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 Chapter 1





 “Are you saying it came from the Gate?” Dr. Melanie Coiler adjusted her glasses, looking at the large wall display. Millions of cells multiplied and turned on each other under the harsh blue light which they actually seemed to be producing. 


 Saundra’s mouth quirked up slightly. “Yes mother."� “Incredible.” � “Dr. Lask said it came in at zero two thirty five.”


 Suddenly her fascination turned into surprise, then fear. “By itself?”


 “There was an experiment, while you were asleep-“� Melanie waved her off,. Picking up the small tube of viscous fluid she held it up to the light. “I believe Connors said something about it, but to yield this. . . Is there more?”� Saundra smiled just a tiny bit as she nodded. Her blonde hair ruffled when she dug into her lab coat, withdrawing a pen sized camera she pulled out the roll out display and started cycling through the pictures. Most of them were of rats in various states of dissection, some tagged with coordinates where they had been sent through the gate, still others that had been flayed open. She looked up with a twinkle deep in her green eyes. 


 The thing- Item 506A was suspended in a clear polymer cage, nearly the size of a basketball it gave off a thick blue radiance that seemed to lead back into itself. The deeper the color went the more it funneled toward a crumpled looking face buried in the back of the sphere. It’s wide cheeks and eyes looked contorted into an agonized, silent scream. � She felt the blood drain from her face before Saundra turned the display off and pulled it so the display could coil back into it’s sheath. “I know. Dr. Lask thinks it might be sentient.” Saundra spread her hands out slightly. “It reacts to our attempts at biopsies, it’ll change it’s expression and there’s a noticeable drop in temperature.” 


 “Has anyone made physical contact with it?” � “There was another one, it ‘attacked’ one of the expedition members while they were conducting a reconnaissance.” She made a fist with one hand and wiped her other hand over it. “Supposedly the woman took off her helmet, complaining that she couldn’t breathe. She um. . . She died out there.” � “When is the autopsy scheduled?” Melanie headed toward the door, turning off the light as she pocketed the sample. “I have to see this.”





* * * *


 To: Michel Fallon� From: SFC Bridget Fallon


 Subj: Missing you. . .� � Haven’t heard from you in a while, hope everything is okay. How’s Mary? � As usual, nothing much has changed. Our rotation to Earth is only thirty nine days away but the more I think about it the more I’m afraid, how much have you changed in the last six years? Are you as lonely as your messages say or are you sinking yourself into your work like I am? � Anyway. 


 We got a new soldier coming in this week, should be here in a couple days. If this keeps up there’s gonna be more soldiers than civis- the UAC seriously think the facility is a risk? � I gotta go, PT is in five minutes. If you get this message please mail me back. I could use a pick me up.


 


 All my love, 


 SFC Bridget Fallon


 1/23rd Drop Corps


 Phobos Research and Mining Facility





 “Get ‘im Lex!” 


 The taller man backed up, the shorter one threw a wide punch. Lexington grabbed his arm, twisting to get some leverage and ducking down to throw him over his shoulder. � “Not bad.” Bridget nodded as Richards started to recover himself. “You okay?” � “Y- Yeah.” Richards beet red face flushed a little brighter when Corporal Lexington offered a hand. � “Good play.” � “Yeah-“ He sighed. “Thanks Corporal.” � Bridget stepped in front of the semi-circle, her boots clapping in the expansive cargo bay. Though it had been abandoned in favor of a larger one it had most of the modern amenities for training. Several air mats had been shoved against the wall gave glimpses at what had probably been the original colony’s wherehouse. 


 The colony had grown rapidly, mostly from some kind of mineral research project that the Union Aerospace Corporation had dumped trillions of dollars into but had yielded some incredible technologies, propelling the conglomerate to the official and singular status of Corporate Government. 


 Almost no government on Earth could compare with the UAC’s power and influence on events across the solar system. In terms of money spent and technologies developed, the UAC outpaced most, if not all of the world’s governments combined. If the United States hadn’t been as demanding as it was about keeping tabs on the company it very well might have ‘owned’ the solar system. � “Alright, chow and drills.” Bridget watched carefully as several of the newer soldiers sighed or rolled their eyes. “I know it’s boring out here, but the second you turn your back you’ll wind up on your face. Get it?”� “Yes Sergeant.” Someone said in a low voice. � “I said; do you get it?” � “Yes Sergeant.” They responded as one.


 “Okay, thirty and recover.” She lead them through a slow set of pushups, watching with a shallow grin as some of the privates strained. 


 “You gonna let a girl beat you?” Corporal Lexington grunted to one of his soldiers. � After the final one she held herself just a scant inch above the floor for a moment. Waiting until the burn of real strain began to rage a fire across her arms. Getting to her feet she snapped to attention a little too fast for some of her soldiers to keep up. Once everyone was in sync she eyed them. 


 Most of them were in the twenty to thirty range, young, bright eyed and maybe a little glazed over by the sedentary nature of their post. Though nothing near the chaos of a prison colony it still had it’s challenges. . . Most of them forced upon them by Bridget. “Squad leaders, back here at oh nine hundred. Today is boarding and evac. After lunch, more AG-5 familiarization. . .” After a second she glanced around. “In full armor.”� Richards let out a long groan.


 “Something to say, private?” � “No Sergeant.”� “Tell you what, take a step back. To the rest of you.” She rendered a salute. “Dismissed.”� Watching the men leave she bit on the side of her tongue. Before she had a chance to say anything the man stepped forward in a relaxed stance. “Sergeant-“� “I didn’t tell you to move.” � He tensed.� “What’s the problem? Someone swap your vodka for vinegar?”� “Sergeant?”� “Answer me.”� “No problem Sergeant.” The man’s brown eyes betrayed his calm façade, the flash of red on his cheeks only served to accent his uncertainty as his voice cracked. “May I speak freely?”� “Does this look like a discussion to you? I’m giving you this final warning, private. If I have to take that rocker off your collar.” She flipped his PFC rank. “I will, you wanna get your specialist some time this decade? I know you’re capable. . . One last time. This is it.” She pulled the collar on his fatigues. “You get me?”� “Yes Sergeant.” � “Go.”� �  “Lights, forty percent.” Bridget whispered as she crossed the threshold into the dimmed room. The stainless steel desk next to the bed held up a set of photographs next to an aged laptop, all the pictures silently watched her, waiting for some kind of command that might make them real. 


 A young woman smiled back at her in front of the rusted out hulk of a car, betraying the beaming smile she wore. Next to her a short woman in BDUs stood, her stern expression mirrored by the drill instructor’s hat she wore. The last picture on the rotation showed a strong looking man, his olive skin and brown hair drawing both familiarity and desire across Bridget's body as she started for the closet.


 She retrieved her duty uniform, sighing when she glanced at the picture again, trying to recount the years since their last embrace. Five, eight? Might as well have been eternity. She let out a long sigh, stepping into the the bathroom. “What would you say mom? To know your little girl was being beaten up by the big boys?” 


 She let out a bitter chuckle, wiping  at the wound on her temple with a damp rag. “And how bout you dad? What would you have to say about little Bridget playing with all this expensive equipment? No pots and pans for me, no sir!” She couldn’t help but laugh before she punched the mirror.  “It won’t be long.” She whispered, the same hollow promise that had been repeated time and again. One day it might be true. “Won’t be long. . .” She sighed again as the warm water started pouring over her tense muscles.


 


 “They want what?” Bridget snarled at the heavy set man across from her. 


 “Ma'am. Please. Hear me out.” The man shrunk in his seat, his voice slightly more cracked then before, hidden only by the matter of factual business tone that he had used to detach himself from reality. 


 “Something you might not understand mister Crieger. These men have families that care about them.” She stood up, leaning over the table to close the distance between them. And I will not expose them to something even you aren't sure of.”� “Ma'am.” He struggled for a moment.


 “It's Sergeant, mister Crieger, Sergeant Fallon.” Her eyes narrowed and muscles tensed when the balding man rose to meet her, his facade all but vanishing. He stood tall over her. “Fallon, we have already secured orders from your chain of command, Major General Maesy gave us the authorization to use you're unit as we see fit. . . You're orders are clear, provide us with six able bodied soldiers. We need someone who is capable and trained for combat, surely you can appreciate this.”� Bridget's jaw dropped, her heart hammered against her rib cage, introducing waves of adrenaline and fear. Looking at the report she had been given, her breath was barely above a whisper. “When would this take place? What the hell am I supposed to tell them?” Her voice cracked as the words left her mouth. 


 The bald man smiled, his fat adjusting to the movement. “You will have until one PM tomorrow to have your men equipped and ready for the experiment. At that time they will be briefed. In the meantime, I suggest you review the information packet our board of directors has bestowed upon you.”� Bridget slid the sealed folder under her arm before spinning on her heel and starting for the door. � “Sergeant Fallon, I trust you will not disappoint us?” The man's voice faded into the foot falls of her boots as they put distance between the bastardized representative of God, and his will to play the role.


 The door slid up slowly, allowing harsh florescent lighting to fill the dark meeting room. The fat man and his twisted words followed a moment later as Bridget took a step out to meet the rush of the hallway.


 Civilians passed back and forth through the hall in varying shapes and sizes, forming a vivid stream of colored uniforms and blank faces. They were less like people, more like a small cog in a machine from which there would be no escape, oiled by profits and run by a soulless computer wearing the collective title 'Board of Directors'. Bridget sighed as she passed the triangular logo of the UAC, vaguely aware of the cogs as they moved through the hallway to power the beast. The same beast that had just claimed seven more lives.





 “Private Clarks.”� “Here.”� “Private Daniels.”� “Here Sergeant.”� “PFC Richards.” � “Semper Fi.” � Bridget looked up from her roster at the grinning private, a moment passed in dead silence that echoed through the cargo hold. Finally his grin faded under her steady gaze. � “PFC Pickett.”� “Present.”� “Corporal Lexington.”� “Here.”� “And Sergeant Vickers. . .”


 “Here.”� “I need to see you in my office after this. Richards, you packed your rucksack last night, correct?”� The young man nodded even before his tight voice resounded through the formation. “Yes Sergeant, everything but the sealed meals.”� “Good, bring it down here; Lex, fetch me some MREs.” She smiled slightly as the two men broke formation, sprinting for the open doors at either end of the hold. “If I called your name, stay put, otherwise.” She rendered a salute. “Squad leaders, they're yours.”� Minutes later the heavy patter of boots and rustling of fatigues gave way to the dull silence that seemed to swim through the area. Lexington returned first with an arm full of the large blue sealed meals. 


 Bridget tapped her foot softly, waiting until Richards got back before she spoke again. “Welcome back.” She kicked one of the meals his way. “Pack ‘em.”� He stuffed the plastic bags into his pack, barely able to coordinate himself as his frustration began mounting. With a faint click of polymer fasteners he looked up, breathing heavy. “Ready Sergeant.”� “Excellent. Ruck up Richards, the rest of you meet me at my office.” Bridget pursed her lips as Sergeant Vickers lead the men out of the room. “Richards, what branch of the Service did you join?”� The young man tensed into an attention stance before he managed a cracked voice. “The Army, Sergeant.”


 “You sure about that? Last I heard you wanted to be a Marine. . .” She grinned, closing the distance until she could feel her breath reflecting from his tanned nose. “Tell you what, you wanna be hard? You wanna be a jar head? Fine. Lets train you like one. . .”� Richards tensed as a trickle of sweat crept down from his temple, the vague scent of fear was  almost physical as his skin lightened slightly. � “You can be hardcore. Real hardcore. “





 Bridget rounded the corner to see Richards jogging down the hall at full sprint. His heavy rucksack bounded in time with the equally weighted breathing. “Bang!” Her voice roared through the hall an instant before he dropped to the concrete, dragging himself across the rough textured flooring.


 Five men stood around the small door up ahead, it's stainless steel bracing a sharp contrast to the dead grey walls and muted light that composed the small part of shipping and receiving their unit had been assigned to. 


 “Sergeant Vickers, do me a favor.” Bridget pushed her boot against Richards' butt, forcing it down even as he tried to slither up the floor. “Get Sergeant Webb to provide a soldier who'll be professional in his duties. . .”�  The man nodded when Bridget leaned in, tugging on the Private’s collar. “Take your stuff back to your room and get with your squad, I'll deal with you later.”� Richards pushed himself up with a heavy sigh.


 “Who said get up? Lex did you tell him to get up?”� “Ah, no Sergeant. . .”� The man swallowed before he started toward the ground. � “Take your stuff and go.” Bridget pushed on his shoulder. 


 He took another sprint up the hall, turning into an open door a moment later. Bridget thumbed the pad to her office door, the potential Richards didn't see and the endless exchanges that had been wrought through his career silenced themselves when she turned to her group. “Some people never learn.” 


 Bridget took in a sip of air, tracing the younger faces of the men she had chosen. Slowly the visages took a physical form in the pit of her stomach, a blade several times sharper then the guilt  fighting her mind for a way to say no. Nothing more than corporate guinea pigs. . .


 A faint whoosh of pneumatic assisted rollers pulled the door into the ceiling, revealing the small office, barely larger then a walk in closet. Stenciled outlines of cleaning equipment along the wall reinforced the notion despite the sizable desk that occupied one wall under a flat screen monitor. “Step into my cubbyhole gentlemen. . .”





 “So why us Sergeant?” PVT Daniels raised his hand as his voice echoed in the cramped space.


 “A good soldier doesn’t question his orders.” Lexington snapped.


 “No, corporal that’s a fair question. . . I chose you because you’re some of the best we have.” Bridget sighed and tipped the folder forward slightly. “And you’re all single. . .”� No one batted an eye. They knew what they were doing, what they would do. They were soldiers. � “Are there any other questions?”� The silence lingered.


 “Sergeant. . . With these-“ Lexington looked down at his copy of the report. “Hyperspace transport stations. How are we going to keep track of one another when we’re in the ‘tunnel’?”� “You will have radios issued before you leave.”� “But what about the static field?”� Bridget reached into her desk and produced a spool of rope. “We go low tech. . .” She offered a lame grin, handing Vickers the rope. “Anything else?”� The men exchanged glances but said nothing. � “Alright. Meet me back here tomorrow at 1200 hours, gear in hand. . . We’ll draw weapons and special equipment. If you need to talk to someone the Chaplain’s office is open and after the end of the day my door is too.” She sighed again. “I want you all to know I fought this but it’s out of my hands. . . I’m sorry.”� The men looked at each other for a seemingly endless instant. � “Disappear gentlemen.” 





* * * *





 To: Michel Fallon� From: SFC Bridget Fallon


 Subj: Worried.


  


 Hi. Still haven’t heard from you. I suppose you’re sleeping right now. Something has me worried, today one of the civilians <Omitted.> I talked to the soldiers I chose about <Omitted.> concerned. I don’t know what I should do, if I let them go I could be condemning them to something worse then death. . . If I don’t. . . Would a group of black ops come out of the shadows and kill me in my sleep? Would they <Omitted.> instead?� Mike I’m scared. . . For the first time in years I’m scared. These people aren’t soldiers any more. . . <Omitted.>


 <Omitted.>


 I have to go Mike, I’m sorry. Please, never forget that I love you.





 


 All my love, 


 SFC Bridget Fallon


 1/23rd Drop Corps


 Phobos Research and Mining Facility


 � >Edited by UAC security department in accordance with UAC protocol 48C. Edited for: sensitive content, profanity.


 


 Union Aerospace Corporation


 Phobos Security Department





 


* * * *





 Bridget closed the lid of her aging laptop. The plastic click resounded through the still room, echoing hundreds of times in the still air before it was swallowed up by a deep, teeth clenched sigh.


 She swung her feet off the desk as the chill in the air crept into her body. After a few minutes of silence she rubbed at her bare arms. “So what now?” She leaned back and closed her eyes. “Lights forty-five percent.”� Images of years gone past tugged at her, beckoning her to find comfort in familiar friends, the same friends that had been her father’s. With names like Daniels, Jim Beam, and who could forget  Captain Morgan? Probably the only officer she’d enjoy saluting. . .�  “Just a little. Maybe a couple rounds of pool. . . Girl’s night out, yeah. . .”� We know how this will end, don’t we? 


 “I’m not like my father. . .” She said to no one.


 She yanked an old denim jacket from her closet, followed immediately by a pair of jeans. “Just a girl’s night out.” 





 The dim lights rained down a shallow orange glow over the thick blue carpet. The silver trimmed ultra modern décor was completely offset by the old school pool tables that occupied the middle of the small room. Music filtered through hidden speakers with some soft jazz tune long forgotten by history while the UAC logo blazed over the bar, illuminating the two figures at the stools in front of it. � “I don’t think I’ve seen you here. New transfer?” The young looking man tried to sound relaxed but could to do little to hide the tension in his voice.


 Bridget eyed him as she sipped from her cocktail. The burning in her throat subsided a little as she leaned her head back, her polymer dog tags clacked together while the taste of several strong alcohols burned themselves into her memory. 


 “Oh, a military girl huh?” His voice tightened. “My father was in the Army. Went to Tola when the riots started.”� Bridget’s eyes widened as the images flashed in her mind. “What unit was he with?”� “Um, the 427th I think he said. . .” His voice took on a more hopeful tone. � “Really. What was his name?” She set the glass on the counter.


 “R- Roy Glassen.”� “And you would be Kevin?”� The man looked startled but nodded. 


 “Your father was a good soldier. A good man. . .” Bridget offered her best friendly grin.� Kevin relaxed visibly and returned the smile. “Did you serve with him?”� “Yeah. He and I were there when the inmates broke out. Mckinney, Jackson, your father and myself. . .”� “Were you there when-“� “No. I heard about it later.” Bridget cut him off. “I bet it’s hard to live in his image.”� “Eh.. .”� She downed the rest of the cocktail and turned to him. “Do you play pool?”





 The light blue felt thrummed softly as the eight ball slid across the surface, clacking into the corner pocket an instant later. Bridget tried to steady herself against the lip of the table while Kevin looked up with a smirk.


 “Good shot.” � “Thanks. . . Hey would like to do something tomorrow?” He stood slowly.


 “Eh- I guess. . .” Bridget tried to get her balance again despite the loose, detached feeling. She tried to offer a grin but it felt like more of a grimace. “Why not?”� The man’s tanned skin lightened just a little bit as he put his que stick on the table with a shaking hand. After a moment he leaned against the table and looked at her. “What about tonight?”� “If-“ She closed her eyes, sighing softly. “If I didn’t know better I’d say you were trying to get me in your bunk. . .”� There was a pause. “And if I was?”� “Sorry bucko-“ She pulled her dog tags out and held up the small gold band. “Married. . . If I wasn’t- Sorry.”� Kevin swallowed, his face suddenly more tense. � “I’m sorry, I can’t just-“� “No. No I suppose not. . . Well, I better go. Need to get up early tomorrow.”� Before she could muster a response he was half way out the left door. “Say a prayer for him.” She mumbled to his back as he disappeared into the dim hallway. � For almost a minute she watched the pool table with an uneasy sensation, something on the back of her neck kept tickling the hairs but no matter how many times she wiped at it they kept standing on end. She put the stick down as best she could, stumbling toward the right door. � The markings were blurry and slightly disjointed but she managed to find her way back to the barracks- She stopped for a second, the barracks color scheme had been darker, emblazoned with the ugly diving pelican logo of the 23rd Drop Corps’. But, though the lighting was similar, the UAC logo and several transparent displays of it dotted the dead ferrocrete.


 A soft sound registered behind her somewhere, someone dragging their feet. She glanced back but couldn’t see much through the light shadows that played over the thick grey flooring. It was night time by all accounts, why did they always insist on turning the lights so low- “Hey.”� The same noise grated her ears again and the prickling at the base of her skull picked up sharply. The third time she heard the noise she could make out the faint outline of a form in the hall, his broad shoulders marked him distinctly as male but-


 All at once the sharp sting of pain crashed into her jaw, met almost instantly by a faint taste of blood as she bit the inside of her cheek. In the next instant something wide and flat struck her in the stomach, she let out a short, strangled cry around the stream of bile before she sank to her knees gasping for breath. She hadn’t seen the form move but now she could feel it slide around the pool of vomit. � It-he- grabbed her ponytail before jerking her head back to look up at the searing bright light above them. A large fist struck her squarely in the cheek but gave way in another instant to the sloppy sound of someone stepping in liquid before he kicked her in the stomach again. . . and again. 


 Laying against the cold floor she could see the pool of blood and vomit running together while the clapping of rubber echoed through the tight hallway into the distant ping of a lift being summoned. The sounds were distant and vague as she watched the pool grow larger and darkness overtake her. 





* * * *





 Melanie watched the video for the sixth time, somehow expecting a different result. The camera under the woman’s shoulder mounted light pitched and rolled as she slammed into the jagged rocks, catching several on her way down the steep ravine. When she finally stopped, the image of her comrades looking over the peek was almost fully interrupted by the reverse angle of her outstretched leg. � What bothered Melanie most of all was the fact that she hadn’t screamed, the only sound had been of her body hitting the rocks. . . How did someone go through that much agony and not let out the least little scream?� “Still watching that?” Saundra’s sullen tone cracked when she laid out a pack of preserved fruit. � “I told you to stop eating those.”� “I know.” She shrugged. “I bought some more, don’t worry. . .” 


 Melanie turned off the display as the rest of the research team was beginning a careful decent down the rough hewn red and grey rock. “Did it- the thing go through her suit or did she take her helmet off first?”� “Straight through. She touched it and it just. . . It kind of ‘flew’ at her and before she could move it exploded over her.”� “I saw the whole recording.”  � “But what you didn’t see was what it did to her.” She offered a faint smile, holding up a yellow tablet shaped piece of fruit. � “And?”� “Mommy want a cracker?” Saundra waved the fruit in her face before Melanie batted it away. After a second she shrugged. “Her body was remarkably. . . Well. Healed. She was a chain smoker, thirteen year habit. But the coroner said her lungs were cleaned, top to bottom- The problem came when she tried to breathe the suit’s oxygen. Her body couldn’t process it efficiently enough. . .” � Melanie stared at her daughter for a moment. “This thing did that too her?”� “And then some. Her arteries were cleaned too, her whole body was in remarkably good shape all things considered. . . Would you believe me if I told you the only reason she died was because her brain wasn’t getting enough oxygen?”� “I saw the recording-“� “You haven’t seen the body. Not a scratch on it really.”� “How the hell?” � Saundra nodded, inclining her bag of snacks forward slightly. “Indeed. Know what else? I tried a sample on a pair of mice with stage six Kellan syndrome, know what happened?”� “Reversal?” � “Better.” Her face lit up. “The one grew it’s missing arm back after it had gnawed it off almost a month ago. . . The other- well, he doesn’t try to kill his reflection any more. I can even put other animals in there with him.”� “So they lived?”� She nodded. “It’s in the dosage. I gave one of my other Kellan mice a dose double that of the others and it suffocated. . .” 


 “Interesting.”� “Isn’t it though? I’m going to take a trip out to the wherehouse and get a few more rats out of cryo, do you need anything?” She scooped up the package of fruit snacks before Melanie could get to them.


 “No.” She sat forward slightly, grabbing a stylus and flicking the record function in one deft movement before she began scrawling out the information on the desk. � “See you later. . .” Saundra’s voice faded slowly into non existence as Melanie muttered her response half way between a sigh and an actual ‘good bye’.





* * * *





 The eggshell white paint peeled back in several places, in others it had been dirtied and smeared with unidentifiable substances. A large man, his gut stretching against his tank top, stood in front of the little red headed girl. He slammed the door behind him, making some of the dolls jump to attention before tumbling to the carpet- they silently screamed when the man took a step forward.


 “You been a good girl?” He slurred.� “Y- Yes father. . . I did the dishes just like you asked.”


 A large softball sized fist struck her on the crown of the head, her reward for such a shaking voice. . .


 “I didn’t ask you to do anything. I told you to do the damn dishes. . . You didn’t do them right in the first place!” Another softball slammed into the child’s jaw, jerking her head sideways. “Stupid bitch! You’re just as useless as your mother-“  The girl doubled over when the man punched her in the stomach, sending a thin stream of blood out to dirty the plush carpet. � Bridget tried to stop him but she was frozen. Just like her mother had been. . . All she could do was watch as the girl was slammed around the room. The bloody streaks she left stained upon the wall soaked into her hair when the man booted her back against the plasterboard. 


 Bridget cried out. The high hanging moon blazed behind the New York skyline just outside, casting a heavy blue-white shine through the tiny window- the light seared through Bridget’s retinas and in the next instant the pain became real. 





 The dim lights rained down from the recessed light fixtures, surrounding the white walls with a shaded luminece that completely betrayed the ungodly bright light over her face. Opening her eyes all the way she felt the cool feeling of sweaty cotton sheets against her bare feet even before she saw a young looking man slumped forward in a chair next to her bed. 


 He was tall, maybe six foot but his black t-shirt and jeans didn’t give her any clue to his identity. � “Lights, sixty percent.” Bridget managed to belt out as she rose, throwing her covers back before her arm was caught by an IV tube. She irked the thin plastic tube free of her arm, leaving a trail of blood. The man looked up. � “Huh?”� “Who the hell are you?” Bridget looked around the edge of the bed. “And where the hell are my boots?”


 "Hey, just relax, you're gonna be okay."� She watched him for a second, he had to have been a civilian, he definately wasn't one of her soldiers. "What happened? What time is it?"� "Wait… Sector 6? She looked up at the EKG as her heartbeat spiked. “The bar?” � “Yeah, security blocked it off.” The man rose, his brown hair shimmering in the light. “We were worried about you. You’ve been out for 18 hours now.”� She wiped her face with her hand. “So what time is it?”� “Three?”  


Bridget paused for a second, straining to make out what had happened. Slowly it came together as she watched the young man's sleep clouded eyes began to warm. "Okay, the bar. I was a little drunk. . ." � The young man cocked an eyebrow. � "Alright, I need to get back to the base."� "Base? You're a soldier?"� She jumped off the bed, her feet slapping against the chilled concrete as she started in a brisk pace, past the receptionist who was too busy playing with her computer terminal to notice. The young man followed close behind until Bridget had her hand on the keypad that would have lead to the tram station. She stared at him.


 "I- I'm a new transfer. . . From Fort Cline." 


 "Name and rank?"� "Michael Brooks, Private."� "Alright, follow me." 


 The military 'base' itself sat at the opposite end of the crater in which the UAC had built it's facility. Though an average soldier could have made the journey on foot in a couple hours the civilian population required special adaptations, those with disabilities in particular were a concern. Or, more likely, the UAC was simply trying to keep it's public image as spotless as it's multi-million dollar PR executives tried to paint across the media feeds. � The confines of the tram  burned  Bridget's drug induced haze. Brooks fidgeted slightly as the tram rocketed toward their station, the dull click, click of it's mag-lev engine being the only real sound between them. When the tram pulled into the south side of the old colony Bridget sighed, pulling herself together as best she could before glancing at the tall man. "Have you got your info-disk?"� "Yes."� "Sergeant."� "Yes, Sergeant."� "Uniforms?"� "Yes, Sergeant."� "Did you read the new arival's safety protocals?" � "Yes, Sergeant."� She stopped by her office, grabbing her backup uniform from behind the digitial file array. "Gimmie your disk."� "Sergeant, can I ask what happened?"� "Yeah." She popped the small chip into the hole in her desk, punching in her code.. "And maybe you can tell me too." She looked up at him, pulling her ancient jeans off. He stiffened slightly and spun around on his heel, standing at parade rest while facing the door. She smiled a little. "Get used to it private. Tell me, why'd you join the Drop Corps?"


 "Ah- it was my father's choice."


 "23 Lunar, 10 sub orbital and 5 high orbit… This is your first duty station though- Were you a re-cycle?” � "Yes, Sergeant.”� "With these test scores you could be a college professor. . ." She fastened the QuickGrip boots and stood up. "Alright, your chain of command is as follows. Sergeant First Class Bridget Fallon. Platoon Sergeant. Understand? We're cut off from here, Captain Mallo is currently on earth, that makes me PL, CO and XO. You have a problem or a question, you come to me."� "Understood Sergeant."� "Good." Bridget dipped into her desk, pulling out her AG-5a. "Okay, these are Assistance and � Guidance units, fifth generation. . ." She laid the wallet sized computer down on the desk. "It has basic bio monitor functions as well as global positioning, automapping and friend/foe recognition. The A model also has a biological/radiological contaminants."� "We had these in basic, they were the AG-2s but-"� "Alright look, I want you to get your uniform on and meet me here." She tapped in the coordinates on the polymer screen. "In ten minutes-"� The sound of a heavy set man's footsteps grabbed her attention just as Sergeant Miles came up to the mouth of her office. The concern on his face was undercut by his husky voice, made even more heavy in the tight confines of the room. "Sergeant, you okay? We heard you got jumped-"� "I'm fine Miles. Get the platoon down here in five minutes, I want a head count. . ."











