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Introduction to An Attitude Adjustment

Never underestimate those around you. This military science fiction tale explores the surprises that the universe holds when alien races, colonization, and society come together in a story of the relationship of command, the value of respect and building of teams. It highlights the risk of letting preconceived ideas cloud one's judgment. And why new officers should always listen to their noncoms.
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An Attitude Adjustment

By Taki Drake

Corvus II

It was a tranquil scene. Only a few clouds marred the deep blue of the sky. Double suns created a dappled shadow effect on the ground. Small sounds of the animals concealed in the surrounding woods created a peaceful and low-toned backdrop for the visual scene. In this pastoral setting, the small base camp, and the moving soldiers were the only jarring notes.

There were sentries on patrol around the small encampment, set on perimeter watch and soldiers going in and out of an entrenched sensor station. The Imperial Marine and Explorer Corps personnel were professional and thorough in their actions, reflecting the countless repetitions of training and deployed actions. 

Two sergeants roved the area like wandering predators, stalking any lapse in professionalism. After all, the ImpMEC was an elite force. The sergeants were the practical enforcers for its standards, charged with making sure that no laxness marred any ImpMEC operation.

It was the third day of planetary occupation for the platoon. ImpMEC Central Command had assigned Bravo Company to protect and rescue duty, aimed at the relief of a small scientific group that had come under threat on the planet, Corvus II. The commander of Bravo had selected the 3rd Platoon, under the command of Lt. Marcos. 

Although that young officer was not aware of it, his commanding officer was hoping that this assignment would let the Lieutenant demonstrate an improved judgment and field command ability that up to now had been severely lacking.

The assignment of a single platoon was all that seemed necessary. Corvus II had been peaceful and unchallenging since the initial exploration efforts had reported an unoccupied planet, years ago. Despite the concentrated action of ImpMEC, there still were few planets that were easily colonized. The discovery of a world that had no serious bar to colonization pushed Corvus II through rapid approval. Waiting lists of colonists ensured that the initial wave of settlements was accomplished in record time.

In the three years since the planet had been cleared for settlement, four initial colony sites had been established. There were no reported problems during that period with any geographic location, environment, or habitat. Even the outlying farms that had been established experienced no more disruption than would be expected in an agricultural environment on a new planet.

The colonists were not idle when it came to further exploration of the world. They had extensively traveled the planet, surveying sites for additional towns and villages. With a population that was smaller than 15,000, they had not expanded into those locations. Instead, plans had been created for when the population increased again during the second wave of colonization. That event was expected within the next six months after other significant milestones were reached. 

The initial planetary charter was in the process of modification. Ratification in the Imperial Assembly was well advanced, and no significant hindrance had been identified. The planetary governor position was in the throes of candidate selection. Politically, the planet was well on its way to mature participation in the assembly.

A small group of scientists had traveled from the University of Petra to study an unusual plant that the colonists identified as a possible cash crop. The plant itself was innocuous, low-growing and dull-colored. However, it had certain medicinal properties that warranted study and evaluation. 

The xenobiology department at Petra had one of the most extensive libraries of such plants and had a field team that could be assembled quickly. Since the University expected to benefit from their participation, the competition for positions on the field team was intense. Those selected were very much aware of the benefit to their careers and fully supported any initiative that would increase the colonists chance of success.

The 12 scientists and four support people had found a location that was ideally suited to their research, although it was somewhat remote from the other groups on the planet. With no large predators, no poisonous fauna and the extensive xenobiology experience of the study team, the security overwatch was minimal. 

The researchers had settled in without a problem. Their weekly reports to the University included only glowing results on their main study area and no reports of problems with either the colonists or the environment on Corvus II. The study program seemed to be going extremely well, and it had thickly settled into a predictable pattern of work and reporting.

It was a major shock when the communications center in the main settlement city of Einsville received a “Mayday” call from the scientists. Reporting an attack by a group of large quadrupeds armed with some form of long-distance weapon, the panicked scientist on the radio was difficult to understand. 

What was clear from his speech was that three of the research group were dead and that four were severely injured. The embattled civilians were retreating into the most protected of their buildings and would await rescue. They would attempt to take the radio with them, but both their communications people were among the fatalities.

Responding to the immediacy of danger, a shuttle from Einsville took off shortly after the call ended. Staffed with hunters and one peacekeeper, it was thought that whatever bizarre problem had panicked the scientists could be handled quickly. By the time the shuttle had traveled the 20-minute trip to the research base, the Einsville communications room was packed.

The shuttle pilot was talking, “Einsville Control, we are approaching the research site clearing. There is no sign of strange animals on the path leading up to the site.”

An excited voice could be heard in the background, indistinctly shouting. Apparently forgetting that his microphone was open, the pilot yelled, “What do you mean, centaurs? With rifles?!”

What followed next would haunt the listeners. Screams and anguished yells could be heard from the throats of friends and relatives. The sharp reports of projectiles and the shrill whine of damaged engines punctuated the higher pitched human voices. It was evident from the cacophony that the shuttle was going down. Gasping breaths from the pilot continued to be broadcast as he fought the controls on his aircraft. Then a loud resounding smashing sound echoed through the room as the anguished listeners heard the shuttle hit the ground.

The pilot’s voice came on again, gasping around pain, half sobbing in anguish. “We were shot out of the sky. Four-legged uniformed soldiers. Maybe 20. Jory dead, Tom too.”

His halting speech was interrupted by a harsh, demanding speech in a language totally unknown to any of the listeners. They heard the pilot attempt to talk to the speaker, “Please, why have you…” His disbelieving scream and the echo of a large explosion were the last things they had heard before the transmission ended.

The Marines Have Landed

The platoon initially landed in Einsville where Lt. Marcos had met with the mayor and council. It was apparent quite early in the meeting that the lieutenant had little respect for the civilian authorities. The young officer acted as if he was doing the colonists a favor by stopping and talking to them. Rather than listing, he spent most of his time telling him that there was no problem now that he was there to take care of the issues.

Considering that many of the colonists had a military background, the lieutenant’s patronizing attitude did not sit well with the Council. Being told that their problems would be solved by the platoon and not to worry by the young officer seemed pure platitude to the many people that had been living with the challenge of planetary settlement. This was compounded by the lieutenant’s refusal to even look at or acknowledge the information that had been gathered in the four days between Einsville’s call for help and the platoon’s landing.

The colonists had been busy during that time. Available arms had been distributed, the most remote of the farms had been closed down, and abandoned. Additional deployment of weather satellites had been used to increase the surveillance. Working round-the-clock with civilian equipment, pictures of a small group of soldiers had been winnowed from the monitoring records, collected and were ready to show the relieving force.

The attackers seem to be only a small group, numbering no more than 30 beings. Measuring against known flora, it was estimated that the four-legged creatures were about the size of a Morgan horse. It was clear that in addition to four legs that the creatures, nicknamed “Centrax,” also possessed two arms.

The imagery was too indistinct to determine the exact nature and form of their weapons. However, a demonstrated range of over 200 yards had been captured on the surveillance imagery. Since that demonstrated range involved the massacre of multiple scientists at the site, none of the reviewers were unemotional on the subject. It had only been with a great deal of difficulty that the civilian authorities have been able to prevent parties of vengeful colonists from attacking in a disorganized fashion.

The tired and angry people reviewing the recordings were unable to agree on the exact number of soldiers. Instead, they were divided into three camps. The first insisted that there were only approximately 30 soldiers. They would disappear into densely wooded areas and then appear out of the woods in a different location periodically. While the distances were considerable, traveling that far on four legs was not impossible. The opinion of this camp was that a small mercenary group had somehow landed on the planet and was engaging in destruction and looting for an unknown reason.

The second group disagreed in that they believed there were more than 30 beings in the invasion force. They argued that the consistent distances would have overly tired the enemy forces and that there was no apparent reason for zigzagging back and forth between the remote locations. However, they agreed with the first camp’s opinion in that the soldiers were members of an unknown mercenary or pirate force.

Only two people made up the third viewpoint group. One was a retired Naval Intelligence Officer while the second was a former ImpMEC Master Sergeant. Neither Lt. Commander (ret.) Ryan Mueller, nor “Sarge” Hauser was satisfied with the estimates of force size or with the small mercenary group explanation. With little to go on but instincts, very few of the colonists paid the duo’s disquiet much attention. 

Lt. Marcos’ attitude ensured that this unsupported opinion was not included in any discussion. The Council heard his platitudes and announcements and watched him leave without their information, the benefit of their local knowledge, or the wisdom of their experience. 

The door had scarcely closed behind the abrasive younger man when the entire council turned to stare in disbelief at Sarge. Shrugging his shoulders, the grizzled veteran growled, “Young and stupid. Hopefully, his noncoms can rein him in.”

Ryan smiled briefly and asked, “You will talk to them?”

“Yah, I will brief the senior platoon sergeant on everything that we found. That way they have it, just in case.”

Navigating Traps

Senior Platoon Sgt. Ted Dreyer was ready to tear his hair out. Getting Lt. Marcos out of Einsville without bloodshed had been a major challenge. Every time he thought he got the lieutenant to focus, some other issue or item would catch the man’s attention, and he would abandon their top priority and go off chasing invisible squirrels. There were only so many ways to remind your officer that the number one priority should be the rescue and recovery of the group of scientists before the insubordination line would be crossed.

Ted had cringed inside when he heard the lieutenant talking to the Council. He could not meet the eyes of any of the men and women in that room, knowing that what the platoon officer was doing was not only disrespectful but a betrayal of how ImpMEC acted. Putting a stoical expression on his face, Ted had acknowledged the nonverbal demand for a meeting that the retired master sergeant had sent his way.

When the lieutenant had insisted on stopping by the spaceport office of the civilian logistics group that would be supplying personnel while they were on Corvus II, Ted had excused himself, citing a need to check with the other noncoms. He escaped the room and turned a corner to the left, only to be dragged into a small meeting room by the redoubtable Hauser.

Five minutes later, Ted was on his way again. His head was spinning from the rapid briefing and the challenge of how to actually use the data on the storage device in his pocket. He had no idea what to do, but he had a bad feeling they were going to need that information sooner rather than later.

Support and Logistics

Lt. Marcos was fuming. It was ImpMEC’s policy to use civilian support and logistics contractors unless they were on a particular mission. When he had stopped in to get the details on his support crew, they had assembled a team of 12. According to the lieutenant, grousing to Sgt. Dreyer, the team was assembled from the dregs of available staff.

“This is a very important mission, how dare they give me incompetent people!” complained the irate officer. “I am going to register a complaint with our commander and make sure that LogiconX never does business with ImpMEC again!”

Ted made responsive sounds, more to keep the lieutenant talking and focused than because he agreed or even understood the issues. Support logistics staff were ongoing challenges for the regular ImpMEC personnel. Only when there were concentrated operations, like establishing beachheads on new planets, were some of the specialized logistics teams assigned. And they were never assigned to support a mere platoon.

Finally, the platoon was headed toward the last known location of the scientific team. The shuttles came in high, watching carefully for the so-called mercenaries. There was no sign of foreign soldiers on the ground, but the destroyed research base was easily visible.

There had been six permanent buildings erected for the researchers. One of the two barracks-like buildings looked substantially intact, although the other appeared to have been set on fire. Only the charred skeleton of that building still existed, most of it lying in ruins. The other buildings had been dedicated to joint activities. There were signs of weapons fire on the exteriors of all of them, but none of them had been burned.

One shuttle maintained altitude, extending its sensors in an overwatch while the other landed. The Marines followed normal patterns in extending an arc of personnel, weapons ready, around the landing point. Two teams of three rapidly scouted the research base. That effort took very little time. Reporting back in, then informed the lieutenant that there was no sign of life, although the bodies of three scientists had been found. There was no indication of the other force.

Whatever his failings at interaction with civilians, the lieutenant was a competent officer when it came to establishing position and applying his troops. In a surprisingly short amount of time, the Marines had established control over the base, taken a general inventory and deployed surveillance and defensive positions.

The lieutenant was assigning scouting patterns and duties to his Red Squad when the sound of another air shuttle broke the quiet. Charging out of the tent, Lt. Marcos started cursing, “Those stupid, incompetent, useless contractors didn’t even bother to follow protocol! If you weren’t a waste of ammunition, I would shoot them out of the sky!”

A worn and elderly air shuttle was landing just outside the encampment. It was clearly marked with the logo and name of the civilian contractor that supplied logistics staff to ImpMEC. The door opened, and large bags and boxes started to erupt, sailing through the air and crashing to the ground. The Marines stared in astonishment at the chaos.

After the pile of crates had grown taller than a man could reach, the flurry of unloading stopped. A group of 12 people filed out of the shuttle, led by a rotund and red-faced man. He zeroed in on Lt. Marcos and made his way directly to the speechless officer. Glancing around dismissively, he demanded, “Where are our quarters? We need to get settled there, and that should give your muscle enough time to move the crates into our working area.” The man turned away and started to rejoin his group, when he paused briefly to say over his shoulder, “Oh, I’m Lavalley, the head of this group.”

Lt. Marcos was beyond speech. His mouth opened and closed multiple times, but no sound came out. Finally, he turned and marched back into the building that they had taken over as their platoon headquarters. Trailed by Sgt. Dreyer, the stunned man headed directly toward their communication set up.

“Get me the blasted contractor group!” was all that he said to the communications staffer.

“LogiconX is on, Sir.”

“This is Adrian Matthews, LogiconX Central. How may help you Lt. Marcos?” said a disembodied, male tenor voice.

“You can get me a competent group of logistics support! The idiots that you sent dumped stuff on the ground and demanded that MARINES act as their mules! They didn’t even radio in and could’ve been shot out of the sky. ImpMEC expects better, and I damn well want it, now!” half-shouted the infuriated officer.

“I am truly sorry, Lt. Marcos, but that was the only team that we had available.”

“You find me a better team, or I will be bouncing this up to my command!”

The voice responded soothingly, “We will see what we can do.” The abrupt sound of a closed communication channel echoed within the room.

The lieutenant stared in shock at his communications staffer. “Did he just hang up on me?” A silent nod was his only response.

Muttering angrily to himself, Marcos left the room to get his soldiers ready for patrol. He would not forget what just happened.

Search and No Rescue

Blue Squad had been left to secure the base while Red Squad scouted for signs of the missing scientists and any indication of the mercenaries. Lt. Marcos had led the squad himself. He had no desire to be in camp with Lavalley and the so-called support group. Abandoning Sgt. Dreyer to deal with them was a relief. He was confident that the sergeant would be able to cope with the demanding civilian. Personally, he never wanted to see or speak with the support manager again.

It had been six hours of frustrating search. No definitive sign of either group could be found. Some of the scouts had reported trails of hooved creatures, but those trails had disappeared into the rocks of the hilly area. It was as if the mercenaries had teleported away.

As the scouts came back into camp, a change in atmosphere seeped into their weary heads. The pile of boxes and crates had disappeared. Where the obviously abandoned structures had looked lifeless and unwelcoming, a subtle change had morphed the environment into an ordered and vibrant site.

Lt. Marcos stopped in shock, looking around in bewilderment. Sgt. Dreyer approached the officer, stopping to salute briefly. “Welcome back, Sir! Cook has meals ready, and all base facilities are established and functional.”

“What the hell happened, sergeant?”

“About an hour after you left, Sir, a different shuttle delivered a replacement logistics crew and removed the previous one. This team is much smaller but appears to be extremely capable. However, it may provide its own challenges.”

“I don’t care how small it is or what the other problems are if they know their job and don’t get in the way of ours.”

“Yes, Sir. The logistics lead is waiting to be introduced. You’ll find this group to be very different, Sir.”

The sergeant led the way to the smallest of the buildings. It had previously been used by the researchers for the small medical office, logistics, and supply. When the weary officer had last seen the building, it was a scene of massive disarray. Broken furniture, ripped furnishings, smashed equipment. There had been nothing in the area that was usable.

It looked like a different building. Not only had all of the debris been cleaned up, but the entire structure was spotlessly clean. There were desks with orderly in and out baskets, work chairs and guest seating, working monitors, printers and other devices. He could see through several open doors into what looked like a state-of-the-art medical clinic and a pristine supply room. The entire building screamed competent organization.

With a smile on his face, the lieutenant turned toward the person waiting to greet him. Opening his mouth to deliver a compliment, instead, he stuttered in shock, “You are a woman!”

“That was correct the last time I checked,” the grey-haired woman answered with a straight face. Taking pity on the stupefied officer, the woman continued, “We replaced the previous logistics and support group. I hope you will be pleased with our level of services. If I might, I would like to introduce you to the rest of our team. Is that acceptable?”

When the lieutenant nodded speechlessly, the woman continued, “I am Corda Devlin, and I head this logistics team. There are four others in our group. They are, starting on my right, Irene Franks, medic, and cook.” Corda indicated a comfortably rounded woman with long braided hair and a pristine apron wrapped around her waist.

“The third member of our crew is George Havelock. He is our purser and quartermaster.” The slightly built man to the left of the cook nodded his head in greeting, shifting slightly as he leaned on his cane.

“Our maintenance and repair member is Dorothy Coleman.”

“Howdy!” a deep, gravelly voice issued from the throat of the largest woman that the lieutenant had ever seen. 

She must be almost 7 feet tall! he thought in shock. Numbed, he stammered out a greeting in return.

Corda continued, “Our last team member is responsible for general building set up, security and logistics.” She put her hand on the arm of the small woman standing next to her, finishing with, “I would like to introduce you to Alana Myers.”

The woman looked like a stiff wind would blow her over. She was tiny, her head not even reaching the lieutenant’s shoulder. Meeting her blue-eyed gaze, the man automatically straightened. Her piercing look seemed to go right through him, calmly evaluating him.

Feeling on the defensive somehow, Lt. Marcos finally found his voice to abruptly say, “How can you expect to support our group with only a small group of women and a crippled man?” Behind him, a look of absolute horror crossed Sgt. Dreyer’s face. He opened his mouth to try to intervene, but a small headshake from Corda stopped what he was about to say.

A steely and implacable tone entered Corda’s voice as she responded, “There is nothing in the contractual agreement with LogiconX that states required genders. Our functional support will cause no basis for complaint. If your soldiers have problems with females in camp, I would expect you and your noncoms to enforce discipline. Agreed?” 

The flustered lieutenant, aware that he had made a significant error, further compounded it by responding, “Just don’t expect my soldiers to be lifting and carrying for you!”

“Hah! They haven’t needed to, and we would not trust anyone else with our gear, anyway,” was Dorothy’s contribution to the discussion.

Before any further insults could be offered to the group, Sgt. Dreyer leaned over Lt. Marcos’ shoulder and reminded him that the mess was open. A further suggestion that they probably should go eat allowed him to extract his senior officer before any more problems could be created.

Looking over his shoulder, Ted saw their support group huddled in conversation, a variety of expressions displayed on their faces. He was not sure if he was relieved, comforted, or worried that most of the expressions tended toward amusement.

Escalation

The camp ran flawlessly. Meals were flavorful, abundant and on time. Requests for supplies were fulfilled within minutes or hours. Lt. Marcos had no basis for complaint, but his embarrassment at his initial reaction to the support group continued to cause a strain in his interaction with Corda and her team. Rather than be forced into admitting his error, he effectively shunned his infrastructure group. All of his requests, orders, and demands were funneled through one of his noncoms.

Their commanding officer’s treatment of the logistics group set the tone for the rest of the platoon. Except for Sgt. Dreyer and several soldiers, the general interaction of the platoon and the support group was restricted to functional requests and strained platitudes.

The separation had escalated to the point that the support group no longer shared meals with the platoon. In fact, the soldiers never saw the women or the quartermaster in the mess, other than when the cook was supervising the serving of the meals. The rest of the support group tended to come and get their meals on trays and leave.

The troops were generally confused about the whole thing. While the lieutenant avoided them with embarrassment that could be interpreted as anger, the support team was pleasant and respectful to everyone, no matter what their rank. It became a general topic of discussion in the fractured base.

Comments about the inappropriateness of females and the disabled in an ImpMEC base peppered mealtime conversations. Sgt. Dreyer tried to stifle some of the comments but found it difficult since the other platoon sergeant and corporals appeared to share the consensus. 

He kept an eye on the cook when the grousing and commentary became too thick. Interestingly enough, no expression of anger or insulted hurt ever crossed her face. She remained pleasant and efficient, ensuring that the platoon had far better food than they had ever eaten before.

The situation escalated when one of the squads encountered a group of the mercenaries. The sounds of weapon fire brought the entire encampment to alert. Snapping orders at his men, Lt. Marcos dispatched a message to his commander while ordering the base to further lockdown. 

He was about to instruct the logistics group on appropriate behavior when he noticed that the support buildings were closed, window shuttered, and the motor pool emptied. It was somewhat of a surreal situation when everything that he would have ordered was already done. He spared a brief thought on how civilians would know what to do in the situation before turning his attention back to the remainder of his command.

The tension in the camp raised as sporadic battle sounds were heard for another 10 minutes. When the tightened expectation had reached a climax, a terse comm from the scouting squad came in. “Took fire at 0324-4871, four WIA. 12 enemy confirmed, no known enemy casualties. Current disposition is not in contact, RTB.”

It took another 30 minutes for the squad to return to base. Their sudden appearance out of the woods kicked off a flurry of activity as the wounded were moved to the medical area and Lt. Marcos demanded a briefing.

Cpl. Martinez gave his report while sitting down. The man looked exhausted with dark circles under his eyes, the bloodied bandage across his head emphasizing how much the situation had changed.

“We were surprised on the edge of a ravine by the charge of 10 or 11 of the Centrax horse-looking creatures. They are armed with long-range weapons that managed to damage some of our armor. Anderson and Nandu were our scouts at that time, and they took injuries immediately. We went to ground and return fire.”

Lt. Marcos grimaced and asked, “What else can you tell me about their fighting methods?”

“Not much, Sir. They engaged briefly almost as if they were testing us and then retreated into the woods. We advanced cautiously, but it was as if they disappeared.”

The lieutenant pulled out his area map, rolling it out and weighting it down with rocks and available coffee cups. He and the noncoms bent over the map pointing and discussing options for investigation.

A gentle hand on Cpl. Martinez’s arm drew his attention to the female medic standing next to him. Gesturing wordlessly, she drew him up and helped him get to the medical center for treatment. Gratefully, he leaned on her as his vision blurred and the blood continued to drip down his face.

Teased and Taunted

It had not been a good three days for Lt. Marcos. His attempts to locate the enemy force had been frustrated multiple times by their ability to appear and disappear. They had sent out a squad in full battle armor two more times after the initial enemy engagement. The first time, they found no sign of the enemy on their outward spiral but were ambushed two-thirds the way back to base from a rocky overhang. 

The Centrax had taken the high ground, firing down onto the squad. Only the available cover enabled Sgt. Dreyer to prevent additional casualties. Three more of the soldiers had acquired minor wounds, but this did not seem to be a significant problem.

The support and logistics group was operating at an extremely high level of efficiency. Although the lieutenant was too focused on his efforts to come to grips with the enemy, Sgt. Dreyer and the other noncoms were aware of just how much of an advantage the platoon had in the base personnel. Injuries that would normally have kept people out for several days seem to heal in a day or less. Requests for supplies and ammunition were met immediately.

Ted Dreyer knew something strange was going on. The supply room door was usually open, and he had glanced into it seeing the stack of ammunition rising about 4 feet from the floor. After several of the encounters, he had been checking on one of the more badly injured soldiers and had glanced automatically into the supply room. He continued onto the medical room, stopping just short of the door in shock. 

The ammunition pile had quadrupled. Instead of two stacks 4-foot tall, there were at least eight, and he thought perhaps the overall stack was taller.

He knew that there had been no resupply shuttles during the time they had been on base. So how had they gotten more ammunition? Before the sergeant could ask about this strange behavior a priority summons from Lt. Marcos broadcast over his communications device. Any weirdness in supply was scrubbed from his memory as he took off for their command area at a run.

The lieutenant was pacing when Sgt. Dreyer and the other noncoms charged into the command area. Grinning broadly, the excited officer half shouted, “Finally, I think we have the bastards! We have an image of what looks like their camp, half camouflaged by the woods about 40 miles north of here.”

Crowding around the area map, he began to issue orders. The excitement of finally being able to confront the elusive enemy seemed to have overtaken him. His rapid speech, flushed face, and shining eyes told the others that there would be no holding him back. Only when it was apparent that the lieutenant was pulling both squads out of the base, did anyone interject a cautionary word.

Typically, it was Sgt. Dreyer that asked, “I am sorry, Sir, but what forces are we going to leave to protect the base?”

Lt. Marcos’ response was hurried and dismissive, “It is highly unlikely that there will be anything going on here. There’s been no sign of an enemy attack at this location for the entire time we have been on the planet.”

Seeing the unspoken disagreement on the sergeant’s face, the young officer continued, “Since we are taking the fight to the enemy camp, they will concentrate on defending it. There will be no ability to attack the base in the meantime. Even if one or two enemy soldiers manage to break our containment to travel the 15 miles back here, the two walking wounded Marines that we are leaving should be enough to protect our useless gaggle of support people.”

“But, Sir…”

“That is all, Sgt. Dreyer! You have your orders, now execute them. We leave in 15.”

Taking the Battle to the Enemy

With usual Marine efficiency, the ImpMEC force was organized and started on their journey to the enemy camp within the ordered 15 minutes. As busy as all of the noncoms were, Sgt. Dreyer had made it a point of holding a hurried meeting with Corda and the wounded Marines that would be staying at the base. 

As he expected, both of the soldiers were aghast at the battle orders. When the sergeant repeated that he was relaying orders, both Marines stared at him intently and shut up. Although he had expected some protest from Corda, she had only nodded her head and told him, “We will manage.”

Her look of serenity did not reassure the unhappy man, but there was nothing he could do about it. He did attempt to make some suggestions on locking down the buildings, etc., but Corda informed him that she would work with their two Marines and her staff to implement the safest strategies. Duty called, and Sgt. Dreyer returned to his men.

The platoon advance toward the enemy camp could’ve been taken from a textbook strategy manual. The lieutenant deployed his scouts and battle order as if he were on film. Everything was technically correct. Sgt. Dreyer had to admit to himself that the man was showing good judgment when it came to his troops but the sharp worry and regret about those left on base and ill-protected tainted everything. Ted kept his focus on his men and his orders, but the concern that he felt for Corda and her crew was a persistent shadow of danger on his mind.

The platoon had advanced to a point approximately 4 miles from the enemy camp. Up to this point, there had been no sign of enemy soldiers or activity. Given the demonstrated power of the Centrax’s weapons, all Marines were in full battle armor, helmets locked, faceplates down. A wise precaution in unknown territory and one that proved fortunate when the main body of the platoon was caught in an ambush.

It was a messy encounter. The platoon was caught between two groups of the enemy, one entrenched under cover on the slightly higher ground, the other charging from the rear. Training and discipline took over. Back to back, alternating fire, picking their targets, the Marines finally were able to confront and kill their enemies.

The communications channels were crowded with incoherent shouts, terse reports, and commands. It was a messy battle, filled with the whining reports of weapons fired, the flash of some sort of Centrax beam weapon, and the confusion of hand-to-hand combat.

There was no time to think or consider. There was only the instinctive reaction of a well-trained fighting man when confronted with danger. The 20 men of the platoon held fast. Although the beam weapons scored damage on the Marine battle armor, none of the effects were critical.

The hand-to-hand combat results were somewhat different. Although the Marines were dressed in full battle armor, the Centrax’s equipment and exoskeleton bracing appeared to be an even match for the ImpMEC armament. 

Never before had ImpMEC run into a race of beings that could field something to match their combat enhancements. In 1 to 1 close combat, the Marines took casualties. A chortling cry of victory from a Centrax throat was heard three times during the battle, signaling three Marine deaths. However, if the Marines would have shouted their triumph, their celebration chorus would have rung out many times more.

As with all battles, what seemed like a long time in combat was over in just a few minutes. The entire battle had taken less than a quarter of an hour when the few remaining Centrax disappeared into the woods. They left 26 bodies on the ground, each sprawled in boneless huddles. As the survivors retreated, they fired their beam weapon into the chest of each of their fallen comrades. An emblem on the chest piece of the fallen warrior’s exoskeleton flashed and then exploded with a sullen thud.

Several of the Marines started to pursue the retreating enemy but were called back by sharp orders from Lt. Marcos. The heat of battle would have drawn them into the woods, but advancing in disarray through concealment into unknown territory was a way that the lieutenant knew could turn his victory into defeat.

It was time to consolidate their resources, time to evaluate their capabilities and plan the next steps. Several of the Marines were tasked with searching the bodies of the dead enemy. Carefully stripping items from each of the corpses, the Marines followed standard ImpMEC procedure by capturing video to their battle cam. Careful pairs of soldiers scouted outward in all directions from the fight location, ensuring the safety of their position and gathering information on the enemy.

It was as if the enemy soldiers have never been there. The scouts could follow the trail of the retreating survivors for approximately a quarter mile. Once again, the trail completely disappeared in the middle of a rocky field. There was no sign of air support, no indication of any transportation method. The tracks and signs simply ceased to continue. The mystery of the enemy absence was getting deeper.

Building a cairn over the stripped bodies of the fallen enemy was a matter of moments to the Marines in powered armor. Sgt. Dreyer had organized the consolidation and packing of as much of the equipment as they could carry reasonably. He had been quietly and tactfully pushing the lieutenant to return to base before further action.

Although he knew that it was irritating his commanding officer, Ted could not shake the idea that they were missing something. That shadow of concern that had been in the back of his mind and present this whole time was getting worse instead of better. It was like an itch that he couldn’t scratch, a very low murmur warning him of exposure and risk, an intuitive part that said that their danger was not over.

The platoon was finally ready to return to base. They had their dead, seven walking wounded, and many scavenged weapons and possessions for ImpMEC Intel to examine. Lt. Marcos was constantly smiling. He kept exclaiming over how well they had done and the value of what they had found and captured. He was effusive in his praise for the soldiers and genial to his noncoms. 

The platoon had started back toward base camp. The distance was such that they would be reaching the camp in the early evening. The lieutenant seemed to be oblivious to any possible danger now, instead basking in the glow of his victory.

They had been underway for about a half hour, moving in good order and with scouts and point and sweep deployed. The quiet and efficient progress was abruptly interrupted when every communicator sounded an alert tone. It was one that none of them expected to hear on this planet, the strident triple tones of Battle Command alerts. The column instantly stopped. Lt. Marcos slapped his answer button and reported in, saying, “Lt. Marcos commanding Bravo Company, 3rd Platoon reporting.”

A deep voice echoed in each Marines implant, announcing, “This is Capt. Bennett commanding the MDS Constance, en route to Einsville spaceport. Advise current status and deployment.”

“Took fire at 0524-4703, six WIA. 32 enemy confirmed, 26 confirmed enemy casualties. Current disposition is not in contact, RTB.”

“Well done 3rd Platoon. What is the deployment of your other squad?”

Lt. Marcos visibly braced himself before answering, “Strategic Intel required both squads brought into battle, Sir. We are returning to the base which is being held by wounded soldiers.”

There was a silent pause as the ship’s captain considered what he been told. After an extended silence, the Marines heard, “Just how many defenders were left on your base, Lieutenant?”

“Two, Sir. However, the supply and logistics group is also on base and should be able to provide some basic defensive capability. In my opinion, Sir, the opportunity to engage the enemy and capture valuable intelligence and possibly captives, was worth the risk.”

“I see, Lt. Marcos. If you have been successful in acquiring such information you are to be commended. Maintain your current position and wait for a shuttle from the ship. We will transport the items captured and any bodies directly to the ship.”

“Yes, Sir. The platoon will maintain current position and establish camp. Lt. Marcos out.” 

The excited officer burst out with a flurry of commands. He apparently thought that this was a large career move for him, with a successful engagement with a previously unknown enemy and the captured enemy armor and weapons a sizable contribution to ImpMEC’s research. He even ordered several of the Marines to go back to the battle site and retrieve several of the bodies of the enemy dead so that they would be ready for pickup when the shuttle arrived.

Sgt. Dreyer knew that he was pushing it, but the concern in the back of his head just wouldn’t let him rest. He tried to get the lieutenant’s attention turned to at least a minor reinforcement of the base, but in the flurry of self-congratulations and the haze of ambition, the officer was unresponsive. Pushing one more time for strengthening the base force, Sgt. Dreyer finally got a response although it was one that he hadn’t expected.

“Obviously, the importance of what we have for ImpMEC is less important to you than a baseless concern for the un-threatened personnel that we left behind. So, Platoon Sergeant Dreyer, obviously you do not want to wait around for the shuttle nor do you want to be part of what I am sure will be an announcement of a job well done. 

“Therefore, I am ordering you to take four Marines and head back to ‘reinforce’ the base. I’m sure that your command capabilities are at least up to that. Worrying about something like this when all danger is past is not the sign of a good Marine, and your performance report will reflect that. I expect you gone in the next 15 minutes.” The lieutenant pointedly turned his back to his reprimanded noncom and continued delivering orders to the remaining corporals and sergeant.

Left to follow the imperative of his intuition, Sgt. Ted Dreyer went looking for the four people that he would take with them. He was surprised when he instantly had volunteers. Two of the volunteers were some of the wounded Marines. 

One of them, an immense block of a man with a craggy face and cold eyes, informed the sergeant that he and his team member wanted to go back because their base medic was the best that they had ever encountered. 

His wounded companion, Jonas, smiled and said, “Alaric, you know that’s only half the story. The cook feeds you cookies when no one is looking, the medic got your sore shoulder to feel good again after three years of hurting, and leaving two wounded team members and a bunch of civilians undefended isn’t the way that you and I know the Marines to act.”

Alaric shrugged his shoulders uncomfortably and refused to meet Ted’s eyes. Smiling slightly, the noncom agreed to both Alaric and Jonas’ inclusion and selected two more for his small group. They were quickly ready and set out, taking only minimal supplies from the camp but loading up the maximum ammunition.

It was time to reinforce their base and relieve their support personnel.

Returning to Base

The small group under Sgt. Dreyer’s command made good time. They had traveled quickly for the first 4 miles when Sgt. Dreyer’s implant rang with the double short tone of a targeted communication, causing his eyebrows to rise in surprise. He hadn’t expected to hear from Lt. Marcus, figuring he was not in the man’s good graces and that ignoring the small force would suit the Lieutenant better than acknowledging that he might be at fault.

Expecting to hear the irritated tones of his commanding officer, Ted Dreyer was startled to hear an unknown voice, one that reflected many years of issuing orders. “This is Rear Adm. Forster, commanding Red Battle Group. Your progress toward the base camp has been detected. Please explain your orders and objectives.”

“This is Platoon Sergeant Dreyer commanding a small group including two WIA, RTB to reinforce existing force.”

There was a considering pause from the other side of the channel. When the voice came back, it sounded far less stern and somewhat amused, “Got on the wrong side of the good Lt. Marcos, did you? Why did he assign you this duty?”

Ted took a deep breath and decided to throw caution to the wind, “I expressed my concern over the vulnerability of the base too many times, Sir. The lieutenant decided that I would be the right person to address that vulnerability.”

The admiral replied, “Sometimes that is the price for opening your mouth, Marine.”

“Yes, Sir. I’m aware of that, but I believe it is the right thing to do, Sir.”

Laughter sounded over the sergeant’s implant briefly before the admiral asked him another strange question. “How many men do you have with you and were they assigned or did they volunteer?”

“Four, Sir and they volunteered. I picked these, but more than half the platoon volunteered, Sir.” The tense NCO could hear murmured discussion on the other end, but nothing was discernible to his straining ears. 

The senior officer once again addressed him, saying, “Interesting. Maintain your position for reinforcement by additional Marine units. They will join you within the next 10 minutes. Until countermanded, you will be reporting directly to me on this channel. Do you understand your orders, Sergeant?”

“Yes, Sir! Thank you, Sir.”

Alaric voiced the question that was evident on the faces of the team when he asked, “What the hell just happened, Sarge?”

“Damned if I know, Marine. I guess we just wait.”

It was only seven minutes later when the sharp whine of an approaching shuttle split the quiet. The craft did an aggressive landing, slamming toward the ground at high speed before firing its landing rockets. It landed without a bounce, the mark of an extremely experienced pilot. 

Without being ordered, the Marines on the ground had deployed, taking cover and with weapons at the ready. Just because a voice had said that they were friendly, didn’t mean that was true. Paranoia was a survival trait for Marine. Especially those that were older. 

The shuttle door crashed open, and the sight of the first figure through the opening settled any question in the sergeant’s mind. It was a soldier wearing the distinctive black and silver battle armor of the ImpMEC’s Elite Group. The practiced deployment to the left followed by the second soldier’s exit and positioning to the right told Dreyer’s group that they were in the presence of the best fighting men that ImpMEC had.

Dreyer stood up and stepped into the clear, tapping his implant to announce himself. He was beyond astounded when a full platoon of the EG emerged from the shuttle. Approaching him at a fast walk was a warrior with a Major’s command patch. Ted was familiar with the idiosyncrasies of the EG, knowing that as a special force even small groups were commanded by senior officers. The major introduced himself, “Major Raymond Burns, commanding EG Alpha Company, 1st Platoon.”

The astounded sergeant responded by introducing himself and his men. He was conscious of the fact that they were being examined carefully by the EG force. Burns and his men seem to have them on provisional acceptance, but there was another aspect that was in play and Dreyer and his men didn’t understand what it was.

The evaluation continued as the group resumed its journey back to base. Dreyer and his men were allowed to take the lead as they approached the camp. The EG force was their backup, creating a surreal environment for the regular Marines. With only four Marines of his own to deploy, Sgt. Dreyer was using a staggered and extended line. It was not a typical Marine maneuver. However, with only four men it was a reasonable approach.

Coming around the rise of a small hill, Dreyer saw the point man dropped to the ground and rolled to the side for cover. Instantaneously, the rest of his men did the same and Sgt. Dreyer moved cautiously toward the front. He could hear the EG force deploying behind them and the soft sound of someone advancing to come up even with him. It was the major, performing the same action that Dreyer was.

Coming up to his point personnel, Dreyer slowly and carefully looked over the rise of the hill. It had a strategic view down on the final approach to the camp. When they had left, it had been a fairly narrow deserted pathway, wide enough for a land vehicle, but too narrow to allow two of them to pass each other. The scene that met his eyes was entirely different, so different that it took him few seconds to process what he was actually seeing.

The road was buried under random piles of Centrax bodies. They lay in clusters and grotesque positions that often accompany violent death in a battle. There were obvious wounds from projectiles and a significant amount of burn damage. 

The stunned gaze of the noncom kept flickering across the large number of bodies, his mind too fragmented and incapable of counting the number of corpses. The only thing that kept pounding in his brain was that there were many times the number of enemy soldiers here that had been in the small force that had lured them from camp.

Looking over at the major, Sgt. Dreyer asked, “Sir, I am not sure what to do. I was uncomfortable with leaving our base unsupported, but I don’t have the battle experience to order what we do next. Would you please take over?”

“Sgt. Ted Dreyer, my orders are to support you but that you are in command. I can offer suggestions, but the decisions are yours.” With that statement, the major stood up and beckoned to several of his men to join them on the rise. When they had come up and looked over the hill, Ted could hear the sound of low whistles over his implant. Apparently, he was not the only one that had not expected this result.

A short discussion to solidify approaches ensued with suggestions and opinions being offered by the EG force. They had come to a general agreement when Alaric let out a tremendous shout and tackled Sgt. Dreyer and Maj. Burns to the ground. Before either of the officers could react, the crackle of sniper fire was heard twice.

Crouching in a defensive position, the major and noncom stared at the newly dead bodies of two Centrax. The corpses were sprawled less than 2 yards away from where the men had been discussing strategy. The enemy soldiers had hidden in the pile of bodies, waiting for the opportune moment to spring an ambush. Dreyer immediately told the major about the strange behavior of the other enemy soldiers and the destruction of the emblem on the chest of their powered armor.

“That is very important, sergeant. I think you better inform the admiral.”

Dreyer gaped in astonishment briefly before realizing he had been told to communicate directly with the admiral. Clicking his implant in the correct sequence, he was immediately connected to the admiral. Ted provided a succinct summary of the situation and the effective capture of the undamaged armor.

The admiral included the Marine commander on the circuit and they briefly questioned both Sgt. Dreyer and Maj. Burns. It was evident that the two senior officers were very unhappy. When asked as to the relief forces plans, the astonished sergeant was at first frozen, unable to respond. As the silence stretched out for a couple of seconds, and he realized that there was no one going to rescue him and that he had senior officers waiting on his decision.

Taking a deep breath and forcing his voice into a calm cadence, the sergeant informed the command group that they were going to continue to the base and attempt to relieve it. It surprised him to no end when his actions and plans were approved. Feeling like he had stepped into a fairytale, Dreyer saw no other reasonable pathway but to continue in the best way he could.

Once the communication from the admiral had ended, Sgt. Dreyer immediately commed Lt. Marcos. He had half expected the senior Marine officer to stop him but there was no protest to his actions. Marcos answered abruptly and before the noncom could finish his report interrupted him to say that he did not have time for unimportant issues and that surely a senior platoon sergeant was capable of handling minor problems. Again, the sergeant attempted to provide his lieutenant with an update only to have the circuit abruptly terminated.

Dreyer looked over at Burns, who shrugged and said, “At least you tried. And even more importantly, I heard you try.”

The group continued to approach the camp, moving cautiously and carefully. Bodies were everywhere. Once the initial shock passed, the Marines could start to tally the number of dead Centrax. There were thousands of them. The stacks of bodies and the scope of damage increased as they got closer to the base camp. When they reached the actual camp enclosure, the evidence of violence was overwhelming. The blended force of Marines, wounded, volunteers, and elite stood and stared around in mingled shock and amazement.

Movement from the buildings caused instantaneous weapons positioning. At the sight of the logistics group and the walking wounded coming toward them the readied weapons were relaxed, and vigilant focus was redirected outwards toward the surrounding areas. Without conscious control or direction, Sgt. Dreyer and his relief party of four hurried over to the base defenders. Ted was astounded to see that they looked unharmed. His attention was drawn to Corda. Grabbing her by her upper arms, he gave her a little shake and said, “Are you all right?”

She smiled at him and nodded before he realized what he had done. Blushing furiously, he released her arms and stepped back. He was not the only one who was expressing concern for a teammate. 

Alaric had Irene, the cook and medic, wrapped in a bear hug, murmuring incoherently to the top of her head. Jonas was huddled with the Marines that had been left with the camp, talking intensely and looking surprised. He was listening to the men’s commentary, and throwing astonished glances toward the logistics group, before staring at his Marine buddies. 

Sgt. Dreyer made a mental note to ask Jonas what was so surprising but in the happy chaos of reconnecting, following up on strange looks was not a high priority. Instead, he gratefully accepted the lessening of tension and the disappearance of the feeling of doom that had hung over him since they had abandoned the camp to its own defense.

There was a subtle change in the dynamics of the group that had been left to defend the base. Ted couldn’t put his finger on it for a while, but realized to his surprise, that the seven people that had been left to defend the base had become a team. They acted toward each other the way that a well-integrated squad did, supporting each other and with a constant awareness of where the other people were.

It was amazing that it had developed over the span of fewer than two days. It normally took Marines weeks or longer to develop the same sense of camaraderie and joint purpose. What happened while we were away? he asked himself. There was no answer.

One of the EG Marines approached the major, saluted and said, “Sir, the initial count of enemy dead is 3,143. No appreciable damage or injury to base structures. Basis secured, overlapping watch set up.”

Major Burns responded, “Thank you, Janos. Is there anything else?”

“Respectively, sir, I would like to ask the armorer to look at several of our suits, sir. This is the first opportunity we have had to resolve the issues that we reported previously.”

“Approved, subject to agreement by the Master Armorer. Remember that she is now a civilian.”

“Yes, Sir! Thank you, Sir!” Speaking into his communications implant, the Marine made a beeline toward the large woman who was the logistics team’s motor pool support person, Dorothy Coleman. With a remote sense of bemusement, Sgt. Dreyer watched as a rushing swarm of the EG commandos entered the room and converged on the large woman.

Talking excitedly, the commandos surrounded the woman, showing her readouts of their armor, pointing to diagnostics on display and asking for her advice. Respect for her threaded through all of their interactions. It was obvious that they both knew her and held her in high regard. Major Burns took pity on Sgt. Dreyer to explain, “Technical Expert Specialist Coleman was the highest ranked battle armor and tank specialist in the entire EG force until her retirement last year. This is the first availability that we have had to consult with her since that time.”

The sergeant nodded in agreement although he must have still looked bemused. Major Burns took pity on the confused noncom and said, “Perhaps you have not been formally introduced to your outstanding logistics and support group. Let me have the honor.” Performing a short bow in the direction of the slight man with the leg brace and cane, the senior officer continued, “Lieutenant Commander (ret.) George Havelock, most recently in charge of EG Force JAG, head forensic accountant for the force for over twenty years.” 

Turning next to the small woman standing on Corda’s right hand, Major Burns said, “Next is the instructor whose classes all of us wanted to be in, but very few have the skills or dedication to be awarded that honor. This is Sniper Expert Instructor Alana Myers. She left the service after her beginning class and team survived the engagement on Rabican.” 

Sgt. Dreyer winced in sympathy thinking of all he had heard about the devastation that had occurred on Rabican. It had become part of the history of ImpMEC, where a vastly outnumbered force of Marines, including the beginning sniper class and a hospital of convalescing warriors, had held against an invading force of mercenaries, bent on a coup d’état. 

When the smoke of battle had cleared, there were only 35 survivors among the defenders. But the bodies of over 16,000 mercenaries littered the ground. It was a legend that would continue to grow in the years to come, but the survivors had all left the service within two years.

Ted thought back to how he felt when hearing about the battle and the few scarred and weary survivors. Even though it was now incorporated into the mystique and history of the Elite, his empathy for the desperation and pain of the survivors raised teary heat behind his eyes. 

He remembered the sympathy that he felt toward the leader of the group, one of two BattleMages that served the Imperium, the powerful mage… 

His thoughts stumbled to a crashing halt as he spun and stared at Corda Devlin. Gaping at her in confused amazement, he realized that he had not connected the comfortable -looking, older women with the fearsome BattleMage of legend. He felt like an idiot.

Housekeeping

The level of activity at the camp ratcheted up to an almost frantic level. Lt. Marcos received orders to return to base, after retrieving the Centrax corpses for examination. He was advised that command had been shifted to Major Burns and that the special duty squad under Sgt. Dreyer had been seconded to that command.

The lieutenant’s confusion was evident even over the communications channel. His offer to return to the camp in advance of the rest of his men was shut down quickly by Capt. Bennet. Ordered to supervise his men and bring them back in good order, along with the enemy casualties and equipment, the junior officer had no choice but to comply.

Sgt. Dreyer and his men were kept busy. Providing the liaison functions for the hastily summoned local personnel, they directed equipment and people in the massive effort of battle cleanup. Einsville’s Council sent a force of 20 to assist in the aftermath. Irene coordinated the medical staff that arrived from the ship, commandeering one of the buildings as a combination autopsy and research center.

If he had not been pulled in so many directions by the demands of the situation, Ted Dreyer would have been amused by the actions of the EG Force Marines. Watching them reminded him of the behavior of a puppy following its owner, and expecting a treat. Dorothy Coleman was a constant center of the fearsome Marines, all of them importuning her to adjust or repair their battle armor. Her ability to effortlessly lift and manipulate the half ton armor by herself was both frightening and amazing.

Each and every one of the Marines had paid their respects to Alana Myers. She greeted each of them with a small smile and a short personal comment, showing that she both remembered them and was fond of them. She could not manage even to open doors without Marines jostling each other in an attempt to demonstrate their respect. When she agreed to a small shooting session, a series of intense arguments was kicked off by soldiers trying to be off duty during the session. Eventually, Major Burns had requested that she hold three sessions so that he could manage his duty schedule.

Ted also knew that when the Marines still on the orbiting ship heard that Alana was holding sniper sessions that transfer requests to the ground force assignment were received from every single one of the EG troops on the ship. 

None of the 3rd Platoon Marines had thought that they were eligible to attend the sessions. However, Alana made a point of including the two soldiers that helped defend the base in each of her sessions. She had furthermore invited Alaric and Jonas to the first class and introduced them to each of the EG Marines. As Major Burns later mentioned to the sergeant, “A recommendation from the top sniper instructor in the entire Imperium is a big career booster.”

There was now a full company of EG Marines on the base. Ted was positive that Lt. Marcos would have difficulty recognizing his former command when he returned. All of Dreyer’s men spent time briefing the arriving officers on the situation and the planet. 

After reflection, the noncom presented Major Burns with the Intel he had been provided when he and the lieutenant had spoken to the Einsville Council. His terse explanation had the senior officer nodding in understanding. 

Thanking the noncom, Burns carefully noted the source of the briefing material and promised to follow up with those council members. Feeling that he had finally been able to do his duty, Sgt. Ted Dreyer was content.

The base had been warned that there were several shuttles en route from the orbiting battleship. Additional forces and a bevy of very senior officers were included in the passenger manifest. Sgt. Dreyer could see the remaining platoon troops approaching the base. They were heavily laden and straining to move quickly. A small group of three had separated from the platoon and was headed directly for what had been the command building. Leading the way was Lt. Marcos, uniform spotless and body posture confident.

He arrived moments before the first shuttle touchdown. Spying Dreyer, the young officer demanded, “What the hell is going on and why did you not inform me of the need for my attendance sooner?”

Before the noncom could respond, Maj. Burns intervened, “As I am sure that you remember, lieutenant, Sgt. Dreyer and his men have been seconded to my command. It would have been inappropriate for him to continue to report to you. Both your expectation and your demand are unacceptable.” He continued, “I also find it interesting that you apparently have forgotten how to salute a senior officer.”

The flustered young man immediately snapped to rigid attention and saluted. Forcing the junior officer to hold the salute until he responded, the major stared briefly into his face before responding with his own salute. Having made his point, Major Burns turned to Sgt. Dreyer and said, “The Admiral has specifically asked for your presence at his briefing session, Dreyer. Why don’t you accompany me, while we leave the lieutenant to settle his men.”

Walking into the briefing room at the restructured command center, Ted was surprised to see a packed room of senior officers. It appeared to the overwhelmed man that the chamber was stuffed with high-ranking officials from every one of the Imperium military forces. ImpMEC had representatives of the Navy, the Explorer group, and the Marines. While they were impressive enough, there was a black uniformed general from IMPIntel as well as a heavily decorated woman in the garb of the diplomatic corp. 

The next two hours were a blur of questions and answers, requests for his thoughts and demands for map locations and justification for the previous action. He would have possibly folded under the intense scrutiny and questioning, but only moments after he had entered the room an unexpected ally appeared.

He would not have been aware of her presence behind him, but for the respectful silence that greeted her entrance into the chamber. The Admiral was the first to speak, “BattleMage Devlin, you do us much honor in your attendance.” Welcoming comments tumbled out of the mouths of the other men, like pearls offered in worship, accompanied by the looks of profound honor and respect. 

The woman in diplomat’s garb walked over and pulled Corda into a bear hug. Ted could barely hear the words of greeting and personal pleasure that were exchanged but was left with an understanding of both the depth of the two women’s friendship and the long time that the friendship had endured.

Corda - no, Imperial BattleMage Devlin - glanced around the room commandingly. She laid a proprietary hand on Ted’s shoulder, saying, “I knew that the capable Sgt. Dreyer would answer your questions, but I thought I might fill in some of the pieces that he was missing if needed.” 

The looks directed at the sergeant changed, going from an acceptance of his presence as a source of information to acknowledgment of him as an individual and someone considered worthy of sponsorship by one of the top Imperium players. It was a thrilling, yet frightening, experience for the noncom. And totally unexpected.

The session was draining. Ted had been able to answer most of the requests and felt that he had represented the actions accurately. Major Burns had contributed his input as to the situation and actions during the time that his EG troops had been on the planet. 

The noncom was amazed to hear how the base had detected the emergence of the enemy assault force, relying on the monitoring setup by Alana and Dorothy. He cringed as the battlemage recounted the waves of attack, detailing the desperate efforts of the skeleton group of defenders to repulse the hordes of Centrax.

Only the unexpected firepower of a mage capable of throwing mass spells of destruction, coupled with the technology and skill of the sniper and armor specialist, kept the camp from being overrun. Ted now understood the change in dynamics that he saw among the defenders when his small group had finally reached them. In the heat of shared battle, in an almost hopeless situation, they had become a team. He hoped that he and the few men in the special duty squad had made progress toward that integration also.

Almost in passing, Sgt. Dreyer heard that Lt. Marcos had been sent off to a new station. It was a cold world, newly settled. The officer would be in charge of the small base there but would be required to work carefully and closely with the civilian settlement personnel. Different duties, different responsibilities, perhaps different ways of thinking.

As Ted hurried off to brief his men on their new duties in support of the special logistics group, he thought to himself, There is a lot of attitude adjustment going on around here.
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