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  First Chapter


  A RUDE AWAKENING


  1


  


  In the nihilistic presence of a derelict computer screen; a small “Loading” symbol in the center is the only thing that illuminates it. Suddenly it disappears and a distorted female voice narrates some of the text partially appearing on the display.


  “In 2037, Earth reached a breaking point. A new government entity had to be established, one that would unite the global interests of all the…” the voice phases out.


  “In 2038, the Global Union Authority was formed…” the screen and voice gets distorted and the rest of text and narrative turned incomprehensible.


  “In 2067, the first human mining Colony is completed on the Moon. Its rich Helium 3 content becomes more than a necessity for… crumbling...”


  “In 2089, two additional Colonies were established, giving…the ability of comfortable living on the Moon …” the screen distorted even more intensely and all comprehensible text and narratives dissipated…


  “In 2121, construction of the… Colony on Mars… expanding the space exploration…”


  


  “2147, now …” the transcript vanished, the display faded to black while the voice deepened before fading out as well.


  <><><>


  The darkness is pure emptiness; soundless, tasteless, oblivious to everything and anything. And yet, a small vibrant echo can be heard. Feeble at first, but not for long. The echo is the sound of a beeping cardiac monitor, looming closer by each passing moment.


  Corey opens his eyes in reflex; his vision is blurred. The more he tries to focus, the worse it gets. His breathing is shallow yet still regular.


  As his sight improves, details of his surroundings surface from the haze. He is lying in a bed inside what appears to be a hospital room. His arms are bandaged by his side while his right leg hangs firmly encased. He scans the rest of the room and finds the beeping heart monitor to his right. To his left other medical devices loom behind an IV drop that is connected to his arm. A soft blanket conceals the rest of his body.


  His vision sharpens more and more; at last, he sees a figure standing in front of his bed. It appears to be a nurse; she is turned with her back to him, apparently scanning a device of some sort. Weak and exhausted, Corey does not even have the energy to utter a word, but that does not stop him from trying.


  He struggles to raise his arm, but the nurse turns swiftly, showing her shadowy and horribly disfigured face as she screeches at him. In a fast, frightened blink she vanishes, but Corey remains terrified, his heart rate increases rapidly along with his breathing as he shakes in the bed. Each breath he takes troubles him, causing him pain.


  Trembling, he tries to look around; squinting with still partially blurred vision, he scans the room.


  Moments pass as he inspects his surroundings, trying to make sure he is really alone in the room.


  


  


  In time both his breathing and heart rate decrease. His trembling dissipates as his deep-rooted training leads to a calmer state. He glances again at the cardiac monitor as his eyesight fully improves and notices a window with slightly opened blinds.


  “It is all your fault …” a whisper looms from the opposite corner.


  He turns his head in response, but there is no one. Two barely audible voices transpire from the opposite side of the window. Through the tiny cracks of the window coverings, Corey can see two people arguing. One looks like a doctor, the other one is a man in a suit. Their voices are heard, but their conversation is unclear. The doctor is getting more infuriated by each passing moment.


  “Fucker … you should have suffered … you let me die …” another whisper echoes all over the room.


  The beeping of the cardiac monitor increases again. While the two men dispute outside of the room, Corey tries to calm down in attempts to catch what the argument is about. Eventually, the doctor gives in and walks away from the man in the suit. He resolutely passes the windows and opens the room’s sliding door before entering.


  “I apologize for barging in, but I was told to talk to you the minute you regain consciousness,” said the man as he approached Corey’s bed with an undisguisable bureaucratic smirk on his face.


  The man takes a digital pad from Corey’s bed front and goes through it suspiciously. He pulls a chair out from hiding behind the cardiac monitor and sits down beside Corey’s bed while he ignorantly continues to look through the pad.


  “Let’s see what we have here … multiple lacerations all over the patient’s body, multiple fractures, a few cracked ribs, a mild concussion…the list goes on and on.


  


  


  You are one lucky son of a gun, you know that? he


  said before putting the pad on top of the cardiac monitor.


  The man reaches inside his pocket and takes out what appears to be a recording device of some sort. He activates it and places it beside Corey on his bed.


  “Oh where are my manners… I’m Shawn Hoffman, I represent GUA’s aerospace division and well, … I know this might seem against protocol, … but we have an unprecedented situation on our hands … which you of all people surely understand the most.


  So in your own time and pace I want you tell me everything you can remember about the mission and the status of the remainder of your team. The doctors tell me that your injuries would not have affected any part of your memory so whenever you are ready …” said Hoffman as he leaned back into the chair and awaited Corey’s response.


  Corey takes a deep breath and swallows slowly and hard. He closes his eyes for a few seconds before giving Hoffman his complete attention.


  “Then listen up …” says Corey.


  In the blink of an eye Corey transports himself back to when everything began.


  He along with his Marine Squad sat on board of a Helijet on their way to the New Nevada Marine HQ.


  


  “It was supposed to be a routine mission, a simple Search and Rescue, but we knew shit was fucked up if they were calling the biggest asshole Squad on the planet. We just didn’t know how fucked up it really was until it was too late…” narrated Corey his thoughts.


  


  “Things were quiet on board of the Helijet. Sargent Hailstone, our Squad Leader, was expecting the worst – as always. She always had this stone cold persona, but she cared about her Squad of inbred assholes.


  


  


  Virus was as always tinkering with some electronic devices


  while Church had his nose in a book the whole time, and Shutt would not miss a chance to pull on his strings. Everyone else was just kind of there, we would not admit it, but we all felt it. Everything was about to change…”


  


  “So Church, what ancient bile are you reading today?” asked Shutt.


  “Shutt … shut the hell up! This is a classic, one of the best from the early 21st century …”


  “Yeah, yeah blah blah blah …”


  “Stow it, the both of you! We are approaching the LZ, let’s move like we have a purpose!” ordered Hailstone as the Helijet was about to land.


  Inside the base; General and Lieutenant Kelly were awaiting the Marines arrival.


  “Sir, are you sure this is necessary?” asked the Lieutenant.


  “We all know the score, when it comes to unprecedented and unforeseeable situations. They are the best we have. And with you, this mission will succeed…” answered the General.


  “Yes, Father …”


  The Lieutenant descended from the elevated platform they were standing on and anticipated the Marines by a disk-shaped desk. He picked up a number of files as the sliding door split open and the Marines entered.


  “Welcome to New Nevada Marines, now gather around so we can start this briefing!” ordered the General, overseeing them from his operative platform above.


  As ordered, the robust figures of Marines assembled around the desk. The Lieutenant, while circling behind them takes out some files, and one by one he places them harshly before each Marine.


  “Let’s start this road show attraction with you!


  


  


  Virus - Electronics Expert and Technician – Hacker. The only person alive who ever managed to


  hack every possible database in this world just to erase his name from all records, replacing it with your fitting


  call sign – Virus,” said the Lieutenant as he slammed Virus’s file in front of him.


  Virus just smiled as the Lieutenant continued.


  “L. Barnes - Senior Medical Officer and the only one here close to an actual retirement. Dismissed from numerous teams and bases for the use of questionable and unorthodox methods when it came to treating patients…” as with Virus he slammed the file before Barnes.


  “Blair - Heavy Weapons, Demolition, Vehicle Specialist. Reason for the loss of countless vehicles – before they even left for their mission …”


  “C.J. Phoenix – Following your father’s footsteps, I see, under any other circumstances you would have been dishonorable discharged a long time ago. Only Marine in the world that broke another Marine’s arms when he tried to cut his hair …”


  “Serano – Countless records of Crude Behavior and … Mischief ... I rather not even read on …”


  “Private Shutt – You are lucky, you just got demoted for your actions in Bucharest …”


  “K. Slate – Probation Medical Officer – You were sent here according to your report after attempting a live autopsy on your Ranking Officers scrotum; which you based and tried to justify on rape accusations … your Ranking Officer dropped the charges prior to your Transfer …”


  “Church – How you made it to Lance Corporal is beyond me …”


  “And Finally – Sargent Major Hailstone – Squad Leader, unlike most of your Squad, you were nearly Court Marshaled 5 times had it not been for the one and only thing why you all are still here – highest scores


  and best achievable mission outcomes, zero failed missions and high moral...


  As the Lieutenant finished his remarks, the Squad cheered on for a second before being silenced.


  “Listen up assholes, this is not a game!


  Five days ago, we lost contact with the Colony on Mars, all communications and Satellite links have gone dark - for reasons unknown at this time. Your job, under my Supervision, is to assess the situation on Mars. We need to reestablish communication and secure the Colony – under standard Search and Rescue perimeters.


  I believe you are all acquainted with Sykes – he will be our Pilot and is prepping the ship as we speak. Any questions?”


  Sargent Hailstone directed her attention to the Lieutenant.


  “Just one, Sir, can we cut the bullshit and get on with the real briefing!?! We know you would not call us for a simple Search & Rescue, unless you had a fucking good reason for it. So if you don’t mind, let’s get on to the real and important Intel,” said Hailstone.


  The General chuckled briefly as he watched the briefing. The Lieutenant approached the table and activated a holographic projection that showcased the Colony.


  “Fuck me … are you kidding me?” asked Shutt.


  “That ain’t a freaking Colony … that’s an entire city!” added Corey.


  The hologram displayed a densely built-up city, with many towering buildings and perfect infrastructure. It was surrounded by a nearly full circular wall which ended where the Mining station outspread. Its entrance was the only thing separating the rest of the Colony from the Dig site. Additionally, two construction sites were evident among the already completed parts of the city structure. On the most southern side and directly opposite to the Mining station was the clearly visible


  


  Military junction with multiple buildings, landing pads and garages. Outside of the Colony not far from the Mining station, on an elevated surface situated the prototype of an Atmosphere Processing station.


  “Yes, the Colony on Mars was designed to be as close as possible to any of the major Earth cities. Parts of the living sector are still under construction. Once they are completed, even more people will be able to move to Mars …” added Lieutenant.


  “No wonder that the Colony has what... seven towering buildings … trying to add skyscrapers there I see…and what? More of them still being built?” asked Hailstone.


  “You could say that … alright; let’s get to the important parts.


  First, you won’t need any EVA or other kind of suits. Your ordinary equipment and gear will suffice. The atmosphere processor on the outskirts of the Colony supplies it with both power and a breathable atmosphere which stretches for now in a 50 km radius. And this almost circular wall surrounding the Colony provides it with Earth-like gravity, both inside and outside. The radius is about 35 km but there will be no need for us to go outside the Colony since nothing can survive in the original atmospheric conditions there…” the Lieutenant kept on describing conditions on the Colony for the Squad.


  “As you already noticed, here on the South End is the Military section. They are there well, you can say for security but also training and weapon testing …”


  “They test weapons on the Colony?” asked Virus.
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