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ONE
“I don’t care who you are. You are a marine! I don’t care where you came from. You are a marine! I don’t care what your name is. Your name is now marine!”
A pause, and then: “Who are you?”
“Marine!”
The cry echoed throughout the ship. There must have been ten thousand recruits in the hanger. It was hard to tell: the hanger was enormous, the amount of people insane. We were lined up between the drop-ships and fighters. The hanger doors were open; stars shone blankly in the black of space beyond. We were on the retired battleship Devastator. For seventy years this battleship had been deployed to fight the geckos. Now it trained recruits to join the fight against those alien monsters.
I could see another three battleships floating in the distance, each with the same mission: train fresh recruits. Earth floated beneath us. I would never see that planet again. Nobody ever came back. They said it was because the outer planets were better. More exciting, more opportunities. Nobody even whispered the truth, although we all knew it. You couldn’t escape it.
Nobody ever came back because they were dead.
We were in groups, a hundred per group. A century, like in ancient Rome.
“Who are you?” The drill sergeant yelled.
“Marine!’” the recruits shouted. It was like a rock concert, but a murderous one. All of us were fired up. We were pumped. We were here for different reasons, but the mission would be the same: kill the geckos.
Geckos: monstrous creatures. Violent things devoid of reason. Reptilian monsters. Cold blooded. Alien.
We were at war.
The amount of recruits on this ship was a testament to the size of the war. Every week another ship came back to Earth. Every week another hundred thousand men and women signed up to fight.
We never came back. No soldier ever did.
“You are now my sole property,” the drill sergeant yelled. Bits of spittle flew from his mouth. He took a moment to stare at each and every one of us. His eyes were terrifying. They were unhinged. His cheeks were red, veiny, pores broken from alcohol, scars from conflict, grey hair on his head that hadn’t thinned at all but was shaved short, just like all of us. Too old to fight⁠—⁠and one of the rare survivors of the galactic war.
“I will be your mummy. Your pappa. I will be your girlfriend. You want a kiss? You get on your knees and kiss this first!”
I watched the recruits near me. Men, women, all young. All my age. The sergeant was old enough to be our father. Our grandfather, even. I wondered how he had survived so long. Nobody ever came back from war.
Perhaps he had never seen combat.
The sergeant was still screaming at us.
“Ninety per cent of you will die on your first deployment,” he screamed. “Of those that remain, fifty per cent will die in your second… You don’t get paid until your third.” he laughed at that, then he grew serious. “Some of you won’t survive the training. Don’t look for help because there is none. You’re marines now. You survive or you die. And you will kill!”
Those final words made a fire well up inside me. And you will kill… I searched the crowd for a familiar face. I couldn’t see him, except in my mind’s eye: tall, handsome, strong, with a twinkle in his eye. Not like me⁠—⁠scrawny, not suited for combat, hair a mess. No, my target was always going to be a winner. One of those guys that got everything he wanted.
But I would get what I wanted, this time. Revenge. Vengeance.
Still searching… Ignoring the drill sergeant now… Skip passed the fat ones, the ugly ones, the girls… Still searching…
There he was! He was standing near the front of the group. I was standing near the rear. I could just make out the side of his face, the cut of his jaw. His twinkling eye. His name was Taylor.
And I had enlisted for just one reason: to kill him.




TWO
I never planned to be a marine. My genetic code wasn’t suited for the rigours of combat. No, I had planned to become a rear-engineer. I was going to repair the giant battleships that returned from war. I loved machinery. I was excited about it. Sure, engineering wasn’t as glamorous as the front line, but it was safer, more interesting⁠—⁠and guaranteed me a ticket off Earth.
Space beckoned. It pulled at me like a magnet. The whole galaxy was available to explore. Exciting, interesting men and women were making their name every week as they discovered new planets, new life forms, new… Well, new everything.
But to get off Earth, you had to sign up. Five years at war and then you got your passport. Travel anywhere the ships will take you, and if they don’t take you then just pilot a ship yourself.
That was my dream: exploration. But to do that, I had to serve. A marine could just sign up, do basic training and be on the field within six months. An engineer needed three years of study before they would even see a space shuttle. I was two years into my training⁠—⁠still on Earth⁠—⁠when things began to change in my plan.
It was summer, although the seasons were an old myth that meant nothing. The weather was always the same: hot, muggy, with a blanket of smog turning the sky red from noon until dusk. The only difference was tornadoes came in summer, and storms, too. Lightning crackled across the sky, racing around the world and wrapping around itself. The rain stung. There was a special wash to use after the summer rains. It made my skin turn purple and my hair a shade of green so I tried to avoid the storms⁠—⁠and the shampoo. We had been lucky: London was hit by a tornado three years ago and never recovered. New-Paris was still just an empty hulk from a super storm, with those that remained living in decades-old colonisation shelters, leftovers from before the geckos.
But it was summer, and the old books and vids made it out to be such a fun time to be a young person. Just hang out with beautiful people all the time.
That was me, except there were no beautiful people… Until, one day, there was. A girl.
Her name was Bethany. Beth. Dark hair, brown eyes, skin like chocolate. Her genetics were a mix of pretty much everything, but that didn’t make her any less beautiful⁠—⁠or any less capable.
Of course I was in love with her. We all were, everyone she met. She had a smile that could erase everybody else from existence, and when her eyes twinkled in my direction my body went limp. I was powerless. Under a spell.
We were best friends. It was torture.
I can’t say why she chose me, but she did. For that summer we did everything together. We went to the beach; you couldn’t swim in the toxic ocean but you could still lie on the beach. She stripped down to her bikini, smiled at me. I smiled back, too love-struck to say anything. Her body was amazing, and I could not help but stare. I’ve already said my genetics weren’t suitable to be a marine, but hers were suitable for anything. She was tall, athletic, heavenly.
It sounds lame, but that wasn’t why I loved her. It was her brain that got me. She was smart. Capable. But she wasn’t going to be an engineer. She was coded to be a marine.
As we lay there on the warm sands, I couldn’t stop myself. I knew it would ruin our friendship, but was it fair to be living a lie when I wanted more?
“Beth,” I said, and I almost chickened out. My voice broke, disappeared in my throat. Beth looked up at me and smiled. Her face was radiant. Her eyes twinkled like twin galaxies. Somehow I found my voice, managed to keep talking. “Will you… Will you go out with me?”
She didn’t respond at first. My heart sank. I had blown it. She would cover up and run away. I would never see her again.
But she didn’t run away. Instead, she sat up, leaned in and kissed me on the mouth. She tasted of the burger we had shared for lunch. Pickles had never tasted so divine. When she pulled away, she giggled.
“I thought you would never ask,” she said.
Our first date was to the monthly military parade. All the new recruits were there, marching in formation. This was the last time any of them would see Earth.
They marched among giant missiles and walking mechanised units. Fighters did a fly-by and then performed aerobatics over the crowd. High in the sky I could make out the closest battleship, an oblong star too low to be real. I didn’t know which battleship it was but there were so many it was hard to keep up.
As the giant interplanetary missiles rolled past, Beth put her hands between my legs. Started rubbing. I sat there, confused and not sure how to respond. The pleasure was embarrassing. There were families about. Old people, too. They were all cheering and clapping their loved ones and here I was getting aroused.
Beth leaned over and nibbled on my ear.
“Let’s beat it,” she said.
“But the parade…” I had always sat through the parade.
“There will be another one.” She smiled and those damned eyes made up my mind for me.
For the first time ever, I missed the parade.
The massive GX-838 interplanetary missile was rolling past⁠—⁠too heavy for hover-engines, the missile relied on two-dozen wheels the size of a house to thunder down the boulevard⁠—⁠when she took my hand and led me away from our seats and down through the stand and out of the stadium that lined the street.
My heart was pounding. I had never done anything this reckless before. People would notice. They would talk. My parents would find out. It was all so crazy, and yet her hair was flying behind her as she ran and she was giggling, her cheeks flushed red, her body perfect in the purple-glow of twilight.
There was a set of storage sheds for the robotic trash collectors nearby. We sneaked inside and then she was naked. It all happened so fast⁠—⁠I was clumsy, amateurish, in-experienced. She was slow and sensual and just amazing. I finished before she did, and afterwards we were both lying in a mess of our own creation. I was breathless. She was still smiling. I could hardly meet her eye; how could she be smiling when it had been such a mistake? Surely she was mocking me.
But, once more, she kissed me and those eyes of hers sparkled even among the trash. She touched me gently, tenderly. A lover in every sense of the word.
“My parents signed me up,” she said, and her smile left her. “I’m doing basic training next month.”
And, just like that, my heart was crushed. She was going to war. Nobody ever came back from war. Nobody.




THREE
I lay in bed. Inaction. I skipped breakfast, skipped lunch, only ate dinner because I had to eat something. Inaction. I watched a few vids. Inaction.
Inaction. Inaction. Inaction!
Did General Carter suffer inaction when he met the geckos? No! He opened fire with all guns blazing, blew those alien reptile bastards into atoms and smiled all the while… And here I was, moping because my girl was going to war and going to die.
Inaction wasn’t the answer. It never was. I knew this. We all knew this.
So I got up. I got dressed. I walked out the door. Action was the answer. I had no plan, but action was the answer.
I found myself at the sign-ups office. There was a line, but it was moving fast. The marine line always moved fast⁠—⁠they didn’t need much, only a name and an age and a genetic blueprint for confirmation. I had all this on my thumb-chip. I just needed to scan and I was signed.
So I scanned my thumb and the old man at the sign-up desk just shrugged and moved me on my way. It was done. I was going to become a marine. The two years I had spent preparing to be an engineer was wasted. It was done.
I would be in the same unit as Beth. We would train together. We would fight together. We would die together. Beth would be happy.
My parents, of course, were furious. My talents would be wasted in the marines: my genetic code was designed specifically because they wanted to produce a rear-engineer for the war effort. My father was a manufacturing engineer on Earth, my mother was a design specialist, also on Earth. Their blueprint for me did not involve bulky armour and heavy weaponry.
But it was done. Once you sign up, you can’t take it back.
“At least,” my father said with disdain, “Your foolishness will only cost your own life. The war effort won’t suffer from your pigheadedness. There must be a mistake in your genetics somewhere. A true engineer would never be so stupid.”
My mother wouldn’t even look at me. She had told all her friends how much the genetic mapping had cost. She had been so proud when all of her friends were producing marines, fighter pilots, medics⁠—⁠gecko-fodder that would never see a promotion. Her child was going to be different. Special.
Her child was going to make a difference. But no longer. I was dead to her, already a corpse on a battlefield a million miles from where I should be: in a hanger above Earth, working tirelessly to improve the war machines.
What a waste!
Beth was angry, too.
“Why did you do that!” she shouted at me, tears flowing down her face. Then she kissed me, passion overflowing. Warm, hot, wet as hell.
We made love again, but there was something there that hadn’t been there before: sadness. This couldn’t last. It was crazy. We were both going to die and the death started now. We both knew it.
“We have to make the most of this time together,” she told me as we held each other. “We don’t have long before we belong to them.”
Them… It felt rebellious to say it like that. Treacherous. But she was right. Now was the only time we would ever have before the war consumed us; a rare handful of days where the machine had no use or desire for us. We were in a holding pattern until basic training. We could do whatever we wanted.
What we wanted to do was each other.
And so that was how we spent the last days of summer: naked, sweaty, in each other’s arms. It was glorious.
And then, one day, there was a form on my bed.
“This form cost me a lot,” my dad said. “You don’t know what I have had to sacrifice for you to get this.”
“What is it?” I asked. It was meaningless to me, just a simple form.
“You are going to be a rear-engineer,” my father said. “Take this to the marine’s office and give it to them. I want to hear no more nonsense of you being a marine. You’re not cut out for combat. You don’t have the genetics.”
“But I⁠—⁠” I began, but my father slapped me so hard across the mouth that I fell off my bed and crashed onto the floor. I sat up and ran a finger across my lips. There was blood there. I stared at my dad with hatred in my eyes. He stared right back, just as full of hate and loathing as I was.
“You say one more thing that isn’t yes sir and I’ll hit you so hard you’ll never get up, you got that? You got that?”
I could see in his eyes that he wasn’t joking. I just nodded, too dumb to do anything else.
“Yes sir,” I said.




FOUR
I told Beth about the form. I told her about my dad. I could not keep these things from her. I was torn⁠—⁠perhaps my dad was right, but I didn’t want to lose Beth to the war and be forever alone.
Beth just kissed me.
“That doesn’t make things any easier,” I told her.
“You should listen to your father,” Beth said. “He rules you. You must obey him.”
To soften the words, she reached for my pants. I swatted her hands away. I wasn’t in the mood⁠—⁠didn’t she know how important this was?
“I want to throw it in the river,” I said and I waved the form in the air like it was an angry fan. “I hate this. I… I just want to be with you.”
“But our genetics are different,” she said, as kindly as she could. “I am built for combat. You are built for thinking. It is just the way of things.”
“So you agree with him, then?” I couldn’t believe it. Beth was just standing there, looking beautiful and innocent and her face was completely blank. She didn’t understand. Perhaps she couldn’t⁠—⁠she was birthed for combat, after all. Thinking came second for her.
“I want to be with you,” I told her.
“And I want you, too,” she said and she kissed me again. It was her answer to everything. Kisses. Kisses and love making. Perhaps that was why I was drawn to her: her answers were all physical, whereas I preferred to think things through.
At least, that was what I thought… There was rage bubbling deep inside me that was limiting my thinking. Perhaps there was an issue with my genetics. I wasn’t supposed to get angry. I was supposed to be methodical. Plodding, even. Wasn’t that what an engineer was supposed to be?
But as I looked into Beth’s beautiful eyes all I could feel was rage. The galaxy just wasn’t fair. All of a sudden I didn’t want to go to war at all. I didn’t want to fight. I wanted to lie in bed and make love and cuddle. I wanted an easy life. A happy life.
“I can’t wait to fight,” Beth said, clearly reading my mind and oblivious at the same time. “I hate being stuck here on Earth. I’m itching to get into space. If you want to come with me, then we will go together. Your parents will be proud of you no matter how you contribute⁠—⁠you might become the best marine that ever lived. You might become a hero.”
“Everyone that serves is a hero,” I said, quoting the standard line we had heard since birth. And in that moment I believed it. Every man and woman that served was a hero.
My thoughts were a moment of weakness, that was all. It was a fight everybody had, but the fight was internal. I was weak.
“What’s wrong?” she asked me.
“I… Maybe everybody is right except me. I don’t know anymore! All I know is I want to be with you. I’m so confused.”
“That’s because you overthink things,” Beth told me and she took my hands and leaned in, kissed me again. She pulled back and smiled, added: “and I just do what feels right, right now.”
More kissing⁠—⁠heavy stuff, with probing hands and racing heartbeats. I was angry at the way she knew how to distract me, but she was so exciting that I couldn’t help myself.
She whispered into my ear: “Nobody ever comes back. Nobody. It doesn’t matter if we leave tomorrow or next month. The only time we have is now, so let’s just enjoy it. Whatever happens will happen no matter how angry or excited you are.”
“I just want to stop time,” I told her.
“Then feel my heartbeat,” she said and she took my hand and held it to her chest. Her heart was racing. Time was going too fast. I couldn’t slow it, and the more I tried just meant more time wasted.
Beth understood that, and she moved my hand across her chest until my fingers found her softer flesh. She was smiling⁠—⁠she knew she had won, and that I was defeated joyously. We lay together, and it was the slowest love making we had shared. In many ways it was the end of things. An acceptance.
In love, just like in war, nobody ever comes back.




FIVE
Perhaps things would have ended there: I would have become an engineer; Beth would have become a marine. I was certainly expecting things to end there⁠—⁠Beth, for all her physicality, was wise beyond her years and there was sense to the way she wanted to live. In the moment.
I had my engineering form in my pocket, ready to lodge it at the marine’s office at the first opportunity. I had even salvaged my relationship with my father. After all, surely he was right⁠—⁠they had designed me to be a rear-engineer. To throw myself at anything else was to betray my genetics, my legacy.
A calm had descended on me. The future was clear. My contribution to the war was assured. I was once more my stable, level-headed self.
And then he arrived. Taylor.
He was tall, fit, handsome. He had a winning smile and an absolutely effortless manner. Everybody loved him⁠—⁠even the guys flocked to him. He was just that kind of guy.
I stood on the edge of a circle as everybody was asking him questions.
“Where are you from?”
“Are you going to become an officer?”
“Do you have a girlfriend?” That question was from Beth. My head shot around to stare at her, but she hadn’t noticed me. Her eyes were just on Taylor.
“What does it matter?” I said. “Who cares?”
“No, I don’t have a girlfriend,” Taylor said. His voice was soft, as though he had never had to raise it in his life. People just listened to him. Beth’s smile widened. I could feel myself flushing red. I stepped in, close to Beth. She reached back and touched me. I think it was supposed to be reassuring, but it felt more like she was holding me back. As though I was going to start a fight.
“I had to move here as they shut our recruiting station down,” Taylor said. “I was upset because it means my basic training has been delayed. But if it means I get to spend more time with you fine people, then that cheers me up no end.”
“You’re doing basic?” Beth asked. “You’re going to be a marine?”
“Yeah. I’m in the next deployment.”
“Me, too,” Beth said, still smiling.
“Great. Perhaps you can show me around some,” Taylor said.
“I’d love to,” Beth said. The engineering form in my pocket burned like it was on fire. The thought that these two would go through basic training together, through war together, was too much. I couldn’t allow it. Beth was the best thing that ever happened to me⁠—⁠I couldn’t lose her. Not now.
“She’s busy,” I said, and I took Beth’s hand and walked her away.
“Hey!” Beth shouted, annoyed and confused, but I didn’t let go.
“What are you doing?” Beth demanded. “What’s gotten into you?”
Rage⁠—⁠rage was what had gotten into me. Rage and jealousy.
“You were looking at him!” I shouted, and I didn’t care who heard. She had been looking at him, and in the way that she normally looked at me. I needed an explanation. No, an explanation wasn’t enough. I needed an action of some sort. A declaration of love.
I needed something.
Beth slapped me across the face. I didn’t need that. Or perhaps I did; the slap brought my hormones back to where they should be. I was a fool. An ass. Beth was upset.
“I… I stuffed up, didn’t I?”
“Yeah,” Beth said, hotly. “You did.”
I had no words. I had no actions. I had nothing except shame and regret. I was a fool.
Beth pulled free of me and headed back to the group.
“Where are you going?” I demanded.
“Back to him,” she said. “Back to someone who isn’t such an idiot!”
I let her go and just stood there for a while. I was confused, threatened. Did Beth still love me? Would she leave me for… For him? Who was he, anyway? Just a guy. And he was going to become a marine, of all things! Not an engineer; engineers were better than marines. More prestigious. That’s why my parents had concentrated their genetics for me. It gave me a brighter future.
I still had the form in my pocket. I should have gone and lodged it. I headed off in the direction of the sign-up office. I would lodge it.
Somehow I never ended up at the office. I found myself by the canals, walking along the raised embankment. The water below was putrid. They said the water off-world was so pure you could bathe in it. The air was clean, too. Virgin air, if there could be such a thing: so many planets out there that you could find one that had air untasted by anybody else’s lungs.
That was what awaited me. Adventure and excitement. Beth was just a… A phase, my father had said. Just a thing to go through and then put away.
I was about to cry. Like a little girl. My genetics were going to spill all over the pavement because of a girl. I wasn’t cut to be an engineer⁠—⁠or a marine.
“Damn you!” I cursed him. Why did he have to turn up and take my girl from me? He had reduced me to a mess. Him and Beth. I didn’t have the tools to deal with it. I was lost.
I went home. Skipped dinner. Didn’t talk to my parents. Waited for a message from Beth. It didn’t come, not for a long time. When it did, it was just a simple: ok?
That was all. Hardly a declaration of love.
I need to see you, I sent to her.
I’m out, the message came a moment later. A few more heartbeats and then: with Taylor.
Taylor… I hated him.
I didn’t sleep. How could I sleep with Beth and Taylor together? I could only imagine what they were doing. Talking. Laughing. Giggling.
Then his hand would brush against hers, and she wouldn’t pull away. They were both marines. They would go through basic training together, go to war together. Plenty of time to get to know each other. No need to rush… So why were they kissing? I could see it clearly in my mind. Taylor and Beth entwined, lips and tongues and spit shared all together. His hands would be all over her. She was moaning. Nakedness, sweat, fogged windows… Of course that was what they were doing. That’s what Taylor would love to do with Beth.
Beth. My girl.
I was in my hover racer before I knew what I was doing. I took the streets at speed⁠—⁠reckless, perhaps, but I had to find her. I had a plan in my mind. It was a reckless plan, but it was all I had.
I would fight him for her. A duel.
Yes, Taylor was stronger and built for combat. I didn’t care.
I was smarter⁠—⁠I knew that. What I lacked in brawn I would make up in cunning. Beth would see how much more worthy I was as her mate. I would win her back.
I just had to find them.
I had no idea what hover racer they were in. But Beth was showing him around, so that meant… The beach, the launchpad, the training grounds… I did a loop of the standard hang-outs.
They weren’t at the beach. I cruised the couples that were parked and locked together. There were others cruising, too, but they were their for more perverse reasons than me.
I moved on. The training grounds were deserted at this hour. I felt stupid. I wasn’t going to find them, and even if I did, so what? I had calmed down a bit. The loneliness had done it for me⁠—⁠Beth was just being friendly. I had no reason to doubt her. I should go home.
But first… Yeah, I might as well visit the launchpad. It was always beautiful at night. So I headed there, not to find them but to just salvage some of the night and enjoy myself a bit.
And that’s when I saw them. They were parked watching the giant freight shuttles loading from the robot cranes. I could see inside the bubble of Taylor’s hover racer. His arm was around Beth. She didn’t seem to mind.
The colour drained from my face. They must have sensed me staring at them as they both turned to look at me.
Beth’s eyes went wide. She turned white.
Taylor grinned and then grabbed the joystick to his racer. I could see him laughing as he launched forward, into the launchpad. Trying to get away from me.
I gave chase.




SIX
Our two hover racers charged through the launchpad. The launchpads were was always busy: freight coming and going, rockets firing constantly, robotic cranes moving back and forth in an endless rhythm. There was smoke and fog and mist everywhere, and everything was lit in orange and bright white. What wasn’t lit was shadow, almost completely black.
Our two racers were like fluorescent stars in comparison. Mine was bright red; Taylor’s was bright green.
Taylor was in front. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to get away from me or just showing off. He whipped around a corner so fast that the robotic cranes shut down as though there was an emergency.
I raced past a half-second later. I could see water shooting out behind me, swept up in my wake. I gripped my joystick for all I could. It was taking all my concentration to keep up with Taylor’s weaving and winding.
In the transparent bubble of Taylor’s racer, I could see Beth screaming. Was she screaming for joy? Out of fear? I could see her staring at me, but we were moving so fast that I couldn’t concentrate on her face. All I could see was the whites of her eyes and her open mouth.
Fear. It had to be fear.
Another corner⁠—⁠we took it so fast that I lost control. My racer spun around over the empty tarmac before the joystick responded to my commands and the chase resumed. Taylor was just a spot on the horizon now, but I could see where he was headed.
I aimed to cut him off.
I raced across a dozen launchpads and charged through at full throttle. Water and mist and rocket smoke flew in all directions as I shot past.
An automated freighter took off in front of me. I was almost too close to react but I wrenched my controls to the side to avoid the old-fashioned rocket engine as the freighter raced towards the sky. I corrected, kept racing.
I closed in. Did Taylor not realise I was still chasing him? Had he forgotten about me, thought I had given up?
No⁠—⁠he was waiting for me. As soon as I closed in he whipped across to my right. His wake washed across my racer. I wasn’t ready for it at all.
I spun around, still chasing. Taylor was absolutely flying now. His racer was a blur. We wound through open hangers. Then through stacks of crates ready for shipping, through fields of robot cranes waiting to start work. The race was winding, the pace reckless. I could still see Beth in the bubble of Taylor’s racer. She looked like she was hitting him. Urging him to stop. Urging him to let her out.
Or was she urging him to go faster?
Either way, I was going to chase him down. And once I caught him I was going to hit him, consequences be damned.
I closed in. Taylor started flying more and more erratically. It was hard to keep on his tail but I not only managed that but I closed in, too. Closer. Closer. So close I could feel the jet-wash come through the bubble of my racer.
Taylor swung his racer to the left to get away. A robot crane swung to the right at the same time, fully laden with a space crate. There was no chance the two could miss each other.
They hit.
Taylor’s racer spun to the right. It was already a fireball. Chunks of shrapnel flew in all directions. I cried out in shock and horror as I flew through the wreckage. Flames engulfed my racer but I was unharmed.
I came to a stop and jumped out. Taylor’s racer exploded. Black smoke belched into the sky.
Already, I could hear sirens as emergency robo-medics raced to the scene. There were people about, too⁠—⁠I hadn’t noticed them watching us race, but they were running over to help.
I stood there, dumbfounded. Flames reached for the sky.
“Beth…” I managed, and then I started running towards the wreckage. “Beth!”
There was a figure standing there. I couldn’t make them out, they were just a black shape. Beth. I ran towards her.
“Beth!” she was okay. It was okay. “Beth!”
Everyone arrived at the same time: me, the onlookers, the robo-medics. The scene grew crowded and there I was and all I wanted to do was hug Beth and tell her it was all going to be alright.
The figure wasn’t Beth.
“Whoah,” Taylor said, and he ran a hand through dishevelled hair. “That was a bad one. Are you alright, Beth? Beth?”
Taylor just stood there and looked at the burning wreckage. Even the robo-medics didn’t go in there to save her, and they were designed to save any living thing.
Any living thing…
“Oh,” Taylor said.
I just stared at the flames, and then I stared at Taylor with murder in my eyes. He had done this. This was his fault. I couldn’t do anything now because there were too many witnesses, but I would do something.
I reached into my pocket and pulled out my engineering transfer form. I scrunched it up and threw it into the flames.
Taylor was going to die.




SEVEN
“Who are you?”
“Marine!”
“What’s your name?”
“Marine!”
“Dismissed!”
And so we were inducted into the marine corps, ready to start basic training.
The Devastator was still orbiting Earth, but it would leave soon. For where, none of us knew. We were all the same in that regard: clueless.
“This way!” one of the training stewards ordered and it was clear we had to follow. Our group fell into line and followed the steward through the ship. Out of the hanger, past the drop ships, the fighters, the maintenance bots, the mechanised walkers. Past row upon row of small arms and heavy artillery. Down, deeper into the battleship, the ramp curled around missile silos and reactor chambers and a whole host of equipment that was foreign to me.
Further, deeper, it was hotter here and there was a constant hum of machinery coming from the steel-grey walls.
Then we reached our rest chambers: row upon row of coffin-like beds, with metal ladders built into the wall to climb to the higher levels.
“These are your quarters,” the steward told us. “Each bunk is shared, twelve hours a day, between two of you. When one sleeps the other drills. You won’t see each other. Just remember that you are sharing your bed: you can treat it with respect or like a garbage dump, the choice is up to you. The only one that will care is your bed mate. Your numbers are assigned. Stow your gear and then assemble on the upper promenade deck. We will be jumping to hyperspace soon, and you all need to be present for your first jump. Get to it.”
The steward left us and we had to find our bunks. I waited for the chaos to die down⁠—⁠everyone excited, in a rush, eager to get their bunk sorted. When it was calm, I found my number and located my bunk.
I was on the third level up from the deck. I climbed the ladder and used my thumb chip to open the cover that protected my bunk from the outside world. Within the cavity was a tomb with a single mattress and a bed and a pillow. There were two cabinets, one at either side of the bed. The one by the foot opened to my touch and was empty. I climbed into the chamber and stowed my pack. There would be time enough later to unpack it.
On the bed was a note. I picked it up. The note read: touch my stuff and die.
Charming.
I left my bunk⁠—⁠and the note⁠—⁠and climbed back to the deck.
“Where is the promenade deck?” another recruit asked.
“This way “I said, and walked back the way we had come. I didn’t know where the promenade deck was, either, but I assumed that if two of us didn’t then nobody else would, either. I might as well lead the way.
More recruits followed us, like baby ducklings. We reached a set of stairs that led up. I didn’t miss a beat and climbed them. The promenade would be higher than where we were. Even though this was a spaceship, it still had an up and a down, and I went up. The recruits followed blindly.
The steward was waiting at the top of the stairs.
“Stupid recruits, don’t you know anything?” he sneered.
“No,” I replied truthfully. I didn’t know anything. The steward glared at me, annoyed that I wasn’t rising to his bait.
“You’re going the wrong way,” he said. “The promenade deck is down.”
“Thank you,” I said, and then added quickly: “Sir.”
I felt the steward’s hateful glare on my back as we reversed course.
“I thought you said you knew the way,” the recruit grumbled at me.
“I do now,” I said and headed down, past the bunk level and deeper still.
“Are you sure this is the right way?” someone asked.
“It is the way the steward said to go,” I said, but⁠—⁠no⁠—⁠I was not sure at all. In fact, I was pretty sure the steward had lied to us.
We reached the bottom of the stairs. There was nothing there but empty corridors that were dripping with oil and water.
“All recruits to the promenade deck. All recruits to the promenade deck,” a voice came across the speaker.
“Good one, idiot,” the recruit spat in my direction and then started running back up the stairs. The others joined him, jostling to get a good position on the railing.
I hesitated, looked around. There was an elevator just beyond the stairs. I walked over to it; the doors opened. The elevator was empty. I stepped inside, hit the button for the promenade. Two seconds later and I was there. The steward was waiting at the top of the stairs with a smug grin on his face. He saw me exit the elevator and scowled.
“New recruits shouldn’t be in the elevator,” he said.
“Yes sir,” I saluted and walked off before he could say anything else. He was soon distracted by the last of the recruits running up the stairs, but he was still watching me so he didn’t get the chance to taunt them.
I knew I had made an enemy, but what could I do? If the steward wanted to be an ass, then I couldn’t stop him. I would just have to deal with him.
“Prepare to jump to hyperspace,” the intercom buzzed. The steward⁠—⁠in fact, all of the stewards⁠—⁠hurried off the deck, leaving only the new recruits. I frowned, suspected a trap.
The promenade deck was probably the only place in the ship that was furnished like a luxury liner. Large triangular windows covered the walls, and fake stars glittered on the ceiling. The deck was carpeted and there were bar tables around the windows. There was a bar⁠—⁠closed for us recruits, of course⁠—⁠tucked away next to the elevator. This was where the Admiralty were entertained, and where the officers could relax in their downtime.
I could see the curvature of the Earth through the windows. Our planet looked flat, too large to be real. The other battleships floated nearby. With a flash, one of them disappeared. It had jumped to hyperspace. Another flash and the second battleship was gone.
My stomach twisted. We were next. And why had the stewards been in such a hurry to leave the deck?
In an instant, I got my answer: the windows went white, then brighter than white, and then brighter still. People screamed. I screamed. It felt like the universe had opened up inside the deck. I felt light, heavy, hot, cold. Every sense went into overdrive. I lost all feeling and yet felt everything at the same time.
It lasted… Well, it must have only lasted an instant and yet it felt like a lifetime. When I opened my eyes I was on the deck, surrounded by my own vomit⁠—⁠and everyone else’s. Worse, I had wet my pants. A quick check told me it had come out my rear, too. All the recruits were the same, covered in their own mess. They were moaning, all of us were. Some were crying.
Then the stewards were there, armed with carts loaded with mops and carpet sweepers.
“Welcome to deep space,” they said. “Now clean this mess up.”
I vomited again and looked to the windows. There was nothing but stars out there.
The Earth was gone.




EIGHT
And so we began training. Our first few weeks were much the same as our first hyperspace jump. They drilled us, and drilled us hard.
Sarge⁠—⁠that’s what we called our drill sergeant⁠—⁠had us running miles, up and down the ship. Some days we just ran, and that was all we did. Up and down stairs, climbing metal girders, around the hanger forty times. We ran until we couldn’t feel our legs, and then we ran some more.
The ship stank of too many bodies in the one space. The atmo-scrubbers couldn’t keep up with so many recruits working so hard. Some days we were too tired to take a shower. Other days there wasn’t enough water for one. Our clothes were stiff from old sweat, and we each only had two pairs. You had to wash them one at a time. If you forgot, the stewards would force you to wash them both at once and you would have to stand around naked waiting for them to dry. We were so exhausted that nobody even took a moment to stare⁠—⁠and, if they did, they certainly did not get a chance to stare for two moments.
My body was changing. The last slithers of fat were quickly dispersed from under my skin and raw muscle returned in its place.
“It’s the steroids in the food,” one of the recruits said. “They want us jacked up.”
He must have been right, as I have never put on muscle so easily. My clothes looked like they had shrunk. Some of the guys ripped their shirts just leaning over. It was a common problem⁠—⁠part of the plan, even⁠—⁠as at the end of the third week we were issued fresh uniforms, each two sizes bigger than the last one.
We were becoming machines in human form.
Just like machines, we needed fuel. Carbs and protein, mostly. A bit of salt for flavour. I didn’t know much about food, anyway, so I didn’t mind the options available⁠—⁠in fact, I quite liked it. I was always too tired to do anything but shovel the stuff down my throat. It was only when I finished that I heard everybody complaining.
“Same again.”
“Always tastes the same.”
“I hear they match the flavour profile to your genetics,” one of the recruits said. We were all Marine, but he was also known as Harrod. We sat together for no real reason. He was tall and slim; the steroids hadn’t had much of an effect on him, yet. Opposite him was Wilson, a heavy-set marine with curly hair that must have been blonde at one point but was now so thick with grease that it was almost black.
“Then why does mine always taste like feet?”
“Must be what you really like,” Harrod said with a laugh. Wilson wasn’t laughing: he was large enough that he clearly liked food⁠—⁠and he didn’t like this.
I just kept eating.
“I don’t like feet… Except on a woman.”
“Yeah, I’m partial to women with feet as well,” Harrod said and then they both laughed. I just kept eating, but I noticed something out of the corner of my eye. I looked up.
Taylor.
He was standing there, carrying a tray of food. He had seen me, too, and was just staring at me. We hadn’t interacted at all since Beth had died. I had only seen him standing at the induction.
He came up to me, which was a surprise. I had expected him to keep on moving, sit somewhere else. But Taylor walked right up to me with his plate of food and looked down at where I sat.
“I… I just wanted to…”
“Move along, marine.”
Taylor’s mouth opened and closed a few times like a dying fish, and then he stiffened and moved on. His easy, casual bluster from Earth was gone⁠—⁠wiped out by a few weeks as a marine. In contrast, my own confidence was growing. I was bigger than I had ever been, and I felt more confident than I had felt since I was a child. I had the genetics to be an engineer, but that didn’t mean my genetics weren’t good enough to be a marine. On the contrary: I was relishing the simple decisions required of me. It was all purely physical; my mind was allowed to rest whilst my body did all the work. It was refreshing.
“What was that about?” Harrod asked, reading the tension. He shared a look with Wilson.
“Nothing,” I said. “Just something that should have stayed Earth-side.”
Harrod and Wilson shared another look. Neither believed me, but they didn’t press it. We went back to eating.
“Do you think the officers eat the same stuff as us?” Wilson asked.
“Didn’t you know?” Harrod responded. “Their genetics require different sources of protein. Their bodies don’t break down this stuff. They need the best stuff.”
“Figures,” Wilson said. “Officers and their superior genetics… My parents couldn’t afford that sequence. Looks like yours couldn’t, either.”
“We do our bit for the war,” Harrod said. “Ain’t that right?” he was looking at me, but I didn’t answer.
I was too busy thinking of Taylor… Thinking of revenge.




NINE
The Devastator was a large battleship. I am not an expert, but the general consensus was that it was a relic from before the current phase of the war. Battleships were smaller now, as the drive that powers them has been shrunk by the ever-smart engineers⁠—⁠a team I would never be a part of, not now.
The Devastator’s jump drive had been retrofitted to incorporate the newer drives, which meant the space the previous jump drive had taken up was empty and had been converted into a training zone.
The zone ran the length of the ship and had been turned into an obstacle course. It had zero gravity along most of the course, but there were sections were the gravity of the battleship crept in, and it was impossible to remember where these gravity wells were as the course rotated and changed after each run-through. Massive gears and platforms spun around the edge of the training course, re-configuring the space for another run.
The space was huge. Five hundred trainees could be training at any time, and they would never get within shouting range of one another.
It was our turn. Harrod and Wilson were with me; I could see Taylor on the far side of the training zone, running through a different course. He was hardly more than a speck, but I knew it was him. His figure was burned in my memory.
Neither team had started the course yet. It wasn’t a race, but I was determined to beat him, anyway.
The hateful steward that had toyed with us during initiation was standing over us, on a higher platform. I had no idea what his name was⁠—⁠we always addressed him as marine⁠—⁠but in private we had a different name for him: asshole. We were standing below him. This section of the course was one of the areas with gravity, although it was not consistent and I could feel my left arm wanting to drift into space whilst my right foot felt heavier than normal. It was a disconcerting feeling, and even my heart was beating at a strange rhythm as my blood was pumping at an irregular rate from the different forces pulling at my veins.
“Marines! You have ten minutes to complete the course. You will work as a team of three. Failure to complete this course within ten minutes is not an option. Begin!”
Like a fool, I set off at a dead run. As soon as my foot left the platform I felt the effect of zero gravity. I shot upwards, spinning wildly. I could see the steward laughing at me. I flailed around to grab a handrail but there was nothing around me but air.
“Wait!” Wilson shouted and he jumped up, grabbed my foot. Together we drifted in space but at least Wilson’s bulk had stopped me from spinning.
“Nine and a half minutes remaining,” the steward said, coldly. I flushed red: my arrogance had cost us half a minute.
“I’ll pull you down,” Harrod said and he moved slower still, but grabbed onto Wilson’s foot and directed him down to the platform whilst he held onto the platform I had leapt from.
Another minute down, and we hadn’t moved a foot.
“Hustle, hustle, hustle!” Wilson growled, sensing the same urgency. We had learned our mistake, though, and we moved slower. We worked as a team.
Wilson went first. He slowly leapt into space and grabbed onto a pole that was twenty feet in front of us. When he had stopped spinning he kicked his legs towards us so we could use him as an anchor.
Through this first obstacle, and now there was a metal tube suspended on cables. The purpose was clear: crawl through the tunnel.
Harrod went first, and then Wilson and then me.
The going was easy⁠—⁠at first. That was before our combined momentum took over and the tunnel started swaying and rolling. Harrod fell, landed so hard that blood sprayed from his mouth; tiny droplets of red hung in the air. Wilson looked back, tried to help. He only made things worse.
“Watch out!” I shouted, but it was too late⁠—⁠Wilson’s legs were already floating in the void and he was out of control. The pipe we were in made a strange noise like an evil bell and then it really started spinning out of control.
The metal pipe rushed up at me, hit me dead in the chest. I went flat. I could see out both ends of the tunnel and the world was going crazy. Harrod cried out, panicking about the blood floating inside his mouth. Wilson shouted as he spun out of control. It was chaos.
I worked backwards, crawled towards the opening we had just entered through. Even though the tunnel was swinging through the air, I managed to hold on and climb around to the outside. I could see the cable supports snapping wildly, oscillating at an unpredictable rate.
I grabbed the first one. It nearly tore my shoulder out of my socket and I lost my footing. I swung around and my back slammed into the metal of the tunnel. I let go, floated in the air for a second and then I laughed: there was no gravity here. I didn’t need to rush.
But the clock was ticking.
How much time did we have left? I had no idea. And Taylor? I looked across the training ground to where I knew Taylor to be. I could see… Well, not much. Were the struggling like we were struggling? I couldn’t tell. They were like ants over there.
“Help!” Wilson shouted, snapped me out of my funk. I had to move⁠—⁠fast.
I reached out, grabbed one cable and then the other. My bulk slowed the cables shaking around and the tunnel came back under control.
“Go, go, go!” Harrod urged and the two inside the tunnel hurried out the far end before I joined them a moment later.
We had hardly covered twenty per cent of the course, but we were fired up and ready.
The next section was a piece of cake: a couple of poles that we had to climb around, leaping like chimpanzees through the air.
I was almost enjoying myself. The last platform was just in front of us. I could see Harrod reaching for it, and Wilson was sailing through the air only a few feet behind. I was coming from the rear. There was a pole in front of me: I grabbed it and swung around, let go. Now I was sailing behind Wilson. It was effortless. Easy, even.
Then the gravity well swung around and grabbed us, snatched us out of the air. I cried out as a hundred hands grabbed and squeezed me⁠—⁠at least, that was what it felt like.
We fell.
Wilson crashed into a platform and bounced awkwardly. He screamed.
“My leg! My leg!” He was still falling and screaming at the same time.
I hit the platform an instant later. My shoulder collapsed under the force of the blow and I bounced, kept falling⁠—⁠
⁠—⁠And then, just as abruptly, the gravity well swung around in the opposite direction and held me in place. I floated for just long enough to reach out and grab the platform. The gravity well kept moving. Gravity returned to my head, my stomach, my legs. Everything lurched to the side. It was all I could do to hold onto the platform. I had no idea what had happened to Harrod or Wilson, but I could hear Wilson screaming in pain above me.
I pulled myself onto the platform and waited. The roving gravity well passed and weightlessness returned. I hovered there, just catching my breath. I was exhausted.
A siren rang. We had failed.
“Marines!” the asshole steward shouted. “You have failed. Get down to the gym⁠—⁠two hundred push-ups, three times.”
“Ah, come on!” Harrod complained, clearly annoyed. The steward grinned sadistically.
“Under double gravity!” he ordered. Harrod snarled, didn’t say anything. Wilson was still screaming about his leg⁠—⁠a robo-medic drifted over and carried him off.
I was too tired to argue, but I did manage to look across the training ground towards Taylor. His team were celebrating completing their course.
Of course they were. Bastard.




TEN
We didn’t get time to rest. No sooner had we completed our push-ups we were drilling again. Wilson was taken to the medic so Harrod and I were absorbed by another training unit.
Of course, it was Taylor’s unit.
Unfortunately, our training steward also came along: which meant we now had two assholes growling at us.
“Alright marines,” the drill sergeant said when we were assigned to our next staging area. “This is the only time in your training that you will be firing live ammunition. Every other drill will involve blanks, so make sure to enjoy yourself and take note of the kick you’ll get from live rounds⁠—⁠your gun will behave differently with blanks. So make this session count, and no dicking around. Someone could die today: make sure that someone isn’t you.”
I felt my palms go sweaty. Taylor must have sensed me staring at the back of his head as he turned around and we locked eyes. I turned away. I didn’t want him to see the murderous intent on my face.
Live ammunition! And here was the target of my vengeance right in front of me. Could fate have finally dealt me a winning hand?
I suppressed my excitement and tried my best to remain calm. I couldn’t just murder Taylor in front of everyone. It had to look like an accident. Plans started flowing through my mind: all I needed was a way for Taylor to stumble into the field of fire. I didn’t need to pull the trigger myself.
“This way, marines,” the new steward ordered and we marched after him into a small rectangular room. The air smelled the way it did after a particularly nasty storm: there was unused energy in the air.
Clearly, the space was a gun range: there was a holding pen where we had entered, and the rest of the space was divided into lines. There were targets⁠—⁠shot to all hell⁠—⁠spread throughout the space, not just at eye level but high in the ceiling and behind moving barricades. A small robot flew around randomly and shot out clouds of smoke at times to obscure the targets.
“Alright marines: form into line and await your weapon,” our steward said and he jerked his thumb towards the half-height wall that split the pen from the range.
We lined up. The second steward walked off and came back with a cart loaded with weapons on the top rack and energy clips on the bottom.
“These babies are the TX-9700 assault rifles. They fire energy bolts at the rate of two-fifty rounds per second. The energy clips you will use each hold enough charge for ten-thousand rounds⁠—⁠that won’t last as long as you think it does.”
The steward handed the energy clips out himself.
“You have each been allocated four clips for this session. Keep track of them: this is live ammunition. Get these clips mixed up with blanks and someone dies.”
“Yes sir!” We parroted back at him. I held the gun in one hand, the clips were stacked in the other. The gun was heavy, and so were the energy clips.
The rifle was the length of my arm, but even though it was heavy and bulky it was ergonomic enough. My weapon had scratches and bumps all over it. Clearly, it had been in use for some time.
“Approach the firing position!” one of the stewards yelled, and we stepped up to the end of the pen.
“Insert clip!”
We inserted our first clip. It was simple⁠—⁠so simple a trainee could do it.
“Fire!”
We opened fire.
I won’t lie, the feeling of the rifle shooting lethal bolts of energy was intoxicating. The gun hummed, like a purring kitten on steroids. Green fire shot out of the tip of my rifle, sometimes tinged with red or yellow or blue. Every weapon had a different colour stream of death attached to it, as though these weapons were each different, almost as though they had souls.
I blinked and my first clip was empty. I hadn’t even been aiming at anything, just firing wildly.
For once, the steward was smiling. He knew we had a lust for war now: soon we would be firing these guns at living, breathing monsters. The geckos.
They wouldn’t stand a chance.
“Alright marines,” the steward yelled. “You’ve had your fun⁠—⁠now change to your second clip and take on those moving targets. Compensate for smoke, for movement, for the unexpected. Keep your firing line clear⁠—⁠don’t get too excited, got it? Cool and steady, that’s what we want to see. Remember to collect your empty clips⁠—⁠everything has to be returned at the end of the session.”
We had already changed clips. My empty one was sitting next to my foot. Harrod, who was beside me, was careless and just let his clip bounce next to me. I looked at it, realised that Harrod hadn’t even noticed. A plan began to form: if I couldn’t shoot Taylor dead today, then perhaps tomorrow… Quickly, quietly, whilst everyone was firing madly at the targets on the ceiling, I used my foot and deposited the empty clip next to my other foot, away from Harrod. It rested next to my first one. Next, I slipped my third clip inside my uniform where nobody would find it.
Nobody had noticed I hadn’t fired a round. The shooting stopped.
“Marines, change clips!” the steward ordered. I went through the motions, my hands empty: I kept the full clip in my rifle and lowered an empty hand onto Harrod’s empty clip by my foot, as though it had just been ejected from my rifle. Nobody knew anything. Nobody noticed.
The energy clip burned against my skin, a guilty thing. I smiled wickedly, stared at the back of Taylor’s head.
One day…
Not today, but soon I would have Taylor’s handsomely smug face in my gun sights and then get to pull the trigger. For what he had done to me⁠—⁠what he had done to Beth⁠—⁠he deserved nothing less.
The rest of the session passed quickly. I felt as though in a dream, just going through the motions. My mind was fixated on Taylor and vengeance.
When we were finished, we marched past the stewards and returned our four clips. Harrod, of course, only had three.
“I must have lost one,” he said, innocently, as the fully charged energy clip rested against my thigh.
“Fool!” the steward snapped. “Go back and find it! And do two hundred push-ups whilst you’re about it!”
Harrod looked downcast and trudged back to his station. I felt a pang of shame. But I would find a way to make it up to him.
I had a greater need.
When I managed to get back to my bunk, the first thing I did was hide my fresh energy clip. I was exhausted and could hardly move. The day had been gruelling: after the firing range we had done more zero gravity drills and then some triple gravity drills. Every fibre of my being ached to be in bed, but first I had to hide the clip. Then I could rest.
Nobody would search through my stuff, but I tried to bury it as deep as I could. I didn’t want to take any chances.
It was only once I was finished hiding the clip that I found the note.
My hands were trembling from exhaustion as I picked up the slip of paper. The note read: too tired to go to the head. The bed’s wet.
The head: the toilet. I looked at my bunk and saw a dark, wet stain. I groaned.
But what else could I do? I was exhausted and I needed sleep, so I climbed into my bunk and slept in someone else’s piss.
War was not what I had been led to believe.




ELEVEN
The days became one. An endless cycle of exhaustion. I was always on the point of total failure. We all were. Somehow we managed to keep going.
“Pheromones,” Wilson said over breakfast one morning. His leg was fully healed; you couldn’t even tell that he had broken it. “I heard someone say they heard the stewards talking about it. They pump pheromones in the air that keep us pumped and motivated.”
“That’s stupid,” Harrod said. I stayed silent because it sounded plausible to me. I certainly felt like quitting every night, but in the mornings I was read for another gruelling round of training.
Would they even let one of us quit? Where would we go, except float out into space like garbage? Now we were here, we had no choices. Only orders.
Pheromones or not, we had to train. Today was hand-to-hand combat day. The drill sergeant was there, and there were a hundred mats laid out on one of the reserve hangers.
“Perhaps you think the marines is all about blowing stuff up,” the sarge said, “but sometimes you have to get your hands dirty. This session is all about making sure you know how to get your hands dirty enough.”
The stewards came in then, and they looked downright nasty. They were wearing body armour. We only had our undershirts and shorts on.
“You can never be sure when or how you will need to attack, and so you are going to be put against an unfair advantage: your stewards are fully protected and better trained than you. Fight them. Take them down. Do what you need to do.”
And, with that, the drill sergeant saluted his stewards and walked off the hanger. We all looked at one another. Was that it? Were we supposed to take them on together, or one at a time?
Our steward didn’t give us a chance to figure these things out⁠—⁠he just attacked. Violently.
Wilson went down: the steward’s armoured punch to the face made certain of that. His left cheek collapsed into a mess of veins, muscle and broken bones. He lay on the ground screaming.
The rest of us jumped out of the way. The steward came for me. He was taller, bulkier, and the only part of him that was exposed was his lower jaw. It was all I could do to evade him as he tried to kick my shin out from under me. I stumbled and fell, anyway⁠—⁠and then the bastard was on top of me.
I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. The bulk of the steward’s armour was just too much for me to handle. I could hear him laughing in my face.
Gauntlet-covered hands reached for my neck, started squeezing. I went limp.
The steward didn’t let go⁠—⁠he kept squeezing my neck. I felt a vertebrae shatter and I gasped.
Was he going to kill me? He squeezed even more. Tighter. Tighter.
Something went snap⁠—⁠ my neck.
I went limp. All feeling left my body. My hands, my legs, my chest… I felt nothing. Nothing but fear.
“Get off him!” someone shouted. It was Taylor. I just groaned. I couldn’t do anything more than that.
“Make me,” the steward said, and then he was on me again.
The steward grabbed my jaw, wrenched it open. I screamed like I had never screamed before. The battle armour was powered⁠—⁠his hands had five times the strength of a normal man. I felt my jaw rip clean of its socket, but the steward didn’t stop there.
It was a sadistic beating. I was defeated. I was a lump of meat lying on the ground. There was no reason to keep attacking me⁠—⁠the battle lay elsewhere.
I was going to be made an example⁠—⁠this is war, the steward was saying. People die.
That death was going to be mine.
“I said get off him!” Taylor shouted. I could see him standing over the steward. He might as well have been naked compared to the power suit the steward wore and yet there he was. Tall, brave, even more powerful than the steward.
The other recruits stood next to him. They were all there to protect me. I could hardly even breathe⁠—⁠I could hear a ragged hiss escaping my lips, and that was all. My windpipe was shattered. Every moment brought me closer to death, and yet the steward still had his hands around my throat and my jaw. Now he was squeezing my skull.
He was going to pop my head like a melon.
Taylor grabbed onto the back of the steward’s suit. Harrod joined in, as well as one of the other marines. Wilson was still lying on the deck, staring at the blood on his hands. He was out of the fight. So was I⁠—⁠but I was the prize. The good meat that the victor would get to gorge themselves on.
I didn’t understand. I was delirious.
Somehow, the marines pulled the heavier steward off me. I lay there like a dead duck. My left arm spasmed and that was all the movement I could make. That and my eyes, but I couldn’t turn my head so I was forced to stare at the ceiling of the hanger; a drop ship floated at the edge of my vision, but I doubted I would ever see the inside of one now. My vision blurred.
I could hear the steward shouting. The recruits were shouting, too. I couldn’t see much beyond an occasional limb as it flashed through my vision.
More shouting, a thud, someone screaming… And then a siren. I remember the siren because I was starting to black out and the sudden, jarring blast brought me back.
“Good start,” the drill sergeant’s voice came over a large speaker. I was only just holding onto consciousness at this point. Death felt… Easy. Easier than breathing.
“We will clear out the wounded and then continue to the second session: here you will learn the skills that would have helped you win last time.”
That would have been helpful, I thought but my thoughts were elsewhere. I could see Beth staring down at me. She was smiling.
“Hold still,” she said, her voice strangely robotic. Her fingers were ice cold around my forehead, her skin painted metallic grey. She lifted me. I couldn’t feel anything but I knew I was floating. Floating closer to her.
“Beth…” I said, full of longing. And then I was gone.




TWELVE
I woke some time later. Weeks later, it turned out. I blinked. I could see.
I moved my jaw. It felt fine. I moved my arms and my legs. Everything responded to my mind’s commands. I looked down at my body. My muscles were bigger than they had been when I had lost consciousness.
A robo-medic was by my side, doing whatever it was it had to do.
“Can I go?” I asked. The medic looked at me, its face blank. I felt warm as it irradiated me.
“Yes,” it said.
I got up. I was naked. There was a shower down the hall, and clothes waiting for me. I showered⁠—⁠long, slow, so hot my skin turned red. Nobody was ordering me around. There was no sense of urgency. Everything was calm, even the buzzing and humming that surrounded the hospital ward.
I lingered there, out of the shower but not dry. Warm air removed any trace of dampness from my skin and hair. I resisted getting dressed. That meant I was going back. Did I want go go back?
I couldn’t answer that question. Taylor had saved my life. Could I still hate him? Beth was a lifetime ago. She was gone. I was a marine now⁠—⁠death was a thing I had to live with.
The men and women that surrounded me were the ones that mattered. That included Taylor.
And Taylor had saved my life…
There were too many things to think about, and I didn’t want to deal with any of it.
“You’re in a tin can, floating in space,” I told myself. My voice sounded different, but I couldn’t place what had changed. It sounded more pleasant to my inner-ear. Like it was not my own.
I got dressed. My mind was… Well, I can’t say made up as that wasn’t true. But I was ready to move on. I couldn’t stay in the shower for ever.
I was a marine, after all.
I headed for the exit. It was only when I reached the door that I realised I felt… Different.
I hesitated, turned around. I felt like my mind was doing two things at once: heading for the door whilst also scanning for hostiles. That was new behaviour. It felt new, like a child that hadn’t quite mastered a new trick. Where had it come from?
“Medic?” I called to the robo-medic that was still by my bed. “What was done to me?”
The robo-medic had no reason to lie. It turned and looked at me, its face as blank as ever. It spoke in its almost-human, emotionally barren voice.
“Spinal correction. Spinal repair. Jaw correction. Jaw repair. Eye socket repair. Muscular growth advancement. Mental augmentation. List complete.”
Mental augmentation? What the hell was that? I asked the medic, and it replied: “Memory implants for courses missed during recovery. Memory implant to counter a lack of appropriate genetics. Memory implant to provide future growth. List complete.”
The robo-medic lapsed into silence. I just nodded, dumbly. So they had gone into my mind and added things. Great. Why did we need to go through basic training at all if they were just going to implant everything I needed, anyway?
I left the hospital, angry and annoyed. The rear-engineer in me couldn’t understand why they would put so many people through such hellish training if there was a more efficient way.
But there was no reason to ponder impossible questions. The top brass did what they thought was best for the war. That meant training, that meant danger, that meant accidents. I should be thankful that the steward hadn’t murdered me. Not many soldiers got a second chance at life.
With a final it doesn’t matter shrug I left the hospital wing and followed the signs back to the training ground. The Devastator really was a massive ship⁠—⁠I must have spent over half an hour marching through endless corridors, mostly empty with doors sealed shut to parts of the ship unknown. We only used a fraction of the space on the battleship: hangers lay empty, heavy gun turrets were shut off and abandoned, warehouses full of machinery lay dormant. None of it mattered anymore; the Devastator’s role had changed and all that remained was surplus to requirements.
When I entered the training grounds, it was like coming home. The air was different, lived in. The walls had a layer of grease on them, as though the ship itself had to sweat with so many recruits on board.
I wasn’t sure what time it was, but I figured the robo-medic would have woken me to my standard sleep cycle. I was hungry. It must be breakfast time. I headed for the mess.
There were people everywhere. They were milling about, talking in groups. Excited.
“New recruits,” someone said as they hurried out. He sounded like it was Christmas time.
Wilson came up to me, all smiles.
“You’re back!” he said, genuinely happy to see me. “How’d you find the broken bones ward? Those memory plants are crazy, aren’t they? I don’t know what’s real anymore and what they planted in me.”
“Yeah,” I said, then I gestured to all the new people. “What’s going on? Where did they all come from?”
“They arrived yesterday,” Wilson said. “They said something about combining smaller training groups. These are the casualties that couldn’t keep up with other teams. That’s what someone told me. Maybe it is even true.”
“Okay,” I shrugged. It didn’t matter where they had come from. They were just more marines.
Then I saw Taylor and froze. He was halfway across the mess, his face beaming. Talking excitedly. A girl was standing opposite him, her back to me… I couldn’t see who the girl was. Only, I knew that back too well. My heart skipped a beat.
“It can’t be,” I said, breathless. “It’s not possible.”
Taylor caught my eye and stopped smiling. The girl talking to him sensed the change and turned to follow his gaze, saw me standing there. Our eyes locked.
It was Beth.




THIRTEEN
My head spun. I wanted so much to run to her but then the siren rang to mark the end of breakfast and we were taken straight away back into training. My mind was elsewhere: thankfully the medics had already implanted today’s training session into my brain, as there was no way I could think clearly. My mind and body were on auto-pilot.
Today’s session was on navigation. A hanger had been transformed into a jungle of crates and freight containers. It was half urban, half hell-hole. We worked in teams. Taylor and Beth were not on my team, but I could see them working together at the other end.
“Eyes on the prize, marine!” one of the squad snarled. I didn’t know him⁠—⁠he was one of the new guys. I stared him up and down; his body had the look of one that had been recreated by the robo-medics. His muscles were too precise, too perfect. His skin was new, too, and there were tell-tale hexagonal marks crisscrossing his body that told me he had been built a completely new body.
This guy had been as close to death as possible.
Beth… She was dead. I had seen her die. There was nothing left of her except a charred hulk of ashes. And yet she was alive. She was here.
“I said⁠—⁠”
“I heard,” I told him and pushed him out of the way. I moved through the maze, always scanning. “High left⁠—⁠take them down!”
The marine that had snapped at me was too slow to react; the droid sentry shot him with a stun bolt. He went down even as Harrod and Wilson took on the sentry.
“Maybe if you spent more time worrying about the mission and less about me, you’d still be battle-capable,” I told him as he lay writhing on the deck. We left him there. In the real world he would be dead, and in the training world he was incapacitated. Dead weight.
We moved on.
My mind was elsewhere. I carried out the mission⁠—⁠I was proving excellent at finding hidden snipers and danger zones⁠—⁠but all the while I had one eye on Beth.
They must have rebuilt her. She hadn’t died in the accident, there had been enough of her left to rebuild. My heart surged at the thought. My life wasn’t just thrown away here. It had meaning again. Beth and I could be together⁠—⁠we could ask to be assigned to the same squadron. The brass would be happy enough to oblige. Friends looked out for each other, lovers even more so. We would be a stronger unit together.
“Marine!” Harrod barked. I looked up, a million miles away.
“Huh?”
“Duck!” Harrod shouted, but his warning was too late.
Two drones jumped up out of the shadows. I twisted to take the first one down: fired a half dozen blanks that disabled the droid before it could fire. The second droid was still active, and its sights were on me.
“Cover fire!” Wilson shouted, but my fellow marines might as well have been tying their boot laces they were so slow.
The droid fired. Violent energy slammed into me, made my muscles lose all control.
I went down. I was out. I had failed the mission.
I didn’t give a damn. I just wanted to talk to Beth.
It took five days before I got my chance. Five days of torture: both physical and emotional. The training progressed in a blur: we went EVA⁠—⁠Extra-Vehicular Activity: out in space⁠—⁠and I hardly even noticed. My mind wasn’t on the training at all.
When I went to bed I couldn’t sleep. I could only think of Beth. I still couldn’t fathom that she was alive. It was a miracle. And she was here! Could things get any more perfect?
But I was thwarted at every turn, no matter how hard I tried to speak with her. She wouldn’t even make eye contact with me. I know she had seen me. She knew I was here. Was she trying just as hard to contact me as I was her? Were we just missing each other, a constant coincidence?
Five days… Then I found her. It was pure chance: the asshole steward had ordered Wilson and I to move a crate of broken armour to the recycling station.
“My knee is still aching,” Wilson moaned. I knew he was lying just to get out of the extra duty, but he knew I wasn’t myself and wouldn’t argue. I just nodded dumbly and Wilson smiled.
“Thanks. I’ll make it up to you⁠—⁠promise!” and then he was gone and it was just me and the garbage crate.
Alone, I lifted the crate and propelled it down the hall. It floated on magnetic gyros and responded to the lightest touch. The crate was so large that people had to stand aside in open doors and wait for it to pass.
It was only as I was reaching the deepest nexus of the ship that I heard a confident: “Wait… Proceed,” and as I passed, there was Beth standing in an open doorway.
We both jumped in surprise. She stared at me for a moment, and then her face grew hard.
“Beth,” I said, and I blurted it out, all my words in a rush. “It is so good to see you! I thought you were dead… Why are you looking at me like that? Don’t you recognise me?”
“I know who you are,” she said, her voice cold. “Go about your business, marine.”
“Beth, you don’t have to talk to me like we are just marines⁠—⁠not to me. It’s okay; nobody has to know.”
“Stop calling me that,” Beth said, angry. I couldn’t figure out why she was so angry with me. Was it because it had taken me so long to find her? Didn’t she realise I had spent every waking minute trying to find her?
“Beth, I⁠—⁠”
“Stop calling me that!” she snapped. She went to leave; I grabbed her by the arm. Forced her to stop.
She swung around and kicked me so hard that I flew into the crate I was carrying. I collapsed like a sack of potatoes. I hadn’t expected that at all.
“The name’s Marine!” she yelled, and then she was gone and I was all alone.




FOURTEEN
My day got worse when Taylor cornered me.
“Hey!” he shouted, waved me down.
“What do you want?” I demanded. I should have known it would be bad news: Taylor had never come to talk to me before. Even through all the drills and training sessions, he had hardly said anything to me that wasn’t essential to the mission. For him to come speak to me now was… Odd.
“I wanted to talk to you… About Beth. She’s alive⁠—⁠can you believe it? She’s alive!”
“I was just talking to her,” I told him, made it sound as though what we had been talking about was more important than Taylor could ever imagine. That was how lovers were. And weren’t Beth and I lovers? We had been… But it didn’t feel that way anymore. It felt like a lie.
“What did she say?” Taylor asked, cautious and optimistic all at the same time.
“It’s private,” I said, and Taylor broke into a huge grin.
“That bad, huh?” he laughed, relaxed. “Look, I know you and Beth were an item, but that’s over now. I’m just giving you a head’s up: I want her. I’m going to make a move on her. I thought you should know, since we’re training together. I need to know that you’ve got my back if it comes to danger. Just because Beth and I are dating doesn’t change the fact that we’re marines. We have to work together.”
“We’re not over,” I said.
“I wasn’t asking your permission,” he told me and he flashed his cocky smile at me. “Just so you know: if you fall, I’ve got your back. Just like before⁠—⁠I didn’t let the steward kill you. I still won’t. We’re part of the same team.” he waited for me to say something. When I didn’t he just nodded to himself, said: “Yeah?” and then walked off, left me standing there.
It took a few seconds for my anger to rise. The nerve… When I recovered enough to take him down, Taylor was gone.
I hurried after him in the direction I had seen him go, but the first person I saw wasn’t Taylor.
It was Beth.
“I⁠—⁠,” I said, downcast. I hadn’t wanted to see her. Still didn’t want to see her. She was… Confused. Had to be. The Beth I knew and loved wouldn’t have kicked me in the guts. She would have held me, cried with me, sought comfort with me.
Beth didn’t want to see me, either. She looked ashamed. The fresh scars that crisscrossed her face made her look slightly collapsed, like a deflated cushion⁠—⁠but the scars would fade as her new skin found more colour, and they did nothing to detract from her beauty.
She was still beautiful to me.
“Beth, I… I…” I stammered like a fool. Beth didn’t say anything. She just watched me with hard eyes: the eyes of a trained marine. Her soft features had hardened during training. I suppose mine had, too.
“It is so good to see you,” I told her. The words sounded lame to me, as though we were strangers that had never shared a kiss, a bed, or hearts entwined. “If I had known you were alive, I would have come and found you sooner. I would have done everything for you.”
“Please, don’t do this,” she said and when I looked up at her beautiful face I could see how miserable she was.
“But I have to,” I told her. “I made up my mind to become a marine to get revenge: I was going to kill Taylor.”
“What?” she was shocked. “How could you sat such a thing? And revenge… For what?”
“For killing you,” I told her. “If he hadn’t been flying so recklessly none of this would have happened.”
“You think the accident is his fault?”
“You don’t?” I asked, and now I was the one confused.
Beth stared at me as though she had no idea who I was. I might as well have been a gecko to her. An alien.
“Beth, why are you looking at me like that?” I asked her.
“I can’t believe I loved you,” she said. “You talk of revenge without even taking a single second to think of your own actions⁠—⁠you started the chase! What happened to me was just as much your fault as Taylor’s. No, it is even worse: you were supposed to love me, and yet you didn’t even trust me enough to show a new friend around town. That’s not love, not to me.”
“What are you saying?” I asked, but she ignored me and kept talking.
“Do you know how dead I was? Dead! They had to rebuild me, brain and all. And it is funny because they could extract all my memories but none of my emotions. So when I think back at our time together I can see everything we did but I can’t remember how I felt… And, you know what? I don’t know what ‘old Beth’ saw in you. What made you so special? I don’t know. But I see Taylor and everything he does, and the man he has become and now I can remember what excitement feels like. For me, this is the first time I have been excited in my whole life. The first time! When I make love to him, it will be the first time I have ever felt true joy⁠—⁠because the memories I have of you are soulless, empty. Oh, and I will make love to him, if he still wants me. So I am going to ask you kindly: leave me alone. Whatever we had died with me. I’m Taylor’s girl now.”
Before I could say anything she stormed off. I was floored even more effectively than when she had kicked me.
Taylor… It all came down to Taylor. He had taken everything I ever cared for⁠—⁠even her feelings for me. Even her soul. My heart burned deep within me.
I really was going to kill him.




FIFTEEN
“All hands, prepare to jump. All hands, prepare to jump!” The alert came over the loud-speaker. It was some days later, and I was still in a complete funk. Just a mindless zombie.
But the alert cut through all the chaos in my mind and I dove to the nearest wall and hung on. Every marine around me did the same thing. They weren’t going to be fooled twice, and nobody wanted to suffer the indignities of their first jump.
We jumped.
The sense of vertigo and gut-wrenching terror was less this time. Being deep inside the ship rather than against the hull must have helped. I hardly even felt it⁠—⁠just a lurch in the stomach and a sudden pain in the head that was gone as quickly as it arrived.
When the sensation stopped, I looked around to everyone else. Most of the recruits were smiling, a few were laughing⁠—⁠this jump had been much easier than the last one⁠—⁠but there were two marines I could see that had to run back to their bunk to change their pants.
I hated to think how their sleeping bunk-mates would handle the arrival of their shit-stained pants. But that was life aboard a battleship: if the shit wasn’t yours, that didn’t mean you wouldn’t have to deal with anyone else’s.
“Where are we?” someone asked. It took me a moment to realise it was Harrod⁠—⁠the jump had thrown me off more than I had thought. Everything was a bit of a blur.
“No idea,” I said.
“Let’s go take a look,” he urged and he took me by the arm, wouldn’t let me argue. I didn’t want to look out the view-ports, didn’t care where we were. I just wanted to mope around. Harrod was having none of it and I gave in to his urging.
“Wilson!” he shouted as our friend emerged from around a corner. “Where are we?”
“I don’t know,” Wilson said. “I was about to go check.”
“Come with us,” Harrod said, and the three of us hurried over to the view-ports.
We weren’t the only recruits who were keen to find out where we had jumped to: there was a queue by the view-ports.
“There’s nothing there,” I heard someone moan. “Just stars.”
Harrod looked confused.
“Why would we jump to nowhere?”
“We’re on the wrong side of the ship,” I told him and tugged his arm, took him and Wilson back the way we had come. I was getting swept up in the excitement of it all. There were messages blaring over the loud-speaker: “Gamma Team, prepare to engage… Gamma Team, prepare to engage…”
Something was happening, that much was obvious. We hadn’t just arrived to empty space. There was an energy to the battleship that had been missing lately.
There were just as many recruits standing by the view-ports on the opposite side as before, but the difference was that these recruits had something to look at.
A giant asteroid floated in front of us.
“It’s huge,” Wilson said. Lights from our battleship made the asteroid glow. It was a dark brown, almost red. Its surface was craggy, with deep valleys etched into the rock. There were flecks of white on the surface⁠—⁠ice, trapped from some long-forgotten incident with a passing comet.
That wasn’t what had grabbed everyone’s attention, however. No, the most impressive part was the space station that had been built into the rock.
Docking bays and antennas stuck out from the surface, stark and utilitarian. The station was dark, with no lights or any signs of life. The open hanger bay was like the dead mouth of a whale. Inside, everything was black.
“What is this place?” I wondered, curious despite myself. This was what I needed to get over my funk. This was interesting.
“Someone said it was attacked,” one of the marines answered me. Someone I didn’t know. “By the geckos.”
“Is this a rescue mission?” Wilson wondered. As he said that, we saw one of the drop ships leave the Devastator’s hanger and head towards the waiting, dark hanger bay of the asteroid.
“You don’t send marines for a rescue,” Harrod said. An excited chill ran over everyone as we all had the same thought.
“Maybe they are still there,” the other marine said. “And we’re here to clean them out.”
The drop ship disappeared inside the asteroid’s hanger.
“Epsilon team, prepare to engage,” the loud-speaker told us. A handful of marines hurried away from the view-ports to their posts. Harrod shared an excited smile with Wilson.
“I hope they leave enough geckos for us,” he said. We were Theta team, but it did not sound as though they were sending teams out in any order. Alpha team were still to engage, and they were normally first for everything.
“It’s probably just another training exercise,” Wilson said. He didn’t want to get his hopes up. “They told us we wouldn’t be using live ammunition again, remember?”
“Whilst on the ship, yes⁠—⁠but that asteroid isn’t the battleship. This is different.” Harrod had already made up his mind. I wasn’t so sure. I didn’t share their excitement, either. My funk returned with a vengeance, like a train hitting me at full speed.
This space station was a change. I hated change. I wanted things to stay the way they always had been. Beth and myself, together forever… But that wasn’t my reality any more. This space station just confirmed the shift in my life. I wanted it to go away. I wanted all of it to go away.
“Are you alright?” Wilson asked. He was frowning at me.
“I’m fine,” I said.
“You look tense,” he pressed.
“I said I’m fine!” I snapped and felt instantly like a fool. I shook my head: “forget about it.”
“Whatever you say,” Wilson said, but I saw him and Harrod share a look and I hated them for it. They must have noticed my lack of focus. They were worried⁠—⁠not for me, but for the team. They didn’t give a damn about me. I certainly didn’t give a damn about them.
“Leave me alone,” I said⁠—⁠to none of them, to all of them, I didn’t care who listened just so long as they obeyed. They just watched me go.
But I was living a fool’s dream. I was a marine on a battleship. There was no such thing as being alone.
And there certainly wasn’t any going back.




SIXTEEN
Marines kept flying over to the asteroid station and they kept coming back soon after. There was a constant stream of them.
Any marine that was training near the main hanger could hear the screams of the injured. They were carted away quickly by waiting robo-medics. The blood remained on the hanger’s deck, a grisly reminder of the war.
“Nobody will tell me anything,” Harrod said over breakfast one day. “They all say they have orders to keep things secret. What the hell is going on over there?”
“Must be a special training thing,” Wilson said with a shrug. “Some kind of surprise.”
“Then why so many injured?” Harrod shot back. “I heard some people have died.”
“From who?” I asked, and they both looked up because I hadn’t spoken much since my outburst a few days prior. “If nobody’s talking, then who told you?”
“It was just something I overheard,” Harrod said, annoyed that I was ruining his excitement. “They could be lying⁠—⁠but we’ve all seen the injured. Somebody could have died.”
“Maybe,” I said, thinking about my own injuries. Was death even possible anymore? Which led my thoughts down an even more dangerous road: what point was there in revenge if Taylor could come back from the dead?
But could he? I wondered. By all accounts, once someone was dead, they were dead. Even Beth must have had enough to salvage to come back from whatever place she had gone. If I blasted Taylor’s head to pieces, what could they salvage? And did it even matter? How dead did I have to make him before vengeance was mine?
“You still with us?” Wilson asked. He frowned at me. I just shook my head.
“Just thinking about the geckos,” I said. I think they believed my lie, and even if they didn’t they didn’t push it.
“They say geckos are fifteen feet tall,” Harrod said. “I’ve only ever seen drawings. You know, because of all the secrets. Nobody ever comes back to tell us what’s real.”
“Yes, that’s right,” I said. I smiled; Harrod had improved my mood considerably. What was I worrying about death for? The answer was known by everyone.
We were marines: nobody ever came back.
The injured became a steady stream in the battleship’s corridors. There were too many for the hospital ward to handle. One of the hangers was set up for casualties, with beds stacked four high. I only went down there once to check out the situation. Curiosity got the better of me: I had to see it for myself. I was amazed at how many recruits were serving on this battleship. Seeing so many injured in the one place was eye-opening. The sheer scale of the war was immense⁠—⁠and this was just one battleship. The war waged across the galaxy; a thousand planets were wrapped up in conflict.
And this was just one battleship…
I walked away with my mind whirling. Perhaps I shouldn’t have thought about the logistics of war at all⁠—⁠the lives sacrificed, the cost of it all⁠—⁠and just focused on my part of the war effort. We all had to do our bit, every last one of us. The geckos had to be stopped for mankind to flourish.
“Hey, Taylor’s looking for you,” someone said. I blinked, looked up. A marine was standing there, one I recognised from Taylor’s team.
“Huh?” I asked, blankly.
“Taylor⁠—⁠he’s looking for you.”
“Why is he looking for me?” I asked, instantly suspicious. Was Taylor planning the same for me as I was for him? After all, I was as big a thorn in his side as he was in mine. If I were dead, things would go a lot smoother for him.
“How should I know?” the marine shot back. “He just said he would be in the shower block for a few hours and if I see you to mention it. Don’t go for all I care⁠—⁠you two need to sort your shit. You’re marines, dammit, not children. Either kiss and make up or punch the shit out of each other and move on.”
“Thanks for the tip,” I said, but the marine was too pissed off to stop and chat, and had already disappeared down another corridor.
So… Taylor wanted to ‘talk’. I suspected a trap, but I would go and see him because what other choice did I have?
And if he wanted to take a shot at me… All the more reason to kill him. It would be self defence.
I was pumped. I was daunted. Excited and terrified, all at once.
I had planned this to be a surprise, but Taylor was forcing me to play my hand. Fine. I could deal with that. I had grown stronger and stronger, and my time in the infirmary had made me more powerful still. I could kill Taylor in a fight if I needed to. I could throttle him. I knew what it was like to be strangled, but how joyous would it be to be on the other side? How wonderful, to see his eyes bulging, feel his throat struggling like a dying fish, to squeeze tighter and tighter…
I almost ran to the shower block. I was giddy with excitement. To think that my moment of revenge had arrived was too much to contain. I was grinning.
The shower block was near the main training grounds. We only used them occasionally: usually because the entire training team was covered in something gross and we had a parade to prepare for, double-smart. Most of the time they sat idle, and now was no different. It was a dark, cavernous place that was always warm and damp. Steam hung in the air and water vapour covered everything. There were puddles everywhere, and the place smelled of bleach.
I could hear noises. Taylor⁠—⁠I must have been too early for him. He wasn’t ready for me. I could hear grunting and groaning, something slapping like wet leather.
Taylor was setting a trap for me.
I slowed, ever cautious. I didn’t need to be a fool. Whatever trap he was preparing I could use against him.
He was working hard. He must have been lifting something heavy.
I tensed, crept deeper into the showers. There was an alcove just in front. Taylor must be there, hiding in wait. There was more steam here. It was so hot that it was oppressive.
I heard a cry⁠—⁠not Taylor. A feminine cry. With a start I realised it was Beth. Horror ran down my spine as Taylor’s plan unravelled before me.
Taylor’s revenge wasn’t to kill me⁠—⁠it was to kill Beth. She had rejected him⁠—⁠and if he couldn’t have her, no-one could.
“Beth!” I shouted, and I ran towards the alcove.
I could see their shadows against the wall. They were struggling, their bodies entwined.
I rounded the corner and the truth hit me like a sledgehammer.
There was Taylor. There was Beth. They were both naked, both covered in sweat. They were entwined.
They weren’t fighting.
“Beth…” my voice was small, mouse-like. Taylor saw me and grinned like a crazy person. He started laughing, started pushing against Beth’s back even harder. Beth didn’t even look at me. She didn’t even care that I was watching her.
“Beth…” all thoughts of murder left me. I was stunned. I turned and ran⁠—⁠as fast as I could, as far as I could.
Taylor’s mocking laughter filled my ears, as did the sound of their love-making: like the universe clapping at me, celebrating my destruction.
Celebrating my torture.




SEVENTEEN
I must have gone insane. I certainly have no memory of the next few days. I didn’t turn up for training. I didn’t turn up for meals. I don’t even know if I slept.
Wilson found me staring at a wall.
“Hey, they have been looking all over for you,” he said. He didn’t elaborate on who they were. I could only imagine it was Taylor and Beth wanting to laugh at me. They would have told everyone. I was a fool. A laughing stock. Wilson just shook his head. He looked sad.
“Thought you might have spaced yourself.”
Spaced: that was a term for recruits that step out an open airlock. It happened so often that they no longer bothered with airlock alarms⁠—⁠the desperate would just find a way, and it was safer for everybody else if they could space themselves without risking the rest of the battleship.
“No,” I said, my voice like death. Wilson waited for me to say more, and when I didn’t he just shook his head.
“You want me to call someone? A steward? A medic?”
“No.” I had recovered somewhat by now. My voice had more life in it. Just. I must have warmed enough to appease Wilson as he nodded in acceptance.
“Okay. Harrod and I have been covering for you, but we can’t bullshit them forever. You’re a marine: snap out of your funk and get back to it. We’ll be called up soon. We need you.”
“Right,” I said. “You can count on me,” I managed to add, and it didn’t even sound like much of a lie. “I’ll be there. And Wilson…”
“Yeah?”
“Thank you,” I said. Perhaps I even meant it. Wilson smiled, abashed, and then we parted ways.
My mind was still broken, but at least I had direction now. Wilson’s words had spurred me on⁠—⁠perhaps not in the way my friend had intended.
I moved slowly, almost in a trance. My brain was still mulling over the details, such that they were.
It was the walking wounded that made up my mind. How could they go through so many missions without a single dead marine, but so many casualties? It wasn’t possible: someone must have been killed over there. And if nobody had died from the station yet… Well, there was always a first, wasn’t there?
Yes, I decided. Taylor would finally die.
There would be no more surprises. What else could he do to me that he hadn’t already done? He had taken the girl I loved and turned her memory into a burning shame of anger and hate.
I still had the stolen clip of live energy bullets in my locker. The plan was a simple one: when we were called to take part in the raid on board the space station, I would swap my blanks with live ammunition. Didn’t the drill sergeant tell us we would never train with live ammunition again? Taylor would be defenceless.
All I would have to do is discard the clip so they never found it⁠—⁠if they even bothered looking.
Nobody would ever know.
My hands started sweating at the thought of it all. I could feel my finger squeezing the trigger. It was so real that it might as well have been a memory, not a vision.
With renewed purpose came renewed enthusiasm. Now I was itching to get back into training. I was letting my muscles go to waste. Worse: my mind was failing when it should have been crystal clear.
But first, I needed rest.
I headed back to our quarters. I couldn’t even remember if it was my time to bunk down or not, but all of a sudden I was too tired to care.
I climbed the ladder to my bunk and scanned my wrist to open it. The bunk’s door opened.
My bunk mate was lying there. She was dead.
Claw marks covered her face, her chest⁠—⁠pretty much everything. The claw marks were huge⁠—⁠she looked as though an ancient broad-sword had cut her open. Her eyes stared at nothing and then her head fell sideways just enough for her body to tumble onto the deck below.
Blood and other body fluids were all that remained.
I was too tired to care. I climbed into my bunk and shut the locker. The coffin-shaped cubicle stank of death. I shut my eyes and hoped for sleep.
No sooner had I rested my head when a message came over the loud-speaker.
“Theta team, prepare to engage… Theta team, prepare to engage…”
It was go time.




EIGHTEEN
It was time for vengeance.
“Theta team, prepare to engage,” the loud-speaker repeated.
I hurriedly opened my locker, grabbed the energy clip and shoved it into my pants. Nobody had even moved the corpse than had fallen from my bunk. It was almost comical, the way everybody just ignored it. The body was someone else’s problem. It certainly wasn’t mine. I hurried to the main hanger.
Theta team⁠—⁠fifty marines, all from different training units. We were a half-century of men and women. In the war, we would be combined with another unit to make a full century of combat personnel, but this was training: we needed a guiding hand, which meant less men to command.
I was one of the last to reach the hanger. We were lined up in two rows of twenty-five. I took my spot at the end.
Harrod was standing opposite me and gave me an annoyed glance, as though I had let him down. Wilson was further down the line. He turned and smiled at me, joyed that I had clearly taken our chat to heart.
All I could think of were the bullets in my pants. I couldn’t bring myself to look for Taylor, although I knew he would be there. He was probably making a face in my direction, happy that he had broken me.
Not broken… Rebuilt! I smiled at the thought.
The drill sergeant arrived and stared us down. He walked down the corridor our two lines had formed without saying a word. He lingered on each and every one of us. I felt as though he spent a longer time looking me up and down, trying to judge if I were fit enough for the mission. He didn’t say anything, just continued down the line.
Next came the stewards: a half dozen of them. They pushed three carts of assault rifles between them. The weapons were scuffed, scratched, well-used. Some had blood on them. The drill sergeant waited as the stewards loaded the carts onto the drop ship, then he barked his order: “Load up!”
We filed into the drop-ship⁠—⁠an ugly transport carrier with no care or attention afforded to styling or comfort. It existed purely to drop marines from one place to another.
There were four rows of seats; each line split in two so marines faced each other up and down the centre of the cabin. The stewards took a place on either end.
“Everybody, take your assigned weapon when it is handed to you. Take note of the number on that weapon: we want them back,” the drill sergeant said. The stewards worked wordlessly, handing out guns and ammo clips to all of us. There was nowhere to stow the rifle, we just had to cradle them in our laps.
“Make sure your guns are loaded,” the drill sergeant continued. “If you shoot the marine sitting next to you… Well, just make sure it is a clean shot or he might shoot you back. Respect your weapon at all times. Respect your fellow marines at all times. Today you will have blank ammunition, but tomorrow you will be marines and every energy clip you handle will be lethal. Do not kill your squad-mates by being clumsy. Now buckle up and prepare for the ride.”
We loaded our guns. I was acutely aware that my assault rifle was the only one that was loaded with live ammunition.
I could see the back of Taylor’s head in the row opposite me. I could see Beth, too. I hadn’t realised she would be assigned to our team.
We locked eyes and I turned away. The hatred in her face was too painful to bear. I flushed red at the thought of it, but then the weight of my rifle gave me calm.
Soon, Taylor would be dead. With him out of the way I could sort things out with Beth. With him out of the way, I would be whole again.
“Prepare to launch!” the drill sergeant said, and he reached up to hold onto one of the handles that dangled from the roof. “Launch!”
The engines fired up, started to roar. The drop-ship began to vibrate violently. The marine recruits looked at each other, some nervous some grinning like idiots.
It occurred to me that this was the first time we had left the Devastator since we had boarded. It was almost a vacation.
The drop-ship left the hanger. We passed through the gravity containment field and we started floating. There was always one that couldn’t follow instructions: a marine drifted from his seat, headed towards the roof.
“Pull him down,” the drill sergeant ordered. “And belt up⁠—⁠anyone that messes around again will be on triple garbage detail. We’re not messing around here: you’re marines. Act like it.”
The marine was pulled back to his seat, suitably chastised.
I pulled my attention from him, focused on Taylor and Beth. Beth looked uncomfortable, her perfect skin more pale than usual. I could only see that back of Taylor’s head, but I hoped he was just as uncomfortable. Knowing him, he was probably enjoying himself.
One of the marines moaned, and others joined him. The deep cold of space came through the hull of the drop-ship, and it was cold. I started shivering. I had never felt anything like it: it was like having my soul sucked out through my back. The drill sergeant was just laughing, clearly enjoying himself. The stewards were trying to make light of the situation, too, but they couldn’t pull it off⁠—⁠they just looked like bullies that were too stupid to understand what was going on.
I gritted my teeth. I could take it.
“How much longer?” Wilson moaned.
The universe must have heard him: the engines started to whine and we could feel the drop-ship slow down. A minute later and gravity returned. We groaned again: the gravity was a lot lighter than it was on a battleship. It felt unnatural.
Another monstrous roar and then the ship shook as we hit the deck. The drill sergeant stopped laughing.
“Move out!”




NINETEEN
We unloaded in the reverse order to how we boarded. I was one of the first out of the drop-ship. I paused when I saw the hanger before me.
The first thing that got my attention was the cloud of blood that floated near the ceiling. With the reduced gravity, the blood just floated there like a deep red storm cloud.
“You get used to it,” one of the stewards said, in a rare moment of candour. His face, however, betrayed the lie: he had gone pale, his eyes turned as big as saucers. Could you ever get over seeing such a thing? That blood had been inside people⁠—⁠marines like me. What were we training for that could spill so much?
The blood was the first thing I noticed; the wounded were the second.
They were lined up, eager and waiting to get back onto the drop-ship, get the hell off this asteroid. It didn’t look like there was a single marine waiting in the hanger that wasn’t injured. Worse, they were impatient to get onto the ship and off the station⁠—⁠to the point that discipline was breaking down and the stewards had to get involved, pushing the wounded out of the way so that we could get off the ship first.
“What the hell have we gotten involved with?” Wilson muttered into my ear as a marine missing an arm charged at speed and then bounced off the bigger man’s armour. The soldier didn’t look like a marine anymore. He looked like a refugee.
“What is this place?”
“Move out, soldier!” a steward barked, stifling the conversation before dissent could kick in. Wilson just shrugged and we marched away from the drop-ship to where another pair of stewards were waiting. It was more ordered here, but the clutter of the station was clear to see.
There were mining machines stacked in the far corner. There was no order: the machines looked like junk. Diggers and loaders were thrown in a heap, cordoned off by black and yellow tape. Scorch marks were everywhere, black scars on the metal of the hanger. The bare rock of the asteroid showed through in places, red and grey and brown. There was dust in the air and on the ground. There was oil, too. The light was harsh, almost painful. There was nothing on display that indicated an appeal to comfort. Even the drop-ship had better accommodation than this asteroid station, and that had been the most uncomfortable ride of my life.
“Looks real,” Harrod said.
“Isn’t it?” I wondered. The wounded marines certainly looked real⁠—⁠I recognised some of them, and you couldn’t fake this kind of misery. These marines had suffered. We would suffer.
“Why not give us live rounds?” Wilson moaned. “Why let us get hurt like this?”
“It builds character.” That was Taylor. He was laughing, cocky as all hell. I glared at him, lusted for the live bullets in my gun.
“You hungry or something?” Taylor shot at me. “You’re licking your lips.”
“Just thinking,” was all I said to him. “Nothing to do with you.”
Beth stood a little away from us, not part of the group but not part of any other. Even though we stood in lines, there were clear breaks as friends stood with friends. The stewards weren’t enforcing much discipline. It was all they could do to make sure everyone was leaving the drop-ship and nobody lingered behind.
“The stewards look even more scared than the recruits,” Wilson said with a forced chuckle. Harrod nodded, his face more pale than usual.
“Maybe that’s because they know what’s in here? It must be geckos, right? What else could it be?”
“Could be my dad,” Wilson said, forced out another laugh. “He always threatened to rip my arm off if I didn’t do what he said.”
“I’m serious!” Harrod snapped. “What the hell is down here?”
“We’ll find out soon enough,” I said, still glaring at Taylor. In my head, the thought ran round and round: Death. Death is what’s down here.
Death for Taylor.
“Alright!” the drill sergeant said. His voice boomed across the hanger, louder than the whine of the drop-ship. Everyone turned to the sergeant and ignored the drop-ship as it rose in space, spun around to face the Devastator and flew off. We felt the wash of its engines, and then it was gone. The drill sergeant didn’t even flinch. He was like a concrete post. Unwavering. He waited for the drop-ship to depart before he continued bellowing orders.
“Form into your pre-assigned training groups. The stewards will lead you through this mission. You all saw the wounded: if you don’t want the same fate, then listen to your stewards and follow their instructions. The wounded have to wait on this rock to get off⁠—⁠injured soldiers can’t fight, so they head home last. If you want to get off this station, then make sure you don’t get injured. Move out!”
“Alright, you heard the man,” our asshole steward said, although now we were no longer on the battleship he felt more human and less malevolent. “Follow me, team. We are heading down to level fifty. Our mission is to clear out the level and return to this hanger. I want a tight formation, I want good communication, I want no screwing around. Got that?”
“Yes sir!” we shouted back at him, less cocky than usual. There was something about this place that made us more of a team than before. Perhaps it was the cloud of blood that did it⁠—⁠a better reminder than most of our mortality. Perhaps we were just finally becoming marines, good at taking orders and working as a team.
I could not help but feel like a traitor as we set off and marched out of the hanger. Everyone in my team was doing their best to be a marine, and all I wanted was vengeance. Did any of them suspect? Did it matter if they did?
We would all find out soon enough.




TWENTY
Darkness claimed us. It was hot and cold at the same time: hot steam brushed against our face and body, almost scalding, and yet the air around us was freezing. I could feel small ice particles under my feet as I walked. They hung in the air, blown around by the wind. I could hear my squad-mates breathing. I couldn’t see them, but I knew from experience that they would be close enough for me to touch if I needed to, but not so close as to get in my way.
“This way,” the steward in front said. I hated that man so very much⁠—⁠he had tried to kill me, after all⁠—⁠and yet he was my life-line in this hellish place. I wondered how he could see when we could not. Either implants in his eyes or a piece of kit that the recruits didn’t have. Perhaps it was just memory. It didn’t matter: what mattered was I clung to his voice like a beacon. A babe to his mother.
Through this dark cavern we marched. It must have been twenty minutes. We were headed down, although the slope was negligible. For the first few minutes we had the glow of the hanger behind us, but it wasn’t long until the blackness was complete.
We could hear machinery faintly through the rock: elevators running back and forth, turbines spinning, gas hisses and pumping. The station felt alive and dormant at the same time. It was an eerie place.
Wilson was muttering to himself and I wondered if he was losing it. I could hear his breathing, hard and fast with a touch of panic. I reached out to calm him and he jumped at my touch.
“It’s only me,” I said.
“Don’t touch me,” he hissed back.
“Silence back there!” the steward hissed.
I could feel Wilson’s anger at me: I had made him look afraid in this place. He would have to try extra hard to make amends, less someone make a comment about his cowardice.
But for now we had other issues to deal with: right now, there was light at the end of the tunnel.
We closed in.
As the light grew brighter I could make out more of what we were walking into: a huge cavern, covered in metal girders and mesh, with giant gears on both sides and pulleys with metal ropes lashed around a winch high in the ceiling.
“We’re riding this all the way down,” the steward said.
The entire room was an elevator.
As soon as we were all loaded, the elevator started to move. I was amazed that this place was old enough to still use wires and pulleys rather than some kind of anti-gravity system, but that was of no consequence. The elevator travelled slowly down past multiple subterranean floors: some dark, some well lit, most showing signs of damage, decay or destruction. There were bodies here and there, left to rot. Strange smells wafted towards us, unpleasant and distressing.
The steward was unmoved. He had seen it all before. Perhaps that was why he was such an asshole: what was the point of niceties when this was the end result?
With a loud bang, the elevator came to a stop. An open corridor presented itself.
“This is our stop,” the steward said. “Let’s move out.”
Our squad followed him away from the elevator. At first glance everything seemed fine: the corridor was well lit and showed no signs of devastation. We could only see wear and tear.
The corridor itself was huge: twenty feet high, seventy feet wide. Huge tyre marks ran the length of it, clearly from some kind of heavy mining machine.
“There’s nothing down here,” Wilson said, almost laughing⁠—⁠clearly relieved.
“We wouldn’t be down here if there was nothing,” Beth said. I tightened up at the sound of her voice. It had been so long since I had heard it. Pain gripped my heart⁠—⁠she was so close to me, and yet I felt as though she was lost forever.
My hand tightened around my assault rifle. Taylor was silent, and a little in front of me. It would be so easy to just blast his brains out, right here, right now.
Not yet, I told myself. Not yet.
But soon… Oh so soon. Revenge was so close I could feel it. My trigger finger was tense, aching to be squeezed.
We moved on, into an open chamber. The metal walkways and constant lighting were replaced with natural rock and a few mobile lights spread around the cavern.
We were in the mine proper now: a warren of caves and tunnels, some dug by machine and some natural to the asteroid. Our boots left footprints in the dirt.
“There are other marks here,” Harrod said. He stared at the dirt, his brow tight. “Not human.”
“Just machines,” Taylor said, cocky and aloof, as though none of this mattered⁠—⁠it was just a training exercise; everything was fake, no matter how many recruits were injured.
“Whoah,” one of the other marines said. “There was something there.”
“Where?” Wilson demanded, gun up, looking madly at all the shadows. I noticed that the steward was silent, pensive. His eyes were wide, searching everything. He was nervous.
So… There was something down here. But what?
“Left! Left!” another marine shouted, started firing. Brilliant blasts of energy disappeared down a tunnel. Other marines joined in and soon half the squad were blasting blank energy rounds into nothing.
“Cease fire!” the steward ordered. “Conserve your energy. You are shooting at nothing”
The explosive gunfire stopped. In its place crept a pensive silence. We all watched and waited.
There was… Something down here. I could smell it: not human, but familiar to the nose, and not in a pleasant way. I scanned the shadows, taking in all the caverns that surrounded us. Some were high in the walls above us. It could be anywhere.
“I can hear it,” Harrod said, and then we all could: a small tumbling of displaced rock on dirt. On Earth I wouldn’t have even noticed it, but in this alien place the sound was as loud as a bell.
My heart beat faster, the tightness in my chest grew. Whatever was in this place was here, somewhere… We could all sense it⁠—⁠the danger.
Death was coming for us. The cavern echoed with the sound of our hearts beating so fast that the place buzzed, or maybe that was just the blood rushing through my ears.
Then we saw it⁠—⁠we all saw it at once. It emerged from the cavern off to our left, big and dark and solid, tinted green. It moaned, a monstrous cry. An angry cry.
We fired.




TWENTY-ONE
It didn’t matter that we weren’t using live ammunition. Everybody opened fire regardless.
Except me. I couldn’t fire my rifle because if I did everybody would know I had live ammunition. My secret plan was unravelling before my eyes. I couldn’t join in the mission without exposing my deception, but if I didn’t join in then they would all question me, anyway.
I had to look professional⁠—⁠I chose a stance that suggested I was waiting for confirmation before unleashing electric death. We had no positive target, after all. From the corner of my eye I saw that Beth was withholding from firing, as well. She was waiting for a positive target, just the same as me.
The creature in front of us moaned, a horrible sound. Even though we were firing blank rounds, there was still enough energy flying through the air to kill⁠—⁠an entire squad unloading on the one object was devastating.
“Cease fire!” the steward ordered. Once more, silence filled the cavern. “Marine: investigate!”
The marine in question was Wilson. He nodded, apprehensive and nervous. He approached the hulking mass of flesh, looked down and laughed.
“It’s a bovine,” he said. “It’s painted green!”
“A bovine?” Taylor asked.
“A cow,” I told him.
“I know what a cow is!” he snapped.
“Yeah, but you’re too stupid to know what a bovine is,” I said, cocky, feeding off his fear⁠—⁠and Taylor was afraid.
“What did you call me?” he demanded.
“I called you stupid,” I said, finger on the trigger. I turned to point my rifle at him, but he had moved. I hadn’t realised it⁠—⁠I had been too focused on the cow that the trainers had planted deep in the mine. A decoy. A trick. I had dropped my guard.
Now Taylor was standing right next to me. His fear had turned him into a rage. He had to prove himself. Prove his worth. Had to be the big man.
Now was my chance.
“Say that again!” he shouted. The steward watched on, detached.
“I said you were stupid,” I said with a smile.
Taylor punched me in the face.
The punch took me by surprise. My plan to shoot Taylor in the face evaporated. Worse: I dropped my rifle.
Taylor’s punch sent me backwards into another marine. I bounced off her, my brain rattling inside my skull, and flew back into Taylor.
There was no room for Taylor to attack with another punch. We were too close together. Instead, he grabbed me around both shoulders and we stumbled across the cavern.
“Marines!” the steward yelled. “You have exactly ten seconds to return to formation before I step in and break your ass! Stop fighting this instant!”
I couldn’t stop even if I wanted to: Taylor had me locked in a snake-like embrace. I couldn’t do anything but throw my momentum around, which I did⁠—⁠I jerked my head to the side and bent my knees to lower my centre of gravity. Even in the lighter gravity of the asteroid, this was enough to over-balance him.
Taylor and I went down. We landed in the dirt still locked together.
“Marines!” the steward shouted, full of rage. Again: we ignored him, although I was no longer helpless. My left arm had come loose when we fell. Taylor was still squeezing me, but that was ineffectual. He might as well have been giving me a cuddle. He was no good at hand-to-hand combat. His only skill was surprise, and surprise didn’t last long enough to kill.
My skill was rage. I would kill him.
My left hand wrapped around Taylor’s throat. I squeezed.
“Taylor!” That was Beth. She no longer called my name, may never call my name ever again. It was too late for that. Vengeance and love could never mix⁠—⁠and I chose vengeance.
Taylor screamed, or tried to. My thumb was pressed so tight against his windpipe that only a squeak escaped his throat.
“Marines!” the steward bellowed. The ground shook as he stormed towards us. I ignored it all, just focused on squeezing the life from Taylor.
I could feel his heart beat through my gloves. Heavy and fast and terrified.
I squeezed even harder, my right arm free now⁠—⁠free and around his neck.
“Taylor! Stop it!”
I squeezed so hard my fingers ached.
Everyone was screaming. The noise was incredible: marines shouting, jostling, yelling. Discipline went out the window. The terror of this place had broken us. Our training counted for nothing.
I lay on the ground, hands around Taylor, locked in an embrace of death. Taylor was trying to strangle me now, but his hands didn’t have the strength to kill. It felt like a tickle, nothing more. He was so weak that it might as well have been a lover’s caress.
“Taylor! Taylor!” Beth was screaming like a schoolgirl. She had forgotten what she was: a marine, brought back from the dead. A killing machine with the strength to match her talents. In this low gravity she could have pulled me right off him and thrown me clear. Perhaps she wanted me to win. Maybe she was tired of Taylor. It would be easier if he were dead.
Soon… So soon. His heartbeat was getting weak, irregular. His hands just brushed against my face, like a tissue in the breeze. He was dying.
“Marines!” The steward was in a panic, I could hear that. I could still feel his footsteps thundering towards us, too large to be real⁠—⁠as though he were a force of monstrous proportions.
“Marines!” another cry, useless just like the last. I felt him grab me; strong hands on my shoulders, ready to pry me free.
“Taylor!” Beth’s scream echoed throughout the cavern, laced with terror. Taylor’s eyes bulged in his head. He had lost all colour in his face.
“Marine!” the steward shouted in my ear. Bits of spittle hit my face. I ignored it, focused on murdering Taylor, instead.
“Marine⁠—⁠” a last, panicked scream and then the steward was gone.
I blinked, looked up.
The steward was dangling in the air. A giant, clawed hand held him around the head. The claw squashed the steward’s head like a melon. Blood and brains exploded everywhere. Then the monstrous hand threw the corpse against the far wall of the cavern where it lazily tumbled to the ground, almost comically.
But there was nothing comical about the monster standing before us. No, not a monster. An alien.
A gecko.




TWENTY-TWO
The gecko towered above me. Its alienness was overwhelming: it was eighteen feet tall, with two giant legs and four arms. Red reptilian eyes stared out of a face full of splintered teeth. Its skin was tough and leathery, a shade of brown and green with touches of yellow on its belly. A tail stretched out behind its bulk, just as long as it was tall and thicker than the trunk of a tree.
It was a monster in the truest sense of the word. And it stank. The odour was impossible to identify; my nose had never smelled something so horrid before. The closest I could compare it to was rotting meat. Perhaps that was just the stink of the cavern.
The gecko was wearing body armour, which added to the sense of unease⁠—⁠this creature looked like an animal, not something that would wear armour. The armour covered its chest, its legs, the tip of its tail and its skull. From where I lay, it looked like it was made out of a single slab of metal, or carved straight from rock. Straps wrapped around the creature to hold each piece in place.
It was unarmed, but the gecko was so large that it didn’t need weapons. It swept two of its four arms down and collected half of our squad like they were dolls. They flew through the air, looking comical in the low gravity. They landed with broken bones, concussed or worse. It had been a simple swipe and half the team was gone.
The rest were in panic mode.
“Fire!” Harrod shouted, and they opened fire with their assault rifles⁠—⁠but their rounds were blanks, and even though they had killed a cow there was no way they had the energy to slow down a monster of such size. The blasts ricocheted off the creature’s armour like fireworks.
The gecko roared⁠—⁠a scream that echoed painfully throughout the cavern⁠—⁠and it stepped forward. The ground shook. The marines stepped back. Some ran.
Taylor and I were stuck between its feet, with its bulk towering over us. We took one look at each other, our feud forgotten.
Then we ran⁠—⁠he ran towards Beth. I ran towards my assault rifle, which was lying in the dirt not more than ten feet away⁠—⁠and it was the only weapon we had that could kill the beast.
The gun was so close, and yet it might as well have been lying in another galaxy.
I dived towards it. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the massive gecko take another step. Its leg was as big as I was. I tried to pivot to avoid it but I was in the wrong place and a collision was unavoidable.
The leg crashed into my side and sent me sprawling. I tucked my legs in so they weren’t crushed under its weight.
The gun was still lying there, but the gecko was on a rampage. I saw Wilson fly through the air, his face blank. Was he dead? I had no idea.
I had to focus: get the gun!
I tried again. This time I managed to scoop up the weapon along with a fistful of dirt. I rolled, out of control. I was in a panic just as much as the rest of the squad. As I rolled I couldn’t see anything but rock but I could hear screams and useless gunfire. I recovered, looked up, saw the gecko staring down at me. Two red, beady eyes focused like a camera lens. I felt my blood run cold.
Did it see me as a threat? Absolutely.
I was in no position to fire: I was in a half-crouch, with one hand pressing into the dirt for stability and the other on my rifle. I was over-balanced. The gecko was already swinging two of its arms towards me. I had half a second to move, maybe less. Not even a heartbeat of time to react.
There was a natural ledge in the rock, barely two feet off the ground. It was the closest shelter to me. I ducked, used my momentum to my advantage and rolled again. The swinging claws reached me, tore my armour and half the skin from my back. I screamed even as I found the safety of the ledge. The gecko couldn’t get at me now, not unless it ducked down low and scooped me out like gunk from a shoe.
The gecko moved on to easier targets. I took a moment to breathe and then looked at the marine the gecko was heading for. The next target for it to kill.
It was Beth.
I froze. Beth froze. Taylor froze.
The gecko charged towards her.
Even though she was standing at the far end of the cavern, I could make out her features clearly. She was scared. Her beautiful face was white, her eyes wide orbs. Fear had gripped her like nothing else.
I wasn’t going to reach her in time. With the ledge I was hiding under blocking my aim, my gun with its lethal energy clip was useless. The most I could do was throw it at the gecko’s legs.
Throw it… Perhaps there was another way.
Taylor was standing to the side, at an angle away from the gecko. He could shoot the alien if he had the weapon.
“Taylor!” I shouted, and I threw him the gun. It slid across the dirt, spinning like a top. Taylor picked the gun up, confused. He didn’t know the death held within his grasp.
The gecko was almost on top of Beth. She was pressed against the far side of the cavern. There was nowhere for her to go.
“It’s live!” I shouted. “The clip is live!”
Taylor turned, opened fire. Lethal bursts of electric fire shot out of the gun into the gecko.
The live fire was devastating: even the armour plating couldn’t withstand it. Purple blood exploded out of its hide. Chunks of burned flesh popped into the air. Smoke filled the cavern.
The gecko collapsed to the ground, dead. Its flesh and armour made strange sounds: the armour was cooling from the sudden heat; the flesh was boiling within itself, cooked by the electric fire.
A great cheer went up: the marines that could stand shouted and hollered and slapped each other on the back. Taylor and Beth embraced and kissed. I turned away, saw Harrod lift Wilson up. Wilson was dazed but alive. He took a step and tripped over a chain, fell back on his face.
I stared at the chain, blinked. The chain was connected to the entrance of one of the caverns and ran to a loop that encircled the gecko’s neck.
“Huh,” I said. The gecko wasn’t a threat, it was a prisoner. It had been planted here, all part of the mission.
We had killed a pet.
“What are you thinking about?” Harrod asked. I stared into his face. He was so happy about the dead gecko that I couldn’t bring myself to ruin his mood.
“I’m thinking about how good it will feel once we’re off this rock,” I told him.




TWENTY-THREE
Graduation. We were back at Earth, but still on the Devastator. Tomorrow we would have a parade through our home cities, and then we would wave goodbye to Earth and head to war, never to return.
That was the marine’s creed: you never come back.
It meant something new to me, as I stood at attention and stared at the back of Taylor’s head. Was I the same person that had left Earth, all those weeks ago? No, I don’t think I was⁠—⁠and not just in a physical sense. Mentally, I had changed. I had matured. I had grown.
“Attention!” the drill sergeant bellowed, and we all snapped to attention in perfect unison. The sergeant lingered for a moment, surveying us. A sly smile crept onto his lips.
“Dismissed!”
Perhaps there should have been a cheer, but there was too much discipline inside us, now. Too much exhaustion, too⁠—⁠we bore the scars of training and it showed. Beth must have sensed me looking at her man and turned to stare at me. Her face was blank. Mine was, too. Whatever had been was gone, and in its place was… Nothing. Emptiness.
There was nothing left but war, now. No more dreams, no more hopes for the future.
It was almost funny: I was heading off to war, but I was finally at peace. I was ready for it. My identity was whatever the marine corps wanted it to be. My body was theirs. I would go where they ordered, kill who they ordered, and die when they ordered.
My name was: marine!
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