
I bolt upright, gasping for air...but how can I be sitting up? Or even breathing?

I feel no pain, but I remember pain. The pain in my left shoulder from breaking in the door that was far 
stronger than it appeared. I remember the room behind that door had seemed pitch black after the 
moonlight outside. Then the noise to my left. A man, a twelve gauge shotgun already levelled at me. 
The flash of it's firing, the searing pain in my chest...

Those pellets had to have hit me. I should be dead...why am I not dead?

I look down at my chest, expecting to see a huge hole, but there is nothing but a dark green tee shirt 
soaked in sweat.

“Corporal Sanchez? How are you doing?”

Two people, a man and a woman, both well dressed, are standing to my right. The man had spoken, and
for a moment I wasn't sure he was speaking to me. Then bits of memory return. I was Corporal Ernesto 
Sanchez, US Army Ranger, but why was I here, and where was here?

“Sir?”

The man turned to look at the woman, and the two of them shared a smile I couldn't understand. The 
woman spoke next.

“We wanted to know how you were doing. Are you experiencing any unusual after-effects of the link?”

“'Link', ma'am?”

She stepped towards me, took my wrist in her hand, and pressed a finger against the underside of it. 
“Your pulse is racing, Corporal! Why?”

I stare at her, then the man. Do they know what had just happened to me?

“I was shot, ma'am! I took a shotgun blast to the chest at point-blank range! How am I not dead?”

“You were linked to the prototype of the Urban Combat Unit, you were controlling it it with your mind.
Don't you remember? You were operating in conjunction with a Ranger unit that was raiding a high-
value target's safe house. There was a high possibility resistance, so the UCU lead the breach. It must 
have been damaged...Ed, make sure those Rangers bring everything out. We can't leave any technology 
behind.”

I stare at her, struggling to understand what she is telling me.

“You mean I wasn't shot, it was some machine?”

“That's right.” Something beeped, and she stopped to retrieve a tablet from a bag she was carrying. She 
gave it a quick scan, then turned to me. “The mission was a success, but the UCU was severely 
damaged. We'll bring it back, repair it, and you can continue the test program.”

“What?”

“Yes, we obviously had the tactile feedback loop set too high. We'll have to work on that. It shouldn't 



take many missions to get it right. How many iterations do you think it will take Ed?”

“Maybe ten.”

“So, Corporal, only ten more missions before we're finished!”

I wonder if they understand what they're asking.

I have to die ten more times to satisfy them? 


