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CHAPTER 1

	 

	At first, I thought the piercing white light that bore down on me flowed from the sparks of an electric buzz saw. A relentless, slicing agony carved through my brain, tearing through flesh and bone, mind and memory. My skull felt as though it was being split in half. But I heard no high-pitched scream of a saw and, from an involuntary muscle spasm in my arm, I found I wasn’t restrained.

	It took a moment for me to realise sparks weren’t raining fiery kisses onto my face and the light above me remained as constant as a laser. I hadn’t blinked in what seemed like an eternity, so upon forcing my eyelids shut and reopening them again, my senses burst to life. I rolled over and lifted a shaking hand to rub my throbbing temples. Through my blurry vision, I could make out the polished marble floors of the room. Beside the leg of the folding cot, I spied cracks on the floor and vaguely recalled noting those same cracks the first time I had climbed onto this hard mattress a year before.

	Dazed, I perceived another needle of fire being strategically inserted into my brain, causing incomprehensible pain. I let out a roar as my eyes teared up, and I struggled for breath. I gasped, trying to suck in sweet, unrecycled air, and another harsh pain surged through my chest, temporarily forcing me to forget the buzz saw slicing its way through my skull.

	In response, a firm, gloved hand gripped my shoulder and eased me back onto the mattress. A masked figure blocked the painful light glaring down on me, and cold, gloved hands prodded at my head and body. I tried to speak but screams and whimpers escaped. I sensed the cool tears running down my face and squeezed my eyes closed to stop them.

	That only made things worse.

	In the darkness of my mind, figures emerged and disappeared. They looked like faded silhouettes of people I had known and grown to like—or at least endured—but I couldn’t see their faces. It started slow at first, just one or two shadows emerging long enough to mimic a humorous incident from long hours of training, but as the pain in my chest intensified, the silhouettes rushed faster and faster, eager to reach their climax. Days, weeks, and months sped past in a heartbeat, each image more vivid and detailed than the last, until that final moment, and I knew why I was screaming.

	I bolted upright in the cot, knocking the doctor away from me. With eyes wide open, I remembered my wound. I saw the stunned doctors shouting for an orderly over the high-pitched ringing in my eardrums. Panicking, I grabbed at my chest to stop the blood from oozing out of my wound. My trembling hand touched the dark green T-shirt that we all wore, but to my surprise, I didn’t feel the gaping hole that should have been there. I pulled up my T-shirt to see my pale, hairless skin untouched by blood, not burned flesh. I prodded at myself in disbelief, expecting a barb of pain to shoot through the area where I thought had been operated on, but I felt nothing. The pain in my head and chest retreated, as did the ringing in my ears. It was then that I noted the screaming and shouting around me.

	Two pairs of sturdy hands eased me back onto the cot mattress again, and still struggling to make sense of my jumbled thoughts, I offered no resistance. Lying back on the soft pillow, I moved my head from side to side as the doctor completed her checks. She looked vaguely familiar, even behind the mask, and something told me she was trustworthy.

	All around me were rows of cots with dozens of uniformed soldiers in various states of agonised shock. Some fought with the orderlies, roaring and screaming incoherently, and others were curled up in the foetal position, numb from what they had experienced. Cries of pain and bitter sobs of regret echoed throughout the room, a testament to the horror we had survived.

	A light shone into my eyes. Looking up, I saw the red-haired doctor standing over me, studying me in-depth. This time, the light caused no pain, so I let her do what she needed. After a moment, she pulled down her face mask and, with a clinical expression, spoke to me.

	“Do you remember where you are?”

	I didn’t. The room was familiar. I knew I had been here a year before, but a fog draped itself over my memory. I was positive I could navigate the halls of this place but had no idea of its purpose or what we were doing here.

	“Yes,” I lied, surprised to hear my voice so hoarse.

	I must have been screaming non-stop from the moment I regained consciousness. As if reading my mind, she reached behind her to a small, metallic trolley and pulling out a plastic container with a flexible straw, uncapped it, and handed it to me. My quivering hands accepted it. Parched, I sucked on the straw. The cool water made its way down my aching throat to spread instant relief throughout my body.

	“What’s the last thing you remember happening?” she asked, scrutinising my every movement.

	Although it sounded like a typical question to be ticked off a medical checklist, I got the impression that the doctor had no idea what we’d been through and was genuinely confounded by our pain-filled outbursts.

	“I got shot,” I groaned and tapped at my chest.

	For a moment, the pain was real again. Searing, hot flames engulfed my torso and ate away at my innards, but as soon as I patted myself, it faded. A part of me wondered if it had really happened, if it was part of a twisted nightmare or a side effect of the treatment, but the memory felt so real. I couldn’t remember the exact circumstances, but I recalled being lodged into a shaft or confined space with two or three others when I got hit.

	“I need you to focus your mind and try to remember. Did anyone else make it? Is anyone else alive up there?”

	Up where?

	I could see snippets of a firefight and older memories of training and patrols but nothing else sprang to mind. Sensing the urgency of her question, I focused on that image of the shaft and studied it for tell-tale clues. At least three others were there, but from the shouts and sounds of explosions that hung outside the boundaries of my memory, there had to be more. I remembered being terrified to the core. Although the adrenaline kept me moving, my hands had trembled as I held my weapon. The sound of intense hand-to-hand combat echoed from all around us, and the screams of the dying grew closer as an unseen enemy approached.

	“Think,” she said, rubbing my shoulder gently with a cold hand. “Did anyone else make it out alive?”

	Trying to focus, I shifted in the cot and looked around. Surely there had to be someone in the room who could answer that better than me. To my right, I thought the soldier occupying the cot looked comatose, but then I saw his eyes. Huge and mesmerizing, they drew me in. A vague familiarity hung about him. His feet dangled, unmoving, off the edge of the cot, and his large hands rested on his chest. His smooth, ebony skin betrayed not a single scratch or mark, but those dark eyes gazed deep into mine, as if to communicate with me. His lips moved slowly as he mouthed something. Too drained and disorientated to make the effort of whispering back, I furrowed my brow and shook my head at him to show that I didn’t understand. Without blinking, he moved his lips more concisely and whispered something with a raspy voice that terrified me to the core.

	“Kill them all.”

	The doctor turned at the sudden utterance. While waving for another orderly, she began checking the traumatised soldier.

	“We have another one,” she shouted over the din of cries and screams.

	Once she made sure someone tended to him, she returned her attention to me. She signalled for a drip and, without any warning, jabbed a needle into my arm. Unable to resist, I watched the transparent fluid flow from the drip into my body. Behind me there was a clash and clang of a trolley falling over and the grunts and shouts of what sounded like a scuffle.

	“We need security in here now,” a harsh voice shouted from somewhere in the room. “They’ve totally lost it. They need to be restrained and sedated until we know exactly what happened.”

	“They need compassion,” the red-haired doctor above me fired back in anger. “They’re our girls and boys, and God only knows what they’ve gone through. Restrain them if you have to, sedate them if necessary, but don’t treat them like the enemy.”

	It was good to know someone was on our side, whoever they were. Whoever we were for that matter. The doctor returned her attention to me and, placing a hand on my wrist, checked my pulse.

	“Feeling better?” she asked.

	I was. Whatever was in that drip was making me float. All the pain and fear that had crashed through my skull evaporated. The screams of agony dwindled to soft background noise. It was like being back in a womb.

	“Focus on my voice,” she said, and I did. “I need you to think very, very hard. I know whatever you experienced was traumatic, but there are people still up there. Your people. I need you to remember exactly what happened. You said you got shot. Who shot you?”

	I replayed the memory in my head again, but I couldn’t see anyone. I was doing something with my left hand while holding a rifle or a gun in my right.

	“I don’t know. I didn’t see them.”

	“Were you on the base when you got shot?”

	I thought about it as hard as I could.

	“What base?”

	She patted me on the arm again and looked around her. Raising her right hand, she shook it vigorously at someone. After a few moments, a bearded man, with his face mask wrapped around his chin approached. He ignored me as he spoke with the red-haired doctor.

	“I don’t know how to explain it,” she whispered, turning her back on me as if that would drown out her words. “Something must have happened during the transfer procedure. All of the simulations we ran never indicated the possibility of this level of memory fragmentation.”

	The bearded man turned to look at me and saw me staring up at him. He forced a smile before returning his attention to the doctor.

	“It may be a temporary side-effect from them coming back so soon. This one seems far more lucid than the rest. Maybe they need time to recuperate. Check the records. They’ve been through a lot in the last year. That would take its toll even on veteran soldiers.”

	“Maybe,” the red-haired doctor continued, “but right now, we don’t have time. We need to find out what happened. I want you to supervise the rest. I’ll take this one and see if we can jog his memory. Call Doctor Ling and get her down here, too.”

	“Okay, Doctor,” the bearded man said. Without another word, he turned and walked away.

	“Orderlies,” the doctor called out and beckoned them over. She must have signalled something to them when I wasn’t watching because one of the orderlies made his way to an empty patient trolley, which he dragged to my cot.

	“We’re going to move you, Corporal Luglin.”

	That didn’t sound like my name.

	Two hands eased themselves under my head and back, and another pair of hands gripped under my combat boots. With a three count, they hoisted me onto the trolley. One of the orderlies grabbed the drip and attached it to the trolley. Without warning, they strapped restraints around my wrists, ankles, and waist, pulling them tight to confirm they were secure. Then they began manoeuvring me between the rows of distressed soldiers. Confused at the name, I reached a weak hand under my T-shirt and pulled out a pair of dog tags resting on my chest.

	“Loughlin,” I said, correcting the doctor as she led the trolley towards our destination, “pronounced Lock-Linn. I’m Irish.”

	“My apologies,” she said, half turning her head as she led the way.

	My fingers continued toying with the dog tags.

	“Darren Loughlin,” I said aloud to no one in particular. That sounded familiar. The dog tags also confirmed my serial number, blood type, religion, and nationality.

	The orderlies wheeled me past another two-dozen screaming, shouting, and horrified soldiers before pushing me through double doors into a side room. They inserted my trolley carefully between two rows of computer screens and strange-looking medical equipment. Without prompting, one of them hoisted my head rest as the orderlies prepared me for whatever was to come next.

	The taller of the two male orderlies rubbed a cool gel onto my temples before sticking on some sort of miniature suction cups, and the smaller one attached what looked like a blood pressure cuff tightly around my right arm. While he did it, the smaller orderly kept glancing at me strangely. Like the soldier who had lain in the cot to my right, he looked as if he was trying to communicate something to me, but I had no idea of what.

	The doctor called the taller orderly over to the monitors, and the moment their backs were turned, the smaller orderly leaned forward, pretending to check my drip. As quick as a flash, he pressed something small and cold into the palm of my right hand. I instinctively wrapped my hand around it to conceal the object from view and shifted my weight to hide it underneath my right thigh. Even though I only held it for a few seconds, a part of me already knew what it was. I had held it a hundred times before and knew it was dangerous.

	“Stall them for as long as possible,” he muttered under his breath. “When it’s time, you’ll know. Salient.”

	I opened my mouth to speak, but he had already turned and headed towards the doctor.

	“Wait outside,” the doctor said to the orderlies when the double doors swung open again.

	A tall Asian woman burst through the doors with a look of concern plastered over her face. She wore a long, neatly pressed black skirt and a white blouse. Several long beady ornaments dangled from her neck. She greeted the doctor with a nod before looking towards me. Smoothing her skirt and careful not to bump into the nearby computer monitors glaring down at me, she took a seat and pulled out paper files and a tablet device from her bag.

	“Mr. Loughlin, how are you today?” she asked, trying to maintain eye contact as she leafed through several pages.

	“I’ve been better,” I groaned back. My throat still hurt, but I was glad I didn’t sound as hoarse as I did earlier.

	“My name is Doctor Ling,” she said, extending a friendly hand to shake mine. I raised my right hand and waggled it against the restraints to show I was unable to reciprocate. Undeterred, she stood, leaned over me at an awkward angle, and gripped my hand. Resisting the urge to break eye contact and take advantage of the view that her loose blouse would undoubtedly present, I smiled back politely.

	“I’m the head psychologist for the program, and I’d like to touch base with you about your condition.” 

	“My schedule’s clear.”

	“Great,” she said, and flashed her wrist as she pushed a few renegade strands of hair behind her ear. “You’ve probably witnessed a lot of alarming things here since you’ve returned. It must be confusing for you, but rest assured, you’re in good hands.”

	I felt safe, but then again, that could have been the drugs they were pumping into me.

	“Do you know where you are?”

	I thought hard about it. Although I recognised the room I woke up in and a few of the faces, I couldn’t place myself. I shook my head.

	“That’s okay. It’s normal considering what you’ve been through. I have full confidence that your memories will return in due process. We just need to give them a jump start.”

	She picked up the tablet device and became engrossed by something of interest. Distracted, she forced herself back to the present and placed the tablet on the chair beside her.

	“We’re going to try something a bit different, if that’s okay with you?” Doctor Ling asked. I nodded my consent to proceed. “I’m sure it must be frustrating trying to remember where you are and what’s happened to you and your colleagues, so I want you to push all of that from your mind. For the moment, we’ll push aside the MOF, EISEN, Mars, and the program, and start with the basics.”

	“Mars?”

	I looked at her as if she had two heads.

	“Yes, Mars. We’ll focus on that later. To start: Can you tell me what today’s date is?”

	I was still baffled by that “Mars” utterance but decided to play along. I tried to focus my jumbled mind to find any record or reminder of what the date could be.

	“Twenty-fourth of…March…”

	“Very good,” Doctor Ling said, and smiled as she made a note on her tablet. “Do you remember what year it is?”

	“2018.”

	That didn’t sound right, but a voice inside me told me it was.

	“Correct again,” she said, scribbling. “And how long has your assignment lasted?”

	A voice on the inside told me this was a trick question. A voice that protected me when danger was near.

	“From your perspective or mine?” I asked, unable to mask a victorious smile at spotting her trick question.

	“Your perspective is the one that matters,” she said with a wink.

	“Thirteen months from my point of view.”

	“Great. This is great, Darren. Your ability to recall these details shows that you haven’t suffered any permanent damage. It may take time, but if we start slow, it won’t be long before you’ll feel as right as rain.”

	She was right. I wasn’t sure how, but the more I spoke, the more I felt as though the fractured pieces of my life were slowly reassembling. Images flashed through my mind, but it felt more like a laptop updating its software. It started at one percent and moved gradually upwards as my life and memories began downloading. It was a strange sensation inherently knowing but not able to access or recall specific things at will.

	“Okay, next,” the doctor continued. “I want you to tell me how you joined the program. Focus on what your life was like before and how you came to join. We’ll get to the bigger stuff in time.”

	“Hopefully not too much time,” I said before laughing. “I’m pretty sure I have somewhere I need to be. Okay, here goes…”

	 

	
CHAPTER 2

	 

	There’s nothing important about me, nothing that marks me as anything different from anyone else you know. I’m that person you barely notice on your way to work, that familiar face in the office whose name you don’t know. I’m liked and I’m happy, but I’ve never been special.

	I grew up in a suburb of Dublin, Ireland and spent most of my life there. It was a nice area; it had its rough spots, but I liked it. At school, I passed tests and did my homework, but my scores didn’t indicate I was gifted or anything.

	Growing up, I was a typical teenage boy who chased girls, got into fights, and had fun with my friends, but no matter what I got myself into, I never brought trouble to my mother’s door. She knew I was no angel, but I think she knew that I was smart enough to never get caught.

	At seventeen, I joined the Reserve Defence Forces—Ireland’s version of the British Territorial Army or the American National Guard. As a neutral country, it wasn’t as though there was any chance we’d ever see any action, but when one of my buddies told me he enlisted, I decided to check it out.

	That probably ranks as one of the best decisions I ever made. From the moment they marched us around the parade square, I was hooked. It wasn’t just the assault rifles and uniforms, it was the camaraderie, the discipline, the notion that for once I was giving back to the country I loved so much. They also had cheap, tax-free beer. That helped, too.

	I spent seven years in the Reserves. Although exhausting and a lot of times boring, I enjoyed it. Seven years later, only myself and two others remained out of a training platoon once thirty-three people strong, so we asked for our discharge papers and left.

	I wasn’t sure where to go next and bounced between jobs, working and partying—sometimes doing both simultaneously. That is, until I met Louise. We hit it off straight away. She was fiery, intelligent, and ambitious. She was so ambitious that when we moved in together and had a daughter a few years later, I committed to staying at home to raise Kat. 

	It was on another average day when I got the call that would change my life. I had picked up Kat from play school and was watching her race around the room, still exhausted from my birthday celebrations a few days earlier, when my phone buzzed.

	I didn’t recognise the number, but thinking it was Louise calling from another number, I answered.

	“Oi! Oi! Governor!” a voice with a mock-English accent greeted me.

	I recognized the joker on the other end of the line as Rory and laughed, greeting my ex-army comrade.

	As Kat ran about, content like only a child could be, I dived into it with Rory. We talked like the old friends that we were and caught up quickly.

	I was glad to hear he had stuck with his career in the British Army and had recently returned from a deployment to Afghanistan as a logistics officer. He shared colourful stories about his time over there before asking what I had been up to. I didn’t have much to share, so that didn’t take too long. At this point, Kat got upset with a doll that made the mistake of refusing to obey her will. Sensing a tidal wave of temper tantrums, I was bringing our talk to a friendly conclusion when Rory said the innocent words that would cost me a portion of my life and a head-full of jumbled, fractured memories.

	“Ever wish you could get paid to play with guns and blow stuff up on the weekends again?”

	“Hell yeah,” I responded enthusiastically. “I’d give my left arm to re-live those days, but I don’t have the time between work, Kat, and Louise’s job. If only, eh?”

	“That’s why I called you, brother,” Rory continued. His infectious enthusiasm leaked through the phone. “The EU is putting together a new program for ex-service personnel. It’s in beta-phase at this stage, and it’s strictly hush-hush and invite-only, but they’re looking for people with skills to do some flexible work. You interested?”

	It sounded too good to be true and, in my experience, if it sounded too good to be true, it usually was.

	“Yeah, man, it sounds great, but I’m sure those types of things are for ex-full timers. As tempting as it is, I have to look after Kat, and there’s no way I could get time off work. The weekends are way too busy.”

	“That’s the thing—” Rory laughed, and excitement built in his voice. “It’s totally unlike anything before. It doesn’t matter what your skill level is. As long as you served and you pass the tests, you’re in. I’m telling you, brother, if you do one weekend a month, that works out as the equivalent of a few weeks of pay now. Imagine having more time with Louise and Kat for doing something you’d be good at and not having to work at that dead-end job.”

	As sales pitches went, his was pretty damn good.

	“There has to be a catch, though,” I pressed. “What does it involve?”

	Rory laughed again.

	“The catch works in your favour, my friend. I got posted to it recently as a liaison officer. It’s a European initiative to create a part time, flexible body of troops that can aid the civil power in times of emergency and free up duties for front line personnel. The British are overseeing it so far, but with everything going on with them and to keep it fair and equal, the EU has pushed for quotas from different nationalities to apply, and they need more Irish and Europeans. Since it’s invite-only, consider this yours. You just need to pass the tests and you’re in.”

	I was sold. I spoke with Rory for a few more minutes, squeezing as much information as possible out of him before letting him go. Barely a few minutes passed after hanging up when an application pinged straight into my phone’s email inbox.

	Louise encouraged me to go for it. The very next day, I got a response on my application. The assessment stage was set for the coming Saturday morning, which was short notice, but Louise being Louise managed to book me a cheap flight to London on Friday night, stay in a nice hotel, and then fly back early on Sunday, all as an additional birthday present. I made plans with Rory to go out for drinks afterwards, so everything wrapped up well.

	Screw my job. They could get by without me for one weekend.

	I’m not going to go into too much detail about the flight over. Suffice it to say, I’m not the biggest fan of airplanes, but it was uneventful and thankfully my plane didn’t smash into the Irish Sea in a giant ball of flames.

	Assessment day dawned. After showering, shaving, and getting changed into my freshly pressed suit, I hailed a London cab and arrived fifteen minutes early at the address for the interview. It was a mundane office block smack bang in the centre of London with nothing indicating it as being affiliated with the military. My heart pounded as I re-read the email, fearing I had the wrong address, but everything checked out.

	Composing myself, I approached the revolving door and greeted the receptionist. Dressed in a black uniform that made him look more like a security guard, he unexpectedly flashed a disarming smile and, after taking my name, held up a leather-bound tablet and rose from his seat to study it. For a moment, I thought he was trying to take my picture, but he turned it around to show me a photo of myself, which was accompanied with additional information. It struck me as strange, since I’d never sent them my picture, but I didn’t say anything.

	He directed me towards a solitary door to the right of the reception desk and buzzed me in. I opened the solid, reinforced door. On the other side, two heavily armed men clad entirely in black greeted me. At that point, I wondered if I’d fallen victim to an elaborate kidnapping scam, but realising I wasn’t worth that much to anyone, I flashed them a nervous smile.

	They thoroughly patted me down and ran me through a metal detector. Despite the fact I wasn’t carrying a weapon of any kind, I relaxed immediately when they found nothing incriminating on me and followed one of the guards as he escorted me down a long, well-lit corridor. At the end, we reached a lift. The guard punched in a code and then led me into it.

	“Don’t be nervous,” he said as the lift doors slammed closed.

	“Thanks. Can I…”

	“I’m not authorised to answer questions. But you look as though you’re about to crap yourself. Pull it together. You’ll do fine.”

	Strangely enough, an armed guard telling me I looked as if I was about to void my bowels did reassure my fraying nerves. I took a deep breath and told myself I could do this. I had nothing to lose. Or so I thought.

	We descended several floors before the lift doors creaked open and the guard gestured for me to step out. I nodded my thanks and stepped out into an illuminated, sterile-looking corridor. A tall and thin man with an immaculate suit and greasy, slicked-back black hair nodded politely at me.

	“Mr. Loughlin,” he said, extending his hand and firmly shaking mine, “I’m glad you could make it. Shall we?”

	He gestured to my left, and we walked and chatted politely about London and the weather. What followed next was four hours of non-stop gruelling psychometric, physical, and mental testing. It wasn’t as bad as I expected, though, because although I get a bit jittery, I excel at interviews.

	The questions themselves were nothing unusual and gave no hint about the actual program or my expected duties. It was standard stuff: talking about myself, my life, my time in the Reserves, what I would do in this or that situation, how I would resolve a certain series of problems, and so forth. Once you’ve heard one set of interview questions, you’ve heard them all. The written test was next, which didn’t seem any different from tests I’d done in school. Most of the questions were straightforward problem-solving, while others were similar to that of a personality test, like the ones Louise had gotten me to do online.

	The physical side of the assessment was the thing I was afraid might let me down. I wouldn’t class myself as unfit, but I’d let myself go a little. It had been hard to find a proper balance between working, looking after Kat, and the million other things I had to do every day.

	For this part of the test, the slicked-back hair man, who never gave me his name, led me into a changing room and handed me a green Army-style uniform. The camouflage patterns weren’t Irish or British, or any other nation’s colourings that I recognised, but I pulled them on all the same. After donning the trousers, T-shirt, shirt, and combat boots, they led me into a waiting area, where I got a first glimpse of my soon-to-be-comrades. Everyone appeared nervous, so taking advantage of that, I cracked a few jokes to lighten the mood. I could tell it was well received; sometimes people need someone to break the ice before they know it’s okay to let their guard down. Thinking about it now, although I didn’t know them at the time, that was the first time I spoke to Tazz, Smack, and Big Mo.

	They led us to a large exercise hall filled with all sorts of equipment and training gear. They ordered us to remove our shirts and attached heart rate monitors to our chests and suction cup devices to our temples. Then we began group exercises. It was excruciating, but I held my own, as did everyone else.

	After giving us all water, one of the doctors led us back to the waiting room and told us we’d be called upon one at a time to discuss whether we’d made it to the next round. A few minutes later, they called my name. I said my goodbyes to everyone and exited the room. I remember thinking at the time that they were a nice bunch of people and I hoped that if I got through, I’d see them again. I was escorted into a nearby office where a bureaucrat in a suit and a cheap haircut looked me up and down with bored indifference.

	“Congratulations, Mr. Loughlin. You’ve passed. We’d like to offer you a position in the program.”

	I was stunned. I had expected there to be at least another round of interviews or assessments, but, after replaying his words over in my mind, there was no way I could be misinterpreting him.

	“Thank you, sir,” I said, trying my best to contain my excitement. “I’m grateful for this opportunity. When do I start?”

	“Soon,” he replied dryly. “You’ll need to sign some paperwork first, followed by a mandatory blood test. Once everything is signed, you’ll be briefed on all relevant information. Please follow the nurse outside.”

	He waved at the door for me to leave. Without another glance, he returned to something far more interesting than me buried in his paper work. Smiling, I left the room as Tazz walked in, nodding as she gave me a cheery wink and a smile. The nurse silently led me back down the corridor towards the lift I had emerged from earlier, but we took a left through another set of reinforced, security code-protected doors. As the doors opened, I was surprised to see at least two or three dozen uniformed applicants already queued up in a line by the wall ahead of me. I didn’t recognise any of them from the waiting room, but it made sense that they’d have multiple, smaller assessment groups all on the same day. The nurse motioned for me to join the line and, after disappearing for a moment, returned with a clipboard and at least a hundred pages of a document attached to it. The writing was extra small; it looked as though I had the guts of a compressed encyclopaedia to read through and the queue edged forward at a quick pace.

	Several more interviewees from my own assessment group fell into line, flashing me victorious smiles as I tried to speed read through the document. Unfortunately, I’m not fluent in legalese, but from skimming through some of the pages, it seemed to be about protecting the program from liability in the event of injury. I could understand the logic to that, but I felt a bit uneasy at signing something that I hadn’t had the time to read through properly.

	The top of the queue stopped at the entrance to an open set of doors. By the time I reached the top, I’d barely gotten through the first few pages when an authoritative “Next!” called from the room.

	Still trying to race through the document, I stepped forward and found myself in a large, open hall with dozens of green, foldout cots. A sterile room with gleaming white walls and dozens of large, luminous lights glared down at us, illuminating every aspect of the hall. Already, at least thirty or forty uniformed applicants were sprawled on or sitting on the cots with dozens of scurrying orderlies racing around, pushing trolleys laden with equipment back and forth. I noted three other sets of double doors along the far wall and wondered if more groups were in there, too.

	At the head of the room sat three doctors working from a folding table, surrounded by stacks of paperwork. I eagerly approached them, hoping they could answer a few questions.

	“Name?” a tall, bearded doctor asked.

	“Loughlin, Darren, Sir.”

	Without looking up at me, he handed me a ball point pen.

	“Please sign the areas highlighted with stickers,” he said.

	I looked back at the clipboard in my hands and noted four stickers at the edges of the document, showing where I had to sign.

	“That’s the thing, sir. I haven’t had a chance to read everything before I sign—”

	He sighed loudly and rubbed his face in annoyance. “Christ, there’s always one,” he growled through his hands.

	I thought his frustration was a bit extreme considering I only had a few questions before I signed my life away. Beside him, a red-haired doctor with cool eyes looked up at me.

	“Mr. Loughlin, my name is Doctor Lucas. Allow me to be blunt. You are fully entitled to read every word of that document, but if you haven’t read it by now, we’ll have to stop the queue completely and wait for you to go through it line by line before proceeding. That means everyone else out there in the corridor will have to wait until you’re done and everyone else in here will have to sit there, unable to leave. Would you really like that to be the first impression your future colleagues have of you?”

	That hit home a bit. I suddenly felt the eyes of all my future comrades staring up at me, judging me. They probably weren’t, but I still didn’t want to be that guy.

	“I swore an oath, Mr. Loughlin, to do no harm,” she continued, “you have my word as a doctor that there’s nothing illegal in that document. It’s a standard waiver to cover the program from liability in the event of injury. If you were to be injured, that document states that we’ll cover the full cost of any medical expenses or loss of earnings. It is entirely your choice, though. Would you like to step aside and read this document or would you like to proceed?”

	All three of the doctors looked at me with a combination of frustration and pleading. Against my better judgment, I conceded. Resting the clipboard on their table, I quickly signed my name on all the relevant spaces. If you couldn’t trust a doctor, who could you trust?

	Relieved, the doctor thanked me and signalled for an orderly to lead me away, before calling for the next applicant to come in. The masked orderly led me through the maze of cots before selecting an empty one and ordered me to take my shirt off and sit down. Despite being self-conscious about how sweat-stained my T-shirt underneath would be from the earlier workout, I did as I was told.

	Gesturing to a nearby nurse pushing around a trolley, he gave her my name. She checked her clipboard, rummaged around in a plastic box, and pulled out a small plastic bag with my name labelled on it. The orderly took it from her, pulled out a set of dog tags, and told me to put them on. I remember thinking how weird it was that they already had a set of dog tags made for me when I’d just signed up, but I pushed that out of my mind, too.

	With everyone settled, the orderlies eventually made their way around the room and one-by-one took blood samples from us before giving us separate inoculations. I was a bit wary of being injected with something containing an unknown substance, but a neighbour asked the burning question of what it was. The orderly advised it was a backup injection to reinforce our immune systems and it was perfectly fine, but that the side-effects sometimes resulted in drowsiness or temporary disorientation; hence the cots.

	When it came to my turn, I didn’t even ask and presented my arm. I looked around to see those who had gone before me were mostly lying back on the cots, looking around or fidgeting to get comfortable. Sure enough, a minute or two after the injection, my mind went hazy, and I decided it was best to lay back, too. My head swam, but I hoped the powerful white light above my cot would be enough to keep me conscious. I didn’t want to be known as the guy who made a fuss about paperwork and then passed out.

	It wasn’t to be, though. Even with the light shining down on me, my eyelids grew heavier and my brain drifted away. I didn’t fight it and remember thinking that everything would be fine when I woke up in a few minutes.

	 

	
CHAPTER 3

	 

	“And that brings us to right now,” I concluded, glancing over at Doctor Ling.

	My head felt a lot better. Although the calming euphoria of the drugs they were pumping into my body affected me, my mind was starting to focus. I could recall most of my memories from prior to the job interview and snippets of what happened after, although in certain places they were a bit fuzzy. Apart from a few grainy images of a firefight, I couldn’t recall what had happened to me yesterday or the day before.

	Doctor Ling finished scribbling her notes before looking back up at me.

	“So, what happened next?”

	“I woke up on Phobos.”

	“And what happened after you woke up?”

	“That was thirteen months ago,” I stated, ignoring her question.

	Turning away from her, I focused my attention on the doctor gazing intently at the monitors at the end of the room.

	“I thought you looked familiar. No, ‘trustworthy’ was what I was thinking when I first woke up. You look similar to the doctor who told me I had nothing to worry about when I signed that damn contract a year ago.”

	Doctor Lucas turned away from her work to look at me. I could see a flash of remorse cut across her cool exterior, but her lips remained firmly shut as she looked in my direction. I don’t know why, but a surge of hostility rose in me. It felt like something left over from weeks of dwelling, like when you have a fight with your partner and it goes on for so long that you forget what the actual tiff was about.

	“I remember lying down in a room similar to the one I woke up in, after an interview a year ago. Tell me doctor, how long has it been for you since I lost consciousness?”

	“There’s no need for this,” she replied, trying to maintain her professional composure. “You’ve already been briefed. You know exactly how this works. We’re on the same side. Right now, civilians are counting on us. We don’t have time for games.”

	“Answer the question or I stop talking. I want to hear you say it. I laid down on that cot over a year ago. How long ago was that for you?” I hissed at her.

	The doctor shifted her weight before taking a few steps towards the foot of my trolley and folding her arms. “Okay, fine. You and everyone else were unconscious for exactly seventeen minutes. You were supposed to serve a twelve-month tour of duty and be rotated back after sixty minutes, my time. Instead, according to the Compression Matrix logs, you were gone for thirteen months and you were back in a quarter of the recommended time. On top of that, the exact minute that we received the compression signal, we lost contact with every one of our off-world colonies. Every single one has gone dark.”

	She turned, walked towards the double doors leading to the room that I’d woken up in, and threw them open. Outside, I could still hear the cries and groans of my comrades, although it had quietened down considerably. With steel in her voice, she turned to face me while gesturing towards the noise outside. 

	“Three quarters of your fellow soldiers haven’t returned and those who have show evidence of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder from gunshot wounds, stabbings, and dismembered limbs, indicating an extremely violent confrontation. Only two of you are lucid enough to speak, so we must focus on the task at hand. We need to know what happened up there or everything we’ve worked for and sacrificed for is over. Do you understand?”

	“Okay, that’s enough,” Doctor Ling interjected, holding her hand up to silence the doctor. She returned her attention to me and patted me reassuringly on the hand.

	“I’m glad it’s coming back to you, Darren. I really am. I know the last year hasn’t been easy for you, and you have every right to be angry. Let’s continue to take this nice and slow. We’ll figure this out together, shall we?”

	I ignored Doctor Lucas and returned my attention to Doctor Ling, nodding my consent. As I shifted in the trolley to get comfortable, I felt the cylinder the orderly had slipped me nestled underneath my right thigh. For a moment, I saw a flash of what it could be used for and, stretching my muscles as a pretext, looked around at the monitors on my left and right, wondering if it would work on one of them. No rush, though. I still hadn’t received the signal yet—whatever it was supposed to be.

	“Fine,” I continued, “so, I woke up in Asaph Hall Research Station, on Phobos…”

	 

	
CHAPTER 4

	 

	I remember blinking my eyes a few times and wondering if the whole interview had been a dream. It took a few seconds for my memories to load up and my brain to switch back on before I bolted upright in the cot. For a moment, I feared I had been the only one who passed out, but while peering groggily around the room, I noticed the rest of my comrades were still comatose.

	It struck me as odd that all of us had been rendered unconscious by the  inoculation, but that was quickly overshadowed by the realisation that we were no longer in the same room. We were in the exact same order, but everything appeared completely different. Those sterile, white walls were now grey; the large luminous lights now dim and much smaller; and our standard-issue folding cots replaced with medical beds.

	I contemplated waking someone up when a door at the top-right of the room whooshed open. Dressed like a surgeon in blue scrubs, a man strolled in, whistling quietly, and headed towards a desk at the head of the room. He grabbed a chart and turned to exit. That’s when he must’ve spied me out of the corner of his eye, because he dropped the chart to the ground and jumped back in fright. Then he let out a laugh, half in shock, half trying to catch his breath.

	“You scared the living hell out of me,” he said as he stood straight again. “I’m glad you’re awake, though. We were wondering when you sleepy heads would rise and shine.”

	“Where am I?” I groaned, desperate for a caffeine fix to force my brain cells to activate. “Were we out for long?”

	The surgeon patted his chart and inhaled loudly through his teeth, as if contemplating how to answer.

	“You know what? I’m gonna let the higher-ups go through all that with you. Hang tight and someone will be with you shortly.”

	I watched him leave, too tired to press the matter, and took a seat back on my bed. Several of my new colleagues began to stir from our unexpected slumber. By the time anyone came for us, we were all awake, grouchy, and hungry. I hoped we hadn’t been asleep too long. The email said that the entire assessment would be completed by 4pm, but we had gotten our injections at around 3pm. I was looking forward to sharing my good news with Rory later over a few well-deserved beers.

	The door opened and a small but stocky female soldier entered. She stood a few paces from the door and glanced around the room at all of us. She wore the same green uniform, although hers was far neater, pressed, and ironed. Without even seeing her sergeant’s rank markings, the hard jaw and scowl she wore easily marked her as a senior non-commissioned officer.

	“All right, everyone on your feet. Let’s go,” she called out. “Move it. Follow the lights on the floor.”

	Anyone who had still been lazing on their beds immediately jumped to their feet and, like a zombie horde from an ‘80s horror, we lumbered towards the door. The corridor outside was far brighter, and it took a minute for my eyes to adjust. Like the room, it was plain and grey, giving no indication of even what floor we were on.

	As the sergeant had stated, small green lights flashed along the sides of the floor, like waves gently lapping against the beach, ushering us in the right direction. Small chatter broke out as we walked, but I kept to myself, hoping they would feed and dismiss us so I could call Louise and tell her I was okay.

	After about twenty meters, the head of the group stopped at two reinforced doors that refused to open. The sergeant shoved her way through until she reached the front of the group. She ran a swipe card over a plastic scanner to the right, and the doors shot open, revealing another length of corridor ahead with multiple doors.

	“Follow the lights,” the sergeant roared at us again.

	As we filed out and continued along the corridor, someone dared to ask the sergeant when we would be dismissed, only to be told in graphic and colourful language to shut it or risk having a boot forcibly inserted in a place where boots weren’t designed to go.

	A few of us snickered, but no one dared to ask anything else and continued towards the end of the corridor. Another set of reinforced doors automatically opened, revealing a large auditorium. Rows and rows of seats started at the front of a raised stage at the far-end of the room and worked their way back, each row increasing in height. I was tempted to risk taking a seat somewhere in the back row, but unwilling to break ranks, I followed the green lights flashing us closer to the stage. It took a few minutes for the auditorium to fill up, and I noted that far more people than just my group were present. With a quick glance, it looked as though there were over two hundred of us, with seating capacity for at least a hundred more.

	While awaiting further instructions, I studied the rest of the room, hoping for tell-tale clues as to our location. When I first entered the building, I went down a few levels in the elevator, so I figured they moved us to another level after we lost consciousness, but that struck me as a bit unnecessary. The other door in the room looked to be situated to the right-hand side of the stage, which also appeared suspiciously devoid of markings. The walls to the left and right of the auditorium were also grey and bare, except for the ten metre partitions on the left wall, which looked as though they were sealed over windows. The stage held two podiums on each side and a row of fold out chairs neatly lined up against the wall in the centre.

	“On your feet,” the sergeant called from somewhere behind us, and we did as we were told. The door to the right of the stage slid open. An officer in a strange green, formal dress uniform strolled out, followed by a doctor clad in blue scrubs and a nervous-looking man in brown slacks and a white lab coat. The officer made his way to the podium on our left while the other two men took their seats. The officer leafed through a few files in front of him before grabbing the microphone and adjusting it towards his mouth.

	“Be seated,” he commanded in a posh, well-spoken voice. I guessed him to be in his late fifties, possibly early sixties, with a worn and creased face, but his body language was rigid as a statue. He struck me as someone who, despite appearance, was far fitter than any one of us. He removed his black beret to reveal wisps of snow-white hair wrapped around a balding crown, raised his hand towards the back row, and waited. It took a few moments but the doors opened to rows of black-clad, masked soldiers sporting strange assault rifles. They formed a protective cordon around the stage and filed along the back row. That was the first time I remember having a bad feeling about what I had signed up for.

	“Good morning,” he began and tried his best to force a smile. The auditorium reciprocated half-heartedly, probably because it was the afternoon. Then it struck me—had we slept all day and night? Was it Sunday already? I hoped Louise wasn’t worried about me.

	“Thank you all for being here,” the officer continued. “My name is Brigadier-General Sir Walter Penford, commanding officer of this installation and formally of Her Majesty’s Irish Guard. I am sure many of you will have questions with regards to your assignment and the circumstances surrounding your involvement in the program. To that end, I would like to present Doctor Bradley Milton, who will answer any questions better suited to his role.”

	The doctor fidgeted nervously in his chair, appearing unsure of whether to approach the podium on the right-hand side or stay seated. He waved his hand at us, but a look from the brigadier-general confirmed he was to take his spot. Grabbing his suitcase, he stumbled forward before sheepishly mumbling a hello into his own microphone.

	“There is no easy way to say this, but I believe a demonstration would be apt to allow you all to grasp our current situation,” the brigadier-general said.

	He reached into this pocket, pulled out a small rectangular box, not unlike a television remote control, pointed it at the left wall, and pressed a button. We all turned to study the wall for this demonstration, but nothing happened. The room remained deathly silent as we continued watching. After a few more moments, we returned our confused attention back to the podium.

	“You need to press and hold the button, sir,” Doctor Milton whispered loudly, while covering the microphone with his hand. The brigadier-general continued fumbling with the remote, forcing the doctor to leave his podium and point out the relevant button. The general mumbled something inaudible under his breath but, finding the correct button, raised his hand again and pressed it.

	Again, we turned our attention to the left wall and waited. A few seconds later, I thought the general still hadn’t figured out how to operate the device and was about to turn away when I saw a flicker of light and movement. A crack had appeared at the bottom of the partition, allowing a small line of dull light through. I realised I was correct in thinking that the partitions were giant, sealed-over windows and the brigadier-general was in the process of raising the external shutters upwards to look outside.

	At that moment, what I thought was my worst concern at the time crept to life. Instead of sunshine, a dim blackness seeped through, meaning I had lost most of, if not all, of my Saturday. I shook my head in frustration that I’d missed an opportunity to get drunk with Rory and wondered why the general was wasting his time showing us a window view. I was about to look away again when something else caught my eye.

	As the shutters inched upwards, a handful of sparkling lights on a black velvet background came into view. Twinkling softly, I realised these were stars, but they were nothing in comparison to what took up the view through the middle windows. Large, ominous, swirling red and brown colours danced and weaved before us, drowning out everything else and drawing us in. A collective gasp sounded at the sight of the vivid and mesmerising beauty that looked close enough to touch. By the time the shutters reached to the top of the windows, we were transfixed by the sight of the stunning tapestry that lay before us.

	“Mars,” the brigadier-general said in a triumphant tone. “It is my pleasure to welcome each of you to Asaph Hall Research Station on Phobos.”

	A few heartbeats of silence stretched during which I found myself torn between the breath-taking sight in front of me and trying to contemplate the general’s choice of words. What the hell was a ‘Phobos’?

	“That’s some sight,” someone in the first row said aloud. “Sir, is that Augmented Reality or a hologram or something? It looks so real.”

	The brigadier-general cleared his throat before answering.

	“It is real.”

	That made us all return our attention to the podium. The swirling vivid mass that danced outside our window still awed me, but a lump of ice formed in my stomach at the brigadier’s words. His face was stern and serious; he didn’t strike me as someone who joked or even had a sense of humour. Forgetting ourselves, everyone spoke at once, demanding answers and clarification, which prompted the black-clad soldiers to take a simultaneous step towards us in warning. The chatter died off instantly. The brigadier-general held up his hand to maintain silence for a few more seconds before answering.

	“It is best to get this dealt with now, quickly and concisely. As I have said, we are in Asaph Hall Research Station on Phobos, one of the two moons orbiting Mars. Each of you signed a contract for a year-long tour of duty with the Unified Earth Armed Forces and will be sub-contracted out to the Mars Occupation Force…”

	That was it. That’s where I blurred out. I shook my confused head as the general continued jabbering on and wondered what type of mad house I had stumbled into. Of course, it was too good to be true. No wonder the doctor hadn’t wanted me to read the contract; I had signed up for some sort of social or psychological study. Something like the Stamford Prison Experiment but with little green men and interplanetary colonisation. Still, I nodded along and hoped they weren’t going to stiff me on the pay.

	The brigadier-general continued for some time, outlining basic details about the program and the colonies on Mars, but from the faces of disbelief and confusion surrounding me, it didn’t look as though many people bought it. Eventually, the general opened the floor to questions on the condition we put our hands in the air to ask and stood when talking. Every single hand went up. The brigadier-general selected a tall, wiry soldier from the front to start. He asked what I’m pretty sure was the burning question on everyone’s minds.

	“Sir, respectfully… Is this a joke?”

	“No. This isn’t a joke. You are currently on Phobos awaiting deployment to Mars.”

	The general looked around the room, and I did my best to stretch my hand as high as possible. I knew better than to provoke an officer, but this was all a bit outlandish, so I decided to chance it. He selected me, and I snapped to attention. 

	“Thank you, sir,” I started, trying to look as serious as possible. “No seriously, sir. Is this a joke?”

	That drew muted laughs from the crowd, but the general didn’t seem too happy. He glared at me, so I took my seat and waited for his response.

	“No,” he replied firmly. “This is not a joke. I will not field any more questions on the subject of this being a joke.”

	About half the hands in the auditorium dropped, to even more muffled chuckles.

	“Silence!” the sergeant called out from the back of the room.

	The brigadier-general selected another soldier who stood to speak.

	“Thank you, sir. My question isn’t specifically about Mars but about the human colonisation effort and our knowledge of the Solar System.” The soldier paused as several groans erupted at him for killing our fun.

	The general nodded at him to continue.

	“Sir, have we discovered any Klingons on Uranus?”

	The room exploded in laughter. It was probably the worst thing you could do in the presence of a senior officer, but it was worth it, and we didn’t care about the consequences. If they were going to pitch us a story about humans on Mars, so be it, but we were going to have our fun, too. That soldier—Smithy—became a legend after that.

	“Enough!” the brigadier-general roared into the microphone. The room fell silent. “I had hoped that so-called professionals would maintain a certain level of dignity and decorum and accept the word of a senior officer, but it seems we shall have to escalate matters.”

	The general mumbled “bring him in” as he stepped away from the microphone and gestured at the surgeon in blue scrubs seated behind him. The surgeon stood and hastily exited through the doors. We remained silent and watched the doors with intent, wondering what else they could show to convince us that we were no longer on Earth. After a minute or two, we got our answer, and no one was smiling anymore.

	“Allow me to present a captured Insectoid hostile, one of the non-human species currently residing on Mars.”

	Despite a lifetime of memories, there’s very few that resonate with you enough that you can remember every single detail. Not just the image, but the sight, the smell, the feeling, every aspect of that moment. Up until that point, holding Kat for the first time or the time I got head-butted by the lead singer of a trash metal band for drunkenly climbing onto the stage to steal his microphone ranked up there. But seeing that thing for the first time seared itself into my brain forever.

	It was more wide than tall but still looked the height of an average person. Flanked by six guards, this spider-demon from hell barely squeezed through the corridor and now stood passive on the stage, with chains held by the guards pulling at it from all directions to keep it steady. Its torso and head appeared human; I could easily make out an ugly nose, mouth, and deep, black eyes, but that’s where the similarities ended. Eight crooked, scalpel-tipped legs clicked on the stage floor with even the slightest of movements, adding to its insidious horror.

	A few seconds after they escorted it in, the room fell silent. It was as if we all held our breaths collectively, unsure if exhaling might set it off on a murderous rampage. In slow, controlled movements, it looked around the auditorium, studying us as we gaped at it. Those strange black eyes probed us and made us unsure of who it was looking at specifically.

	It opened its mouth and let out a series of high-pitched shrieks that echoed and bounced around the room. A crash and bang sounded from the front row and from somewhere behind me as two soldiers fainted in shock. Guards rushed forward to administer first aid, while the rest of us stared in awe at the devilish specimen in front of us.

	“Thank you,” the general said, nodding at the guards. “Get that thing out of here.”

	The massive creature shrieked again, and I got the impression it was baffled by why we were all so fascinatedly horrified by it, but the guards tugged on its chains and dragged it back the way they had come. We started breathing again as soon as the door slammed shut.

	We returned our attention to the brigadier-general, who remained poised at the podium with a smug smile plastered across his face as he patted Doctor Milton on the back. Doctor Milton looked overly pleased with himself, too, as he scribbled furiously into a notebook in his hand. He smiled in glee at our stunned reactions. Although we were still shocked by what we had witnessed, every hand in the room went up again. This time, however, no one joked.

	“Sir, what is our mission on Mars?”

	“To provide security and defence to the five human colonies on Mars and to render any services, as needed, to protect and defend the property and personnel of MARSCORP and the civilian population.”

	“Sir, how did we get to Phobos?”

	“I’ll answer that,” Doctor Milton jumped in. “Your consciousness was downloaded via a complex procedure that…”

	“The specific details are classified,” the brigadier-general interrupted and gave the doctor a stern look.

	“Um, yes. I can’t go into specifics, but your consciousness was downloaded, compressed, and sent via a series of nano-relays between Earth and here. Your consciousness was then downloaded into cloned versions of your own bodies.”

	“So, we’re clones?” a soldier shouted incredulously from the back row. The brigadier general glared at her until she stood and repeated her question.

	“No,” the doctor carried on, “well, not in the sense that you think. We do not have the level of technology to make a copy of a human mind, but we can transfer it. These bodies, gestated in under forty-eight hours, are exact replicas of your own, right down to old injuries, tattoos, traumas, genetic memories, and reflexes.

	“So, our real bodies are back on Earth? What happens to these bodies when we leave?”

	“Yes. Your real bodies are exactly where you left them. After your term of duty, you’ll be sent back approximately one hour after you lost consciousness. You’ll have your memories intact, but one hour will have passed in, what you would term as, real time. Since these bodies can only be used by your consciousness, they’ll be placed into cold storage or kept for scientific and research purposes.”

	“What’s today’s date? Is it the same as back on Earth or—”

	“Classified,” the general cut across the young soldier.

	“Do we, I mean, the Unified Earth Armed Forces have spaceships?”

	“Yes, but they have no relevance to your mission.”

	“How does the fleet travel, sir? Like, do we have engines that can go faster than light speed or warp drive or what?”

	The general looked as though he was going to ignore the question, but Doctor Milton leaned forward with a smile to answer.

	“Neither. We haven’t developed FTL drives or warp speed or anything like that. We have improved our engine designs considerably from what you might see in the media, but it takes months for a manned journey to Mars and under two years to reach Jupiter. For longer range missions, we use Sleeper Ships. We’re hoping what we used to bring you here today can eventually be Earth’s answer to interstellar travel, but it’s still in its infancy.”

	“Are we at war?” another voice called out.

	The room fell silent once more, and all stares turned to the brigadier-general.

	“Okay, that is enough,” he replied firmly. “My role was to ease you into the realisation of your circumstances, and I have done that adequately. You will be fully briefed once you reach your units in New Berlin. Sergeant, you know the drill.”

	“Atten-shun,” the sergeant called out.

	Still trying to comprehend everything we had been told, we rose to our feet. We watched the brigadier-general return a salute from the sergeant before exiting the room, flanked by the doctor and surgeon. As soon as they left, the green, flickering lights flittered on and directed us towards the doors behind them.

	“Come on you Terran knuckle-draggers, it’s time to get you Mars bound,” screeched the sergeant. “Follow the lights to the hanger bay. Move it.”

	I took one last look at the planet, seemingly within hands reach from outside the massive windows, and got the feeling this was going to be a long day. Followed by a long week. Followed by a long year. And what the hell was a ‘Terran?’

	 

	
CHAPTER 5

	 

	“It means ‘human from Earth’ or somethin’ like that,” someone answered matter-of-factly as we strapped ourselves into the seats aboard the troop transport. “Terra’s like the Greek or Latin word for ‘Earth’ or some shit.”

	At least that answered that.

	Despite my preoccupation with the giant spider-like alien, I had entered the hangar bay hoping to find evidence of this being an elaborate ruse, but nothing indicated so. The transport vessels looked real enough. As I stepped aboard my assigned craft, I considered the amount of effort needed to build several dozen mock spaceships and create such a realistic, giant insect costume. It seemed a bit out there to test a bunch of average twenty-something year olds, but it was a lot more believable than humanity having colonised Mars and somehow keeping it hidden from Wikileaks.

	Being a nervous flier, I wasn’t happy at the prospect of hurtling through space towards an alien-infested planet, but I gritted my teeth, triple checked my seat straps, and tried to look as unconcerned as possible. The transport had a maximum occupancy of fifty, with twenty-five seats on either side facing one another. Not wanting to embarrass myself in front of my new colleagues, I focused my mind and thought about Louise and Kat. Despite my concerns about being a clone, abducted for a year, and stranded on a planet full of life forms pulled straight from my worst nightmares, thinking about them still centred me.

	After a few minutes, red lights flashed in our compartment, and the doors slammed shut. I gripped the armrests as the sound of the engines warming up increased and kept my jaw clenched to stop myself from whining when the transport jolted to life.

	I was seated towards the top of the compartment and although there were no windows, the pilots had left the door to the cockpit open. Despite my better judgement, I leaned forward and watched as the transport rose and inched towards the opening hangar bay door. A burst of static from the intercoms around the compartment caused me to jolt from my seat (or would have, had I not been strapped in) before the pilot started speaking.

	“This is… uggghhhh… Captain Lockhart speaking… I… uggghhhh… will be piloting MOF Atmospheric Troop Transport Vehicle… uggghhhh… seven-niner-seven… uggghhhh… Our destination today is New Berlin—Spaceport… uggghhhh… Expected flight time is approximately… uggghhhh… twenty-six minutes… uggghhhh… Weather conditions are favourable… uggghhhh… It’s a lovely minus twenty-six degrees out and there’s a… uggghhhh… storm with winds of approximately one hundred and fifty kilometres per hour heading in from our north-west that I’m hoping we can avoid… uggghhhh… please stay strapped in at all times, follow all instructions from our… uggghhhh… air hostesses, and thank you again for flying Mars Air.”

	“Is this guy taking the piss or what?” someone exclaimed incredulously, but no one replied.

	Those of us who could leaned forward and watched as the transport approached the hangar bay doors and slammed into the vastness of space. My stomach churned as the twinkling blackness enveloped the cockpit window, but soon enough our destination shimmered into view. Hoping to distract myself, I turned to make small talk with whoever sat beside me when the pilot strutted out from the cockpit. A grin was plastered across his greasy, bearded face.

	In my mind I had pictured our pilot as a clear-cut Captain America type in a well-pressed uniform, with the distinction meaning the difference between a safe landing and being splattered across the Martian landscape. Instead, Captain Lockhart looked like a cross between a hippy and a drugged-up Hells Angel. We debated it afterwards, but I still think he was drunk at the time.

	“First time on Mars?” he shouted even though there was no discernible noise coming from the engines, or any noise for that matter. A few of my new colleagues mumbled a yes, while shooting confused looks at one another.

	“You’re gonna love it,” he said before erupting into a semi-hysterical, semi-sinister laugh. “It’s great. It’s really great. If you love sand, the colour red, and being shot at, then it’s definitely the place for you.”

	“Eh, sir? Who’s flying the plane?” I blurted out.

	I certainly didn’t want to draw his crazed attention, but I struggle enough with normal planes and felt I needed the reassurance of a non-inebriated pilot before I could relax into the concept of space travel.

	“What?” he roared and turned his left ear to face me.

	“The plane, sir. This transport. If you’re here, who’s flying it?”

	“Flying it? Oh, Cheech is up there. Ain’t that right, Cheech?”

	A reply didn’t come, and my heart sank. If our pilot was in the middle of a psychotic episode, that was it. Forget about the pay. Game over. Darren wants out.

	“Cheech? You all right in there?”

	After a prolonged silence, there was, thankfully, a grumble of an answer from the cockpit. I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to avert my eyes from the captain, hoping he wouldn’t latch on.

	“There she is,” he yelled in excitement as Mars drew alarmingly closer to the cockpit window. “The Red Planet. Big Red. Old…Marsie.”

	He raised his hands in triumph, as if expecting us to cheer, but we were too busy trying to avoid eye contact with him. Taking the hint, he lowered his arms and looked embarrassed.

	“Anyway,” he continued, more quietly, “I wanted to see if anyone here likes classical music. It’s a tradition to blast out sweet tunes for the new arrivals. Anyone?”

	After a few moments a recruit from the back of the compartment raised his hand.

	“Eh, yeah. I do, I guess. Have you any Bach or…”

	“I can do you one better,” Captain Lockhart said, baring his crooked yellow teeth in a twisted smile. “How about a nice little number called ‘Song 2’ by Blur?”

	He didn’t wait for an answer and quickly disappeared into the cockpit. Seconds later, the compartment blasted to life with music.

	“WOO-HOO!”

	I’ve always liked that song. As far as musical accompaniment to smashing through the Martian atmosphere, swerving from an apocalyptic hurricane, and seeing a different planet for the first time goes, it was a pretty good choice. What I didn’t enjoy was that it was so loud that it felt as if my ears were bleeding, and it played in a continuous loop. But the main thing was, we made it to the New Berlin spaceport with barely any scratches and hardly anyone threw up.

	Although we approached from the sky, I didn’t get a good look at the New Berlin colony. Against the red backdrop of the Martian landscape, the black and grey buildings blended in, making it hard to distinguish any of them. Maybe that was the point. The spaceport didn’t look busy. From what little I could see, there didn’t appear to be any other sign of traffic. We landed on a circular, lit-up landing pad. After a few seconds, the transport wobbled as we began our descent into the hangar bay. It grew dark when the landing pad sealed up over us, and we waited nervously for the order to disembark.

	When the transport stopped, the captain switched off the music and swaggered out into the compartment.

	“Thank you for flying Mars Air,” he said with a cheesy grin. He looked around at us as if expecting us to laugh, but we remained silent.

	“Okay, okay,” he grumbled, disappointed with his audience. “You can unstrap yourselves, but before you leave, reach down beneath your seats and pull on your facemasks. There’s an earth-like atmosphere in here, but the air can be a thinner than you’re used to this close to the launch pad. Now, skedaddle! Bullet trains are waiting for you outside the bay. It’s time to get you boys and girls out of those Terran greens and into some nice, fresh Red’n’Blacks.”

	Unstrapping ourselves, we nodded our thanks to the captain for not killing us and fastened on the facemasks. They weren’t anything too sophisticated, just plastic and rubber masks that nestled tightly over the mouth and nose and were attached to a small canister sling. Without any other equipment to pick up or unpack, we stood and waited for the door to open.

	As soon as it did, we winced from the sudden rush of cold air into the compartment. For a terrifying second, I thought it was the prelude to an explosive decompression. Instead, the stocky sergeant greeted us with her own breathing mask on, which did little to filter her disdain for us.

	“Get your asses off that transport! Move it! Move it! Move it!” she shrieked.

	We jumped off one at time. Following a small corridor of flashing green lights across the hangar bay floor, we bolted towards a nearby exit. As I ran, I glanced around the hangar bay and noticed that it looked identical to the one on Asaph Hall, but my hopes were dashed that this could be an overly-complicated hoax when I saw the row-upon-row of strange-looking crafts and vehicles. Far more people were present here, too, going about their chores, dressed in red and black uniforms, and wearing breathing masks. Finally, we came to more faded graffiti covering the walls that looked worn with time. 

	In short, the New Berlin hangar bay looked like a dump.

	Once through the exit doors, we found ourselves at what looked like a tube station. We were met by angry-looking, red-and-black-clad non-commissioned officers and guards who screeched at us to fall into five rows. After the sergeant came through the door and sealed it behind her, they ordered us to take our breathing masks off. The air was stale, dry, and possessed an oily tang, but it was breathable. We remained in our rows on the platform, facing away from the tube track and awaiting further instructions.

	The sergeant ignored us and walked up to one of the other sergeants who extended a hand.

	“Bowers, you old dog, how in the hell are you keeping?” she asked with a grin as she adjusted her black beret.

	“I’m fine, Watford. How are you? I haven’t seen you since…”

	“Forward Base Zulu.”

	Although I was supposed to keep my eyes straightforward, fixed on an imaginary point on the wall, I couldn’t help risking a glance at the two sergeants and noticed a flicker of sadness and anger at the mention of this Zulu place.

	“Right. That was a long time ago. What has you in Terran greens?”

	“I’m rotating home at the end of the month. It’s easy street on Asaph Hall till I get shipped back to Terra,” Sergeant Watford said.

	“Wow. Twenty years nearly done. Congratulations, Sergeant. I got two years left on mine.”

	“Hopefully it’ll fly by for you. Are you taking these Hollows?”

	“Just to the Shoe. They’re Hopkins’ problem after that. How’d they take the news? They look calm enough to me.

	“Better than expected. They’re still fairly doped up, though. Should be medicated long enough to get ’em into the Rigs.”

	I didn’t feel doped up at that point, but after thinking about it, despite my worries, I was taking the news of my abduction and forcible relocation to another planet remarkably well. While I wondered if I was so high that I didn’t even realise it, Sergeant Bowers took a few steps forward and studied us closely.

	“They look human, don’t they? Stubble, sweat, eye blinks. Beats me why they don’t create one universal Hollow template body and stick ’em in that.”

	“The head shrinkers reckon they’d have a meltdown if they woke up in a body they didn’t recognise. Last thing we need is even more crazy people on Big Red.” As she finished speaking, a hissing noise approached from behind us and ground to a halt. The sergeants said goodbye to one another.

	Without so much as a look in our direction, Sergeant Watford strapped on her breathing mask and headed back towards the hangar bay. 

	“Listen up, you Hollow pieces of Terran scum! On my order, about turn, fall out, and find the nearest seat. No talking. Wait for further instructions. Fall…out!”

	We executed a precision one-hundred-and-eighty-degree about turn in unison, which was interesting considering we had never drilled together before, and clambered onto the bullet train. It looked a lot like a standard train, except all the seats had seatbelts and straps and the walls were plastered with faded notices recommending against standing without a harness. Thankfully, we were the only ones on the transport, so we all found a seat.

	It took a few seconds after the train lurched forward before I understood why it wasn’t recommended to stand up. I’ve been on plenty of trains in my time, but this was like riding on the back of a bullet. It took ten seconds for it to reach what I assumed was top speed, and by that stage, we were all tilting back against the sudden velocity. I could guess at how fast we were travelling, but even under Captain Lockhart’s suicidal piloting skills, I had never felt this level of acceleration. Within five minutes, the transport slowed down and came to a halt at another identical platform.

	Outside, five individual rows of red-and-black uniformed corporals, sergeants, and officers waited for us. They were flanked by at least a dozen heavily-armed masked guards with leashed German shepherds. It looked more like a welcome party for concentration camp detainees than new recruits.

	Sergeant Bowers ordered us out and, after forming us back into five rows, saluted at a tall, lean man who I guessed to be our new commanding officer. After talking quietly together, the sergeant saluted again and left. Another sergeant immediately replaced him.

	“Okay, listen up,” the new sergeant called out, “my name is Sergeant Hopkins. Welcome to the MOF Operations Centre. You are now members of the Mars Occupation Force and have been assigned to Third Brigade, Second Battalion, A Company. Listen for your names to be called out and fall into your platoons. You will be given proper uniforms, assigned billets, and receive briefings. Your training begins today.”

	Without further delay, the various platoon commanders roared out our names, each trying to shout louder than their counterparts. With five platoons, it was nearly impossible to distinguish your own name over the competing shouts, but I strained my ears while my gaze raced back and forth between the mouths of the platoon commanders, desperate not to miss my cue. Thankfully, I heard my name and darted over to one platoon while trying to avoid the annoyed glares of the corporals. It took a few minutes to separate us, and then they marched us off the platform and down a nearby passageway.

	Wherever this Operations Centre was, I got the impression we were somewhere in the basement. The flickering lights and smooth concrete walls looked old and worn, reminding me of a bunker you’d see in a World War II movie. We marched to the sound of our boot steps echoing throughout the dim corridor before reaching a set of reinforced doors. After opening it, the corridor ahead looked eerily similar to Asaph Hall with the grey metal walls and the flickering green lights guiding us to our destination. Since we were number one platoon, we were the first to be dropped off. Our corporals led us into a medium-sized room divided into five distinct areas crammed with bunk beds.

	Having stayed in various military installations, camps, and barracks in my past life, I’d developed theories about the best locations to sleep in situations like this. You don’t want to position yourself too close to the entrance, to avoid being picked for mindless duties. It’s best to place yourself somewhere near the back, but not necessarily beside the toilets and showers, so as to not be awoken every time someone gets up in the middle of the night.

	Seeing as how I now found myself in the number one section of number one platoon, I feared I had a year of sleeping by the door and being the first picked to run errands, deliver messages, or form night pickets. I was relieved when the corporal ordered myself and the other nine members of One Section towards the end of the room, close to but not directly beside the toilets and showers.

	I tried to move to the front of the pack to select the best bunk, but my comrades had the same idea, and it broke into a free-for-all. I managed to seize a well-positioned bunk in the corner of our enclave and stuck my hand on the top bunk to claim it. A split second later, a second hand slammed down.

	“I’ll take the top, if you don’t mind,” a Northern Irish accent said behind me.

	Maybe it was an Irish thing, but anything said in a Northern Irish accent always sounded like a threat to me.

	I faced my competitor and eyed him up and down. As much as I like to consider myself an easy-going and friendly person, first impressions count. Knowing we had to spend a year together, I couldn’t take the risk of being seen as a doormat.

	“The top bunk suits me just fine,” I said, studying him.

	He didn’t make any move to push past me, but my right hand was free, and I reckoned I could stop him if needs be.

	“Are we gonna have a problem here?” he replied.

	I didn’t detect any flash of hostility or any indication he was planning on taking a swing at me, but I readied myself all the same.

	“Not if you take the bottom bunk, bud,” I said, trying to overemphasise my Dublin accent and wishing it sounded half as menacing as his.

	We continued glaring at each other for another second or two before he whipped his hand away and a smile cut across his face.

	“Aye, you’re all right for a Dub,” he said, patting me on the shoulder and climbing onto the bottom bunk. “I reckon we can be mates.”

	“You’re all right for a Nordie,” I said, victoriously heaving myself onto my bunk.

	And with that brief exchange, an interplanetary friendship was born.

	 

	
CHAPTER 6

	 

	The double doors flew open with enough force to dent the walls and snap me out of my train of thought. An angry officer in Terran colours burst through, flanked by two guards. Homing in on the doctor, he marched directly up to her.

	“Doctor Lucas,” he roared, “I want a situation report. Now.”

	Doctor Lucas tore herself away from her monitors. She leafed through some papers, selected one, and handed it to the officer. Without taking his glare off her, he snatched the paper out of her hand and slapped it back onto the consoles.

	“Sir, this isn’t the best time…” Doctor Ling interjected.

	She stood up from her chair and approached the officer. He tore his gaze off Doctor Lucas long enough to shoot the psychologist a sharp look, silencing her.

	“Not good enough,” the officer shouted back. His face burned red, and his peppered moustache bounced wildly with every syllable. “Everything except the damn Lunar colonies have gone dark. I want answers now. Not five minutes from now. Not an hour from now. Release the patient to my custody for interrogation.”

	“Sir, with all due respect, you cannot interrogate him in his present state. He can barely remember his own name, let alone what happened to him.”

	Without responding, the officer turned to face me, and I noted his lieutenant-general rank insignia and his name-tag. ‘Barrymore’ sounded vaguely familiar. My right hand instinctively pulled to salute but was stopped short by the restraints. I let it flop back down.

	“You,” he growled at me, “name and rank, soldier.”

	“Loughlin, Darren, Corporal. Third Brigade, Second Battalion, Mars Occupation Force, sir,” I choked out.

	“Report, Corporal. I want to know what happened up there.”

	“We were in a firefight, sir. I got shot. I’m not sure what happened to everyone else, sir.”

	I didn’t think it was possible, but his face glowed an even darker shade of red. If he were a cartoon, steam would’ve burst from his ears and his head would’ve exploded. Still feeling loopy from whatever they were giving me, I bit the inside of my cheek to stop myself from laughing at that thought.

	“That’s not good enough, soldier. I asked you a question and I want an answer. What happened in New Berlin and why can’t we communicate with it? Where are the rest of your team?”

	“This will do no good,” Doctor Ling pleaded, stepping between the general and my trolley. “They’ve all experienced something traumatic, possibly due to an issue with the compression signal. We’re lucky he’s talking at all. If we prod him too hard and too soon, it could push him over the edge. As he is my patient, I will not allow you to question him without my consent and until I determine he’s ready.”

	The general kept glaring at me as if expecting me to answer, but I didn’t have anything new to tell him. I was in the dark as much as the colonies were, apparently. He finally broke eye contact and focused his attention on Doctor Ling.

	“He’s a military asset in a crisis situation,” the lieutenant-general barked, but much of the sting had leaked from his voice.

	“Look at his brain activity,” Doctor Lucas called out, pointing to one of the monitors in front of her. It looked like swirling piles of gibberish to me, but they caught the general’s eye.

	“His brain activity is through the roof,” she continued. “It could be symptoms of a botched compression download or possible pattern degradation, but the fact that’s he’s talking is a miracle. Look at this.” She directed the general’s attention to another screen with an image of a human brain in black and white. “See these? This indicates no trauma to the memory or language centres of the brain, so in theory, he should be able to answer your questions when he recovers, but there are too many variables at play to say when that will be. It could be an hour, a day, a week. They were the first test batch to survive compression travel and the first group to return. We’re in new territory here, sir.”

	“He is coming around, sir,” Doctor Ling continued, eager to hammer the point home. “A few minutes ago, he didn’t even know his own name. Now he can recall everything about waking up on Phobos and arriving at New Berlin. I just need more time with him.”

	The lieutenant-general remained silent for a few moments before responding.

	“Okay, Doctor. You can have your time. For now. The other one lost consciousness, so make this one your main priority, unless you come across any other promising candidates.”

	“I will, sir,” the doctor said gratefully. “We’re coming up to the first incident in his records, so if the patient can recall that correctly, it will show that he hasn’t fully blocked all traumatic memories.”

	“Very good,” the general grumbled in a far quieter tone than his initial outbursts. He turned to leave and shot me a fleeting glance as his guards reached for the doors.

	“Barrymore,” I mumbled. “I think I knew a Barrymore back in New Berlin. He looked a bit like you.”

	I don’t know why I said it, but as soon as I did, I knew it was a mistake. A father searching for a lost son was a potent force in any situation. Throw in that father’s military rank, access to firearms, and the ability to have me interrogated around the clock and that didn’t spell a relaxing Saturday for this poor Terran.

	Doctor Ling again ran interception and made sure to stand between me and the general. “Sir, you have my word. As soon as he gives us anything at all, you will be notified immediately.”

	The general looked past the doctor to give me one last hard stare before he nodded and exited. Sighing loudly, Doctor Ling mouthed something to Doctor Lucas and, flashing her a quick smile, retook her seat beside me.

	“I’m sorry about that,” she said, while resting one hand under her chin and squeezing my hand with her free one. “I know the last thing you want to deal with is everyone shouting at you after everything you’ve been through.”

	“That’s okay, Doctor,” I replied as she let go of my hand. “I know it’s not your fault. What’s the ‘incident’ you mentioned earlier, though?”

	She exhaled through her teeth as her lips grew tight and her forehead crinkled up in concern. After a moment of silence, she reached onto the chair beside her, picked up her tablet, and began swiping furiously until she found what she was looking for.

	“You all had a rough time up there. I can see that from your reports,” she said, accidently flashing a glimpse of the report at me but without enough time for me to study its contents. “Let’s continue from where we were. If you recall the incident, we can talk about it further if you’d like. Does that sound fair?”

	“Okay, cool.”

	“Great. So, you were assigned billets, you made contact with Andrew ‘Nordie’ Pritchett, and you were about to get your first briefing about your overall mission, responsibilities, and duties. What was that like?”

	 

	
CHAPTER 7

	 

	I had barely relaxed onto my bunk when the corporals returned, wheeling containers with our new Martian uniforms to replace the Terran colours. The uniform was the exact same style, except we were to wear red-and-black khaki. Still uncertain of one another, we turned our backs and stripped out of our old uniforms and slipped into our new ones. That was the first time I noticed that I was wearing black boxers, not the Mickey Mouse ones I had put on in the hotel. Remembering I was a cloned version of myself, I double checked everything was okay down there when I was sure no one else was looking. Crisis averted; everything looked fine.

	I stashed the bag of toiletries they had supplied me with on my bunk and fell into rows with the rest of my platoon. We marched out the door and moved to the far end of the corridor. The rest of the platoons fell into step as we marched past. Then we entered another auditorium exactly like the one on Asaph Hall, but this one didn’t have the massive windows on the left wall. Plenty of armed forces replicated designs of their military installations, so this wasn’t unusual, but the part of my brain that found this whole scenario fantastical was desperately searching for evidence that this was all a massive psychological test.

	We took our seats, and our new commanding officer Colonel Jack Wellesley—or “Mad Jack” as we later found out he was informally known as—introduced himself. When I first saw him on the platform as we arrived, I got the impression he was a bit of a hard nose, but after a few minutes, that changed. He was soft spoken, clear, and direct. Despite the fact that he was probably the type of officer who wanted things to go exactly his way at all times, he struck me as a fairly likeable person with the potential of being a good leader. At least, those were my first impressions.

	We greeted Mad Jack far more enthusiastically than we had the brigadier-general, and he went on to tell us that the purpose of the brief was to explain everything once and for all about our mission; its relevance, purpose, and what was expected of us. I respected the way he openly told us that a lot of what we were about to hear was counter-intuitive and what we were going to learn actively went against everything we were taught in school and what the media rammed down our throats. After a brief preamble, he started the speech that would forever change my life.

	At first it sounded like a bad science fiction novel—Nazis colonising Mars, making pacts with the hostiles. Then there was the Allied invasion in 1954 following the 1952 Washington UFO incident. It was a lot to take in. I wondered how the folks back home would react if the truth ever came out. Not only did some Nazis escape the war, but they emigrated and were the first to colonise Mars.

	Although maintaining his composure, Mad Jack grew visibly animated as he walked us through the historical side of things, but his pace slowed as he explained the political set-up. We learned that New Berlin fell under the jurisdiction of the European powers and was officially administered by the European Interstellar Space Exploration Network or EISEN, making us the EISEN division of the UEAF, which in turn subcontracted us out to the MOF.

	From the way the colonel explained things, the chances of us ever being caught up in battle with the natives was relatively low since New Berlin was situated so far from the front lines. Our role for the next twelve months would be confined to providing security to the colony, escorting transports, and undertaking patrols of the surrounding area, freeing the full-time personnel to be shipped to the Forward Bases on the borders.

	Lastly, we learned that if anything happened to us here, resulting in our deaths, we wouldn’t wake up at home. A murmur erupted throughout the auditorium at that revelation. Up until this point, I assumed we were something similar to drones or computer game characters; if anything happened, we would wake up fine on Terra. This was a game changer.

	After receiving all that information, I looked forward to getting some training in to distract my confused and weary mind. Unfortunately, the training did anything but.

	 

	
CHAPTER 8

	 

	Following the colonel’s briefing, they led us to the company’s training centre where I expected to find us thrown into a mix of marching, weapons drills, tactics, survival techniques, and standard indoctrination about the enemy that looked forward to killing us. Although I was right about the content, I had no idea about the process.

	They led us, platoon by platoon, into rooms with these egg-shaped stations they referred to as ‘Rigs.’ They handed us each a set of one-piece body suits, sent us into locker rooms, and ordered us to get changed. Although the body suits looked personalised to each of us based on body weight and height, it was still a squeeze to get into mine. When I did, it felt strangely snug and warm, like having an extra layer of skin on. As everyone else did, I pulled the hood of the body suit up onto my head so that only my eyes, nose, and mouth were visible. They then led us to our individual Rigs and attached sensors to our hearts and foreheads before fastening on a visor that covered our eyes. Training began as soon as the visor slid into place.

	It would be hard to explain what Rig training was like to someone who’d never experienced it before. I suppose the best definition would be a type of virtual reality, but everything looked so life-like and crisp it was hard to differentiate between that and the real world until the corporals removed the visor at the end.

	The Rigs were comprised of thousands of hours of training programmes that could run either individually or networked into your platoon or overall company. These programmes operated faster than real-time, meaning that for every hour that passed in the real world, five simulated hours would pass in training, with the trainee feeling every lingering second of it.

	The first simulation involved stripping, assembling, and learning everything we could absorb about our primary weapon: the HK-17 Hybrid Assault Rifle. I recognised her as the weapons all the guards possessed. To say she was a beast would be an understatement. When the simulation began, I found myself fully clothed in my MOF uniform, kneeling over a HK-17 while one of the corporals rattled off endless facts about the weapon. I glanced to my right and left and saw my entire platoon, fully uniformed and kneeling in a line over their own weapons. Nordie met my glance. He nodded back at me with a confused shrug.

	While the corporal spoke, I reached out my right hand and gently ran it over the cold, hard plastic exterior to feel the smooth, finely crafted barrel of the weapon. There was no doubt in my mind that it was real. We spent hours disassembling and reassembling it while the corporal continued to pace back and forth, listing the same statistics on a constant loop. The only time he stopped was to hunch down to assist someone or point out a mistake before he started back up again. This continued over and over until it got to the point that I didn’t have to consciously think about it. My hands reacted like those of an experienced veteran, but it did take a few days to get to that level.

	Apart from weapons drills, the simulations also taught us hand-to-hand combat, about the Exo-Suits we were required to wear while on duty, marching drills, and how to fight and survive in the barren Martian terrain. The one exercise that profoundly affected us was the combat simulation at the end of the first week.

	Having mastered the HK-17 and completed several intense sessions of simulated individual and group firing exercises, they deemed us competent enough to engage in simulated battles against the hostile aliens that infested Mars—the Insectoids. Like most of the training, these were based on real-world memories of soldiers before us and on up-to-date tactics and styles of fighting the enemy favoured. What freaked me out the most, and which the rest of the platoon later admitted to as well, was the personal nature of these exercises as well as the presence of, what we dubbed, “the Voice of God.”

	I had heard the Voice on the first day of training, but immediately dismissed it as a glitch or a delusion brought on by the visor’s direct connection to my brain. It started as a minor whisper, something I couldn’t quite make out, like someone talking in a room next door, and I ignored it as such. As we used the Rigs more and more, the Voice grew stronger, although it remained a whisper, blending softly into the background noise. From that point on, it grew in intensity and strength. Originally, I found it to be a source of annoyance, but as time moved on and the horrors of what I was being subjected to increasingly affected me, it became a source of strength, driving me harder to strive for victory, motivating me, pushing me to never give up.

	During a Rig exercise, I found myself on the street where my house in Ireland stood, except everything was a burning ruin. The houses, the gardens, and the cars were engulfed in flames; there didn’t seem to be a single building untouched by the devastation of war. Standing on the debris-filled road, dressed in my MOF uniform and gripping my HK-17, with panic overwhelming me, the Voice whispered loud enough for me to finally decipher its words.

	“PROTECT TERRA.”

	Even though it was a whisper, I jumped in fear and spun around, expecting an enemy to appear from behind. Kat’s voice called out for help from one of the nearby burning buildings, but I couldn’t locate the direction her call came from. I rushed towards the nearest building when six Insectoids burst out of a blazing, smouldering house, jostling with one another. They froze when they saw me. Then, standing up on the hind two of their eight legs, they unleashed a barrage of hellish screams before charging. Hands trembling, I raised my weapon and squeezed the trigger to wound one of the beasts on the left but not before the other five were upon me. The scalpel-like points at the end of their legs were poised to strike from a multitude of directions. I let out a scream as their sharpened legs pierced through my flesh.

	“PROTECT KAT. PROTECT TERRA.”

	In the blink of an eye, I found myself standing on the exact same spot as before while everything I called home continued to blaze and crumble. Again, I heard Kat’s terrified pleas for assistance, and I moved around the debris, desperately trying to pinpoint her. Again, the six Insectoids burst out of the smouldering house and charged at me. This time, I readied myself. Per my training, I controlled my breathing, took careful aim, and fired. The first creature hit the ground with a violent slump as my bullet found its mark. It was quickly followed by the second one, but I was still too slow. The other four were upon me before I could fire. My last moments were of those snarling, horrible spider-like demons ripping through my flesh.

	“TRY HARDER, DARREN. SHE NEEDS YOU. PROTECT TERRA.”

	“Kat!” I screamed when I reappeared in the same spot. This time, I rushed forward as she called out to me. The desperation to find her increased. I closed the distance on the house the Insectoids were set to rush out of and fired controlled bursts as they raced out, dropping them one at a time. With all six of the enemy down, I raced over their twitching bodies into the burning building and called out to Kat, but I couldn’t find her. I escaped the smouldering shell of a house, coughing wildly as the smoke seared my lungs, and spotted six more of those vile creatures scampering from another house. Kat continued to scream for me. I charged them angrily and fired my assault rifle, but after subduing two, I took too long to reload before one of them impaled me through the stomach.

	“TERRA IS LIFE. YOU MUST PROTECT THEM ALL. PROTECT TERRA.”

	I fought them a thousand times, in and around every still-standing house in the estate. I butchered them and was mowed down more times than I cared to remember, but I grew stronger with every round. I learned, adapted, anticipated.

	“THEY WANT TO KILL LOUISE AND KAT. PROTECT THEM. PROTECT TERRA.”

	I hunted them around the wasteland that used to be my home town. I fought them in sewers, abandoned shops, parks, and schools. Every time I killed one of them, I felt myself inching closer to Kat and Louise’s terrified voices. I had to reach them. They needed me to protect them.

	“THEY WANT TO KILL YOU, DARREN. KILL THEM FIRST. KILL THEM ALL. PROTECT TERRA.”

	I passed the ruins that had once been my mother’s house and murderous rage filled me when one of the Insectoids deigned to emerge from the ash-laden pile of charred bricks and wood. It squealed in terror as I emptied my entire magazine, reducing it to a bloody pile of entrails. I took a few paces closer to inspect my work and saw a small nest with at least a dozen hand-size versions of the creatures inside it. Its offspring, no doubt. Without hesitation, I whipped out a plasma grenade, tossed it into the nest, and watched as the squalling runts vaporised. I felt a minor tinge of sadness at what I had done, but only as a fleeting afterthought.

	“THEY DO NOT LOVE. THEY DO NOT FEEL. THEY ARE MINDLESS DRONES. KILL THEM ALL. PROTECT TERRA.”

	I trekked across the shattered ruins of my country, hunting them down wherever I could find them. It was a sombre reminder of how important my job was; how, if I failed, the enemies of Earth, of Terra, would take everything away from us. They would reduce Terra to nothing more than a funeral pyre for our species. I couldn’t allow that to happen. With every fibre of my being, I had to prevent that. I had to protect Terra.

	By the end of each Rig session, we were exhausted and mentally drained. Thankfully, we had plenty of lectures and classroom work in between Rig sessions, which gave us a break from the intensity of the things we experienced. The Rigs also trained your reflexes and physical body to complement what you experienced in the training simulations. I noticed my hands began to callous with the constant use of the HK-17, but it was still important that every one of those skills followed you back or else there would be no point to them. I still remember how quickly I took my HK-17 apart the first time I tried in the real world; I had hundreds of hours of memories to draw upon, even if I had only held it a few times in real life.

	Although we ate, trained, showered, and slept together, it felt as though we were finally learning about one another in the group Rig sessions. It’s remarkable to think how we were so distant from each other at the start, but as we watched each other die terrible, simulated deaths repeatedly, we drew closer and our determination hardened to not let it happen in the real world. I had felt the strain after the first couple of days, but I could also see it in the gaunt faces of my section. We became each other’s crutches, supporting one another through those dark times.

	I bonded quickly with Nordie. Maybe it was the fact that we shared an island or he had this dry wit that I liked, but he was a good dude with a positive attitude. Big Mo was cool, too. He hated being called by anything else other than his nickname, apparently because only his mother called him Mohammed when he was in trouble. He was a friendly giant of a man with a passion for conspiracy theories that never failed to entertain. 

	Jacque, our resident French girl, had the misfortune of being related to a famous French undersea explorer, which led to non-stop nautical themed jokes, but she took it in stride. She was quiet and artistic, spending what little free time she had sketching. She did make an effort to get to know us, but deep down I think she preferred spending her time alone.

	Smack was the exact opposite of Jacque. She was loud, talkative, social, and bursting with energy. Although she could come across as ditsy in other social situations, it was as if she flipped a switch in training and became gung-ho in her enthusiasm and execution.

	Lionel and Richie were two brothers, originally hailing from Nigeria but who had spent most of their lives in London. They were born-again Christians, but they weren’t preachy and excelled at everything they put their hands to. They kept to themselves, however, and had an air about them that made them come across as anti-social. They pulled their weight and did what they had to for the section, though, so they were fine in my books.

	Every platoon had a Rambo wannabe and ours was Intense Dan. Exceptionally friendly, he went out of his way to be likeable to the point that it came across like he was trying too hard. He earned his nickname from the way he took everything about our training and mission so seriously. On the rare instances when we had a few minutes to relax, we’d tell jokes or BS a bit, but Dan just wanted to focus on the mission. It was all he ever spoke about, but he was a good kid.

	Everyone referred to me as ‘Dub’ because of my Dublin accent. It wasn’t exactly the most original name but was far easier than Nordie’s suggestion of “Free State Bastard.”

	Finally, there was Tazz. She was the glue that held us all together. From day one, Tazz became mother, sister, best friend, and Amazonian warrior queen to each of us. She knew what to say and what to do in every situation, oozing natural confidence and charisma, making her a no-brainer for Section Leader. If the MOF were a democracy, there’s no doubt that she would have been voted in unanimously. Without prompting, she inspected our uniforms and made sure we were presentable every morning and was always on hand to help anyone in the section that needed anything. She talked BS with the boys, chatted with the girls, and even managed to coax a smile out of Lionel and Richie. We loved her. I don’t mean that in a romantic or sexual way—although she was highly attractive and had an amazing personality, so I’m sure there were some fleeting thoughts—but she was everything a bunch of strangers trapped on an alien planet surrounded by enemies needed.

	That’s what made everything that followed so much harder.

	 

	
CHAPTER 9

	 

	After a month of training, we were cruising. The entire company had jelled together, and we no longer displayed that nervous uncertainty of new recruits. Months’ worth of training simulations rammed into our heads made us confident, strong, and smart. Even Corporal Owens didn’t seem to hate us that much. He took an interest in the battlefield training scenarios but was happy to leave the minor details to Tazz, which suited us just fine. Under her stewardship, we were the best section in the platoon, probably even all of A-Company.

	To reward our efforts, the powers-that-be decided to give us a weekend pass to blow off some steam after we completed our last round of assessments. To move past recruit status and into active duty, each section had to complete an obstacle course, followed by a mock attack on an enemy position all while under live fire. We had completed exercises like this plenty of times in the Rigs, but this time, it was to take place outside of New Berlin. After being cooped up, we were finally going to see Mars.

	On the day of the assessment, we were pumped and ready to go. Tazz had drilled us relentlessly and even spent what little free time she had working with us individually on areas that we needed to improve. Morale soared high as the rumours circulated that we would be given limited access to civilian-populated areas within the MOF installation. Most importantly, we were given permission to get drunk.

	“This is some Alex Jones type shit when you think about it,” Big Mo said as he pulled on his Exo-suit.

	The room collectively groaned. As likeable as Big Mo was, his fascination with conspiracy theories never ended. More than anyone, he mulled over every snippet of information about our predicament to uncover the truth about our mission.

	“I mean think about it, a bunch of random strangers, and no offense to anyone, not exactly rocket scientists or Special Forces types, get kidnapped, cloned, and brought to Mars. To do what? We’re gonna be glorified security guards. How does that make sense?”

	“Does anything the Illuminati do make sense, Mo?” Nordie quipped, flashing him a mock serious face.

	We snickered at that. Big Mo loved blaming the Illuminati for everything.

	“It doesn’t matter the reason. We’re here and we’re going to do a kick ass job. We’re unstoppable,” Intense Dan uttered, far too serious this early in the morning.

	“Dial it back, Dan,” I chided. “Remember the rule? Not till we’ve all had our morning coffee.”

	“Protect Terra,” he replied and thumped his fist loudly onto the reinforced metal chest plate of his Exo-suit.

	Protect Terra. More than anything, the Voice of God whispered to us in the Rigs. Those words constantly lingered under every thought and deed. It became our mantra, our sole reason for waking up in the morning and training for eighteen hours a day with barely any rest. Of course, Big Mo spent hours trying to convince us it was a form of brain washing. Looking at it objectively, it was possible he was right. But apart from becoming stronger, more resilient, and sharper, we didn’t seem affected by it in any negative way, so I tried not to dwell on it too much.

	“Come on, you Terran muck-savages, let’s get it together. One more walk in the park and then it’s Jägerbombs till midnight,” Tazz called out to us.

	I ran the last set of diagnostics on my Exo-suit via the console on my left forearm before pressing the button to lock my helmet into place. I stretched my arms and legs and turned by body from side to side. Gripping my HK-17, I jumped from foot to foot and raised it up and down in quick controlled motions. My Exo-suit functioned perfectly with no lag or delay. Confident that I was ready to go, I slung my weapon and began helping Nordie with his diagnostics.

	The Exo-suit was probably the second-most interesting kit we had next to the HK-17. Unlike the assault rifle, if this broke while we were outside, we were dead. When I first heard the term ‘Exo-suit,’ I had immediate connotations of high-powered, advanced armour giving increased strength and the ability to fly or leap over tall buildings. Unfortunately, it wasn’t meant to be. It was basically a streamlined, armoured EVA (extravehicular activity) suit with a personalised life-support system and advanced tactical systems providing us with everything we needed to survive and fight on the surface of Mars.

	Built with so called ‘smart-fibres’ or ‘flexi-metal’ as the higher-ups called it, the Exo-suit was far thinner than a standard EVA to allow increased mobility and movement. Thanks to its ingenious design, it was tough enough to withstand multiple gun shots and even low-powered explosions, although it still couldn’t protect fully against the particle weapons Martian hostiles used. The helmet was made from reinforced, transparent ‘smart-plastic,’ giving a 180-degree field of vision without having to turn your whole body and had a built-in interface that we controlled with combinations of well-rehearsed eye blinks. Although it took a while to master, thanks to dozens of simulated hours in the Rigs we were naturals at operating it. Like second nature, I could easily pull up tons of information on the inner screen of my helmet, ranging from terrain topography and the location of my comrades to pin-pointing enemy positions using the MOF orbiting satellites.

	“Come on, let’s go,” Corporal Owens shouted, urging us to finish our checks. Tazz gave us each a quick once-over before patting our helmets fiercely in pride.

	“Section One, ready to move, Corporal,” she shouted back, taking her place at the head of the line.

	“Move ’em out, Recruit Singh.”

	“Section One, move out.”

	Tazz led us out of the platoon preparation room and through the maze of corridors towards the southern airlock. Behind us, we heard the hustle and bustle of the other sections falling in, eager to complete the assessment and begin two and a half days of freedom and debauchery. After reaching the airlock, Corporal Owens waited for us to file in before sealing the door behind him and typing something on his left arm console. I nervously blinked open my Exo-suit’s life support status menu and confirmed my suit was fully sealed and contained ample oxygen supply.

	“You’ve seen Big Red a million times, but welcome to the real deal,” the corporal said and nodded towards the opening outer airlock doors.

	We stood transfixed at the sight of the barren Martian scenery ahead of us. He was correct; we had trained in simulations based on dozens of sites on Mars, but this was real. It looked the same, but there was something more to this planet that the Rigs couldn’t capture, a strange unknowable beauty.

	Tazz led us out. Gripping my weapon, I felt my boots crunch onto the dark red Martian soil, and a strange sensation settled over me. It reminded me of walking on a beach back on Terra but something about the colour, the unusual rock formations, the lonely desert that surrounded us, looked so alien but also so familiar.

	We jogged out to the training course a couple of hundred metres away from the base and fell into position, awaiting the arrival of the remainder of A-Company. The top-brass emerged and gave us the standard speech about the important work we were doing and how it contributed to the safety and well-being of Terra. It was the same old, same old.

	The assessment, while gruelling, was relatively straightforward. Each section had to run an obstacle course comprising of various walls, tunnels, traps and, well, obstacles, before meeting up at a certain point and launching an attack on an enemy position. Although it was technically a live fire drill, the only time the non-commissioned officers would be firing directly at us would be in a narrow strip of land that we had to crawl over. It was straightforward enough: keep your head down and you keep your head. After that, we needed to storm a hill, mock-shoot a few dummies, and that was it.

	Of course, the powers-that-be decided at the last minute that every section would have to complete the course successfully under a time limit and the fastest section from each of the five platoons would be pitted against their counterparts to determine the best platoon. Me, Big Mo, and Nordie each shook our heads at one another at hearing that. With Tazz being Tazz, she would whip us into being the fastest, which meant we would have to complete the course a second time. Yay.

	Being the first section of the first platoon, we had the disadvantage of going first without the chance to see other sections and learn from their mistakes. We broke up into our three section components: Alpha Team, Bravo Team, and the Fire Support Team. After readying ourselves, we waited for the order to commence. As predicted, from the minute the assessment commenced, Tazz began a combination of motivating us and shouting colourful profanities to keep us moving. We completed the course without a hitch and launched a textbook attack on the enemy position, finishing it with time to spare and setting a new record. For the moment.

	As expected, we were the fastest section in our platoon. This pitted us against the champions of the other four platoons, two of who had beaten our time, which grated on Tazz. More determined than ever, she pulled us into a huddle to discuss tactics.

	“Okay, we killed it out there, but we need to do better if we’re gonna win this thing.”

	“Do we have to, Mom?” I couldn’t help saying. “Can’t we just go play with the other kids?”

	“You and Nordie can play on the swings all weekend long after this, okay sweetie?” she said in her best mother voice before patting me forcefully on the helmet. “In the meantime, here’s the game plan: We have the course locked down, but we need to shave seconds off the attack if we’re gonna beat everyone else. We’re losing too much time crawling up the hill, so Dub and Nordie, I want you both to veer off to the left and draw some of that fire away. I want them to think you’re going to flank them by climbing around that rocky outcrop, but let them keep you pinned down. That should keep them distracted. Jacque, you and I will break off and climb over those rocks on the right. It will be tight, but if we can cross over, that’ll save us at least an extra thirty seconds. Wait for my signal. Everyone else, proceed as normal. Got it?”

	We grunted our approval and readied ourselves. I wasn’t fond of the idea of being used as bait to lure high-powered particle beams that could take my head clean off, but I trusted Tazz; it was a solid plan. And if we all kept our heads down, we could do this and win in style.

	Although fully recovered from the first round of the course, I could tell we were off to a slower start. Tazz continued to shout encouragement and urged us on as we stormed over walls, scurried through tunnels, raced over winding dirt paths with potholes, and swung over open pits. By the time we reached the base of the hill to launch the attack, we were a few seconds behind our last time.

	“Come on. Move it,” Tazz urged as she hurled herself on the ground and began crawling up the hill.

	As soon as we hit the Martian dirt, the particle weapons started firing over our heads and to either side of us. Chunks of rock and sand sprayed onto us, but we kept crawling, moving forward as fast as possible. With a series of eye blinks, I opened the display of the hill on my helmet visor, using the orbiting satellites to track our position against that of the enemy and to see how far we were from where Nordie and I were to bail out.

	“It’s that crop of rock up to the left,” I shouted into my Exo-suit’s communicator built into the helmet. We were all networked together and could quickly communicate with each other or our NCO’s, but Nordie would know that was meant for him.

	“I see it,” he grunted between heavy breaths and veered off to the left. I quickly followed him. The intensity of the weapons fire increased the closer we got.

	“Ready?”

	“Aye.”

	“Roll!”

	We rolled off the path towards the rocky outcrop and managed to reach it without injury. In response, the energy beams began smacking the large boulder we were positioned behind, blowing off chunks and causing it to vibrate. I shot Nordie a concerned look, but we each stayed pressed up against the rock, aware that if we took the risk of venturing a glance, it could cost us our heads. If this were real life, I had no doubt we would have risked our lives trying to climb over the sea of jagged rocks to flank the enemy position, but Tazz had told us to draw their fire, and since our own weapons weren’t loaded, there was little we could do.

	From our vantage point I saw Tazz and Jacque reach the boulder on the right and as fast as lightning, Tazz hurled herself over and landed on the small pathway on the far side. Eager to keep the enemy focused on us, Nordie and I picked up loose stones and threw them to our left, hoping that the sudden motion would keep them distracted. I used my helmet’s enhanced visual apparatus to zoom in on Jacque and could see the nervous look on her face as she prepared to move. I opened my mouth to shout encouragement, but she was already launching herself over the boulder. A particle beam sliced right through her head, and her lifeless body crashed into the ground.

	I opened my mouth to shout in horror, but it all happened so quickly. Seeing Jacque shot but not being able to see how badly, Lionel instinctively lifted himself up to race over to her. In the split second it took him to pull himself up, another energy beam punched through his chest and cut him down. 

	A series of horrified roars and cries erupted across the communications network as I stood rooted to the spot, wanting to rush out and help but unable to take action.

	“FREEZE!” a voice roared into our ears. Recognising the corporal, we all remained perfectly still, frozen and barely breathing.

	I found myself looking from Jacque to Lionel, willing the moment to reset. In the Rigs, as soon as you were killed, you started back at an earlier point in the exercise and kept replaying it until you got it right. We’d all become so used to it. Now, two of my comrades were down, and it couldn’t be undone. I zoomed in on Tazz and studied her. She stood perched on a jagged rocky outcrop, evidently ready to help pull Jacque over when the corporal screamed the order to freeze. As per standing orders, she remained in that uncomfortable position, but I could see the look of shock etched on her face.

	“Tazz,” I whispered, switching to a private channel with an eyeblink, “Tazz. It was an accident.”

	I received silence in response. Her lips were unmoving, so she wasn’t communicating with anyone else. It was possible she was getting chatter from the NCO’s or officers, but I knew her well enough. She would blame herself.

	“Jasmine. Respond. It was an accident.”

	No response. I couldn’t blame her; she was probably in shock.

	After a few seconds, the Exo-suited medics arrived at the scene and began checking Lionel and Jacque. The officers came next, with an angry-looking Corporal Owens a step behind them. The medics lifted our comrades onto stretchers and left the obstacle course as we continued to watch in stunned silence.

	“End exercise,” an officer’s simmering voice rang out.

	The officers quickly surrounded Tazz and escorted her off the training course. Another sergeant took control and led the rest of us back to New Berlin.

	 

	
CHAPTER 10

	 

	“I don’t want to remember this anymore,” I groaned and looked away, feeling an overwhelming surge of emotions wash over me. Whatever drugs they had pumped into me were wearing off. The soft, cotton, cloud I floated on turned grey, dark, and menacing. A storm approached.

	“It’s okay to take a break, Darren. You’re doing really well,” Doctor Ling said in a reassuring tone.

	I looked around the room, studying the monitors to avoid her gaze. It felt as if I had abruptly woken up from a strange, troubling sleep. Everything looked more detailed, and my thoughts were my own again; things had finally begun to make sense.

	“I want to get out of here,” I said more forcefully than I had intended. “Why am I strapped to this? Why can’t I move my hands higher than my chest? You need to let me go. I want to get out.”

	“Why do you think we have you restrained?”

	It was easier to remember things now. There was no one or two second delay to recall events that had happened recently enough.

	“I thought I was shot. I panicked. But I’m okay now. You can let me go. I’ve earned that much, haven’t I?”

	Doctor Ling made a note of something on her pad and gave me a pleasant but firm look. Even though she spoke in a friendly, almost flirtatious manner, I realised that everything she was doing was a means to an end. Although, I’m sure a part of her cared for me as a patient, she still had a mission to fulfil.

	“Darren, you’ve been through a lot. You have my word that when I think you’re not at risk of injuring yourself, I’ll have these straps removed. Until then, they have to remain on for your own safety.”

	“I understand,” I replied, trying to strike a more conciliatory tone. “Can I at least see my section? I’m their corporal. I need to see Section One. They’re my responsibility.”

	Doctor Lucas turned in her swivel chair and, gesturing to Doctor Ling, pointed at one of the monitors and tapped on it. Doctor Ling picked up her tablet, flicked through a few screens, paused, and studied something intently. After a moment, she looked me right in the eye.

	“Most of Section One are unaccounted for. You and Big Mo made it back. It’s possible they’re still up there. You and the rest could have been sent back to get reinforcements or to update EISEN Command. We don’t know.”

	“I wouldn’t abandon them. They must still be alive. Can I see Big Mo?”

	“Unfortunately, Private Hassan was incoherent and lost consciousness after a few minutes. So far, you’re the only one capable of saying more than one sentence on a continuous loop.”

	I slammed my fists into the bed at that. Just thinking about Tazz, Jacque, and Lionel had caused emotions to bubble to the surface. I hadn’t been able to save them. My entire section could be slaughtered or in desperate trouble and I had no recollection as to what was happening. I didn’t like the feeling of being a prisoner in my own mind, but enough memory fragments had emerged from the darkened recesses of my mind that I knew I wasn’t going to like what was coming next.

	From my perspective, I had spent months with my section in the Rigs. We had bonded and grown close. When they died, I had a vague recollection of it being hard for a long time after that but grew used to it. Now, their deaths were new and fresh again. That pain of seeing people I had lived with and grown accustomed to cut down felt as raw as a reopened wound. And there was Tazz. I didn’t want to think of what happened to her at all, as if ignoring it wouldn’t make it true. Doctor Ling patted my hand sympathetically as I gazed off into space, torn between my desire to repress the pain and save my section. I sighed sadly. There was no real choice here. I had to keep remembering to find out what had happened to them.

	“Shall we begin again?” she asked, looking at me with kind, puppy-dog eyes.

	“Tazz is dead. She died shortly after the first incident. I think…I know things would have been better if she had been around. She would have reacted better during the attack.”

	 

	
CHAPTER 11

	 

	There were no dressing downs. No reprimands. No being screamed at till it looked as though the officer’s head would pop. Instead, they led the entire company back to base and sealed us into our platoon areas. We hadn’t seen Tazz since they led her off the field. They had taken Richie, too, who was inconsolable. We all lay on our bunks or gathered into groups and discussed the morning’s events in detail.

	The majority consensus was that Tazz hadn’t done anything wrong. She executed a plan that was risky but hadn’t been explicitly forbidden. All of our training was based around following orders, thinking outside the box, and protecting Terra. It was an accident, pure and simple.

	A vocal minority took the opposing view. They claimed Tazz had been reckless and put the lives of those under her command at risk for her own personal glory. I grew angry at that and ended up getting into a heated shouting match with Lego from Section Five, nearly to the point of coming to blows, but Nordie and Big Mo broke it up. We retreated to our own section area where four beds now lay unoccupied.

	“Poor Richie,” Smack sighed, while polishing her boots. Even in our grief, we still found ourselves unable to sit back and do nothing.

	“Maybe they lied about that whole ‘if you die on Big Red, you die on Terra’ thing,” Big Mo suggested as he disassembled his HK-17 for routine cleaning. “I mean, they have this ability to transfer our consciousness between planets, who’s to say they can’t copy it? We could be prototypes for an entire clone army or something. Think about it.” He looked up from his task and made it a point to look each one of us in the eye, as if he had unlocked the secret mystery to our presence.

	“I don’t think it was a lie,” Nordie said from his bunk beneath me. “If it was, then why not recruit Special Forces and have them as the clone army. They’d be far better than us. They wouldn’t need as much training and would be less inclined to…”

	He didn’t need to say anything else.

	After a few hours, Tazz returned, escorted by Corporal Owens. With her face gaunt and her eyes red and blotchy from crying, Tazz still seemed physically shaken from the experience. We dropped what we were doing and stood together to greet her in solidarity while the rest of the platoon gawked at her in silence. Without making eye contact or so much as a whisper, she pushed past us and took to her bunk. The corporal told us the funeral would take place after the medical staff released the bodies and Richie would be removed from active duty for the next few days to mourn the loss of his brother.

	I could tell the corporal was seething with anger from the way his eyes bore through us, but he spoke in an unusually calm tone. To keep morale up, he informed us that the powers-that-be had decided that we were still to get our weekend passes and would be formally dismissed after lunch. He shot Tazz a final glare before exiting.

	As soon as the door slammed shut, Smack leaped from her bunk and cautiously approached Tazz. She whispered softly to her, trying to get her to talk. After much cajoling, she managed to coax her out of her daze. The rest of us kept our distance, hoping Smack could convince Tazz that it wasn’t her fault and we were here for her if she needed us, the same way that she had been there for us so many times.

	The rest of the day floated past like a bad dream. We went to lunch, were addressed as a company by the officers, and were dismissed to enjoy our first dose of freedom in a month. Even with the deaths of Lionel and Jacque strongly on our minds, the thought of being able to have free time and blow off some steam lifted everyone’s spirits, except for Tazz.
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