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A cold, dark sky clawed at a cold, dark river as Hong-Yang Zhang and the rest of the 306th Infantry Company were anxiously waiting for an enemy force to attack Tamsui harbor.


They saw as the Navy and Air Force did their best to hold the enemy off-shore- bright explosions, tracers, jet exhaust and missiles filling the sky. Missiles streaked from nowhere to nowhere. Tracers fired at unseen targets all over the sky. Fighter aircraft blew each other up over the East China Sea. The destruction of million-dollar pieces of equipment created spectacular fireworks for Hong-Yang and his fellows in the 306th.


“Better than Taipei one-oh-one on New Years Day,” Hong-Yang's Sergeant observed.


Hong-Yang checked his watch. It read 2:30 A.M.


Suspense. Rain began to fall.


Conditions turned from frigid before the rain to unbearable afterward. It drenched everyone and everything: the semi-waterproof fatigues issued to conscripts in Linemen squads could do nothing to keep the immense amount of moisture out.


Hong-Yang looked behind him at the Paratrooper squad staged behind his squad. They looked dry, thanks to their fully waterproof camouflage suits. 


Heck, Hong-Yang thought. I should have enlisted voluntarily.


Hong-Yang was a conscript. A Lineman. The result of a war between the Indo-Pacific Consortium and, well, everyone. At least both of the superpowers: the Imperium of Russia and the North Atlantic Union, alliances and empires forged after the Great Nuclear Crisis.


And everyone loved to ask the question: where were you when the nukes were falling?


I was playing Counter Strike Global Offensive: Online with my buddy, Bo-Chieh Lin.


Meh, lucky Bo-Chieh. Although Bo-Chieh was conscripted, just like Hong-Yang, the military found out that he had a talent for getting into encrypted servers where he was not welcome. Unfortunately, Hong-Yang didn't have a talent the military appreciated. 


The sound of a Triple-H launcher disgorging three Anti-Tank Guided Missiles yanked Hong-Yang back to the present. He watched as three missiles streaked from a nearby rooftop and darted towards the Tamsui river.


Or something on the Tamsui river. 


The explosion lit up the river, revealing a quartet of amphibious assault landers. 


But not just any landers. These were Project 1005 landers. They weren't made of cardboard like the Higgins boats of World War Two; these things were wrapped in thick composite armor plating and protected by the formidable ARENA hardkill ECM. Normally found on tanks, the ARENA system used a fire-control radar controlling four revolving mini-turrets, each mounting four 18.5mm buckshot-filled barrels each, to blast incoming projectiles out of the sky, literally. Eight projectiles could be dealt with at any given moment, increasing its survivability by a wide margin.


Now it found its way onto a landing craft. The Russians liked their machines of war big, fat, heavy, and nearly invincible.


But that wasn't the only scary part of the Project 1005. Each lander had the capability to carry two T-120 Main Battle tanks, or a full 100-man company of infantry. 


Translation: they were outnumbered.


“They're here! Everyone, into combat positions,” ordered Hong-Yang's Commanding Officer, Captain Chien-Long Lee. He was probably in his CM-1.


Hong-Yang checked his Type 807 rifle to see if it was loaded. Good. He tucked the base of the rifle into his shoulder, as did the rest of his squad.


The first lander scraped its hardened steel hull on a water mine the Navy Engineers had just sown four hours prior. It instantly detonated its 500kg high explosive warhead, blowing a hole clean through the lander, which turned it from an impenetrable floating bunker into a composite death trap. It wobbled on the river, then sank to the bottom of the riverbed.


The three remaining landers carefully traced the path of the first lander, to make sure that no other mines were triggered. Then Hong-Yang heard the unmistakable sound of steel being forcefully brought to a halt by concrete. 


“Here they come!” Hong-Yang's Sergeant yelled.


The ramp slammed down, and out came two T-120 Main Battle Tanks. Its unofficial NAU-coined moniker was the “Ogre”, and the IPC decided to borrow that, since that word described it perfectly. It was big, ugly, and thick-skinned. Ogre.


Instantly the Tankhunters stationed on the roof sprang into action, simultaneously firing their Triple-H ATGMs, launching a total of twelve missiles. The missiles raced to one T-120.


The ARENA system mounted on the T-120 spurred to life, ready to intercept up to eight projectiles. Unfortunately, there were twelve projectiles headed its way.

The computer had not been taught to think about that. 


Hong-Yang could imagine the tank crew screaming curses at the top of their lungs before the tank lit up in a massive fireball as the explosion detonated its internal ammunition stores. Even the T-120, with its advanced multi-echlon defense system, was outmatched by the sheer firepower dished out by IPC weapon systems.


The Tankhunter teams reloaded, elated at their first tank kill. But the second T-120  promptly opened fire on one of the buildings housing a Tankhunter squad. It instantly blew the roof of the building in on itself, sending everyone on the roof to their graves.

Hong-Yang filled with rage. Adrenaline pulsed through his arteries, renewing him. He shouldered his rifle and was about to fire on the enemy when his Sergeant pushed him back down.


The Sergeant looked infuriated. He pointed at the T-120, now showering a position near Hong-Yang with its co-axal machine guns.


“If you stuck your head up, you would have been shredded,” he informed Hong-Yang over the gunfire. “Think next time!”


His Sergeant's eyes bored into him. They carried not the fury of a commander, but instead the concern of a father. Suddenly he realized that Sarge wasn't angry; he was genuinely concerned about his safety.

Sarge fired a Kestrel at the tank. The ARENA ECM system instantly kicked into action, shredding the rocket before it did any damage. The T-120 advanced in Hong-Yang's direction, along with two hundred Strelki that the other two landers had disgorged.


Hong-Yang opened fire on the enemy infantry. The Strelki found cover and began retuning fire, forcing Hong-Yang and his squad to dive for cover.


“Linebackers, open up now! We're getting pinned!” Zhang's Sergeant barked over the cacophony of small-arms fire, the hum of the T-120's engine, and the intense rain.


Above Hong-Yang, the piles of rubbish concealing the machine guns burst to life, showering the enemy infantry in 8mm rounds.


Of course, the T-120 didn't just stand there. Another thunderclap cut through the symphony of war as it opened fire on another trash pile. Machine gun metal, plastic, galvanized iron and compost sailed into the air.


The three remaining Tankhunter squads fired their launchers again. Nine missiles entered the air, slicing through the rain. The T-120 activated its defenses once again, but there were too many. A Porcupine barrage came in, blasting the enemy formation with 45 60mm mortar rounds. The ATGMs made contact with the T-120. Body parts, deformed weapons and twisted metal alike flew through the air in graceful ballistic arcs.


After the dust cleared, Hong-Yang and the rest of his Company cheered.


The 306th's CO called in on the radio. “Good job, boys. Get ready for the second wave.”


That the company did, reloading their rifles, restocking on munitions all while rain poured on them and smiles were written on their faces.


As Hong-Yang was grabbing two extra 30-round magazines from the ammo dump, the unmistakable whoosh of artillery fire tore through the rain and the cheering.


A shell detonated just twenty meters from Hong-Yang, startling him. Then another burst in fiery red to his right. Another made contact with an emplacement some Paratroopers were taking shelter in.


“Incoming! Get down!” Someone yelled.


Hong-Yang did as he was instructed. Artillery fire peppered their positions. Stacks of ammunition detonated. Limp bodies flew through the air. Concrete blasted apart. Superheated river water splashed all over the harbor. 


The CO's voice cut through the barrage. “Retreat!”


Hong-Yang scooped up his rifle and ran towards the designated fallback location, as did a bunch of other soldiers.  A flood of Linemen and Paratroopers fled for their lives. Hong-Yang was one of them.


Suddenly a shell landed just ten meters in front of him, instantly shredding everyone standing in front of Hong-Yang into ribbons of flesh. Hong-Yang was knocked backward by the concussion, his ears ringing. 


He hoisted his sore body up to sitting position. Shells continued to fall, men continued to run, but Hong-Yang was frozen to the spot. His wide-open eyes took in the carnage-  retreating comrades being forcefully scattered by enemy artillery, armored vehicles obliterated by the sheer amount of chemical energy released in each of the explosions. 


Hong-Yang unfroze and cupped his eyes with his hands. Tears flowed. This was nothing like the games he had played.
Suddenly someone hoisted Hong-Yang up- Sarge. 


He lifted Hong-Yang up in a fireman's carry and continued running towards the fallback position. Hong-Yang's eyes closed, and the world around him dissolved.


Hong-Yang woke to the sound of distant gunfire. He soon discovered that he was in another dugout, with Sarge and two other Paratroopers. All of them were coated in dirt, grime, and wore faces of exhaustion.


Hong-Yang felt his own face. A field dressing had been applied to the place where the pebble had carved a canyon through his face. He was now fine, physically. But not mentally.


Fear. The word now occupied Hong-Yang's mind. 


War was nothing like in the games he had played or in the movies he had seen. All combat consisted of was savagery and terror. Nothing remained- no delight, no honor, no glory. War was nothing but pure misery.


Unable to control his emotions, Hong-Yang's chest heaved and he cried once more.


“Their- their bodies,” Hong-Yang babbled through tears.  “They just blew apart. I wish I could have never seen that!” 


“So do we,” the Sarge concurred. “So do all who live through such times. But we must learn to accept our involuntary fates, for we cannot change them nor choose them. We must learn to be disappointed, to wait on the edge of the unknown, to overcome the fear that attacks us more fiercely than the enemy itself. All we have to do, is to decide what to do with the time that is given to us.” 


Hong-Yang though about that for a few moments. 


Grinding his teeth together, he sat up from where he sat, and picked up his Type 807 Rifle from the floor of the dugout.


He now wore a face of grim determination.



