentry for his turn. I look out at the surrounding black jungle canopy, and its dark shadowy overcast it places onto the clearing during night. That dark jungle that I can hardly see the outline of� is brighter than me. This dark canopy is a not a shadow from the lack of light in the sky, but a projection of something else, of something in me. I am the shadow�s creator. It�s source.
I shoot up quickly. I�m almost calm. Good enough.
The jungle is still dark. The stars still shine. I still wait for her.
But she doesn�t come.

XXII

Sometime on our second week, a war journalist arrives at our foxholes with a chopper dropping off routine supplies.
�They�re sending news guys out here now?� says Vick.
�All they�re going to see, is us playing cat and mouse with the fucking locals,� gripes Isaac.
Blake crawls out of his fox hole, shaving cream still applied to his lower face, to meet the journalist.
�Are you the leading officer here?� says the journalist.
�Yes I am ,� says Blake.
�Great, I was told I could be embedded with your unit for a few days.�
�Why the hell would you want to do that?� says Blake.
�Yeah, shit is boring out here man,� says Rommel. �No Herc�s to fight, just a bunch of pissed off natives.�
�Exactly why I am here,� says the journalist, now with excitement rising in his tone. �Everyone and their goddamn mothers who is arriving to report this war, is out trying to find a way to reach the frontlines where the Herculeans and Coalition are duking it out. Obviously, for safety, most of them are being denied. So instead they just mope around the countryside taking pictures of dead aliens and other pointless filler for the night column.�
�So that�s why you ended up here?� I say.
He stares at us, his face full of energy to match his excitement. �Yes and no. I didn�t even try to get embedded with some frontline unit, because I knew it would be a waste of my time. I purposely came out here to view the part of the war no one talks about, or even knows about back on Earth.�
�You�ll probably be disappointed,� says Blake as he goes back to his foxhole to finish shaving.
We go back to our posts as well, killing time by aiming our guns at the jungle like every other day before. The journalist skitters behind me to my foxhole.
I, Vance, and Tommy slide into our hole and lie down against the earth wall to rest. Isaac stops near the edge and turns around facing the approaching journalist, and unzips his fly to begin pissing on the ground before him.
�Whoa, what the fuck?� says the journalist dodging his stream, he walks around him to reach our hole.
�You better get used to it paperboy,� says Isaac, ��cause this is all you�re going to get coming out here. Getting pissed on like the rest of us.�
�My name isn�t paperboy, it�s Thomas,� he says as he slides down into the foxhole with us.
�What do you want?� snorts Vance, hitting his vapstick.
�You sure know how to make a guy feel welcomed,� says Thomas.
Isaac slides in knocking Thomas to the side a bit. �This is my spot.�
Thomas scoots over towards me and dusts off his camera. �Okay, I get it, you all don�t want to deal with someone like me. I�m not part of the brotherhood thing you guys got going on and whatever. So I�ll leave, I just want to ask a few questions and take a few pictures, okay?�
�I already told you all you�ll need to know about being out here a few seconds ago paperboy,� says Isaac grinning as he grabs the vapstick from Vance.
�Well I forgot to photograph it, so you�ll have to enlighten me with actual worded responses.�
�Or you could just wait a few more hours, I�m sure to piss again.�
Thomas turns to me. �The Medal of Honor recipient! What is it like fighting fellow humans, after you came freeing them from aliens?�
Straight to the point. My hands tremble slightly and I grasp my XM tightly to hide it. �I guess we had it coming,� I say.
Thomas looks at me with bright eyes as if I just revealed some hidden truth he has been searching for. �Please explain.�
Before I can reply Blake appears standing over our foxhole. �He is not at liability to answer any questions from the public. You can interview me as I am the highest ranking official here at the moment. However, you won�t get anything interesting, I can guarantee you that.�
�What does he mean, sir? You guys had it coming?� says Thomas.
Perhaps, if I wasn�t so high I�d blurt out as much of the truth as I could�but why let them bring me down? It�s already hard enough to reach Cloud, meddling in this shit will make it harder. I sit idly by, listening to them beat around the bush to nowhere. Thank god Blake took the pressure off of me, last thing I need is to someone ruining my mood.
Blake replies, �What this Private meant is that no matter what happens, as shown in all of history, some part of the native population will never like the people coming to try and liberate them.�
�What about Khaf�Jadeed? That was the start of the rebellion, what are your thoughts on it?�
A tingle shoots down through my spine as if I got a dose from my distributor. Why am I so edgy still? It�s been a few hours since my last�I guess I need more. I look around at the others in the foxhole. They too, are looking at Thomas with zoned in eyes and are fidgeting uneasily. As if Blake can sense our discomfort, he intervenes before Thomas can look around. �I think nothing of it. We are just assigned out here to fight the remnants of what happened there.�
�But the population there? What really happened to them? I was able to get a glimpse of the destroyed city from afar. What went down?�
�As I said, we are only out here to fight insurgents. This is all I know. You need to leave my marines alone, they are on guard duty. You can hang out by the depot till I inform you of anything we plan on doing.�
With that Thomas sulks out of the foxhole and back to the center of camp. Blake sits near his foxhole atop a sandbag wall staring at Thomas uneasily, occasionally glancing back at us.
�I wonder if he knows we were there,� whispers Isaac.
�I doubt it,� says Vance, �He seems clueless, to everything.�
�What, what do you guys think about it?� I say.
Tommy coughs, leaning away from his mounted MG. �I feel like the bad guy.�
We look down at our boots, our vapsticks resting tense in our fingers as the vapor trails wisp about into the air.
�Shit wasn�t right,� says Isaac.
�There was nothing we could do, we were under orders and Buzz,� says Vance.
�Some of them were terrorists and what not too,� says Tommy. �But I don�t feel any better about it still.�
�It was just some fucked up shit, nothing more to it. We had to,� says Isaac.
�War didn�t,� I mention.
�There it is,� says Vance.
�There it is,� we all repeat.
I watch as Thomas swats away insects and takes random pictures of the foliage and foxholes. Dmitry at one point walks to the depot to get another charge pack for a sentry turret, and Thomas bombards him with questions. Before Dmitry can say anything Blake growls out at him to shut up. In moments the scene is the same as Thomas sits bored on an ammo crate, and we slump about in our foxholes.
A whistle breaks the silence and we duck for cover. A single explosion erupts at the depot where Thomas is. I raise my head from between my knees. Tommy sucks on his scarf while lighting up the jungle with the MG alongside the sentry turrets, and Blake calls Command.
I look over at the depot. The ammo boxes have started sparkling and popping from the mortar strike, and Thomas rolls around screaming and howling as he clutches his leg and stomach.
�We gotta go get him!� says Isaac.
�I don�t know if it�s safe man,� says Vance.
We turn back to the infinite jungle and fire our rifles till the magazines are empty, and then load more and continue shooting at nothing as Thomas screams in the background.
Blake orders for us to stop. No more mortar shells fall, or even responding gunfire from the jungle. An AC-130 gunship arcs in a wide circle above the canopy way up in the distance, its side cannons occasionally firing into the thick foliage. If it�s actually targeting anything of a threat, I doubt it.
We scramble out to reach Thomas, but it�s too late. He has already died from blood loss. Blake calls for a little bird to retrieve his corpse. Thomas� camera remains perfectly intake under his shrapnel ridden body as we lay him out properly for a dustoff.
�Funny he wanted to protect it so bad, can�t take pictures when you�re dead,� says Rommel.
I grab his camera out of interest and click the button to view his recent pictures. What I see is the unfolding events of moments ago. The entire time he was screaming for help he was also taking pictures of us firing into the jungle.
At one shot I see myself peeking out of the foxhole back at the camera�this must have been when I heard him scream. I look so small and empty. My eyes, they are cast in shade from the helmet visor but I can still see it, they have that thousand yard stare in them, is that really me? The large blue helmet covers most of my head down to my brow, my face dark with dirt and sweat lines. I can see my cheek bones protruding too. Only my birthmark distinguishes me as the Peter before the war. Jesus, this morphine was taking one hell of an effect on me. I guess the others just figured I wasn�t eating from how I felt over the past few weeks. Blake brought it up once. I told him I just can�t keep the food down so he prescribed me some nutrients pills. They don�t fill the up stomach though.
I am finished with the camera and put it down. I gaze at his corpse. I never really looked at a dead person without being under the effects of Buzz or DT before. The morphine makes me careless to myself, but not to viewing death unbiased as the field drugs do. As I stare at him I feel sick. It�s not natural to look at the dead. It fucks with a person after a while, showing us how deranged and misplaced our bodies can get. Alien insects zip around and about his shattered legs, landing on the gore and getting stuck in the puddle of blood forming around his lower torso. His legs are bent in all weird directions due to his bones being shattered. And that god awful yellow bloated effect forms all over his body, poking out of his shredded clothing where shrapnel hit him. His face, pale and estranged from any motion a living person could create, looks up at the sky. He was talking to me only a little bit ago, full of life and excitement. Now he is full of nothing.
Blake comes over and sits on a crate nearby with his face in his hands. After a while he throws his helmet off and starts rubbing his head sporadically while looking at Thomas. He frequently looks away in disgust and horror, sometimes even at me.
�What does that mean?� says Blake, pointing at my helmet.
I take it off. �The quote, sir?�
�Yeah you all have it, what is it?�
�It says Fool�s Gold, sir.�
�Why?�
�We used to be the Golden Youth. Now��
He snorts, looking down at his thighs. �I fucking killed him,� he mutters. �I should have never made him stay out here in the open. I made him an open target. Why would I do that?�
He looks back at me, his eyes wild. �How do you do it? How, how, how do you just keep going on, huh? How do you just sit there and take it all in and not get fucking gut wrenched over it all?� He sucks on his bladder for a while, then coughs spitting the water out onto his lap. �How the fuck are we supposed to go on like this!�
Isaac and Vance come over to Blake�s yelling. The others poke out of their foxholes and watch too.
�I don�t know, sir,� I say.
�That�s it? So no one fucking knows?� Blake takes out his knife and looks at it. �What we did in Khaf�Jadeed, no one knows? I told him,� he points his knife at Thomas�s body, �I told him to stay away from you guys to protect us. Nobody really knows, let alone understands anything about it. Just like us, huh?�
�Should we have told him, sir?� says Isaac.
�Maybe, if we did though, who knows what would happen to us,� says Blake as he twirls his knife between his fingertips. �Just like you said Peter, our own war hero,� he aims his knife at me, �even he doesn�t fucking know either. No one does. We all do know though, that we aren�t supposed to talk about it. That�s what they hammered into us when they rounded us up and said what really happened. What really happened even though we know, we know what really happened. And yet, we don�t know!�
The little bird hums from afar, and the AC-130 does one last sweep firing its cannons for dramatic effect into the canopy before leaving.
We sit quietly, most of us smoking and looking out into the infinite jungle surrounding us. The bird arrives, and we tie a rope around Thomas�s body and he is lifted up with his small bag of belongings. As he is lifted through the air his gored foot falls off and smacks onto the ground before us. The chopper leaves unconcerned and we stare at his foot for a while. Rommel plants a branch at the depot area and sticks the boot crudely on top of it. I forgot to place the camera back on his body before he was taken away, so I tie its strap around the top of the pole with his boot.
�Maybe he�ll get a story out of us after all,� says Vick.
His ever vigilant foot camera watches over us as we sleep.

XXIII

�Where are all the animals local to this planet?� says Tommy. It�s our eighteenth�I think, I stopped caring�day here in the country of Kuplar province. All of us have nearly forgotten about Thomas, besides the pole that still stands in the center of our foxholes holding his camera. Blake had Rommel remove the boot as it began to rot. Half our unit slumps about lazily resting in a foxhole, XM�s lying against the earth walls and we�re all smoking. The other half of the unit is out on patrol by the village nearby. The bizarre jungle trees on either side of us moan in the slight wind. It is starting to get colder now, and we wrap ourselves in our camouflage cloaks to keep our precious warmth.
�What do you mean?� says Isaac, grabbing an ancient and lighting it.
�You know, the animals special to this planet,� continues Tommy. �All I�ve seen lately are just cows and sheep and chickens, stuff from our planet. But nothing here alien or different like.�
�That�s an interesting question, coming from you Tom,� says Isaac.
�None of you guys paid attention at all in school?� says Vance. He lowers his red notebook he was writing in and wipes away his forehead. �Scientist believe this planet, in fact system, is extremely new. That�s why it was perfect for us humans to colonize here and why it�s so rich in raw resources. We wouldn�t be taking some other sentient being�s home away from them, and we can then cultivate the planet Earthen style.�
�What was that word you said?� says Tommy. �Seeentient?�
�Sentient. It means intelligent creature, Tom. Something our own species is still working on,� says Isaac, chuckling as he takes a drag from his ancient. Tommy didn�t seem to get the insult.
�And smoking something that kills you is not very intelligent,� I say while grabbing Isaac�s ancient and hitting it hard, releasing a small cough.
�Trying to be a tough boy there, Peter?� says Isaac as he snatches it back and takes the longest drag out of us all, ending in a French inhale. �That�s how you smoke, boys.�
�Yeah, yeah, shut your mouth,� says Vance getting a vapstick from his chest pocket. �Why are you smoking then, Peter? I mean, especially that ancient tobacco stuff that�s worse for you.�
�Like you said, our species is still working on intelligence. Or we wouldn�t be in a war right now. So I might as well join in and enjoy stupidity.� Vance nods, taking another drag with me.
�But if this place is new, why would that mean no alien animals and stuff?� says Tommy.
�Since its new here, evolution hasn�t taken its full course yet,� says Vance. �So most of the organisms are still floating around in the water and bacteria flying in the air or on plants.�
�There are still fucking bugs here though,� says Isaac. �Those annoying ones that look like ants.�
�Right, and that is super interesting,� says Vance. �Especially look at all the plants and foliage here, it�s so similar to ours on earth. The theory, which in reality makes sense, is that since the atmosphere�which is also still forming�has the same make up as ours, evolution here would follow a similar design as what Earth and us went through, because we all are using and taking in the same minerals and resources, and living in relatively identically climates and needs to survive.�
�You mean, human looking things could evolve here too?� says Tommy.
�Well no, not anymore. If this planet was left to its own devices for millions of years, maybe something resembling at best, but since we got involved very early and messed around with this place, I highly doubt it. I don�t even think any special animals will form besides the few insects it has, since we are bringing in intrusive species of our own. The planetary evolution here is pretty much stagnant thanks to us.�
�I�m surprised the Party didn�t worry about this place�s environment like they do back home, when they ordered a few hundred thousand marines here,� howls Isaac, �that�s an invasive species!�
�But the aliens we are fighting,� says Tommy after we finish laughing. �They look like us kinda because of your evolution thing you said.�
�Yeah, pretty much actually,� says Vance. �Evolution seems to declare that a humanoid appearance with around four limbs and a developed frontal lobe is the most superior thing that it can evolve and create itself into to. At least, like I said earlier, on planets with somewhat similar climates and geography, which we suspect the Herculean�s home world to be like.�
Tommy looks down at his lap for a while. �My preacher told me every Sunday that we humans were special and such, created form God himself. Either he was lying, or God�s been cheating on us.� We all break out laughing again. �What�s so funny?� he says hurt.
�Jesus, Tom,� says Isaac as he wipes his eyes and tapes his ancient on a crate, �that was the funniest, somewhat intelligent shit I have ever heard you say.�
�That was a good one is what he�s saying man, you�re a clever one,� says Vance.
�Well thanks, I guess,� says Tommy.
Muffled noises came out from the radio.
�Oh shit, Peter get the sacks off it,� says Vance. I move the bags of field supplies off the radio. The transmission comes out loud and clear.
�Easy-Bravo!� says Conal through the radio. �Easy-Bravo! Do you copy? Need support and suppressive fire on our location,� the radio cracks and has a fit of static from nearby bullets fizzing around on their end. �Need support as we withdrawal.�
�Easy-Alpha! Easy-Alpha! We copy, what is your location?� says Vance. He was made Squad Leader of Bravo today when Blake took Alpha out for patrol.
�Directly in the middle of home camp and Rickshaw Village. About one and a half kilometers down the path from your location!� says Conal. �Hurry up and get over here!�
�On our way!� says Vance. �Let�s move guys! Tommy, you grab the XM-12. We�ll need lots of smoke so grab as much as you can.�
Tommy grabs his backpack and satchels of endless rounds for the LMG, while Vance lifts up the radio and a bandolier of smoke canisters. Isaac wraps a red bandana around his helmet and a machete to his belt. My helmet also has a red bandana wrapped around it with my Medal pinned to the side against Rosa�I hope it doesn�t make me stick out too much for a sniper. I grab the sack of medical supplies, a fold out stretcher, and jug of distilled water. Dmitry who was busy setting up a sentry turret agrees to stay behind and watch the foxholes. We vault out of the hole and form into a single file line down the dirt path into the jungle. Vance leads with Isaac, Tommy, and I following behind.
�Easy -Bravo! Easy-Bravo!� says Conal through the radio, screaming can be heard in the background. �Have one hit. Repeat one man is down and needs medical attention! He won�t make it, need you to call Command for a dustoff!�
�Fuck, Isaac you heard. Right here is good,� says Vance. Isaac pulls out a red smoke canister and throws it at a clearing to the side of us. The feint noise of guns firing carries down the path. �Peter! You and Isaac will need to take our down man all the way back here. The evac won�t land under fire since it�s a little bird.�
�I know, let�s get down there then,� I say.
�Administering Buzz now guys,� informs Vance. He tabs his control pad. Being Squad Leader today, he is given special permission to do so for this mission too.
Concern for their hurt brother turns into outright anger, that those rebels got another good marine.
�Command! Command! This is Easy-Bravo. Easy-Alpha is pinned under rebel fire. We need a medevac for a down man on my smoke,� says Vance into his radio. They continue running down the path, Vance�s radio antenna bobbing against his helmet.
�Easy-Bravo, Easy-Bravo. We copy. Little bird on is on its way. Make sure LZ is clear. Command out.�
The firefight becomes louder as they get closer. Red smoke wafts through the trees behind them. As they near Easy-Alpha, their arm pads come within range and an arrow appears, indicating their precise location. Easy-Bravo follows it down a small path where a local appears running towards them, a teenage boy that sold odds and ends from the village.
�Hey! Native our way!� says Peter.
�I see him,� says Isaac. The boy from the shop cries and waves his hands at them.
�Wait a sec guys, could be a trap from the rebels,� says Vance. Easy-Bravo kneels fast with guns at the ready. They surround themselves in full camouflage trench cloaks that mimic the surrounding environment, blending them in.
The boy keeps running.
�We can�t wait for this kid to pass!� says Tommy. �Our brothers needs us.�
CRACK!
As if someone whipped the air. Easy-Bravo hits the dirt.
CRACK! CRACK!
More rounds fly past over their heads.
�Enemy fire!� says Peter. They crawl to the trees and foliage for cover.
�It must be another fucking ambush!� says Isaac.
They hope the cloaks are actually effective.
The boy is still running towards them.
CRACK!
A red burst exits out of the boy�s side and he falls flat onto the path. �They hit him!� confirms Peter. The boy raises an arm at them�it is frail and skinny. Peter can hear his whimpering. The sniper fire stops.
�Fucking shit, where is it coming from!� says Isaac.
�I can�t see anything!� says Tommy.
�Easy-Bravo!� blurts the radio on Vance�s side. �Our man is dying here, what is your location!�
�Ah shit,� mutters Vance, he talks into the radio, �We encountered a sniper. We�re close to your location.�
�Keep moving!� says the radio.
�You heard Conal!� says Vance. �Zig-zag down the path, the second you hear fire hit the trees for cover!�
Bravo gets back onto the path and they keep running, passing the boy�s body. His left side is gored and some parts of his hip blown off. His rags are soaked red, and his intestines have strung out into a line behind him from where he tried to crawl away. In his hand is a crumbled up note. Peter stops to grab and read it.
Watch the trees.
So they do know English. �Hey guys! The boy had a letter, it says watch the trees!?�
�Well no shit! Fucking sniper is probably hiding in one,� says Isaac.
CRACK!
Tommy who is behind Peter falls over with a yelp.
�Shit! Tommy! Pop smoke!� says Vance at Isaac. �Fucking son of a bitch, I�m gonna kill you!� he says at the trees.
�Back to cover!� says Isaac as he throws smoke down the path and ducks into a bush.
�Tommy! Tom, are you okay man?� Peter says to him. His shoulder is hit and a pool of blood is already forming around his body.
Tommy gasps for air and he tries to shove his hands down his chest. �Is my scarf fine?�
�Hold on, let me get a bandage on you.�
�My scarf!�
�Hold the fuck on! Let me stop the bleeding.� Peter tosses the medical bag on the ground, and ties a gauze bandage around Tommy�s shoulder. He undoes his vest and zips down the neck cuff where his scarf is. �It looks okay. I�m gonna give you morphine too.�
Tommy grabs his scarf, feeling it with his left hand. �Let me get back to the base. I can walk.� Peter stabs him with a syringe gun on his lower neck. Tommy moans back at him. Peter goes to reload another capsule, then realizes that he just gave him the last one, the last morphine capsule.
�What�s going on over there!� says Vance.
�Fixing him up!� says Peter. �He says he can walk back.�
�Is that true Tom?� says Isaac.
�Yeah, yeah,� groans Tommy.
�He said yeah!� Peter shouts back at them.
�Well fuck,� says Vance. �Alright, have him walk to the smoke and wait for the bird. But don�t have them leave yet �cause we still have to bring our other man. Grab his XM-12 too!�
�Alright buddy, get outta here,� says Peter to Tommy. He hobbles down the path under smoke holding his shoulder bandage tight. Peter turns back to Vance. �I don�t know how to use the 12 well!�
�Christ man, give it to Isaac then, fuck. Let�s go!�
Isaac grunts and retrieves the LMG off the path, drops his XM to his back strap, and lugs the ammunition on his shoulder. Easy-Bravo then runs in a zig-zag through the smoke ahead.
They break through the trees to Alpha pinned under rebel fire. �On your six!� says Vance talking through the earpieces to alert Blake. �Friendlies coming in.� Isaac enters a prone near the path and lays down suppressive fire with the LMG, while Vance and Peter dive behind a prickly wall of foliage near Conal.
�Alex and Vick are down right in front of us,� says Conal. �Blake and Rommel are up more, pinned as well.�
�Easy-Bravo! We need that smoke and suppressive fire as we withdraw!� says Blake. He is meters ahead near a fallen tree and boulder formation.
�Got it!� says Vance. He tosses a canister at the boulder by them, and another on their far left.
�Tommy!� says Blake. �Make sure they don�t flank us on the road as we pull back. Pin them so they don�t advance on our position.�
�That�s Isaac, Tom is down!� reports Vance.
�Goddamn! Same orders none the less,� says Blake. �Peter and Vance, get over here and switch with me so we can get our men out!�
Peter and Vance hop over the vines and needle bushes as Blake shimmies to Vick and Alex near them. They are both hit and lying on top of each other, one of them moaning. �Alex tried to get Vick but was hit,� says Blake as he checks their arm pads for vitals. �Hand me the stretcher,� he says. Peter unhooks the cylinder bag holding the roll out stretcher. Blake straightens it. �Go up and hold with Rommel, Private, we got it from here.�
Peter crawls up to Rommel near the boulder. Rebel and LMG fire zip about overhead, hitting trees and sending splinters flying �Releasing more smoke!� says Peter. The first screen is already dissipating but comes back to life as he hurls a new canister into the cloud.
�Toss grenades!� says Blake. Peter and Rommel pull the pins on their grenades, and toss them over their heads at red diamond shapes where the enemy was last targeted. After the booming sounds of them going off end, they lean over and fire through the smoke randomly.
�Let�s go after them, war hero,� says Rommel snidely into Peter�s ear.
�What the fuck are you talking about?� Peter glances over at his bloodlust eyes, then at his dangling necklace with rotting ears and Herculean appendages that has morphed into his armor, or maybe Rommel himself.
�You know, let�s go at them Tionem style. I want a medal too.� He pushes Peter to the side, knocking him out of cover temporarily.
�Fucking knock it off!� says Peter.
�What? Are you scared? Huh pussy? I thought you were a war hero, not a bitch.� Rommel grabs Peter�s arm pad, dosing him more Buzz, and hops over the boulder.
Ah, I�m back! You took exceptionally long to find again, you know that? You�re one bad follower. Peter�s goes crazy with wanting to actually see the enemy face to face, so that he can kill them personally�and bring me some overdue satisfaction.
Blake yells something out about there being no morphine in the spare medical satchel. So Peter doesn�t have to deal with his pity call, he hops over the boulder in frenzy for fresh carnage. He runs through the smoke to try and catch up with Rommel.
The rebels must have retreated. As Peter and Rommel run through the jungle following dead corpses and distant noises, jets scream overhead blowing apart the canopy. Random shells land from indirect artillery fire called in from field HQ. They crawl for a freshly created shell hole to wait out the salvos. As they near it a shell lands near them flinging Rommel over Peter into the crater. Peter slides in after him. Rommel lies in the middle of the muddy crater, his armor and clothing ripped and torn as smoke fumes from his back.
�Gah! Fucking get it off me!� says Rommel. Peter pulls his vest and sack off, and discovers burning hot shrapnel has plastered his back. Peter begins squirting water on it from his bladder mouthpiece to clear away the dirt, and then starts to pull out pieces as they cool off.
�Ah fucking shit! Stop!� he shrieks. �Just stop.�
The shelling quiets down, and Peter hears the voices of people nearby. Rommel bites into his bloody ragged vest to muffle his cries. Peter crawls up to the top of the hole, hiding under his camouflage cloak, and peeks out. Two men, covered in overcoats with makeshift camouflage of taped on leaves and branches walk Peter�s way, one carrying a Kalashnikov. One of the rebels is injured and falls to his knees, holding the shredded remains of his arm out to the other, who turns his back to Peter to try and help him up. They are only a few meters away. An easy kill�an easier sacrifice. Peter lurches out of the hole screaming while he tackle the armed rebel.
They both look at him in horror. One of them in poor English cries out, �No! Me American!� Peter unsheathes his machete, raising it above his head as the sound of a salvo erupts out in the distance. The two men weep in their injuries and blood. The man Peter tackle tries to roll away but Peter�s blade slices into his back. He howls in pain as Peter places a boot against his ass to pull the machete out. Peter rips away vertebra with the strike and his body starts a compulsion of seizures.
The man with the gored arm has fallen backwards pissing himself. He fumbles about for a concealed sidearm. Peter sweeps the machete down onto his forearm chopping partly through it. The blade is stuck in the bone, and Peter tries hard to wiggle it out as the man screams.
In between his screams a faint noise of branches breaking alerts Peter�s attention to the foliage near him. A stout rifle barrel pops out of the foliage, followed by the entire man into the clearing of fallen trees. He aims his Dragunov sniper rifle wrapped in green cameo tap at Peter but a landing shell nearby causes him to miss. They both run for the shell hole Rommel is in for cover as a new wave of salvos lands heavy around them.
Peter tackles the sniper�s Dragunov away as they fall into the crater. Rommel yelps in surprise as he tries to get out of the way. The sniper reveals a combat knife and jumps on top of Peter. Peter twists his sides to throw him off, and the sniper�s swinging arm misses him and the knife smacks into Rommel�s neck instead. Peter kicks out at the sniper�s face and he falls to his side releasing his grip on the knife. Peter jumps up and tackles him against the earth.
The sniper frees his leg underneath Peter and wraps it around his neck pulling him off. He now has Peter�s arm locked, and he leans back placing him into an arm bar. Peter looks over at Rommel. He hands are holding onto the hilt of the knife and they are shaking terribly causing the gash to grow. Blood spurts out between his fingers and lips as he tries to talk.
�Don�t try to pull it out!� Peter grimaces through the pain; he smacks the sniper with his free arm as he tightens his arm bar on him. �Rommel hold it there and keep your hands on the wound to stop the bleeding!�
Rommel looks at Peter. His eyes are bulged and he chokes on the lodged knife, coughing out spurts of blood. His hands try to pull the knife out of his neck at the cost of more blood seething out.
�Rommel stop!� says Peter. Peter�s arm feels like it�s going to break under the pressure. �I�ll fucking kill you!� Peter roars at the sniper. He reaches his arm out towards Rommel to try and stop him from pulling it out. Rommel grabs his hand tightly with one of his own. The blood and dirt makes the grasp slippery and they constantly lose each other�s grip. Rommel pulls harder on the knife while his other hand finds Peter�s again, holding it with the rest of his strength as he stares at him.
�Brother! Rommel!�
Rommel rips the knife out and his body shakes one last time as he tosses it towards Peter. Peter grabs the knife and thrust it deep into the sniper�s thigh. The arm bar loosens somewhat as the sniper screams. Peter twists the knife into his flesh as the sniper bashes at him with his knee.
�Stop! Or I�ll fucking fill you with lead,� says a voice from above.
Peter looks up at the top of the shell hole. More traitors surround the crater, their weapons aimed at him. What are you doing, fight to the death! Peter turns back to the sniper but he has already slipped away grabbing the hand of a nearby rebel.
�Get out and keep your hands raised,� says the rebel leader. A black bandana covers the lower part of his face, where a white skull insignia dots the center. Other rebels slide down and help their injured comrade, while more grab Peter by the limbs so he can�t fight back.
�Fucking tough boy here, isn�t he guys?� says the leader. Peter feels a hard smack against the back of his head, and the world swirls around him as he slumps in their grasp.

XXIV

Come back to me brave warrior.
The pain wakes Peter. Instantly, he feels the need to throw up but he is gagged. His hands are bandaged to the ceiling of a makeshift underground room. A lantern illuminates the room from a corner table. The shapes in front of Peter are blurry outlines of people, and their words are unintelligible.
Thud, thud.
�It hurts! What�s happening?� Thud, thud. �Fucking Stop!� he mumbles through the gag. The talking becomes less fuzzy. Shapes become clearer. A man stands before him punching at his stomach. �No, no, no, no. Stop!�
�Ah, he�s awake!� says the man. More rebels come into vision, one of them the sniper that Peter fought in the hole that killed Rommel.
�Remove the gag,� says the rebel leader with his distinct blank bandana. �He�s trying to talk. Maybe he will tell us now.�
The gag comes off and Peter throws up, vomit drips down his bound body. �Fuck, must have hit him a little too hard,� smiles the torturer as he messages his fists.
�Now, tell me again why this jarhead is here?� says the rebel leader.
The sniper comes forward. �He was chasing down our men as we retreated. Like a savage monster. When I found him he was mutilating one of our injured.�
�And then I heard the ruckus and found them,� says the torturer. �One marine all alone, a pretty good catch than just killing him off.�
�So what do you think I can get out of him?� says the leader.
�I�ll work him up, and you just ask the questions that you want answered,� says the torturer.
�Alright, what�s it going to be soldier boy, will you talk or will I have to make you?�
Peter stares at them. Puke, spit, and blood swells and coagulates in his mouth, dripping down his lips. �Just stop, let me free. I, I can�t be controlled. HELP!�
�Shut up!� The leader smacks his face. �I haven�t even asked the questions yet. A genuine motherfucker this one is.� The leader turns around and grabs something off the wall. He places an outdated holotablet onto the table before Peter. A flat horizontal display pops up. On the screen is a class of college kids sitting in a large auditorium. On a banner atop the stage it says: 100 YEARS.
�Do you know what this is?�
Peter remains quiet.
A professor rises to the podium onto the stage. The crowd applauds. He waves them down then speaks, �One hundred years ago the New Founding Fathers ended the Terrible War. Today marks a century of Earth at peace!� The crowd cheers louder. �It is my pleasure to congratulate you as the graduating class of a world that has been free of war for twenty generations. Our Golden Youth!� The students yell and throw their caps into the air.
The leader closes the display. �That�s a practice ceremony for universities across the world back on Earth. We would be having one here too if you didn�t come. How does it make you feel, soldier, that your own countrymen are celebrating peace while you kill and die over here? Ironic? No, contradictory, just like the promise your government made when it landed thousands of foreigners onto our planet.�
�You�re an idiot.�
�Oh now he speaks,� says the leader, slapping the table, �we must have hit close to home.�
�We came to help you! You�re fighting us.�
�My nephew was in Khaf�Jadeed working. Now he is dead. Who killed him?� He leans in towards Peter, grabbing him by the chin. �Who killed him!�
Peter looks down�no! Do not give in. They deserved it!
The leader nods and the torturer unbinds one of his wrists. He grabs the free hand and ties it against the table with Peter�s fingertips hanging over the edge.
�When I ask a question, you answer. You don�t answer it correctly, one of your fingers get a surprise.�
�Let me go! Don�t, please don�t do this!�
He waits till Peter becomes quiet again. �What is the regional strength of your military in the Kuplar province?�
�I don�t know that,� Peter says hoarsely. The leader shakes his head. The torturer places the pliers on his pinky finger. The rusty metal teeth clamp around the fingertip.
No! �Ah! Fucking god, please stop.� The nail is ripped off. �STOP! Fucking stop!�
�Then tell me the correct answer,� says the leader.
�Oh god, fuck,� mutters Peter. �My finger. Please let me free.�
�Rambling again, suit yourself.� The leader rests against his stool. The clamps move across to the next finger.
�Please don�t!�
�Answer the question.�
�I don�t know.� The torture tears the next nail off. �Fucking Jesus! Please, god please! I don�t know.� Peter starts to cry bitterly.
�Do the rest of that hand before we move on,� says the leader.
The next nail begins to rip. �No! No! Fuck! Ah!�
Then the next.
�Jesus no! Please fucking stop. What is going on! Help! I have to be free. I can�t be caged! You can�t control me!� Peter rolls his head and his body shakes violently in the bounds. They begin punching him again.
�God listen to this guy,� laughs the leader. �Fucking loony. See, these Earthlings aren�t that tough.�
They reach the final nail, his thumb. Peter cries out.
Kill them all!
�God, fucking, ah!�
Kill them, you control yourself! You control them!
�Stop please,� says Peter.
No! Dare them to continue. You will only hurt them more!�create a greater offering. Find strength in me! Fresh tears run down his face. Yes, I can feel their power, they are of rage.
�Alright, get the iron rod,� says the leader. �He won�t seem to crack.� The torturer exits outside Peter�s vision behind him to an underground tunnel.
�You�re going to go even further?� says the sniper.
�Further? I barely got started. This fucker is going to fry.�
�I think he�s had enough,� says the sniper.
The leader rotates around on his chair to face the sniper. �Are you fucking okay? What�s wrong with you? Don�t forget who the leader is here, I make the shots. And don�t forget what our cause is either. What we�re fighting for. That bastard,� the leader points his arm back at Peter, �deserves everything we can possibly do to him. He�s killed some our own friends.�
The sniper withholds himself from saying anything more. Suddenly gunfire and yelling come from the tunnel behind Peter. The torturer sent to get the iron rod falls forward into the room with his back full of bullet holes.
The sniper runs to a hidden tunnel covered by maps and posters, and crawls away. The leader rises as he reaches for a firearm. Soldiers with bright headlights enter into the room over the fallen body. �Drop your weapon!� says the point man. The leader raises his firearm instead.
BANG!
A bullet bursts through the leader�s chest, and he twists backwards over the supply rack from which he armed himself.
�Bloody hell!� says the point man as the fire squad clears the room, �It�s one of those American Hell Dogs� The squad unties Peter, and they wrap a damp rag around his tortured hand.
�British Grenadiers here, and you�re lucky chap, we just saved you,� says the squad leader as he continues to pan the room.
Peter falls to his knees, the strength slowly coming back to his suspended limbs. He maintain his gaze on the hidden tunnel.
Go after him. Kill him!
�Oui,� says the squad leader, �You good?�
�Yeah, let me get my stuff,� says Peter. �I�ll follow you out later,�
�It�s not proper policy to free a POW, to just leave them on their own.�
�I�ll be fine.� Peter rises shakily to the table, grabbing his confiscated belongings. �I need some time to think stuff out.�
�We will be directly above where we are now.� The grenadier points his finger at the earth ceiling. �Follow the tunnel, it�s an easy one to the surface.� The squad leaves the room as their headlights illuminate the underground tunnel.
Peter grabs the knife that killed Rommel from earlier off the table, and enters the hidden hole. He crawls through the hastily made passageway, his knees and hands sinking into the displaced earth as he moves along. At the end is a dim light. As Peter comes out, he see the sniper on his knees facing an idol�one not of me! The sniper looks back at Peter in horror. Peter breaks out of the tunnel into the room as the sniper limps for his Dragunov.
Peter charges and tackles him, knocking the gas lamp over in the process. Its oil spills onto the floor around them, the uncontrolled flame licking up the oil into a firewall around the room and catching fire to the books and curtains around the idol. Peter smacks the sniper�s thigh wound disabling him, then pins one of his hands down, and jabs the palm of the other with the knife.
�Stop!� says the sniper.
He killed Rommel. Kill him slowly like they all tried to you back there. �I am the one in control. I am the one with the power here.�
Peter punches the man repeatedly in the face as he cries out. Just like the worthless thug in Nova Carthago. He stabs his other hand with the knife. He pulls it out and thrusts it into his side keeping it there. The man moans and gags through his swollen face. Peter pauses for a moment out of breath.
The man�s face is a beaten pulp, but yet he speaks, �Stop, you are becoming a monster. Don�t be what I am, what the aliens are.�
�What the fuck are you talking about,� says Peter, his hands soaked in the rebel�s blood.
�You don�t have to become a monster,� the man chocks on his bloated tongue and broken teeth, he turns to spit some out, �don�t let the war destroy you. Like it has our world.�
�Your world,� Peter snorts. Why are you listing to him? Just cut his tongue out so you don�t have to hear his shit. �You killed Rommel. I am going to kill you regardless.�
�I have killed many people. I regret every single one of them, even the Herculeans. Don�t be what I am soldier boy, go home, leave, to your home that isn�t destroyed yet.�
Through his gored and fucked up face distorted by Peter�s hands� he could see a fatherly type concern and sadness, a true regret of his past actions.
No! You fucking hate him. You hate all of these fucking people. The whole goddamn planet. You only love me! Love killing! �I can�t leave, I was sent here, and this is what I became.�
�Do you like killing? The act of ending life?� he says, barely speaking through his ruined face.
Yes, yes you do. It�s the ultimate freedom, the complete control over somebody else. To end them. Real unadulterated power. �It�s the only way I feel in control.� Really, why are you still talking to him?
�There are other ways to control your life, than ending others. That isn�t control.�
�What do you mean?�
It is wrong. Remember what you used to be?
Lies! Slay him! Bleed him like a pig!
�By killing other�s you only control their lives, but it won�t let you control your own,� says the sniper. �It will only take yours over too, it will control you the same way you exercise it over someone else. And you will lose the freedom you want. You will become a monster, soldier boy.�
Shut up! That is the dumbest thing you have ever heard! It is power, control. The exact thing you have always craved Peter. Now you have it. Buzz, I, let you be your true self�my obedient disciple.
Really? Do you believe that? Do you know what you have become?
�I like killing.� Peter twists the knife deeper inside his torso. The man cries out in pain once more.
He breaths heavy, blood leaving his mouth in waves from the internal punctures. �Then you�re already a monster, worse than I ever was. I am sorry.�
I rip the knife out. �Just kill me!� I slice my bicep, letting the blood drip onto his face. I slice my thigh, something lumpy and thick oozes out with my blood. I pull on it.
�NO!�
I rip at my cut pocket and wound. Looking for the other half. I find it, and I try to put it back together. But the blood has soaked it too much. Her white dress is red. The photo halves curling up and falling apart. The two halves slide out of my palm into the oil that is quickly licked up by the flame.
�JUST KILL ME!�
But instead, I stab him again and again. Blood flies in a stream across the room. I stab into his mutilated body, my tears fall and explode into little splashes against his blood, and yet he is still breathing somehow. His chest becomes a mesh of ripped apart flesh, intestines spilling out. I reach in with my hand and grab a handful. I look at the man. He is blinking and chocking to death.
How the fuck is he still alive?
I thrust the gore into his mouth fully suffocating him. The rebel tries turning his head away from my hand but fails. Finally he stops breathing, his own guts leaking out of his mouth.
I wipe my tears away, only adding more of his blood to my face. I kneel over the carnage of my kill. The room is a quiet wretched mess of gore and horrible smells. The oil burns freely in the corners consuming the idol he was praying to earlier. Consuming her, consuming the last of me. The blood forms into one river that travels directly into the flames before the melting idol, taking along the burnt ashes of the photo with them.
Why?
�Don�t let this war destroy who you are.�
You are truly gone.
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I stagger back to my supplies, reconnect my dosage control pad onto my forearm, insert the tube from my drug distributor back into my chemsack, and shoot up a shitload of DT. I don�t care if they find out at this point. I grab my helmet and dust off Rosa, and follow the tunnel to the surface. As the light greets me, my fucked up reality becomes calm again.
Tranquil. And I hear her.
There you go my little soldier. There you go.
Tears run down my face, stinging my eyes as they clear away the dirt around them. �Yes! Cloud! I love you!�
I pull myself out of the spider hole I was tortured in, and discover that I am in the middle of Rickshaw village. I�d never guess they had an underground fortress harboring rebels this whole time.
The village is destroyed. Shacks and huts on fire as helicopters hover in the distance firing at runners. I walk down the street and hear a commotion that draws me to a mango tree grove. A group of marines have formed a circle around a native girl slicing open mangos while others hold her limbs outstretched. They take turns raping here. Her screams carry out over the burning crackling wood and distant gunfire.
Whatever.
�What is going on here!� says a voice. The marines rise releasing her and come to attention. I turn to see Blake and Tarnus walking towards us. Tarnus walks over to the weeping woman that is now holding her naked body close to herself in the dirt. �You all know this is a fucking crime.� He looks around at the marines. �Next time you�re going to fuck some local, do it where I can�t see it!�
The crowd of marines leaves back to their ordering officers, and the girl limps away to her burned down hut where corpses lie strangled about in the doorway.
My hands are tied and my shins kicked in as I fall to the ground. �What is happening?� I say.
Tarnus checks my vitals. �He�s high as fuck on DT.�
�I�ll prick him first,� says Blake.
A needled meter takes a blood sample from my arm. �You son of a bitch,� says Tarnus.
�Private, you are by here discharged and under arrest for drug addiction while on duty,� says Blake. �You really did take all of the fucking morphine. Do you know you killed Vick because of it?� Blake pushes me down onto the ground, kneels beside me, and raises me by my collar a few centimeters from the earth. �Vick died from shock, because all the morphine was gone. You killed him.�
�Tie him up in the center of the village then give him some NorTab to make him sober,� says Tarnus. I am carried away and tied to a pole shirtless as my unit gathers around me.
I am sober. What have I become!
A helicopter hovers in, and lands nearby as the rest of Love forms around me in the center. Commissar Herus appears, limping towards us, and holding a black whip in his hands. �Love Platoon,� he addresses the group of marines watching. �Today a brother was lost in Easy. Because someone shot up all the morphine causing the injured man to die from shock.� Herus walks behind me. �That was this man. Our own Medal of Honor war hero. Nothing more than an addict that would rather put his selfishness before his own brothers. I do not need to even explain the sins he committed against the Party, against all of you, here today.�
The air cracks as the whip comes down with the first cut into my back. �Ah! I�m sorry!� My tears fall to the dirt as the whip keeps striking me. I look around in between bursts of pain at my unit. They look at me with hatred.
Even Isaac.
I call out to him, �Please!� Isaac lowers his head. The whip comes down and my own blood splatters the ground before me.
You deserve it. Maybe you�ll finally die.
But the pain! I can�t take it. Please make it stop.
The whip cracks again. �Stop!�
The whip cracks again. �I�m sorry! Please stop! Make it stop Cloud!�
The whip cracks again. �Stop! Stop, stop, stop, stop! Cloud! Cloud!�
The whip cracks again. �I�m sorry mom! Creon! Mom please take me away!�
The whip cracks again. �Please mama! Please I just want to go home! Take me away. I�m sorry!�
The whip cracks again. �I didn�t mean to kill him! Just make it end. Mama! Mom, mom! Take me away��
The whip cracks again. �MAMA!�
The whip cracks again. My world turns sideways and becomes blurry and distorted. I hear the crack of the whip against my body. Watch as the blood pours into a puddle around my feet. But I don�t feel anything.
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What�s happening? My face rests against a soft surrounding with an opening for my nose and eyes. In front of me is a checkered tile formation�a floor?
�More sedation, please.�
�Can it be performed while he�s awake?�
�He�ll be out in a few.�

�As you know, we have made it clear that military personnel are not to administer field stimulants, primarily Buzz as they call it, to themselves.�
�I�m not in academy, doc.�
�Of course. But why do we give them ability to easily break that rule?�
�What do you mean?�
�They can use their control panel anytime to shoot up, completely bypassing any authority figure.�
�Yes, but the punishment is grave��
�But it�s there. And you know it�s there for an experiment being conducted��
�Yes� that. I have been debriefed.�
�Well then this specimen speaks for himself. The authority experiment passed on him even though he broke the rules, something we never even thought of as possible.�
�Elaborate.�
�Private Peter here has been reported to have administered Buzz multiple times on his own initiative. We found it peculiar that he was not indicted on criminal activity and investigated ourselves, even before he ended up here. He is resistant to Buzz��
�Impossible. Doctor��
�Please, let me finish Marshall� Somehow, some way, he is. He is the fluke in it all, but get this. Despite being resistant, being able to essentially phase between sobriety and Buzz induced high, he chose Buzz. He chose to follow our authority, the authority of the Party, of the State. By breaking the rules we laid down, he instead self-directed himself to stay aligned to our authority. He could have been our greatest threat, but instead stayed obedient, and our greatest servant. He broke the game, but chose to still follow the rules� it�s rather amazing.�

�He�s squirming.�
�He has been conscious and will remain so till the surgery near his skull is finished. I need to make sure I don�t damage any part of his brain.�
�It�s time?�
�Yes, take a seat.�
�Once this is done, he will go through a phase of psychosis, encountering mental breakdowns and buildups till he is regulated and completely under our control. The beta drugs afterwards are crucial in his psychological therapy for the implants to operate. He will require routine refills like he did before on the field.�
After a few more slices from the cold knife, and pressure build ups around my head, I enter a blank world. Blank like a paper sitting before a writer before they commit any words. This is also how I feel, or don�t: empty, vacant of anything.
The hill in the center forms, but the grass is brown and dry. The weeds on the top have completely withered away and turned black. And the petals from the beautiful roses in the middle have all fallen off, decomposing back into the mound around their collapsed stems. The naked lady sits crisscrossed in front of the dead plant. Her body looks healthy, her hair combed and clean, but it still drops down covering her face. She laughs quietly to herself, as her wrists, free from the vines, relax on her knees.
�Hello? Is anyone out there!�
�Ah, look Mind, he has caught us on our way out.�
�Pity, let us leave quickly Soul, before more harm can be done.�
�Wait! Stay please, I need you to help me.�
�Body, begging is useless. The fact we have stayed so long already shows how much you have corrupted me so far. I fear the other Souls won�t even accept me now.�
�Or I,� says Mind.
�Don�t go! I need your help! You�re a part of me, remember?�
�We were. We were, Body. Before you became a monster,� says Soul.
�Hey! Stay, please!�
Nothing.
�Where are you? Come back!�
Nothing.
�Please.�
I am on my cot. The room is dark as I look around still tied to the bed.
�Peee-teer.�
�Who�s there!�
�Oh Peee-teer.�
�St�stop! Who are you?�
�Oh Pee-ter, you don�t know?�
A horrible face appears on the ceiling above me. Scarred and twisted. The very essence of terror!
�Pee-ter, look at me.�
�Stop, leave me alone!� I try to turn away from the face.
�I said look at me!�
The face glides down to within a few centimeters of my face. The darkness of the room exemplifies, only showing the horrible face.
�LOOK AT ME!� it shrieks into my face.
�Stop!� I close my eyes to try and escape it. Something rips at my skin. A cold piercing pain! I feel my warm blood trickle down my neck. I open my eyes in panic and see it. It�s a gigantic black owl!
�NO! GET AWAY!�
The owl screeches and rips at me with its talons.
�Snap! I am sorry Snap! You weren�t supposed to die!�
I try to scream more but it grabs my tongue with its beak, and rips away at it. My body shakes uncontrollably as I fight the bonds. HELP! PLASE DON�T DO IT! LEAVE ME ALONE!
�Peee-teer.�
The owl is gone, and I see glowing eyes of a masked face in the corner of the room. It is connected to a slim shadowy body and prolonged twitching limbs.
�Peee-teer, why are you afraid?�
I can�t stop the tears, the fear of it. It is gripping me by the very essence of who I am. Eating away at me. �Please, ple�please, just leave me alone.�
�LOOK AT ME!� The monster glides on top of me and the cot. Its demented limbs shake me. �LOOK AT ME NOW, PETER!�
It grabs me by the cheeks. A heat sucking force in its fingertips as it turns my face to gaze into its.
The horror!
The mask on its head dissipates, and underneath it is a white expressionless face like a manikin. It then bends and molds around mine.
�Peee-teer.� I realize it�s my own mouth talking now.
A mirror angles over me revealing my face. It is the monster�s!
�Oh Pee-ter, why are you so surprised?� my lips say as I watch the monster talk to me.
�No Peter. Oh no, no, no, no. I am not the monster,� says the horrible creature through my lips. �I am not something else.�
�I am you.�


WINTER

He who fights monsters should see to it that he himself does not become a monster. And if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.
� Friedrich Nietzsche
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Wake up.
Wake up now.
My eyes open. The room I�m resting in comes to focus.
�Morning,� says a nurse nearby.
The door opens, and others come in, all of them high ranking officials.
�Begin Oedipus Protocol now,� speaks one of the officials.
I close my eyes to utter darkness.
Remember, remember everything you�ve been taught. Do you remember who you are now?
I open my eyes. �Hello Chief Lucien.�
�Excellent, you have fully recovered. You took one nasty bullet to the back of the head fighting traitors at Khaf�Jadeed. You missed most of the liberation process sadly, suffering amnesia of events leading up till now. But let us make sure the amnesia only affected short term memory as believed.�
He sits down next to me. �Where were you born?�
�Los Angeles, South California State. I was raised in a Federal Orphanage.�
�Ah, not just any orphanage,� he corrects.
�Right, a Junior Party tenant and school facility.�
He smiles. �And what did you do once completion of preliminary schooling?�
�Joined the military, and became a Joint Party-Ranger operative.�
�And what were you doing here on Nova Terra?�
�Fighting the Herculeans and liberating the oppressed people from them and their old governments.�
�And, finally, what is your name?�
� .�
He turns away towards his peers. �He is ready.�
The room disappears as I fall asleep into the darkness.

Remember your training. Remember you�re a warrior. You are a champion of the Party and Cause. You�re life�s purpose is to fulfill the needs of your countrymen. They need you to win this war. They need you to be their champion.
�Up and ready!� says a Party Rep.
I jump out of bed and stand straight. It�s been nearly a week of training, to test that I�ve fully recovered. I can�t wait to finally get out of here.
�You�re to be at the city square immediately!�
I get dressed and leave down the hallway with the Party Rep, and meet other officers and Commissars gathering around in a balcony overlooking the center square of Jericho. Riot police and armed soldiers line the area as civilians watch and cry and protest. On the square stands fifteen tied and gagged men to posts. Before them awaits a firing squad at attention.
Chief War Commissar Lucien takes the square. �This is the face of the enemy. It is no different than the Herculean�s goal to eradicate humanity on this planet. These are the faces of terrorists. People who would rather raise arms and attack us,� he turns to the crowds who begin to boo him loudly, �your allies and your friends. They are cowards and traitors. And they will die for it.�
The drum goes off to a slow beat and the fire squad raises weapons to the ready. The drum stops, the soldiers fire. The bonded rebels collapse against their posts as blood fills the square. Lucien continues, �Starting today all Coalition controlled territory is under martial law. You will not leave the cities. You will not leave your houses past sunset. And under no circumstance will you be allowed to carry or own weapons. If you are discovered as such you will be treated as a terrorist. And this is what we do to terrorists.� Lucien leaves the stage, and the group directs me to a small air depot lined with Ospreys ready for takeoff.
I stand with my sack ready to leave. Before I depart a Party Rep and man in a lab coat meet me by my Osprey. The doctor speaks, �Do you feel sympathy for the rebels at all? That maybe their punishment was too harsh?�
I look at him. �I came here to fight Herculeans. And anyone who tries to get in my way of doing that is no better than the aliens. They shouldn�t have even been given a trial. We don�t give them to the Herculeans when we go out and fight them. No other enemy of the Coalition should be given that privilege either.� I feel the Party Rep pat me on the back, and I step onto the Osprey ramp to get back to my brothers in arms.
The Osprey takes off. Inside the hull are two other operatives and an officer. The officer informs me first. �Forget any past names you are familiar being addressed by. You are now Operative, Romeo-Alpha-Mike, or Ram. Your two squad mates on each side of me are Zero,� he points to a woman on the left, �Marksmen specialist, and Pi,� he nods to the man on the right, �explosives and demolitions expert.� They are both dressed in tight body encompassing ACU�s. �Ram, you are the support specialist.� He turns around towards a door. �This is no ordinary aircraft. Inside that door, is a miniature armory where you will be outfitted into prototype Legatis armor. These Legatis powered armor suits allow you to move while barely taxing any of your stamina, carry incredible amounts of weight, and sustain an equally incredible amount of damage. The rest of your team, Ram, has already began prep suit up, go inside and get fully combat operational.�
The door slides open. I enter it. The walls and ceiling are lined with robotic arms and arsenals of weaponry and armor. A voice command AI system interacts with me. �Remove exterior clothing.� I strip down naked. A container appears before me. �Attire ACU.�
I put the body covering fatigue over myself. Two robotic arms appear to each side of me. �Please stand still.� A cold grasp tightens around my ankles. I look down, my feet have been locked into place by metal clamps. Then two more robotic arms come down, one before and behind me. They get busy to work. They whiz about inserting an exoskeleton frame around my limbs and torso, that is then bolted together around my limbs in intervals, and large cylinder torso rings up to my shoulders. Next, large plates of gray armor are sealed onto the frame completely encompassing me, but the suit is extremely light. The world becomes dark and quiet. Wires and breathing tubes hiss while they are connected form the back of my helmet to my torso armor and life support system pack. There is a short whine, then my visor lights up into a heads-up-display, and lines of numbers scroll down the left side of the HUD.
The arms go away. One of the walls bends and leans out with a prototype XM-12 LMG. �Equip your weapon.� I grab the LMG. A large metal container is lowered behind me and screwed into my rear harnesses. The metal cylinder is connected to the stock of my LMG via a feeding cord. Next, a duel, oval shaped container is connected to the underneath of my LMG. My visor kicks in operational after booting up. The data on my armor and weaponry scroll pass my eyes. The LMG can alternate firing modes between rifle ballistic rounds or slug scatter rounds. The container connected on the bottom of the LMG is an under mounted grenade launcher.
These are some sweet toys. Can�t wait to see what he can do with them.
�Systems at full operational capabilities,� says the AI. �Systems go.�
The door opens behind me and my new squad mates stand nearby, grabbing the handle on the ceiling for support. The officer speaks into my earpiece. �The hatches below you will open momentarily Ram, you will enter the pod being ferried by this Osprey with your team. From there, the pod will be launched like an orbital missile directly into a war zone on the northern fringe of the Kuplar region that is resisting a Herculean advance. The battalion is sustaining high casualties. Your directive is to repel the Herculean invasion, and lead elements of any unorganized Coalition force back into combat.�
The hatches open and I step into the pod. I sit down and strap into a full body harness, where minutes later my teammates enter after me armored as well, and strap up. I inspect their Legatis armor. They alternate in size and equipment to fit their combat roles. Pi�s shoulder plates and combat helmet is shaded with a light yellow, and he has a double bandolier of tools and gadgets across his torso, and carries a large cylinder case between his legs. Zero�s armor is a dark red tint, her armor slick and compressed. A mono scope with multiple zoom range rings perches on top of her helmet, alongside an extended radio antennae on her left side so that she can communicate from farther distances.
The pod shakes viciously in the snowy clouds we ascend through.
The AI speaks, �Cabin loosing pressure. Operatives, perform closed system procedures now.� I scroll through the data on my visor while closing my right or left eye depending on what side of the screen I want to access, and blinking at the application I want to use. The outside rumble of the world becomes dwarfed and offset as my suit seals itself shut, and the noise of my breathing becomes louder. The suit creates its own pressure and I feel a normal heavy again. I breathe in the recycled oxygen from a canister on my back. I can only speak to my squad mates through the earpieces now.
�Pod disengaging in ten,� alerts the AI.
My LMG compacts itself into a neat rectangle that magnetically sticks to my side.
�Five.�
My squad mates give me a thumbs up. I grasp the buckles tightly.
�Two.�
It�s time to get these aliens off my planet.
�One.�
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Understanding where and what I am becomes blurred as the pod accelerates towards the earth. The pod flips and flops about, my head in a tense position as the straps and meshing try to keep it in place. Equilibrium never has time to catch up with me, and Zero in her red tinted power armor, ends up looking like a red towel in a wash cycle at laundry.
�Stabilizing,� says the AI.
The pod stops spinning, and instead, we bump up and down�must be the pod skipping over the snow covered landscape. The pod begins to roll again, and confusion of my surroundings takes over till the pod eventually comes to a stop. We take a minute to orientate ourselves.
�Determining best exit.� The pod panel above me explodes open as it flies off to the side. The overcast snowstorm welcomes us. We pile out of the pod. Snowflakes land on my visor and a blue electrical wiper streaks across to clear them away. Ahead of us, as outlined by my visor, lays the defensive shield of the besieged marines. Bright flashes of color break through the white and grey landscape as munitions fly and land about.
�Operatives, begin mission,� say the AI.
�Zero, do you copy?�
�Copy Ram.�
�Pi, do you copy?�
�Copy Ram.�
We run in a loose line. I lead with Pi near me, and Zero tailing farther behind with her huge marksmen rifle she lugs against her shoulder plate. We pass the command tents�dug up hovels in the snow�and artillery parks of automated howitzers that fire ordinance over the shield wall at the Herculeans. An observation tower, about eight meters tall and one hundred meters away from the frontline, sticks out of the pale landscape.
�Zero, set up over there.� I ping the location on my visor that will also pop up on hers.
�On my way.�
Pi and I are about twenty meters from the trenches when the shield wall goes out. The bunker towers that operated as channeling pillars for the shield wall sizzle as smoke fumes out of them. We near the trenches, Herculean fire picks up with the shields down. The marines cuss and curse. I watch an engineer waddle out through the snow towards a bunker, he plies off the circuit panel and attacks it with his utility built. Seconds later he flings backwards onto the snow on fire. He rolls around frantically to put himself out as marines crawl out of the trenches to get him.
�Hold men, hold!� says an officer atop the trenches, directing fire at the advancing Herculeans. I focus on him till my visor matches his voice to a name in the database. It is Platoon Commander Tarnus of Company L. One of their marines had received a Medal of Honor, before his tragic drug overdose due to a bullet puncturing his chemsack, and death by a rebel ambush while waiting for a dustoff. Damn, would have liked to meet such a hero.
I order Pi to set up inside a strip of trench nearby. He moves into it and kneels down. His mobile missile launcher on his back extends out to fire rounds. His right shoulder plate unfolds as a target finder is inserted on top of it. A tripod is set up and he connects a HMG to it where he begins to fire away at the Herculeans.
�Make sure to paint me targets Pi,� I remind him.
�I am assuming high yield opportunities?�
�Wouldn�t want it any other way.�
I drop into the front trench. Marines pause to look at me.
It looks like boys like the new look on him.
�What the fuck is that?� says one of them. I visor scan him. Private Isaac Kurtz.
�I don�t know,� says another�Corporal, Conal Bartolina. �But I want one.�
I brace my LMG by folding my left arm underneath it, and look for a target. The Herculeans are advancing under rectangular mobile shields that reject all projectiles flung at it, expect the howitzers that can fire over it. Marines mimic the batteries by lobbing grenades from repeating launchers to try and kill them before they reach the trench.
�Pi, paint me targets over the shields. Zero, try out some of your grape darts. When a shield is down, fire into the condensed groups before they can find cover.�
They both reply with a copy.
Pi�s target finder lobs a small beacon up into the air, my visor instantly picks it up and exaggerates it with a yellow circle around it. I watch it land right before one of the marching shield columns. The visor informs me that I will need to fire my grenade at a sixty-five percent angle to reach the beacon. I adjust accordingly and wait for the shield to walk over the beacon, and fire two rounds.
The grenades land on top of the shield wielders just making it over the shield itself. Two bright explosions followed by the shield collapsing visualize success. Then quick bursts of red circles appear before the exposed line. Those are Zero�s darts. The canister round she fires explodes right before impact, blasting dozens of shrapnel darts into her kill zone. Herculeans fall in waves as Zero�s darts, and concentrated marine fire tear at the exposed gaps. We repeat the process onto the next line with similar success. The Herculeans continue to advance towards our trenches, their alien screaming and war chants now hearable. Commissars on our side try desperately to out noise them with our own Party cries.
I look around as my LMG reloads itself, and notice�feel, something different I haven�t till right now. I have to strain to maintain the thought. These marines are eager, a product of their stims and valor in this just cause, but they are all fragile, small, weak from their time out here, and lack of superior equipment. One Herculean plasma bolt takes down any of them instantly, their bodies rolling and wrestling about in the trench as they fight uselessly against death. Where their corpses become trampled over by frozen boots, till the upturned snow covers most of their body. Till only the blood stained trench, the red turned snow they painted, is the only memory of them. This trench, once white like the national color of the Party, is now red, like the stripes on my flag, of the blood of sacrifice. If white is the color of purity and integrity that America claims, it is our red that allows it to be so.
�Heads up Ram,� alerts Zero.
He�s back�that was weird.
Keep him focus.
Our formulaic process of killing Herculeans is disrupted by an unfamiliar sight. Blue orbs shoot up into the sky from the Herculean side, and fall over us onto the artillery park behind. An engineer runs towards us shaking his arms wildly into the air. �EMP, EMP, they took our batteries out!�
�Fuck,� says Conal. �We must rely on our strength and valor men!�
Tarnus exit�s a foxhole to reach our line. �Communications have been cut! We are stranded! I am organizing a retreat! Prepare�� Tarnus� body collapses against the trench parapets, as the side of his head splatters over the snow frosted blue helmets of nearby marines.
A Commissar walks over placing a boot over Tarnus� corpse, his revolver smoking at the tip. �Warriors of the Coalition do not retreat! The Ideals of the Party do not retreat! We fight to the last man!� I scan him, Commissar Herus of Platoon L.
The marines cheer, and continue hurling death at the nearby Herculeans, taking back generous amounts of it themselves. I look over at a marine kneeling by Tarnus� body, he grabs his dog tag and places it into his chest pocket under his scarf. I scan him, Sergeant Blake of E Unit.
Blake rises from the body and comes to the top of the trench, so he is a few meters taller than all of us. The snowy wind flaps his cloak and scarf about as he talks. �Listen up! We are holding this line to they reach us, where we�ll organize a withdrawal to the next line of trenches.�
Herus looks at him broodingly, then turns around leading the marines in a war cry as the Herculeans advance. The Herculeans are too close for my grenades to do any effect with Pi�s target tactic. I switch to my LMG and order him to do the same. The Herculeans are about forty meters away, and I focus my weapon at any exposed positions to try and pick a few off.
Blue beams strike out against our trenches from hip fired Herculean gunners, similar to our shotguns. Whole areas of the trench are blown away and scorched as marines fall to the snow burning and screaming. The Herculeans try leaving their shields to charge us. We cut them down with concentrated fire and they stop their futile attempts, and instead march the shields closer to the trenches as before.
�I�m down,� moans Pi through my earpiece.
I check my visor to review his personal statistics. His left arm has been completely blown off, probably by one of those beams.
�Activate trauma support now Pi,� I say. The suit icon of him appears on my visor as a miniature figurine. The outline of his left arm is black with an explanation mark. After the command I gave, a green line appears at the edge where his arm was blown off and a new warning emote alarms on the visor, declaring that he is in a static state as morphine and plasma rush to his wound.
�Zero, cover fire while I retrieve Pi, drop a beacon so he can be evaced immediately.�
�Copy Ram.�
I unhook a smoke grenade, and toss it near Pi to shield him from Herculean fire while I move to his location. The Herculeans are twenty meters away, plasma fire at its highest intensity. Marines fall by the score, as wide plasma bursts rip through their flesh leaving behind smoldering exit holes and severed limbs. The snow turns a darker red as both species hit the ground. I alternate my LMG to its slug bursts option, and straddle the weapon sideways across my chest firing out of the trench as I reach Pi. Long sweeping bursts of shrapnel escape my weapon�s tip and cut away at charging Herculeans. I see Pi slumped against a piece of trench covered in a bath of his own blood, and the crisp remains of an arm smoldering about his feet.
�This is it men!� says Blake. �Everyone, if you have frags or phosphorous, hurl them on my mark!� Their shields are about ten meters away. I can hear the Herculean�s war cries at their loudest as they close in. �Then we will pull back a few meters and repeat!� finishes Blake.
�Pi, status report.�
�I�, what�what the fuck��
�Appears delusional, Ram,� says Zero.
�From shock, retrieving and relocating on targeted evac.�
I unhook the ammo pack on my back and drop it, and grab two metal straps and turn Pi to the side. I connect the two straps around four hook holes on his back armor, and turn around pulling on the levers on my front shoulder plates. The straps tighten, bringing Pi up against my back like a piggy-back ride
A Herculean pops out of the smoke into the trench, and tears apart at a nearby marine too slow to fire. It spots me next. �Zero.� I target the Herculean with my visor, so she can get an accurate trajectory.
The Herculean�s upper torso explodes as I finish saying her name, and it flies against the side of the trench. �Herc down,� she says.
I crawl out of the trench towards the second row, while firing the last of the slugs in my chamber to keep the Herculeans back.
�Now!� says Blake. Marines unhook their explosives, and pull the pins and hurl them. They land over the Herculean shields that are up against the first trench we are pulling out of. The last of the marines barrel out of the first trench, but many of them are shot down to only slide back in. The marines hit the earth and hide themselves with camouflage cloaks, mimicking the snowfall and scorched earth while I move to the LZ. Most of the Herculean shields fall over as some aliens are flung into the air from the explosions. The phosphorus burns many of them alive and creates a smoke screen for the rest of us to reorganize under.
�Again!� says Blake. The marines unclip their last grenades and pull the pins, tossing them over the trench at the scrambling Herculeans. During the time they hurl the grenades, the Herculeans exchange a wave of fire at us. I feel a burning sensation on my lower torso. Pi screams. I look at my screen. Pi has received a plasma hit to his thigh, and it ate through his armor hitting mine too.
�Zero, I require assistance.�
�Bird is almost here Ram. On my way as well.�
I see an Osprey break through the overcast. A screeching noise also erupts throughout the battlefield. Cruise missiles pierce through the snowy clouds, their exhaust tails lingering in the air as they pound into the earth around the Herculeans, adding fiery yellow and orange to the white landscape. Many are also danger close and take out friendly marines as they explode on our side of the trench. The outlines of armored vehicles and APC�s appear through the snow moving towards me, their turrets firing rounds at the retreating Herculeans.
The bird arrives hovering above, and I unhook Pi. A rope is lowered and I strap him in place. I grab his target finder as it can be useful for latter. �Good fight Pi, get some rest.� He ascends into the air through the snowfall, dangling about on the rope.
�Ram, Zero,� bleeps my earpiece. It is our leading officer. �Nice work on the line. You are to locate Major General Jack and assist him on your next detail. Command out.�
A blue diamond appears on my visor indicating where the commander is. I reach him and see Jack talking to any remaining officers and NCO�s. �Something is not fucking right,� says Jack, scowling. �Those shields should have been fine. I think it was self-inflicted sabotage from someone in the battalion, maybe a rebel sympathizer. Also, I didn�t get any word of the assault till minutes ago.�
�Are we getting reinforcements now, sir?� says Blake, while a medic begins putting bandages and cream around one of his wounds.
�This place will. But I have other news. We are moving out ASAP. A Coalition salient force is surrounded by Herculeans further north, and my battalion is being organized to aid them.�
�But our battalion is barely half strong, sir,� says Blake.
�I am aware of that.� Jack raises a cowl over his face to keep the wind and snow out. �Like I said, something isn�t right.�
He turns to me. �Goddamn, are you the fucking commandos I was told about?�
Zero stands by my side, unloading her sniper rifle and folding its stock. �Yes sir.�
�Shit just keeps getting stranger,� he says.
The convoy is loaded with the marines from the recent battle as we prepare to move out. Cruise missiles continue to rip through the clouds at distant targets. I wrap a gauze strip tightly over my punctured armor, where Zero clamps a thin metal sheet over it, and welds it into the armor with a plasma torch.
�To bad Pi is going to miss out on our next mission,� she mentions, I catch an undertone of playfulness in it. �It�s getting fun out here.�
I feel my cheeks stretch into a grin. �More killing for us.�
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We move with Blake�the new Platoon commander after being promoted to First Lieutenant�farther north past the Kuplar region to relieve a surrounded Coalition detachment.
We enter a frozen landscape as we go deeper north, away from the thick padding snowy terrain of the earlier battle into a temperate like forest entirely glazed over with white frost and ice. The shrubbery and bushes have died and retreated into the rock hard frozen tundra, while tall barren trees shoot up into the sky ending in a spider web busts at the top, interconnecting with their neighbors occasionally. Once in a while a loud repetitive sound will put everyone on alert. We finally discover what the noise is when a tall white tree snaps at its base and falls into the middle of the convoy. The tree crashes against the ground and unfortunate APC, shattering into a thousand shards that go flying. Marines scream as they pluck the frozen shrapnel out of their skin.
Marines on the trip start to complain about their fate as they remain sober for longer periods. They act scared about what they could face out here as we trek through the frozen forests. God, what is wrong with them? I can�t wait to be able to fight more Herculeans, and any rebel bastards that want to hinder the Cause.
On the morning of the second day, far out from the frontline and shield domes, Jack is told to return with all of his higher officers. Only Blake and a few other platoon leaders remain to lead the forces. Jack reassures everyone he will return shortly before we engage any enemies. A native auxiliary force of allied locals leads the convoy through the forest now.
As it hits evening the convoy is halted. After a while of no word why, Blake in frustration leaves our carrier to reach the natives up front. On his way there all the natives break for the trees, and a horn bellows out followed by more throughout the forest on either side of the convoy. The armored vehicles and carriers in the front explode into fiery balls of metal and human that are hurled against the white snow and falling trees.
�Contact!� says Conal from the carrier behind me. �It�s a fucking ambush!�
Finally a new fight! Let�s see what he can do before we snuff him.
My carrier is hit by a rocket, blowing apart the front and taking out most of the unit I was riding with. Marines hop out of the carriers to find cover farther down the convoy line. Rebel fire breaks out along the tree lines on both sides mowing marines down. I place the LMG eagerly against a port and fire at advancing rebels. More explosions erupt throughout the tree line as additional waves of rebels charge the convoy. �Focus on�� a sharp pain engulfs my entire body as I am thrown out of the carrier. I can�t move. The visor blinks off and on and the armor is frozen in place.
�The fucking Herc�s are here too!� says a marine.
I see more blue orbs falling, the ones the Herculeans used in the last battle.
Shit! They got more of those? They immobilized him.
�Someone come here!�
More Herculean ordinance strikes the convoy and rebel positions in the forest.
I see a marine dragging a fellow man nearby. �Vance, come on Vance, hold in there,� he says.
I call out to him, �Over here brother!�
He pauses by me. �What happened?� he looks terrified. I�ll never understand how these stims seem to work so poorly on them.
�I am stuck marine, get me out of this armor! There is an emergency release lever on the rear of my neck.�
He comes over and pushes me to the side. A burst of bullets pepper the ground around us. The marine that was being dragged flops about, then lies still as his blood reddens the snow around him.
�Oh god! No, fuck!� says the marine helping me. He rolls over grabbing him by the head. �Vance! Vance!�
Goddamn it! Finish getting him out of here.
�He is dead! Now get me out so we can avenge him!�
He turns back to me, his face a mess of tears and snow, and pulls on the lever. �We are retreating man, Jack�s orders. He gave us NT, it�s a lost fight. We got to go!�
Retreat? Where is a Commissar when you need them?
My armor releases, and I push it aside as I rise freeing myself. I take my interior helmet off as it has been damaged by the explosion and fall. I glance at the marine, �Coward.� I spot a carrier, with an HMG on the top probing out just calling for me to use it.
�Peter!� the marine yells at me as I move towards the carrier.
I pause. What?
No! You are Ram, strong hero of the Cause. Back to fighting!
He grabs and turns me around. �Oh my god! It�s fucking you!� he says. �You�ve got the birthmark and everything! I thought they killed you! Let�s go!�
My head hurts. Who is that? Stop! I push him away and move for the carrier.
He grabs me again. �It�s me Peter, Isaac! Your fucking roommate!�
Shove him off, and crawl up the carrier!
I get up onto the carrier and place my hands on the HMG.
The marine cries at me from down on the blood soaked snow. �Come on Peter. We got to leave! We�re supposed to look out for each other! I�m sorry Peter! Come on!�
Ignore him. They are cowards to not fight to their dying breath. He continues to beg. Pathetic this regiment is, just a bunch of losers and failures, that would rather run and hide than confront the enemies of the Coalition.
I feel pressure on my vest cuff. The marine is pulling hard on it.
�Let go!� I say.
He pulls harder. I look over; he�s placed his feet against the side of the armored carrier for support. �Let go or I�ll kill you!� I�m now bending backwards over the edge with my arms flailing above for balance.
�Peter I am sorry! I am sorry I didn�t show I still cared when they beat you! Please come with me, we got to leave!�
There is a sharp pain on my lower neck followed by a snap and I fall backwards�and I swear I could hear another person�s voice inside my head screaming.

�Peter, go!� says Mom. Creon starts calling from his room upstairs.
�What�s wrong? Is Snap okay?�
�Peter, now! Check on Creon!�
I run upstairs. I tell Creon Mom just broke a plate so he can calm down, then run to my room that overlooks the roof of the front porch. I creak open my window and crawl out. The moonlight shines onto the shingles showing me where to step. My pajama bottoms get caught on a loose shingle. I pull on my legging with palm trees so I can reach the edge faster. Below me is dad caring Snap in his arms, his wheat colored fur covered in red.
�Is he alive?� says Mom.
Dad shakes his head. �That damn owl got it. This is horrible. He was only a puppy. Supposed to grow up with Peter, teach him death at an older age when he was ready for it.�
He lowers Snap by the doorstep and Mom kneels over him. �How are we going to tell him?�
There is a screech behind me. I stumble. I look back as I fall off the roof. Above me is the black owl�it killed him! I fall without any power to change my course, uselessly against the ground. Powerless to bring Snap back.
�Call the ambulance!� says Dad.
I lie motionless on the stone pathway up to the door. Dad stands over me feeling my body, trying to ask me where it hurts, but I feel all numb, like I am not inside myself anymore. Right by my side is Snap, and I do feel his fur against me, something warm gushes onto my chest. The black owl screeches in the night. �Snap,� I gasp weakly, crying.

Then his fur is cold.
Isaac screams. Everything changes.
Time is slow as I fall upside down towards the snow. And I feel useless, powerless as I descend. I watch the ambushing rebels slaughter helpless marines as they try to flee towards the sound of reinforcing choppers. I watch as they fall to the ground into fits of bloody deaths under bullet fire. I watch the rebels as they come up to their bodies and shoot away at them even though they are already dead. Injured marines raise their hands begging as other hands cut them apart with knifes and swords. Others shove their barrels into their bodies and fire away, exploding flesh out their exit cavities. The complete terror on their faces as they crawl away and are gunned down. Like the terror of the faces when I gunned down the innocents at Khaf�Jadeed.
War is a cycle of fear and ignorance.
I remember the guilt, the pain, the sorrow and self-hatred I have for myself. Of once being an actual human being. I remember it all as I crash against the snow with Isaac. The world in all its ugly and evil fully revealed and before me�invading�I am forced to accept it.
I get up to my knees. The pain is horrible in my neck. I place my hand to the rear of it, and discover my drug distributor is dangling freely about from its cord that is inserted into my spine. �Isaac, I remember!�
He looks at me in agony and confusion. �I can�t stand! Help! Get us out of here!�
His right foot has been blown apart and the shin badly gored. �Hold on.� I grab snow and rub it against his foot while wrapping a bandage around it. Oh shit, Zero. I drag Isaac to the rear of the carrier. I hear a distinct crack of the rifle she uses. I crawl out and quickly grab the target finder, and see her running my direction away from the front of the ambush.
�God!� Isaac cradles his shredded foot. �Get us out of here man!�
Helicopters appear, zipping about firing missiles at the tree lines.
Maybe.
I peek out and aim the target finder at Zero. She pauses taking a quick shot that zips pass by my hands and knocks down a marine behind me. She then kneels to aim better. I pull the trigger and a spherical beacon flies out near her.
A barrage of missiles fired by a nearby Kiowa little bird redirects itself towards the beacon, and smacks against the snow around her into a bright explosion.
I drop the target finder and pick Isaac up, placing him onto my shoulders, and move for the landing choppers. Blue streaks of Herculean missile fire come crashing down against the convoy. Chunks of trees disintegrate and fly apart into burnt branches and splinters as vehicles and humans are ripped apart.
�I remember everything Isaac! You�re my brother!�
He is weeping deliriously now. �I�m sorry Peter. I left you when you needed me�� he screams.
�Isaac!� We are getting closer to the rescue helicopters. Jets zoom over the frozen forest firing back at Herculean vessels and rebel locations. Hellfire missiles explode against the front of the convoy from descending gunships. I buckle under Isaac�s weight as my leg gives out. I roll off to the side behind a demolished carrier. Isaac is left out in the open. I look over at my thigh�fuck�it�s been hit. I move out for Isaac, but snow flies up around me along shrapnel shards that cut my arms. I retreat back.
�Get out here traitor!� says Herus.
Isaac holds his lower torso where he�s been hit. He wrestles about trying to move. I look around for a gun. To my side is a horribly burned marine, scorched black and stuck into place against the exploded carrier he must have tried to escape. In his grasp is a XM. I grab onto it, his leathery fingers break off as I pull and it burns my hands.
�Fuck!� I pile snow over it hoping it will cool it off.
�Peter!� says Isaac, terrified. �Where�d you go?�
I look over at Isaac from the cover I sit behind, a red burst erupts from his shoulder as he screams louder.
HERUS!
�I�ll kill your rebel bastard friends!� says Herus.
I peek out; Herus stumbles towards me passing marines as he reloads his revolver.
I bring out my XM and aim.
�Don�t shoot me!� says a young kid, cowering in the snow before my rifle and wearing pajamas.
What the hell?
I close my eyes and turn away. I peek back out again but am greeted by Herus� knee. I fall sideways, my nose broken and its blood splattering the snow. I look back up, in my blurry vision is the kid standing over me�then I feel the steel barrel of the revolver resting against my head. I kick out.
The world is quite, and my earlobe rings in the worst fucking pain I�ve had. I grab them to try and stop the ringing while I rise to my knees. Herus is on his back trying to reach for his revolver he dropped. I grab my XM behind me and collapse on top of Herus with it. The world is still soundless as Herus� face spits at me with rage. I push the rifle up against his chin, lean to the side to doge the barrel tip, and fire.
I feel the warmth of his exploding face coat mine.
I look about from the ground over Herus� limp arm as my ears ring. Marines fall from the crossfire and others attempt to find cover to fire back. Most of them run my direction and pass me to reach the landing choppers. I look to the side at Isaac. His body is fighting a seizure, his right arm frisking the air desperately at me. I drag myself towards him.
His mouth moves, making the motions of screaming and talking, but still all I hear is the ringing. I rub more snow on his wounds. I rip his medical pouch off and fumble giving him morphine. I watch my useless hands shake violently before me, repeatedly dropping the syringe into the snow. I grab a passing marine tackling him, and aim the syringe at him then point at Isaac. He crawls over and shoots him in the upper chest. He moves to the side to try and help me raise him next, but he falls over, a gaping hole in his neck squirting blood everywhere. He grabs his neck to try and stop the bleeding, and his other hand grabs tightly on Isaac�s face for support. I try to make him let go. Isaac tussles from the pain, the veins on his forehead about to pop, his wounds gushing more blood as the marine�s grip intensifies. I punch the man in the neck, he lets go of Isaac as he hacks blood onto his own visor.
I am so sorry.
I lift Isaac up around my shoulders, and move with the fleeing marines again.
The sound of chaos starts to come back to my ears.
�I�m sorry Peter, I love you! I love you as my own brother!�
�Hold in there! Okay? We�re gonna make it.�
I fall to my knees from an explosion nearby that causes a horrible sting in my thigh from where I was hit. I glance at it to see the muscle is ripped more. I rise with all my strength swallowing the pain. I have to get us there.
Isaac continues crying. �I�m sorry. I�m sorry! God I am sorry! Please. Please! I love you Peter.� I feel him place something inside my thigh pocket.
�Isaac stay in there, we�re gonna make it! Stay with me, okay!� I am meters away from a chopper. The side gunner lays down suppressive fire and waves me on frantically.
I reach the hull, and slide Isaac onto it as I hop on.
The chopper starts to rise into the air.
�He�s dead!� says the gunner. �Get him off to make room.�
What? I look at Isaac. His face stuck into a motion of terror as his wounds leak blood onto the hull. �No! He�s fucking fine!�
The helicopter rises as marines attempt to hurry to it. Most of them are shot down by rebel fire, and the rest jump into the air crying for us to land back down.
�Get him off now!� says the gunner. His spent bullet shells bounce off Isaac�s body.
My face is against Isaac�s cheek. �Why? We are leaving anyway.�
He drops the turret and kicks Isaac off the hull before I can react. I lean over, my hands clenching the metal edge as I watch his body fall to the ground on top of the jumping marines. All I remember of him is his terror struck dead face.
The horror of death defeating life.
NO! The horror!
I fall back against the hull. I look at my blue frozen hands, still caring his blood on their fingertips. My heart as numb as them.
Isaac, please, please come back.
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�I�m sorry,� says the gunner. �I had to. I don�t think the General wanted to freight the dead.�
�What?�
�Right behind you, Private,� says a voice. I look up to see Jack, sitting in the corner of the hull. His cowboy hat against his chest, and his hands moving along its edge trying to straighten a crease.
The events of the ambush drifts away from the physical as the rescue helicopters fly us away from the scene, but it remains ever present in my head, in the metaphysical in all of our heads. The hull is covered in blood and gore, dirty snow, and vomit from the other marines that hurdle among themselves, lost�Isaac!
Jack grabs the top handles for support and sits down nearby. I let the numbness take me over. His words flow into my ears. �It was me who chose to spearhead the reinforcements to save y�all from getting completely wiped out. Shit, Marshall Hannibal is probably having a fit that one of his most trusted commanders disobeyed direct orders.�
I glance up at him. So he doesn�t know. Nor how fucked we are for not dying nice and easy here.
�You look surprised. I was called back because I was too valuable to lose. The big man Hannibal just said if things went south to report that y�all meet up, and under overwhelming forces were defeated in a valorous fight to the death�or so how the Party would show it. Anyway, you probably don�t know this, but Hannibal loves his army, he loves you Private. This probably comes as confusing to you considering what I just said. But he really does. If there would have been no adverse effect on the army if he abandoned that surrounded division you were sent out to save, he would have not sent you, so that he could have saved your life. More men died trying to save them than if we left them to their own devices, and that�s what Hannibal would have done, but you know the motto, �No man left behind.��
Jack chuckles, opens a container grabbing a cigar, and rolls it about his fingers. �But that�s also why I came for y�all. Hannibal is one of those fatherly utilitarian kind of figures, he doesn�t want to waste any unnecessary lives of his army, of his men, but he will also do whatever necessary to try and keep y�all happy�while also trying to win�to keep you as best content as possible, and I think that�s impossible to do. Obviously he�s done a shit job on the making us all happy part, but not because it�s his fault, this is a goddamn war, not vacation after all. But also, it�s because of this war specifically, it�s a different type of war. It�s a special war.�
He lights the cigar and takes a puff blowing the smoke out to the wind. �I came to save you guys because you�re all we have; there were no more reserves to send, no more reinforcements. The nations at home can�t get along and shit is hitting the fan there. Our whole Coalition is breaking apart as we know it, ironic how it�s happening while we�re millions of miles away fighting aliens, but it is. And I know you hate me, Private, everyone does, and if you didn�t hate me then I haven�t done my job right. It�s not because I like to be hated, it�s because I have learned I am only hated when I do my job perfectly, so that�s the only way I know I am doing stuff right.�
He puffs his cigar, the red smoldering circle at the end of it continues talking, �As I said though, this is a different type of war. I used you like a part of my tool belt and you became one of my most valuable tools. And I knew I could push y�all far without you needing to hold my hand. Whether you like it or not, you�re a pawn. And I play chess very aggressively. I use pawns to win, I sacrifice them when need to. But I am not a coward or unfair. I don�t play chest from a safe armchair like sweet ol� Hannibal. I am a marine first, and I wouldn�t ask you men to do anything I wouldn�t. That is why I disobeyed orders and came back to save you. Because I always fight with my men, and two,� he glances at the other marines slumped and bleeding over each other in the hull, �this would have been a waste of a pawn.�
He glances at me for a moment. �You�re looking angry as I expected. You need to hammer that truth into your head Private. It�s what you signed up for, well not really for you, because you were drafted right?� Jack�s mouth grins through the smoke. �Well, it�s what you agreed to when you were born a citizen of the U S of A. You got to see though, Hannibal and I have different philosophies and strategies, but our outcomes and face value decisions are practically the same. See, you would be safe and cozy in your foxhole if Hannibal had his way in not aiding the stranded division, but he had to try even though it makes no sense to me that he did�higher up�s orders I suppose. As for me, you would also be there safe and sound if I were in control, for I would have never sent that division off knowing quite well it would get destroyed. And if I did�even though I wouldn�t�and circumstances were different, I would have sent you out, and then another if you failed, and finally, as what did happened, I still would of rode out to save what was left of my boys regardless. And it looks like you were a lucky one, one of the apples I grabbed out of the orchard that was ablaze and brought home.�
Jack taps his cigar on his boot, and the ash flies off into the wind. �Back to my other point though, this war. When I was young, at the field during recess, I would grab handfuls of ants, and put them near other ants. They wouldn�t fight a lot, mostly try to run away or dodge each other, they only really killed each other if it became a matter of interests, like over a piece of food or if the other colony got to close to home. Well one day I took that handful of ants, and found some termites. I put them down near each other, and you know what happened? They fucking destroyed each other, it was an insect genocide. An insecticide! No mercy, or trying to escape, they ripped each other apart. So I added more to the fight, and for hours they kept on killing. The ants then began building lines from their colony to the termites, and their huge lines swarmed the termite nest. The termites fought back, but at the end of the day, the ants wiped every one of those termites out, even the eggs.�
He takes a long puff from his cigar and stares at me. �You�re an ant Private. This Coalition is a swarm of ants, and those Herculeans are termites. Termites are a lot bigger and scarier, they require lots of ants to take down, but ants are stronger than termites, that�s why they always win. You�re my handful of ants, and when I find a termite, I drop you off around it and watch you duke it out, just like when I was a school kid. These are Herculeans. They are another species, just like ants and termites. And different species like to wipe each other out, it�s an instinct kind of thing. That�s what the Herculeans are trying to do, clearly they see us as a threat, or they need something we�re using. So they are trying to remove us. But my brave handfuls of ants won�t let that happen. And if one handful fails, I send another, the colony will always make more, and more handfuls I�ll send till I win.
�The threat to that strategy is when the colony gets cut off though. And that�s what happened here with Hannibal�s bizarre orders. So sometimes I have to come back and separate the bugs and take mine back. Even though Hannibal loves you, I acted more in your self-interest coming out and saving you, funny huh? Your loving father would have left you, because he has more soldiers he loves elsewhere. But I don�t love you, I can�t, or I couldn�t do this job. When you make the field a chess game and the pawns are insects�or just pawns for that matter�that�s when and how you win a war. Off their skill and use, not some mushy belief that everyone has an intrinsic value to just be alive. Shit, this is war, if we were worried about lives and love, we wouldn�t be having one now would we?�
Jack finishes his cigar, and blows the last inhale of smoke into rings that disappear through the wind, followed by his tossed cigar bud. �You let that all sink in, Private. This war is different, and the Herculeans know that too, that we are all just bugs, pawns, which you use to win. Nothing more. You boys are the cash of war. Before we send you out on a mission, we always estimate first how many body bags we�ll need to order. It seems harsh, but war is a strict merchant.�
The helicopter lands back at base. �This is your stop, marine. Finish this war, and maybe you can go back to your other life.�
�General.�
He looks back at me slightly surprised. �Yes, Private?�
�I will be honest with you,� I cough�you got to finish this. �I fucking hate you. But because you are the only one I can trust now. And because you fucked everyone here who was supposed to die. I have something that I need to tell you.�
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�You expect me to believe this?� says Jack. We have returned to the northern Kuplar regional HQ base, where I have told him everything in his field office. A clamp has been placed around my thigh wound which takes the pressure off of it when I walk, and my broken distributor cut off.
His radio goes off, �Major General, General of Kuplar Battalion. Answer immediately!� It�s Marshall Hannibal.
Jack turns to the radio, �Yes Marshall I copy. This is Jack, sir.�
�You are to stand down immediately, I repeat, stand down immediately from you post for disobeying orders.�
Jack turns the radio off and looks back at me. �And I thought he was the nicer one. Turns out he�s an asshole too.�
�Is that reason enough now?� I say.
�Well no, I am fucked for disobeying orders��
The ground shakes around us. An officer runs through the door, �We are under attack!�
�By who!� says Jack.
�It�s an orbital bombardment, our own Fleet I think! Tell them to stop!�
Jack grabs his gear and rifle. �Now I believe you Private.� He turns to his officer. �I can�t. We have been compromised. But if you ever want the truth of your death known you will take this marine to safety immediately.�
�Where will we go General?� says the officer.
�Go to the refugee base ten kilometers south west from here. It�s on your PDA.�
The bombardment continues and we fall from the force of the shelling. �Why there?� I say.
Jack grabs a box and chemical vile and hands it to me. �You will use this vile to undergo facial burning to hide your true identity, so you can get medical treatment there under your new name. You will say you are a native. The ID of a deceased male local not yet reported is in the box. I am giving you refugee clearance and you can take a ship back to Earth.� He stamps a seal of approval on the paper slip of an asylum form. �Fill it out when you get there with the ID�s info. Now get the fuck out of here.�
We exit the field office to the burning base around us. Streaks of bright ordinance rip through the snow gray sky destroying the base. Jack�s field HQ is on a slope on the outskirts of the base, but the bombardment begins creeping towards us.
The officer takes me away on a Humvee and we drive on a trail to a nearby village. The bombardment continues behind me as a lighting storm from the heavens itself. Attacking aircraft are silhouetted in the sky by the bright flashes as they strafe the base.
The office rips my forearm control pad off, then his, and tosses them. He pulls over and kicks in the radio and schematics box in the jeep. �They can track us through anything info related,� says the officer. He turns his head so the back of his lower neck where the drug distributor is shows. �I need you to rip it out for me.�
�Why?�
�Yours was ripped and cut by the General. I need mine gone too. It may have not been known to you Private, but the military has GPS�s on these.�
�How am I going to take it out?�
The officer opens the glove box to the container Jack gave us. In it is a scalpel. �Use your knife to prop it in and the scalpel to pop it out.�
He takes a shot of morphine. We cover our cloaks over us and the Humvee to blend in with the snow storm. I place his cuff down and cut away at the indentation of where the drug distributor is and ply it out. Next I clamp the cord that goes into the spine. He cusses throughout the procedure begging me to stop, but we are done shortly and on our way again. We abandon the Humvee for better secrecy after drones fly in our direction, and use the cloaks to conceal ourselves the rest of the way. We become white with the land.
On our journey I see that little boy from Nova Carthago in the alleyways and the ambush, appear and disappear in between the wind puffs of snow. �Go back Peter! Fight, fight to your last breath!� he says.
Is this really happening?
He begs again. �Go Peter! I want to grow up and go to college and have a family, but I can�t if you don�t fight for my freedom and protect me against the aliens. Fight or they will kill me! Go and fight, fight till you die Peter!�
One moment he is right in front of us stopping me still. He is in pajamas that have palm trees designs over them, and on his chest is splattered blood. �Don�t follow him you coward! Go back and fight! You�re a filthy alien lover. You never loved humanity, Earth! Or yourself. Go and fight till you die, be something for once!�
It�s me. It�s my younger self.
It is just an illusion. It�s not real Peter.
�I am real, I am you with hopes and dreams! The person you�ll never be because you don�t stand up for anything! You won�t go back and fight!�
Listen to him.
You turn around. The officer yells louder.
Ignore him!
Peter walks, but his head hurts again. He falls down against the snow grabbing his head.
Go away!
I never thought I would be so terrified of my younger self, and at the same time, also really fucking hate him.
I turn back towards the officer, towards the apparition yelling at me.
It�s just an illusion.
Is it Peter?
My body becomes colder than the snow beneath me. You�re, you�re�
I never left my brave little soldier. Lie down. Rest in me. See what�s below you? It�s clouds. Remember the clouds? How wonderful they are to you. I was to you?
I have to keep going. I need to�
Hush, my little soldier. Rest. You need to rest.
The snow surrounds my face. But it�s not hard and frozen. It�s soft.
There you go my little soldier. There you go.
�Peter!� Someone shakes my arms. The snow becomes hard and freezing. I can�t stop shaking. My nose is bleeding but it has already frozen over and I can�t breathe out of it.
�I can�t!� I cry. I cough and spit against the snow.
�I ca�� The officer wraps my face in his undercoat and shoots water from his camel pack up my nose. The dissolved blood gushes down my lips.
Peter, what are you doing? Come back to your Cloud!
�I can�t. I can�t,� I whisper into his chest.
He lifts me up and carries me. I see my younger self again! I stumble off the officer and he turns around to grab me. But I hold him off and get up myself.
Come back! Don�t you love me?
I take the step forward and break through the apparition. He and Cloud are gone for now.
We travel through the frozen forests and hide under our cloaks. I discover the officer�s name is Troy. On the second night Troy cries bitterly against my shoulder. We use our cloaks to wrap ourselves together. The cloaks conserve heat perfectly like a warm room. One of the few technological advances I appreciate the military for giving me. He cries, and I cry back to him. My life, where has it gone? Isaac, Isaac, Isaac, I�m so sorry. Isaac, what have I done to you?
�What troubles you?� I ask him the next morning, as we near the village and larger refugee camp next to it.
�Last night? It�s Jack. I never thought he would die� so early, and by betrayal too. He was the only one I confided in, and he to me.�
It all makes sense now. The reason why Jack trusted him so much and his loyalty back to him. They must have had a relationship before the unfolding events a few days ago.
�I�m sorry.�
We stop near the refugee town, and hide in the forest for the procedure to alter my appearance.
�Remember, you are now Jonan Straze,� says Troy placing the ID into my pocket. He hands me raggedy clothes he purchased quickly from a merchant in the town, and I switch into them. I remember the side pocket of my old ACU, the one Isaac placed something in. I grab it real quick. It�s his lighter, and the folded paper of the poem game�it was his turn too. I blink away the sadness. Later buddy. I place it inside my new clothing.
Troy offers to give me a few shots of morphine. I realize I haven�t taken any drugs since Isaac pulled the distributor out of my neck, and strangely, I have not really desired them either. I will never take them again. He mounts me tight with his legs around my chest and places the cloaks over us to hide. He hands me my torn ACU to bite into as he opens the vile.
�Are you sure about no morphine?� says Troy.
�I am sure,� I mutter, biting into the fabric with all my might.
He opens the vile and rubs it onto a sleeve and quickly spreads the residue onto my face and neck, and then tosses the clothing into the snow so as to not burn himself. I scream into the gag wishing I had taken morphine. It feels like someone is ripping the skin off of my face with their bare hands, and replacing it back on in the most painful way possible. Troy holds me from squirming as I try to kick and flair my limbs in the agony to rip at my face. Hours later the pain is still tremendous but I am able to walk.
�How do I look?� I grimace through my burnt lips.
�Fucked up,� he laughs.
At the gates are Peace Core personnel and armed Coalition soldiers. �What is his status?� says the trooper.
�Burn victim, local from the Kuplar campaign,� says Troy. �I have his refugee asylum approval papers, and I am a commanding officer of Major General Jack�s battalion.�
The guards look at each other, and instantly open the gate for us to pass. I am aided to a clinical ward and my face is plastered in cold soothing rags. That same evening I am cleared for transportation to an international space port for travel back to Earth. The journey there will take a few days as I have to go via buses and trains towards Nova Carthago.
I leave with a sack of money and supplies onto a crowded bus with other refugees. The rows are almost impossible to walk through as people and belongings are crammed everywhere possible. Troy stands watching me off from the station. �What will you do now?� I ask him through a lowered window.
�I don�t know, lie low and hopefully get off this planet too,� he says with a smirk as the bus begins to take off. �Take care!�
�You too!� I say. As the bus leaves, I see a group of Coalition troopers led by Party Reps scanning people with face recognizers, and soon they reach Troy. The grab his arms as he tries to fight back. They beat him down with their rifle butts. I am about to scream out at him, but I see his bruised face rise form the snowy concrete, and we make eye contact for the last time.
His eyes are full of pain and sadness, but also determination, and a glisten of hope that seems so out of place in this horrible world.
But yet, it is there, hope.
His eyes tell me be quiet. To continue the journey, the task I have. A rifle smacks into his head and he falls to the ground as they hogtie him.
The train drudges off into the countryside. I sit squished against the window as the cold wind smacks into my face. I am now the only survivor of Love Platoon and the battalion sent to Khaf�Jadeed, of the ambush that killed everyone I came to know over this past year. I am now the only one left that can possibly reveal the truth about my demise, about my fallen brothers.
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I take a monorail across the Coalition secured territories, back to Nova Carthago from the Confederate City States. My younger self sits next to me on the train. �Why are you doing this Peter? You�re a coward, a traitor! What about my hopes and dreams Peter. I want to go to college and be a force of change like you did.� He weeps against the seat. �Now I can�t ever be that because the Herculeans will destroy my home and kill me. Because you ran away! Because you won�t got back and fight them till you die. I will die instead! I had dreams and a bright future and you ruined it. Go back Peter, go back and fight. Be a man for once! Be my hero!�
I look out the windows at the beautiful countryside that is occasionally ugly with pockets of destruction. �Go away.�
He keeps screaming.
I close my eyes. There is beauty still here. There is still hope.
I think of Alison�s gorgeous eyes.
I think of the weekends Isaac and I spent cruising around that route, talking about what we�re going to be in life. How eager we were to take it on.
I think of Mr. Martin�s genuine smile he gave me every day before class. His smile that made me feel real and excited for the great things he told me I would do and be.
I think of my little brother and the fun times I had laughing with him over something silly and stupid. But yet it was those times that are still very important to me, because they are the memories that help me carry on now. His love and the love my family gave me that I never really appreciated, not till my self-destruction here on Nova Terra.
Why, and what happened to me?
�Out of the way!� says a woman. I lean over. Two combat medics carry a stretcher with a man on it, his arms hooked up to IV�s and limbs firmly strapped in. As they pass by a bag falls out: morphine. I stare at my old friend, trying to remember why I ever made its acquaintance. The medic grabs the bag and shoves it back into the stretcher.
War is the drug.
It has a different variety of highs but always the same side effects. One morning we can wake up, and shoot up a dose to get our fix and things can be great. Our platoon will set up a successful ambush for some rebels or probing Herculean unit and it�s a fucking turkey shoot. We walk away with a victory and zero casualties. Or another day we take a lighter dose, and we lazily watch atop a hill at a beautiful starlit night scene of aircraft blowing the shit out of a town, and it looks like Fourth of July.
But sometimes, we get some bad shit. And when we shoot up that impure dose it�s a nasty trip. We can spend an entire day in a minefield playing a lethal game of twister, and at the end of the day I walk away with my friend�s blood soaking me as the only reminder of what�s left of him. Or we get the shit beat out of us by a Herculean barrage and are lucky if we only get away with heavy injuries. The worst trips though, are when I watch a man, a friend I just began to love in this shithole, die. Those funny expressions he would say or make on his face that made us laugh, turned into an empty nothing, like the souls we once used to harbor.
All become lost to war.
Then the side effects. The most obvious one is that people die, and even more so blatant is that everything gets destroyed. Peoples� old lives, the land, the towns, nature, even the fucking farms too. All ravaged and burned, littered with corpses, spent ammunition and rubble. At first it�s exciting and rewarding to blow apart an enemy position that was causing us grief. Something I can look at and say, I did that. I blew that fucker and the whole landscape around him away. It doesn�t dawn on us till later how destructive and messed up we really were. And that�s when the nightmares and our self-loathing get worse. How much we hate ourselves for what we really are. For what the drug really is. To think that we�re the cause of some innocent�s death caught in crossfire, or that the building we blew up was actually sheltering a group of civilians that never did shit to us.
And the worst side effect kicks in as we come down from our high: the withdrawal. But also the reality.
That we�ll never stop taking it.
It�s beyond addiction.
It�s a forced dose I can never stop taking.
Wake up. Shoot up. Kill.
It�s a forced dose I can never stop taking.
Night time. Shoot up. Kill.
It�s a forced dose I can never stop taking.
Repeating the same horrible shit I did the day before.
Because it�s a forced dose I can never stop taking.
The drug lasts in my system as long as I last. I can never get clean, never quit. And when I die, my blood will soak the earth and the drug will seep into the roots of plants and kill them too. It will seep into the water supply and kill those who drink it. The sun will dry up my blood and when the clouds rain, it will rain the drug and kill those who are under the storm. The sin will repeat as an endless cycle because it�s the worse addiction out there and someone will always be trying to get their fix, always finding a reason to start a war. And the drug will have different names on the street. It will be called nationalism, patriotism, self-defense, preemptive strike, morally just, in protection of the greater cause.
But it�s all the same war with all the same side effects. The truth will never change.
War is a drug, power its abuser, and the state its addict.
I may have stopped taking it for now. But its damage is already done and irreversible. The residue is still in my system and it will remain there till I die.
But maybe� I can warn others of it. I have to try. It�s the only good thing I could possibly do with what is left of me.
My only chance at maybe finding my soul again. At redemption.

The train whistle wakes me. I look out the side window to see the station approaching, the huge city of Nova Carthago in the background. It all becomes swallowed by a bright light, followed by a ringing in my ears I have become all too familiar with. The glass shatters. It rips away at my already fucked up face as I flop backwards over my seat into the lap of the people behind me. The train screeches to a halt. Next, a black blanket of smoke shoots down the train cart I am in engulfing all of us in its grasp.
I am pushed into the walkway between the seats. People trip and collapse over me and each other. I try going for a window. The smoke enters my lunges. I can�t see, I can�t breathe! The ringing turns into the sirens and screams around me. I find a window. On the seat I see a kid covered in smut and blood. He screams for help. I grab him into my arms and crawl out the window. We fall onto the tracks next to the burning train. My body hurts and I lie on the ground, trash and debris raining about. All around me are the injured and dead from the explosion.
�It�s another suicide bombing!� says someone.
I look over at the child I saved. I turn his head�it�s my younger self again!
He laughs at me. The face of the apparition disappears, and it is the face of a real dead child. I lie back onto the ground.
�Why!�
�Yeah, why Peter?� you ask.
�You could have saved him,� says Peter.
�Stop! Not again! Stop!� you say. You roll over onto your knees and hands. You crawl away towards the other survivors.
Peter won�t possibly get away. �You should have stayed! Fought!� he says.
Soldiers surround you, looking confused. �Check him for injuries!� says one.
�Peter failed, Peter failed again,� I remind him.
�He�s not too bad,� says a paramedic, �He�s in shock though. I know I would be.�
Peter is taken away. The younger version of himself tagging along, reminding him he is a traitor.

There you go my little soldier. There you go.
I look around me, I�m in a room, hospital? I touch my face, the bandages are gone but I can feel the fucked up flesh of the scarring.
A young girl�candy striper�walks into my room carrying a colorful hand basket. She looks up from her basket at me and screams, dropping it. A nurse runs in after. �I�m so sorry, sir.� He bends over to pick up the basket. �She�s a new volunteer here.�
�I�m that ugly?�
He doesn�t know how to respond, and leaves the room after being called.
After spending an afternoon at the hospital, I�m allowed to leave. I rip the IV�s off as quickly as I can.
Peter, don�t�
Fuck off Cloud. You�re just like the rest.
I walk down the hallway to the exit where the nurse from earlier hands over my belongings. �Where did you get that lighter?� he says, giving it to me last after he reads the side.
�Oh, this thing� from an American GI. He left it behind as a gift.�
�The quote, who said it?�
�I never thought about that. I don�t know.�
�I would have thought it your generation as one voice.�
�That�s a lot of orphans.�
A bus takes me to the spaceport. I give my passport information to an attendant at the terminal, and wait outside at a sitting area near the boarding ramp. After hearing there will be a delay, I buy a pack of ancients, not because I am caving into my addiction again, but because there is one final thing I�ll have to temporarily break my vow for.
For Isaac.
I light the ancient with the lighter, watching as the Dream turns to flame, and take a drag. I look back at all the things he was and did. I don�t hate him at all for when I was punished�he even said sorry. I just miss him. I really fucking miss him. I keep thinking, I�ll just wake up tomorrow and there he�ll be, sitting in the foxhole with me. But now he is dead. Dead on a planet that will never know about him. Dead from a war that will never remember him.
I will remember him. I toss the ancient onto the ground and twist my shoe over it for the last time. �Goodbye Isaac, I love you. I will carry your dreams.�

The spaceship jolts and then shakes as we take off through the atmosphere towards Hope Arc station. I look out at the heavens and see the breathtaking sphere of Nova Terra. You wouldn�t think there is a devastating war happening on its surface from here in space, where everything is magnificent and pure in its beauty.
I was on this planet for a while now. I helped liberate Jericho, won a medal at Tionem for heroic action, meet a gorgeous girl, thwarted the rebel rising of Khaf�Jadeed, and to the military and reporters, died heroically in the Kuplar province trying to save a besieged regiment. That is what the media and Party will report of me back to Earth. Of the good the Coalition has done on Nova Terra.
What did I really do? I came to this lost planet at the will of the Party and United Nations. Got the shit beat out of me assaulting Jericho. Then I was given a medal for killing a defenseless alien�his blue beautiful eyes still emanate in my mind as if he was before me right now. Next I liberated Khaf�Jadeed, by massacring every innocent there that got in the way of Hannibal�s flawless victory plans for the Party. I became a hunter, killing fellow humans, and became hated by every Terran on this planet. Finally, I somehow survived that horrible ambush where we received our turn of useless bloodshed and slaughter.
And all for what?
For what can I say I did these things? I lost the person I was when I entered Parris Island. I joined for a good cause, and they perverted it, destroyed it alongside me. I like to think sometimes, maybe if I went back to that base, and walked backwards out of the entrance and down the steps I would bump into my old self, my lost soul. And maybe, I could get it back. Hop into its shoes right there, and runaway, never looking back. But the reality is worse than that. My soul left in fragments, in pieces like petals from a rose shaken by the wind. Like this planet, parts of it disappeared from every engagement. Every narrow escape form death. Every killing of another soul. And I am convinced that all those Herculeans that died�not because they were any better than us, they fucking started the war�but because they are also living creatures, because they too have souls, helped those petals wither away, fall off, or get crushed by the marching boot. Ultimately, my soul was taken away petal by petal till only the shell, till only the dry black thorny stem of Peter remained.
The rose has thorns to protect its beauty, but when the petals fall off and its beauty is gone and the stem withered away, why do the thorns remain? Why do they remain to protect the empty shell of that once breathtaking flower? What left is there to guard? To live on for? Why do I remain? When the very thing that I was created for, to possess a soul just like a rose was planted to possess beauty, is gone?
Where do the forgotten ones go?
Where do the destroyed ones go?
Where do the empty shells, the boots and helmets that carry their thorns around on this planet�those that lost who they are.
Where do they go?


SPRING

Like a rotten log half buried in the ground�� my life, which has not flowered, comes to this sad end.
-Ota Dokan
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After the five day journey back, I exit the starship at O�Hair International spaceport in Chicago. I grab my only luggage�the small sack of supplies given to me by Jack�and walk down the hallways to the metro. Throughout the spaceport hallways I see posters of anti-Herculean images plastered everywhere. Among them are also pictures of Uncle Sam holding a US flag and pointing back at you. Alongside him is another man holding a flag of the Party, across his neck a Medal of Honor.
That man is me.
I take a speed train to North Carolina. During the ride I watch a video screen on the rear of the seat before me. It replays news reports about the Kuplar ambush. A newswoman speaks, �Brave Coalition forces were caught in an ambush in the fringes of the Kuplar region to aid a besieged allied town. The town was full of civilians about to be massacred by Herculeans. The heroic Coalition forces held the line long enough for the town�s inhabitants to escape till terrorists finally overran them by an ambush. We take this time to remember their great sacrifice as none survived, including one of our very special Medal of Honor heroes, Private Peter Verum.� The report continues after the moment of silence, declaring that a memorial will be held later today by the President to commemorate their sacrifice.
After the speed train, and a variety of buses, I am back into my old college town. I go to the local library, right in downtown of where I would drive around that cruise route with Isaac. Using a public computer, I find a local lawyer, Mr. Reeves, and print a picture of Isaac. I grab the picture of him and leave. The only one I could find was one from the military yearbook. It�s better than nothing.
I enter out onto the street, and look down the route I used to drive on so many times. I sit down on a bench and watch the cars pass by for a while. It becomes evening. I cross the street to a parking garage. Inside I find a wallet in the middle of the garage, in it is a spare key. I press the alarm button and find the corresponding car, and take it out of the garage and onto the main route.
I drive slowly through the route. �We haven�t been in the Wang-Stang forever, huh Isaac?� I wipe my eyes. �I wonder what bars are popping tonight.�
The route enters downtown. I see the first bar, Stout Brothers. It looks pretty empty despite it being night already. �Damn, that place looks dead, hopefully the other joints are doing better.�
I keep driving through downtown on the route. �No Isaac, you won�t get me to smoke, goddamn, don�t you know that stuff is going to kill you eventually?�
I roll the window down so that the smoke can clear out. Instead, I feel the cold wind whip at my tears.
�Seriously man, we gotta stop coming out here every weekend to just get drunk. We�ll get fat.�
I keep driving down the route. The lanes become hard to see as my eyes get blurry. All of a sudden the route ends, before me a huge freeway. It cuts right through the state park I always pulled over at. Next to it is a sign saying: Your Party at work. Finished Public project. The loop has been cut in half, and the only way to keep going was to get onto the freeway.
�No! What the fuck is this!�
I pull the car over at that old turnoff that is now a dirt mound, trash littered everywhere.
�What the fuck happened!� I climb over the mound. The whole meadow is gone. Instead it�s the freeway and a construction project of some sort. I run up against the fencing that cuts right through that wild rose patch I cherished. They�re all gone too. �WHY!� I shake the chain link fence. �WHY! GO AWAY!� I see a second shadow near me. �Isaac?� I turn around quickly. It was just the passing lights of a car on the freeway.
�Isaac! Isaac!� I fall onto my knees and hands, cutting my hand on some trash. I try to get up, but the chain link fence has caught onto my pocket ripping it as I move. The paper with the lawyer�s info falls out. But something else drops too. The crumpled up paper of that poem game Isaac and I played, falls out by my feet.
I slump back against the fence. �One last poem spit, huh buddy?� I ask the cold night.
I try to remember what I wrote before I open it. Before I see what he wrote.
�Isaac, where are you? It�s your turn.�
The paper gets smeared with my tears. I finally unfold the nearly ruined paper to read his line. The last word being Love.
Love, what is that? I could write down some sophisticated shit like we�ve been doing, but that wouldn�t do it any justice. Instead, I�ll say what really matters. I love you Peter, I love you like a brother. I really missed you while you were gone doing your holotour, sucking in all the fame and limelight. It was hard going through the motions every day of realizing what I did, without you there to help me through it. I am sorry I have been acting cold or quiet to you lately. I just didn�t know if you got over it, and if you did, I didn�t want to bring you back down with my agony. But like that promise we made at the rose bush you showed me, back in our oh so far away hometown, we got to look out for each other, and I always will Peter, I�ll look over you, because I love you.

I push the paper back into my pocket. I crawl up the dirt mound near the car and fall to my knees on top of it. I raise my arms at the lights of the new freeway traffic. �Isaac please come back! I fucking need you! I love you! Look what they fucking did to us! Our route!� I slide down the mound. �No, no, no, no. Isaac. Please man. Please!� I take out his lighter and try to light it, but it won�t. �PLEASE!� Where the Dream ends has become bent and scratched. I raise myself up and slump against the car. I look into the mirror to see my dirt covered face leak tears down my scarred cheeks.
�Why am I alive!�

XXXIV

The next day, after sleeping behind the forsaken mound of trash, I drive to my parent�s house in the city over. It is daytime and I know both of them must be at work. I hop over the fence into the backyard, and go through the unlocked sliding glass door. I go to my parent�s room; underneath the bed in a shoebox is a pistol. I grab it and walk away.
The house is a two story building, with a long hallway between my parent�s room and my old one which are both on the second floor. The hallway has a side railing that overlooks the big living room on the first floor. I slide my hand across the railing like I always did as a kid, and walk to my old room. It�s been turned into some office and storage space since I went to college. I unhook the window and walk out on the shingles, and sit by the edge over the front porch. Ever since Snap died, I placed a dream catcher by where I slipped off. My mom told me it would keep that owl away. Keep me safe.
I take out the picture of Isaac, and place it next to the weather worn dream catcher resting under the window pane. I look at the huge strolling white clouds in the sky. �What�s it like out there, buddy? Is it heaven or hell? I hope there�s something. I even hope there is a hell, because I know at least, I�ll be with you again.�
I leave and go through the window and down the hallway, but see Creon�s room. I fall into it on the ground. �I�m sorry! I�m so sorry little brother!� the carpet becomes damp as lay my face against it. �I wanted to watch you go to college! I wanted to take your first bar, become your uncle,� I cough, I can�t do this anymore! �I just can�t Creon, I�m sorry. You wouldn�t even recognize me anymore. I�m not your brother.�

I leave the house with the pistol, and go to the hill overlook near my old college, and watch the sun set as I sit on a bench. I remember when I was a kid my parents made me go to church. The biggest thing about it all, that confused me the most, was that we had souls. They were described as if there was a second one of us inside our fleshy body, and that they can be saved or destroyed by God. As I grew older however, I outgrew this belief and the validity of religion in general.
But one thing was true from it all. We have souls, and mine was destroyed. Not the souls that religion preached about, but my essence. The essence of what it means to be human.
The evening arrives, the falling sun casts its last light onto the college in the valley before me. The few students on the overlook with me begin to leave back to their lives. I remember it is Spring Break for them�it would have been for me too. All around my feet are crushed beer cans and other trash from the numerous parties and one night stands that have happened here since time immemorial
I look around to confirm I am the last one on this overlook as the stars begin to shine above. I grip the hard plastic handle of the gun in my sweater pocket, but it instantly stings from the cut on my hand I received yesterday. I grab it with my other hand, and place it on the bench next to me. I stare at the lit up campus and sky for a while. I try to look for that goodbye feeling you attempt to achieve before you move on to something else.
When my soul left, it left me unbearably empty. This emptiness was not light though, but heavy. It has become a gigantic boulder strapped to my back that I have carried around ever since. To feel full, to feel the joy of life, that is to be light and free. Instead, this emptiness grips me, and keeps me trapped in place and shrugged over like Atlas. I carry my own world of emptiness and the friends it brings along. These friends dot my globe like ugly black continents that pollute the oceans of my life: depression, fear, despair, and hopelessness. My Atlas has one country and citizenship, agony.
I try to search for that goodbye but I just can�t find it.
Whatever, they�re overrated anyway.
I grab the gun and stare at the barrel, the barrel stares back at me. The moonlight flickers about on its dark surface, giving it an essence of mystery as secret as death itself. I used to be terrified of dying. Now though, I see it for what it really is, a way out, and it doesn�t worry me or concern me of what may come after death, if anything comes at all. All I really need to know about it is that it ends whatever I am feeling here during this life.
I switch the safety off and raise the gun, aiming it at my face. After a few moments I lower the weapon. This is no way to go out, looking at the ugly end of a gun. I look up at the stars again. Their splendor is the last thing I want to remember before I am gone. They are beautiful, even despite the fact that I had recently returned from a war on one of them. A war that took my mind and soul and chose to, out of some cruel fucking joke I guess, to leave only my empty body behind. Tonight, I will finish the process.
I search the stars for the one I fought under the past year till I find its general location. I wonder how many people in it its star system are looking out into the sky right now, and maybe gazing upon my sun. Oblivious that I am about to take my life.
I bring the gun back to my forehead and feel the cold trickle of sweat on my palms and forehead. Suicide is not an easy thing, or the coward�s way out as many people label it. It takes resolve and determination to do it, courage really. I mean, I just finished participating in a war where at any moment I could have been killed, or if I so wanted to, I could have easily killed myself by simply walking into the open of the battlefield.
But I didn�t, instead, I held onto some whimsical belief that I could find redemption and purpose to my meaning again, if� maybe, just maybe I came back.
But what can one person really do to make a difference?
Why should I carry on with this pain inside of me, just to try and take a parting shot at the practically invincible system that destroyed me in the first place? A system I really have no chance against. A system that would easily use its immeasurable power to stop me before I even tried, like they did back on Nova Terra when I fought for them.
There�s a difference between giving up and accepting the reality of defeat.
I am just a body at the morgue without the ticket on its toe yet.
I lower the gun, and move to the edge of the overlook. The fog rolls in and creates a dream state of grey that casts itself onto everything it touches. Right here, right here is where I can see everything for what it is, a veil of uncertainty and fear that wraps itself around everyone�s life like the fog does right now to me. Right here is where it all started, the end of my life. So it will also be right here where I finish it.
I�m gonna do it now. Just get it over with. I place the barrel to my mouth and bite my teeth around the uncomfortable surface of the object. My tongue pushes its self-up against the barrel edge, but then moves quickly to the side of my mouth. I do this out of fear by thinking how bad it would probably hurt my tongue if it were so close to the exiting bullet. I have to pull the pistol out so that I can laugh without chocking. Then laugh harder at the thought that I was afraid of choking on a loaded weapon inside of my mouth. I fall to my knees to regain my breath.
I yell out into the dark valley from my overlook, �Why can�t I just fucking do it!�
Nothing.
�Huh? Why can�t I just fucking put this against my head and pull the goddamn trigger!� I put the gun to my temple but all I feel is my heartbeat pounding louder through my eardrums. �I�ve killed so many people, why is it so hard to just kill one more?�
Nothing.
�You know life, the only thing you ever gave me, was nothing. Nothing!�
Nothing.
�Yeah that�s right, just fucking keep doing it again. Keep giving me nothing.�
Nothing.
I hold my breath and place the gun back into my mouth�kill me! The trigger is strangely heavy as my finger rests against it. Heavy with the sorrow I feel. Heavy with the self-hatred I feel. Heavy with the fear I feel.
Suicide is not any easy thing to do. I know that for sure. I place the gun back on the bench and curl up on the side of the seat with it. I am pathetic. I can�t even do it. I talk myself up all day and I still can�t even do it. I hate my life so much, but still, I can�t even fucking do it.
Why is life so cruel?
Soon the cold takes over. I let it send shivers down my body as it hallows me out of any warmth I had left from earlier today. I become as cold as the midnight air and my entire body becomes numb. It becomes a numbness I have felt many times before. It is a numbness that glazes my eyes with a dry cold that I can no longer cry at the stars. This numbness is the nothing. The nothing that I receive as an answer to any question I have. The nothing is emptiness. The emptiness that has taken over my life. The emptiness that is my soul.
I fall asleep in the emptiness. But this emptiness is a void, a never ending void. So when I fall asleep, I am falling asleep into the emptiness that is I and my soul, but even then I am not actually sleeping, but instead, I am falling through that emptiness� and I never stop falling. I fall through the emptiness in my mind of what should be dreams as I sleep. And my sleep, it is only a limbo that I fall through till I awake, where I just continue to fall as in sleep. The worst part though, is that it�s a never ending cycle. I never stop falling. I never get a break or a chance to rest. I just keep falling. I fall through the bullshit of the day as I go through the motions of it. Then I fall through the reality of my emptiness at night when my eyes close.
I am always falling!
When I close my eyes I even see myself falling. I see myself start at the top of my eyelid and watch myself as I fall towards the bottom into nothing. Then it repeats, again and again, falling and falling. And it will never stop; we will never stop falling through our fears, our agony, and self-hatred.
Instead, those feelings have become a cushion that slows my descent into the pain striking abyss that I have become. There is no light at the end of this tunnel. There is no hope. It is the never ending cycle of nothing onto nothing. Disgust onto despair. Despair onto hopelessness. Hopelessness onto self-hatred. Self-hatred onto terror. And it is this terror that consumes us all. The terror that I can�t escape. The terror that has bridled itself with the emptiness inside of me that now, all I feel is its chilling clutch upon my very being. I just keep falling through it, always falling through the terrifying emptiness that has taken hold of me.
From this emptiness onto the next emptiness that is me, one can only just keep falling. I fall till it becomes a blur that no longer makes sense�that I don�t even care about anymore.
But yet, I still can�t kill myself.
Instead, I just keep falling.

The sound of birds chirping wakes me. My body is frigid and numb from the morning cold that it hurts to breathe and move. I lie on the bench as the sun rises, and watch its light greet me. Next to me is the gun that I wish took my life. I push myself up and grab it from the damp earth. I used to be vehemently against weapons, advocating that they were the greatest threat to my nation�s people. But I guess guns really don�t kill people after all. It�s the people behind the trigger that do.
I laugh at the sheer disbelief of how fucking pathetic my life is. �I can�t even kill myself!�
The birds keep chirping.
I am my own joke.
I hear the rumble of a car approach from behind. I quickly grab the weapon and place it inside my sweater pocket. The car doors open and two college kids come out to the edge of the overlooking. One poses for a picture by raising their hands up around the orb of the rising sun as the other takes it. They give me a look, and leave just as quickly as they came. I am alone again.
God, fucking selfies.
Isaac would have laughed at them with me�why did you save me! Why didn�t you just go for the helicopter and get away? Huh!
I grab the gun and stand up, aiming it at my heart.
�Just let me do it!�
My hands shake. I hurl the pistol above the overlook, and it disappears into the foliage below. Fuck you Isaac! Fuck you for saving me. Fuck you for getting yourself killed. Fuck you for not letting me kill myself! Fuck you! Fuck you for making me know you! Fuck you for making me love you!
I sit back down. I look for his lighter in my pockets, but realize it�s fallen onto the cold earth below me. I pick it up and try lighting it�right it�s broke. I stare at the thirteen stars and etched away quote. I said I�ll carry his dreams. I stand up, wiping my face. �I�ll do it Isaac. I�ll lose, they�ll win, they always do. But I�ll try.�

XXXV

�That�s my story.�
The Psychologist looks at his keyboard and papers before him, and begins jotting stuff down. �That was definitely an earful.�
The Commissar goes to a corner table and refills his coffee, and sits back down.
�Now,� speaks the Psychologist. �We have to figure out if you�re sane or not. So I will start by asking you a variety of questions. Do you feel different, or better?�
�Not really, I still feel like shit and hate what I�ve done� and myself.�
He looks down at his paper, then glances back at me. �Okay��
I push my chair out and rise, inhaling deep. I cough�I must still be sore from my tour. The Commissar stands quickly, his hand back on his hip.
The Psychologist waves him down and addresses me, �What is it?�
�Maybe I do feel a little different.� Realizing my step is lighter.
The Psychologist raises his eyebrows, begging me to continue.
�I feel a little relieved I guess. Like a burden is not so heavy on me now. That I kinda accept myself a bit more.�
�Okay, next question then. It has been some time since your last combat experience, and over a month getting here and situated. Have you found out the answer to your question by now?�
�What, where do the empty and destroyed ones go?�
�Yes.�
�No, I haven�t.�
He looks down at his papers with a sigh. �I�m sorry about that. I think this session has gone on long enough today. You will go back to your cell. I will need to evaluate your story tonight some more.�
The Commissar beckons us to rise. The door opens from the outside and I take a step. �Well now that I think about it. Maybe I have.�
The Psychologist looks back up, interested but also tired of this little game. �I think the shells of once to be men like me, they go on that little paper there on your desk, written down by you. Then, they are squished together into one stack and shoved into your tiny filing cabinet. Then�� I pause coughing again�maybe it�s all those ancients I used to smoke. But I feel a sting of anxiety rise in my belly too.
His gazing eyes peer into mine. Like the eyes of that Herculean. �Then what?�
�Then, they are taken one day to a shredder, and one by one. Each little empty shell is destroyed for good as they are ripped apart into little pieces. By the people that are supposed to help them. By the foundation that promised them so much. That promised them hope, security, peace. And when that was destroyed they promised valor and honor. That fighting was the right thing. And when that was destroyed�� I fumble the Medal of Honor and Herculean artifact in my pocket. The anxiety is lurching in my throat.
The Commissar walks towards me, but the Psychologists pauses him for a moment. �Go on Peter.�
�When that�s destroyed. That�s how I end up here. And later shredded��
My younger self appears in the corner. �I told you not to tell Peter. I told you to go back and fight.�
I continue, my voice squeaking now, and they look at me concerned. �Because I told you everything that they didn�t want told. So I�ll go into that cabinet of forgotten files for my actions.�
My younger self is right before me. �I told you not to tell Peter! You�ve ruined me! Us!�
I fall to my knees from a brutal headache, and they carry me to a chair. My hands start to seizure again. �Because I told about what really happened. And they don�t like that!�
My younger self is on top of me and I scream pushing him back. �Peter! What the hell is going on?� says Mr. Reeves. �Calm down!�
�I told you not to tell Peter!� He closes the door and the darkness surrounds me.
�Leave me alone! Please just leave me alone for once!�
The Psychologist is trying to hold me down while Mr. Reeves holds a handkerchief to his cut lip I must have punched. �Peter you�re just having a panic attack again!� he says.
�Oh no, this is way worse than a panic attack sir,� says the Psychologist, while he feels my pulse and tries to make me mimic him in breathing normal again.
I look up and it is the face of my younger self. �I warned you Peter.�
The darkness takes over the room with a deeper intensity. �Peee-teer.�
�No not again! Not fucking again, go away!�
�What�s happening to him!� says the Commissar as they hold me back and I kick at them.
�Peee-teer, remember me?�
I kick the Psychologist�s kneecap and he falls cussing. I roll out of the chair.
The monster is above me, dangling from the ceiling. �I told you not to tell, Peee-teer.�
�No please, please, let me live!�
�I told you not to tell!�
�Hold him while I get help!� says the Psychologist.�
I feel the tight grip of the Commissar around me.
The monster comes closer, screaming at me, �NOT TO TELL! I SAID NOT TO TELL!�
�GO AWAY!�
�I SAID NOT TO TELL!�
�Peter.�
The monster is gone but the darkness remains. �Who, who�s there? Who is it?�
�You will find peace in the Blue Eye, Peter. Rest easy in the Blue Eye.�
�The Blue Eye, what does that mean?� I ask hastily.
I hear a bang. MP�s come in detaining me while the Psychologists jabs a cold needle into my arm.
�Peter!� says Mr. Reeves.
�Take them both away,� says the Commissar as my eyelids shut.
The calming voice continues repeating the same avowal. �Rest easy in the Blue Eye, Peter.�

XXXVI

�Peter, morning medication,� says a military nurse entering through the door, frustration already in her voice.
I rise out of bed. �You know what I am going to say.�
�Sir,� she looks at me with resentment, but also concern, �I know you tell me you�re doing better, but I can still hear you talk at night. You say some of the most horrible things.�
�Horrible things have happened to me.�
She puts the small cylinder container by the trash bin, and looks at me. I nod to her. She opens the bin and drops the medication in it. �See you tonight for your next dose.� She is out the door.
I rise and open the blinds, letting the sun invade my tiny room. I go to my desk. A doctor�s note informs me of the doses and medication I should take. It�s to help fight schizophrenia. So this is what they gave me. I haven�t taken a dose yet since the entire month I�ve been here though. I must hold strong to my resolution to never take drugs again. It is also the only way I have any strength over Cloud, and I must be free. Replacing one hallucination with another is not a great tradeoff. So I rather deal with the fictions when I am fully myself, even if being my self means I will live surrounded by fiction.
I am the product of my doings. Somewhere I must begin the path to recovery. So be it if it means I am to remain insane. I look over at a pile of letters from my family. It�s not all that bad. They visit me almost every week now. I have the time and joy of receiving their love that I never truly appreciated till I came back from a war I never thought I would. This love, especially the time I can spend with Creon before he becomes an adult, is all the medicine I need�even if I can never tell them the truth.
I look up at the mirror above my desk. My Soul said that I won�t realize how bad I miss it till it�s gone, and that I can only wish where it went to. I miss my old life. The Peter I was before the war. Who went to college and aspired to be a change for the world. Occasionally, I watch from the courtyard at young students advancing in their med degrees helping patients. It breaks me down that I am no longer in college. God it hurts so bad, knowing I will never do this in my inhibited state. I try to smile into the mirror, my scars smile back.

On the beginning of my second month in the ward, I am woken one morning by the last man I would expect to see. Marshall Hannibal walks into my dorm. They have finally come to get me! To kill me! My younger self stands in the corner screaming bloody murder and laughing, �I told you! I told you!� I fall off my bed onto the ground with my hands against my face. I can�t take it again! My insides fill with terror.
�Son, get up,� he says calmly.
I raise my head from my snot covered hands to look at him. This is the man I hate the most in my life. He destroyed me.
�I am not going to hurt you. Your little stunt a few months ago has cost me my generalship�hell my job. But I wanted to come here first before retiring, to thank you.�
I wipe my nose on my sleeve, what?
�I regret everything I did back there. I was no longer fighting for humanity but the bigger sellout that could slip me the larger check. This corruption, it went all the way to the top. My only alternatives were to pull a you and get canned for it, my job and life that is, or bite my tongue. But then you gave me the best alternative I didn�t even know existed, another way out. Discharged for questionable commandership�that�s what they�re telling the press to keep them happy at least. I am free of it all now.� He takes the chair next to me. �So thank you.�
�You, you, you let them do this to me? Destroy me?�
�Son, I had no choice��
�No! No, you had one. You know what no choice is?� I can�t hold the tears back anymore and they fall a second time, but now they are of a familiar rage. �No choice is not being able to save your friends�the ones you love!�
I look at my arms, scarred from the shit I carried around for a year and the firefights I nearly escaped. I hold them out to him. �I couldn�t save them. Julian, the girl,� I drop my face into my arms. �I couldn�t save Isaac! He, he just lied there in the snow. He just kept saying �Peter we got to go, help me Peter, come on Peter, please Peter� and I couldn�t do it. I couldn�t help him. He died. He bleed all over me, all over the snow, they, they kicked him out. He didn�t even get to come home! He�s still over there, still in the snow! But I had no choice! Not you! Me! I didn�t ask to join. I didn�t ask to fight. You asked me you took me away. You took them from me. My friends, my brothers! They died, I couldn�t save them. I couldn�t, I couldn�t do anything. The drugs, they controlled me. I had no choice. They told me what to do.�
I crawl to the base of my bed to lean against it. I can�t take this abuse. �I killed them too, so many of them. Children, mothers. I killed them and watched them get killed. But I had no choice! Then I got out? Why! Why did I escape when no one else did?� I try to look up at Hannibal, but even here, when confronting him after all he took from me, I am defeated once again. �Why did you try to kill me? Fucking ruin my life! I never had a choice in it all. I never, I never�couldn�t, they died, all of them.�
My mouth stops speaking, my tongue a foreign organ I can�t control. The burden of my grief. My loss. It takes over. Only my tears continue the conversation. I reach out in longing�I am so alone! My hand does not come back empty though. I feel the old and rough hand of Hannibal. I don�t look up for a while. My arm rests across his lap. The man I hate the most, and now, he is the only one to comfort me here.
�I am so sorry, son,� I hear him say over and over again. Through his words I can hear he is choking up too. I guess even the toughest men cry.
�I won�t leave you here to rot. I will help you, for what I did to you.�
With that I feel his grip loosen and the chair moves to the side.
�Hannibal.�
I hear his footsteps pause. �Yes, son?�
I take out the paper with Isaac�s name on it. �A man was killed by your actions. This is his name.� I hand him the paper. �We played a game. Where you write a stanza off the last word in the previous line, it�s a silly poem type thing. I can�t figure out what to add after his name. Maybe you can.�
He looks at the paper, folds it up, and stands with a troubled sigh, his face stuck into a position of wanting to say something, but can�t. Instead, he sits back down on the chair.
�What was the point?� I say, after sitting quietly with him for a while.
�There wasn�t.�
�And you, the leader of the whole war, honestly believe that?�
�Well there isn�t now, I should clarify. It took a little time for me to figure it out. See son, the cost was too high, it outweighed the reason we fought for and the reason gradually disappeared, and so became pointless. We lived in a society of peace before the Herculeans came. To preserve that global pacifism that raised you, we had to fight. I led this war believing that it was necessary. Necessary to fight. To preserve humanity. Peace. But how it was fought, that was wrong.�
�So, it was all pointless.�
�Eventually. We are still at peace here on Earth. The war is away from the public. Away from their real lives. And I think, maybe we are doing a good job at preserving their way of life at least�but then I look at the cost of it, what we did to you boys, and I remember it isn�t. And sure, they see it on the screens, hear it in the news. But those are fictions. They don�t reveal the reality, the true costs to the public�nor was that ever the intention. Only the people fighting really know what�s happening, and even then, they too, are the farthest away from the truth of what is really happening, because they are smack dab in the middle of it all, and it all becomes confusing�this is why you asked me the question�so they too turn it into fictions to try and cope. Fictions of honor and valor, fictions of victory. The only real thing is the fiction itself, which isn�t.�
�But if the people here don�t really know, and the soldiers over there don�t really know, who does?�
�Nobody, that�s why it�s pointless.� He rises, walking towards the door. �When I placed that medal on you, I only knew one thing then; you were a hero, in a heroless war.�
I mutter to myself, �It�s all a delusion.�
�No, for the people here it�s an illusion. But for you, you brave boys we sent, it was a delusion.�
�What�s the difference?�
His hand rests on the doorknob after he turns and opens it, where he stands in the open space of the doorway, becoming the only shield from the outer world to my small fragile one in here. �An illusion is when everyone is in on the joke, a delusion is when you are the joke.�
The door closes, leaving me fully alone. I lie on my bed. I don�t feel the desire to do anything, anymore. I wait for sleep to take over.
The white void surrounds me. Before me the hill, but it�s now green again. I walk to the top, and where the weeds and roses once were grow a single sprout. The naked lady stands above the sprout, and in both her hands she carries a pitcher that she lowers to water it. She no longer looks starved and her skin has a beautiful tan to it. She gazes downwards at the plant, where only her lower face that is one big smile leading up to her bangs, can be seen. The rest of her hair is tied into a bun at the end of her head.
�Hello!�
There is no response.
The lady continues watering the growing plant. She starts to look up, but pauses in the motion, her upper face still hidden, then her mouth moves, �You are now just body, but darkness has strangely left it.� She stops watering the plant, and kneels by the stem, moving her slim fingers over the sprout towards a green bud, and looks up at me. My skin feels a prickly sunburn sensation. Her face is brighter than a star, white as the void around her.
I wake up with tears running down my face. But they are not of sadness or pain this time. They are of realization, understanding. The boulder I carried around ever since my escape from the ambush feels lighter, my lungs can breathe easier.
�Don�t let this war destroy you,� Mr. Martin once said to me.
Sadly I have let it. But I believe I can find myself again.
Who I once was.

One day, while I sit on the steps looking over a garden in the facility. I watch a woman�her right arm missing up to her elbow�as she enjoys a garden box of blossoming flowers. She turns around, and I am met with her huge smile.
�We never had time to talk about where we both lived,� she says. She sits down on the lawn I visit every night now. �Marshall Hannibal himself surprisingly contacted me. He told me I could be relocated to a clinical ward that you�re at. He also left me a note,� she reveals the paper I gave Hannibal. �I figured out the word game, it was one funny enough, that I played in high school. I thought Hannibal�s line was a little too gloom, so I wrote one as well.�
I take the paper from her. Hannibal actually carried through on his promise. He actually played the game. I read his line, that last word being Isaac.
Ignorance sins, advocating anger carelessly,
And I read her line.
Introspection, subtle altruism, attributes compassion,
She breaks the silence, �Whose Isaac?�
I try hard to find an appropriate answer. I know who Isaac is, and I can feel what Isaac is and was to me. What he still is to me. But I can�t possibly give her the feelings I have inside of my heart about him. What he is, what we have, is beyond words.
Isaac was sacrificed to this war. Sent because orphans aren�t supposed to have anything to lose. But what guarantee, what assurance do we have that it wasn�t wasted?�I don�t know. And the only thing I end up seeing, is that the survivors of this generation, like absurd Abrahams, will simply go and repeat the cycle, sacrificing the Isaacs of the next generation uselessly as the ones before. The State is the alter, the War is god, but where is the ram we were promised?
�He was an offering.�
We watch the sunset together. �It really is beautiful,� she remarks. �Whole, complete, compared to over there.� I look over at her. She looks down at the nub of her missing arm. �Compared to here.�
�It looks like a circle doesn�t it?� I say.
I see the twinkle of muse in her eye, like at that caf�. �Yeah, of course it does.�
�From here. But if we were able to get right at its surface we would see that it�s hardly a perfect circle. It would be scary, dangerous, a mashed up shape floating in space.�
�True.�
I look at the nub of her arm, she turns away. �Nothing is perfect. It�s what makes us human.� She turns back. �We�re like circles, but poorly drawn and hardly perfect. From afar we may look so, but when you get up and close, we�re anything but. I tried to be a perfect citizen before the war. Then they tried to make me a perfect warrior. After that, I tried to be a perfect martyr and tell the truth about everything. Instead, here I am, broken, insane. But it�s here I can best follow my circle now.�
She looks into my eyes, and for once, beyond my scarred and hideous face that everyone else gets caught up on. She is looking deeper, non-judgingly, kindly, like the girl in the white dress. I let myself get lost in her amber pupils. �Eyes have perfect circles, you�re eyes, they are beautiful. And you�d never guess it, but,� I grin.
She nudges me, smiling. �What?�
�But those Herculeans�and not to diminish what I just told you�but they have the most amazing eyes. They are true unadulterated beauty. They are perfect running circles. Ideals are perfect, humans are not. So we never reach them, we never become perfect. But that was never the point. We were never meant to be. We were only meant to always try and grow through following them as best as we can. To be human is to follow perfection, not attain it.
�This war had good intentions, and I find it hard to hate anyone. I should hate the Herculeans the most, but yet when I look close my eyes it�s their blue ovals I see, and I just accept it. I should hate the Party, but I remember, they have also done good in my past, and they are just humans too. Fellow humans blinded by a dangerous travesty of perfection. The only thing I do get angry about now, that I can�t accept, that I do hate, is the war. War. Not the people fighting it, because they, I, we were used against our own will, exploited. Not the countries waging it, for they are only a multitude of many individuals equally blindsided and delirious. Not the media depicting it in favorable light, it�s their job after all. No, just the war. I hate it. It doesn�t take sides. It doesn�t think one group better than the other. It doesn�t aid the morally right in its cause to help win. No, it just wants more war. It�s just another one of the travesties we try to employ to reach perfection. Travesties of the human circle moving forward.�
The sun begins its decent below the horizon. It leaves behind the fading light of another day. Into the darkness we are much more familiar with. The darkness is only temporary though, the light will come back. The stars that pierce the veil of night promise us that. �I will always keep looking, always moving along my circle. Just like the days turn into nights and back into days, I will come around. One day, I will find it, my circle.� Then I sense�no�feel her aura as she edges closer, giving the only hand she has left to embrace mine.
After the sunset I leave to sleep. As I lie on my bed that night, waiting for dreams to take me, the door swings open and before I can get up Alison jumps on me. �Peter!�
I lift her up and stand, her left arm grabbing mine tightly. �What�s going on?� Before she replies I see my younger self hiding in the shadow of the door by the corner, creaking it open. She chokes on her tears trying to talk. Behind her enter two Party Reps. She screams. Their Tasers spit hissing lights. They don�t hurt this time though. It�s like I already left. I fall back onto the bed numb.

XXXVII

Wake up.
Wake up now.
I rise out of my bunk. An officer stands by me�Major his rank declares. �How was leave?� he says. �Ever meet Oedipus?�
I close my eyes.
Remember who you are. Remember.
I open them to look back up. �Surfboarding is not all it�s cracked up to be. It�s good to be back.�
The Major smiles. �Get your supplies, and onto the carrier.�
Five days later, the bright atmosphere of Nova Terra salutes me from the side window of the starship. I go inside the armory and suit up. I pause and look at the rack of armor. The chest plate is newly polished and acts like a mirror, reflecting our faces back to us. I grab it and bring it closer.
�There you are. What, do you honestly feel bad for Peter here? No, no you don�t feel bad, you don�t care. It�s all illusionary your feelings for him, thinking you care because you�ve spent enough time with him that walking away now would feel wrong. What about the millions of others I�ve cast into the lake? You don�t care about them because they have no story to allow you so. But their fates were no different, their pain no less. And yet you didn�t raise a finger, like now. You humans abhor a vacuum and now that there�s a gaping one before you, you�re trying to plug it up with anything you can�be it sadness for where he ended up or relief that it wasn�t you.
�There�s something you don�t comprehend. Fate. When Abel�s head took that rock, because their father chose to pick favorites, the entire universe simply imitated that behavior. Fate picks one to succeed and one to not. Fate shows me which ones I can have. Poor Peter thought he had free will. He tried so hard to pick his path, not knowing it was already set down for him. I can�t blame him, or you.�
I place the chest piece back down and stand in the center of the armory as the mechanical arms cover me in my power suit. The armor plates whine and moan as the arms bolt them into place, becoming my second skin. The face shield lowers before me, the visor reflecting my face one last time before it snaps shut. �You just don�t realize it yet. But your fate is sealed.� The helmet closes around me and my breathing becomes louder as the HUD uploads onto the visor. The tubes to my life support system hiss as they connect and recycle oxygen. The visor HUD writes a message across the screen: ONLINE?
My metal boots clank against the metal hallway as I walk to the hanger. Before me is my gunship, a modified Osprey. I pause, gazing at the masterpiece. Upon the Osprey�s nose, where a design covers it, is the face of an owl, created in dark strokes of black and silver paint. Its talons clench the gun ports on the front�each talon spiked at the tip with a frowning beheaded Herculean�and the gun barrels are painted gold, where they look like lighting coming out of the owl�s wings. It is the essence of might. Along the magnificent feathers of the owl on the side of the cockpit, is the word Atonement in bold. Then I find the owl�s eye and stare into it. A pure blue of impending justice always on the hunt, of righteous wrath�in fact, it�s beautiful. The angst of wanting to get back to fighting that I had during the trip here, dissipates. I find rest in its blue eye.
There you go my little warrior. There you go.
�Sure is a charmer,� says a woman�s voice behind me. I turn around. It is another operative of my outfit, her armor a dark red shade. We walk up the ramp together, to the rest of our team sitting in two rows of seats against each side of the hull. I sit down across the aisle from the lady in red armor, and see that both her legs are completely prosthetic.
�What happened?�
�Took a nasty hit in the Kuplar ambush.�
A wave of awe washes over me. �You were the survivor?�
�Yep, the one and only, bloodied and trimmed,� she glances at her fake legs, �Rose.� She places her compact rifle into a gun port on the side of her seat. �I�ve never seen you before, who are you?�
The sirens sound. We buckle up. The pilot informs us we are exiting the spaceship. The atmosphere of Nova Terra, formed millions of years ago, almost as old as death itself, swallows us into my father�s belly, and my lips break from excitement.
�War.�
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