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      When the mission to Mars is found out to be just a way to kill the top minds in the industry, things seem like they’ve been taken care of.

      But when the CIA and FBI start looking at Apollo Engineering, things go in a different direction.

      The birth of their first child coincides with catastrophic problems for Ryker and his whole family as things go south for the always prominent man.
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      Pain radiates down my spine as the doctor pushes a needle into the spot next to the implant on the back of my neck to numb it, so it can be removed. The two men, who escorted me to the clinic, are standing just outside the door of the small examination room they brought me to. My mind is a flurry of ideas about how the hell to get out of this place in one piece.

      “There’s a small amount of redness around the implant,” he says as the numbing medicine begins to work. I can feel him pushing it but it doesn’t hurt. “Have you been trying to take this out yourself?”

      I keep my answer short. “No.” But I have been trying to get it out. It’s impossible to get at it on my own. A thing I’m sure that was thought of when they decided where to place these things on us, in the first place.

      “This is an important device for you to have, Mr. Crawford. You have to be careful with this area. Captain Smithfield has written on this report that yours seems to be malfunctioning. Giving you paranoid thoughts. Can you explain to me what kinds of thoughts you’ve been having?”

      

      Hesitating, as I think about what to say, I finally ask him, “How long have you been a part of this organization?”

      “Not long,” he says as he goes over to pick up a tray of surgical tools. A sharp scalpel catches my eye as the overhead light catches the silver object, making it gleam. “A bit over a year. When the team was formed.”

      “I thought the pictures from Mars with the creatures just got back to NASA four months ago.” I watch him pick up the sharp scalpel and grit my teeth as I know he’s about to slice my neck open.

      “Oh, yes they did,” he says and I think I’ve caught onto something.

      “Then why would the team have been formed a year ago?” I feel the incision he’s making. It’s not painful but I can feel some pressure.

      The sound of the metal implant clanks into a stainless-steel bowl behind my back and I know I’m free of the device. And this old man will play hell putting another one in me. He makes his way across the small room to leave the bowl on the counter top then he comes back with a bandage. “Let me cover this up to stop the bleeding. I have to run down to the supply closet to get another implant. I’ll be right back, Mr. Crawford.”

      It’s not lost on me that he doesn’t answer my question. As I watch him leave, I reach back and touch the bandage covering the hole in my neck. I’m free!

      

      The two guards are still right outside the door that has a glass window at the top of it, so I can see them clearly and they can see me. But they’re looking straight ahead. I think I can use what I’ve learned to gain their weapons from them, rendering them useless to stop me.

      Just as I get off the exam table I see Damien walking up to them but I can’t hear a word anyone of them is saying. Then he comes in and I’m stuck. “Ryker, what’s going on?”

      “Damien, I need to get the hell out of here and I think you should too. This is a trap and…” I stop when he holds up his hand and points to the back of his neck then winks.

      “Ryker, have you gone insane? What’s happening to you? This is crazy talk. I heard your implant went haywire.” He walks over to where the bloody scalpel is and takes it, cleaning it with alcohol. “After a new implant is inserted, you’ll be back to normal.” He comes to me and hands me the surgical knife. With a nod, he turns his back to me and holds up his hair.

      Going along with him, I say, “You don’t understand, Damien. They mean to kill us all. I think even the pictures are a hoax. It’s as plain as the nose on my face what they want. They want us all dead, ending the plans to leave this planet, taking away citizens from every country, taking away tax dollars.” I make a quick slit and use the sharp instrument to take the implant out.

      “That’s just insane, Ryker,” he says with a pained sound to his voice.

      I take the implant and toss it in the trash and get a bandage. Putting it on the wound on the back of his neck, I whisper, “You take the guard on the left and I’ll take the one on the right. We need to get their guns and go to the nearest exit.”

      “Got it.”

      We move with quick strides to the door. When I pull it open, neither of them turns around, thinking it’s just Damien leaving I suppose. With a quick slam of my fist to the side of the guard’s head, I knock him to the ground and in no time, I have his gun out of the holster.

      Damien and I stand in front of the men who don’t even bother to get up off the floor, staying right where we laid them out. One of them shakes his head. “We’re not about to try to fight you two. We know you’ve been trained.”

      “Good,” I say then Damien and I turn to leave. The doctor meets us in the hallway. With one look at the guns we have, he turns around and goes into another door, leaving us alone.

      “I say we get to Smithfield and set him straight,” Damien says. “No reason to leave the others in harm’s way.”

      

      With a nod, we head that way and stop when we see an open door, leaking light into the dim hallway. A couple of women are inside, looking at a projection screen.  There are pictures of the creatures from Mars that we’ve never seen before.

      It’s obvious they’re unaware of us as they talk. The blonde says, “If we add in some red in the background, it’ll look more realistic.”

      “I found this overlay of red dust blowing around. That’ll give a good effect. These will be released to the media after take-off,” the woman with dark hair says. “It’s such a shame we have to lose some of those men.”

      “Yeah, the Russian’s hot. I’m thinking about seeing if I can get a little taste of him since they’re all being kept here for the next three days. I’m sure they’ll all be seeking a little hot female interaction before leaving forever.”

      “I know Crawford is married but do you think he’d be desperate enough to give me a romp?” the dark haired woman asks.

      My stomach is knotting and Damien puts his finger to his lips as we fall back to hide on the sides of the door, so we can listen some more.

      “I overheard the Captain saying the boosters have been rigged to explode just before they reach the outer atmosphere. That’s when the media will get these pictures, along with the explanation about why they were being sent. They’ll all be labeled heroes.”

      “And the missions to Mars will stop there.”

      I look at Damien, ‘I knew it.’

      

      And with what we’ve just overheard, we move with stealthy silence to our Captain’s office. Voices come from the hallway that’s intersecting this one, halting us. “Markov’s transmission has stopped. We have to find him,” Joel, another man who’s scheduled to be with us on the mission, says.

      “The clinic is the last place where he was. Do you suppose Crawford took it out for him?” Clayton, another man slated to be with us on the fated mission, asks.

      Damien and I slip into a room to hide. At this point we need to get to Smithfield then the other men can have their implants removed. Getting to the Captain is the number one priority at this point.

      We hear their footsteps go past the door and wait until we can no longer hear the clicking of their shoes as they go down the hallway. Moving to a window, I look out into the parking lot and see a news van. Waving Damien over, he sees it too. “I wonder what’s up.”

      “How much would you like to bet that Gia’s behind that, somehow?” I ask him.

      He nods. “She called me. That’s why I was called in, I think. I wasn’t on the phone with her but a few minutes when Smithfield called me and told me I had thirty minutes to get here. He knew I was on the phone with her. When I figured that out, I knew the implant was more than merely a tracking device.”

      “I feel like an idiot for falling for all this shit in the first place and even allowing them to put that thing in me,” I say as I wonder what the hell I was thinking.

      Why would I ever agree to leave Gia here, all alone? None of it makes any sense to me now. Not any of it!

      

      
        
        GIA

      

      

      Dust particles hang in the air as the news reporter, Dave Johnson, and his cameraman, stand in front of me and Brittney as we walk into the facility where Ryker has spent most of his time the last three months. “It’s dark in here,” the camera man, Gary, says.

      “I’m sure they want it this way. It’s hard to get accurate pictures in this light,” I say as we find no one stopping us from coming in. We all expected a fight.

      A fast set of heels, clicked down the hallway, coming toward us. Another set joins them and we stop as a couple of women, one blonde and one brunette, came to us. “You can stop there,” the blonde shouts.

      “I’m Dave Johnson with Channel Seven News. I’m here to ask Captain Smithfield some questions.”

      “No, you are not. He’s not taking any questions. There
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