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The Cadre Files

Talents Together. The Vorcians spread their philosophy and messages through the galaxy as they reached out into the stars. Holding technology and magic, intellect and physical capability as equal, their alliance has created a stable and powerful force.

The Vorcian Imperium has grown from a single star system to more than a hundred worlds. As it has expanded, those of exceptional talent have found their place on the galactic stage.

Meet some of these exceptional individuals, Mage, sharpshooter, cook, or soldier.

Welcome to the Vorcian Imperial Chronicles.

Welcome to the Cadre Files!

Please note that earlier versions of these stories were published in anthologies. The stories in this compendium are extended and supplemented.

[image: ]


Introduction to Mara's Honor

Everyone screws up at some time. Many people try to evade taking responsibility for their errors, but sometimes you just have to own up to the fact that you made a mistake. The consequences can be painful or embarrassing, but the long-lasting effects are controlled by what you do afterward.

How you act and what you do after a major misstep can determine how the rest of your life will be.

For Mara, the horror of a penalty posting is unrelenting, but she refuses to give in or give up. All she has left is her sense of duty and honor.

Will that be enough?
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Mara's Honor

By Taki Drake
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Chapter One – Svedik

The air was a brisk -12°C with a blowing wind. Mara pulled her jacket closure a little tighter around her neck, shivering slightly. The walk from her quarters to the outpost’s main offices was less than 10 minutes on a good day, but with snow and high winds it became a bit more challenging to navigate and considerably a significantly longer trip. Over the last few years, she had gotten used to the weather. The cold of the winter days and the extended cold season did not bother her at all. However, she had never fully adjusted to the intense heat of the irregular summers. In her opinion, 48°C was hot no matter where you were. And on a military base, no matter how small, there were only so many items of clothing you could take off and still be professional.

It was sad, but in many ways, her professionalism and her sense of duty and honor were all that she really had left.

Her posting here was a result of a long tumble of bad judgments and unfortunate coincidence. Once a rising star in the Chorion Space Force, or CSF, she learned the hard way that abilities and skills without wisdom left you vulnerable to defeat and demotion. It was a lesson that she would never forget.

By the time that Mara got to the office door, her hands and feet had started to numb. Her eyelashes are frozen, and tears had leaked down the side of her face and frozen onto her cheeks. She ignored them, just like she ignored most of the discomfort of her situation. In some bizarre way, she felt that it was deserved. A way of paying for mistakes.

The quiet woman began her usual morning routine, straightening the mess left by the evening duty officer and starting the ever-present klava pot. Sitting down at her desk, she placed her palm flat on the authorization plate which scanned her hand and responded with a green light and the cheerful voice of the office AI. “Good morning Lieut. Brown. There are no open reports and no incident reports from last evening and no alerts on the calendar for today. Are there any things that you wish to register?”

“Thank you, but no, Gareth. I have nothing to add at this time. I’m assuming Officer of the Day responsibilities per regulations as of now.”

“Very good Lieut. Brown, it is so logged.”

Intently, Mara focused on making sure that all of her duties were executed well. As the primary officer responsible for oversight of maintenance, including both land and air vehicles, she reviewed the previous day’s activities, checked spare availability, and made sure that all of the vehicles had their mandated inspections and repairs completed. This was normally the easiest part of her day since their outpost had very little activity and vehicle maintenance was driven more by the calendar than by usage. She knew that on many other bases that more maintenance was performed due to high activity, wear on engines and other vehicle components. But in the exile post of Svedik, there was little reason to drive or fly anywhere. The lack of settlers and traffic to the planet made an assignment to this outpost a particularly painful lesson.

The younger officer was so focused on her thoughts and activities that she did not hear the base commander come into the room until he cleared his throat. Jumping to her feet, she saluted crisply and greeted him. “Good morning, Cmdr. Stephenson.”

Waving his hand in general acknowledgment, the highest officer at the base wandered over to the klava machine and filled his cup. He was dressed in his usual mixture of civilian and military garb. His garments reflected none of the attention and care that Mara’s did. His uniform shirt was unironed and had a variety of stains on its front. His pants were non-regulation, chosen for comfort rather than any conformance to military guidelines. He was even wearing slippers today. Nice warm slippers.

Ignoring Mara, who still held her salute in position, he walked through his office door and firmly closed it. Mara knew that she would not see him for most of the day. Only after he closed the door did she bring her arm down.

When she had first gotten to the base, the Commander had thought it amusing to ignore her salute and stay in the room, trying to see how long she could hold her arm up in midair. He soon tired of it, since her stubborn adherence to military protocol did not wane. Now, he just left her alone. It was too much effort even to torment her.

Mara braced herself. She knew that if the commander had come in that the XO would follow shortly. Where the base commander was both unprofessional and inattentive, at least he was benign. The XO was different. Unprofessional, yes. Benign, no.

Venial. Mara had never understood what the word meant until she had met Lieut. Cmdr. Sorensen. Frank Sorensen was the ultimate definition of venial and slimy. Every time that he came within 6 feet of her, Mara was left feeling like she needed a shower. When she had first arrived at the base, he had seen her as a convenient conquest. Her refusal to participate in what to him was a logical relationship infuriated him. When he put additional pressure on her, she was forced to document her discomfort and file it with the Bureau of Personnel. He would never forgive her.

Knowing that he stood only one substantiated violation from removal from the service, his hands are tied in many ways from retaliating against her. However, there are a million ways that he could make her job more difficult and her stay more uncomfortable. Apparently, he was focused on making sure that each one of those torments was inflicted on her. His attitude and actions had turned a depressing and painful posting into something approaching hell for Mara. Only her determination to do what was right kept her from outright despair. She was clinging to her sense of proper behavior, and her battered honor like a drowning person would cling to a lifeline. Focusing on executing her duty and responsibilities to the best of her ability one day at a time was the only path that she could determine in her late-night soul searching. And Mara was resolved to stay on the path she had chosen rather than repeat the error of letting other people choose her path and consequences for her.

This morning, the XO was apparently preoccupied with some other activity. He wandered into Mara’s office, ignoring both her morning greeting and her salute. Leaving her standing in the middle the room with her arm raised, he went over to the klava machine and poured a mug full of the beverage. Rather than returning the pot to the machine, he placed it on the counter with a slight smirk on his face. Still ignoring the motionless woman, he left the room, seeming to accidentally dump the folders waiting by the file cabinet onto the floor. The door closed behind him.

Drawing a relieved breath, Mara released her salute and began to repair the damage that had occurred. The replacement of the klava pot was simple. Mara was on her knees on the floor reassembling the file folders when the door to the office open once more. Tensing as she looked up, the young officer saw the senior NCO of the base, Sergeant Watson. Nodding her head to the man, she picked up the last of the file folders and stood.

The sergeant was a middle-aged man with a closed face and wary eyes. While he could look intimidating, at the moment, he had a rueful expression on his face as he said, “It is amazing how clumsy our XO is!”

“Yes, it is. And good morning to you, Sergeant Watson.”

The NCO had been one of the few nonjudgmental people at the base when Mara had arrived, sick at heart and grieving. He never had treated her with anything but respect, and his ongoing courtesy and lack of negative commentary on her behavior had been a balm to a very wounded soul. The young officer was positive that he probably knew of her demotion from flight engineer to her current position, but he never made slighting comments or give her anything but professional responses. In fact, it was the sergeant that had made a suggestion that since the existing quartermaster appeared to be too ill to execute his duties that perhaps Mara could assist in that area.

Mara thought that it was an interesting description of a man who drank so much in the evening that he was unable to get out of bed until late afternoon. A crony of the XO, Lieutenant Commander Sullivan had retreated into a bottle on his arrival at the post and showed no signs of wishing to leave the comfort of his alcoholic daze. More used to energetic and filled days than idle time, Mara had been more than willing to help out. She was appalled by the condition of the base supplies, and after collecting written authorization from the quartermaster, she had dug in and expended the energy from her regret and grief on whipping the organization and stocking activities into conforming with military standards.

She had had faint hopes of garnering a bit more respect and companionship from the remainder of the base personnel when food supplies and other essential items became more available. It was a forlorn hope. With the active dislike of the XO and the apathy of the base commander, Mara was effectively isolated. No one else in the base really wanted to get close to her or be seen as one of her adherents. Only the civilian clerk that worked in the quartermaster’s office and an ensign from flight maintenance were even marginally pleasant to her. Both of them needed to work in close collaboration with her, and she ranked both of them. At least it meant that she had somebody to talk to some of the time. After three years on the base, she thought they even might be starting to like her.

The day dragged to its inevitable close, just like the previous thousand had done. Mara made sure that all of her reports were filed, that all protocols were completed and waited for the formal turnover of her day to the night officer. Who of course was late. Mara remained in the dark of her office, thinking about nothing much at all. She quietly watched the weather outside, snowing still. The cresting of snow on the outside of the window to the office made her remember snowball fights and sledding of her childhood. How she wished that she could go back and start again.
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Chapter Two – Planetfall

“Wake up, wake up, Mara!” It was three hours after Mara had gotten to bed. Her relief had been two and half hours late and come in reeling and stinking of alcohol. Despite her misgivings at leaving him in charge, Mara had headed back to her room. Reading for a short period of time, she decided it would be warmer and had crawled in with her book. Apparently, she had fallen asleep because the book was pressed underneath the corner of her face.

Crawling out of the depths of her exhausted sleep, Mara realized she was being shaken rudely awake by both her clerk and the maintenance ensign. Both of them were hysterical, stammering and talking over each other urgently.

“What on earth? Ensign, report!” snapped out Mara.

“I heard the noise and went into the office. The radio’s squawking but no one else is there to answer it, and I don’t know how to do anything with it,” stammered the clerk, Jonas. “I went to get Ensign Sloan because I knew that he was around. We had just finished playing chess so I knew he would still be up.”

“I’m sorry ma’am, but we haven’t been cross-trained on the radio, and I don’t know what to say. Please, please,  could you come with us and see what needs to be done? It sounds really, really important,” added the ensign.

Mara moved quickly. Because she had planned on getting up after she was done reading to prepare properly for bed, Mara was still wearing the clothes that she had had on during the day. Throwing on her jacket and checking her equipment, she was ready to leave in just a few minutes. She knew that the temperature at this time of night would be severe, so she added an extra head covering and hauled on heavier gloves. Motioning the two men to go ahead of her, she closed the door.

The wind hit her like a blow to the face. Between the dark and the blowing snow was almost impossible to see much ahead of them. But the men knew where they were going, and Mara followed in their wake. They had made it approximately halfway to the office door when a thrumming snarl from the right warned them of one of the planet’s main predators, the white leopard cat. Preferring to hunt during nights with snow, it was the top of the food chain. Massing out close to 200 kg, it was a deadly hunter with huge claws. Crying out in fear, the clerk turned to run. Slamming his body to the ground, Mara shouted, “Stay still, you idiot!”

Noticing out of the corner of her eye that the ensign had taken a futile defensive position to her left Mara turned smoothly toward the oncoming predator, her weapon in her hand. Firing the massive projectiles from her service gun, she hit the cat before it leaped. The three closely grouped shots blew the animal’s throat to bloody ruins.

Keeping her weapon out, Mara grabbed the clerk by the back of his jacket and dragged him upright pushing them toward the office. Before the ensign could even stop stammering, she gave him a shove in the same direction. Shouting over the wail of the wind, Mara said, “You can send someone out to recover the carcass later. Let’s get to the radio!”

Mara rushed into the office without bothering to remove garments or to even shake off the considerable amount of snow that she had acquired. The communication unit was still calling, sending a series of code protocols. Settling down in front of the console, Mara stripped off her gloves and laid her hand on the identification plate. The voice of the office AI sounded, saying, “Welcome Lieut. Brown, a priority message has been queued and waiting for approximately 28 minutes. Do you wish to respond?”

“Yes, thank you, Gareth. I am assuming Officer of the Watch at this time.”

“It is so logged, Lieut. Brown.”

Mara’s hands flew over the control pads, entering the memorized counter codes and initiating the required acknowledgments. Shortly after that, a firm voice came over the communications unit.

“This is the HRS Markham, Major Saltz commanding. We require base assistance including medical, repair and resupply. Authorization Alpha, Gamma, Gamma, Omega.”

Quickly checking the validity of the codes, Mara responded, “Base beacon initiating in 15 seconds. We stand ready to assist. Svedik Base out.”

Quickly initiating the timing of the beacon activation, Mara proceeded to sound the alert to the base commander, XO, NCO, base doctor, and commissary. Responses from all but the commander and XO were received promptly. Concerned that there might be a communication fault, Mara sent the clerk off to wake both of the non-responding officers.

The ensign she sent off to make sure that all of her maintenance personnel and facilities would be ready to help where possible. Running through the protocols and procedures and making sure that nothing had been skipped kept Mara very busy. A pained gasp interrupted her thought and action. The clerk was back, and he was wounded. He looked like he had a broken nose, with blood running down his face. Mara was appalled. Jumping up from her seat she guided the shaken man to sit in her place. Grabbing a towel and pouring cold water on it, she carefully placed the cool compress against his bruised cheekbone. Mumbling through swollen lips, he finally managed to tell her what had happened. She was furious. The XO not coming. Apparently, he didn’t think it was important enough. The clerk then went to the commander’s quarters. The commander had refused to leave his bedroom, directing the clerk to talk to the XO. When the clerk had gone back to the XO to relate what the commander had said, he was struck in the face several times.

Part way through the ensign’s explanation, the NCO came into the room. His face became very grim as he heard the clerk’s report. Ignoring her fury for the moment, Mara gave orders on what else needed to be set up. She trusted the NCO to carry those out.

There was a rumble of massive engines and the sound of an arriving shuttle. Taking off at a run, Mara knew that she had done everything that she could to prepare, but felt that she needed to be there to address any other shortfalls that might need attention. So off she went toward the landing area, pausing only to grab her gloves once more.

[image: ]


Chapter Three - Succor

The shuttle had landed, and the ground had not even cooled from the heat of the engines before the ramp was down and casualties were being carried off. Mara was directing the stream of stretchers when a large hand grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her around. It was a very large man in battle armor. A very large, angry-looking man.

“Where is the base commander?” rumbled a low-toned and dangerous voice.

Before Mara could respond, her timid clerk jumped into the conversation in a valiant attempt to protect her. Stumbling through his explanation while holding a handful snow against his broken nose,  he explained what had happened. The Marine Major’s expression tightened with anger, and he opened his mouth to speak. However, before he could say anything, the commander and the XO rushed up to them. The Commander was babbling to the battle-scarred Marine officer incoherently. The XO had decided to take a different tact. He proceeded to dress down Mara for failing to report that they had an incoming ship or that there was any danger. After he had insulted her several times, he started to order her back to quarters before the Marine interrupted him.

Instead of allowing the XO to finish his orders, Major Saltz informed them that he was taking command of the base and that both the former commander and XO should consider themselves under arrest. When the XO went for his weapon, he was put under restraint and escorted back to the building.

Looking at Mara and sweeping in the NCO with a wave of his hand, Major Saltz huddled with Mara and the sergeant to see what resources were available at the base. He was pleasantly surprised to find that their supplies and repair capabilities were full. His questioning look was answered by the sergeant nodding toward Mara when she wasn’t looking.

Mara was kept quite busy, coordinating all of the different repair and resupply efforts. With the XO out of the way, and the strangers on base, the remaining troops stopped resisting Mars orders and started to take care of the damage to the shuttle and the effort of resupplying it. In a strange sense of humor, the largely absent base quartermaster chose that moment to wander into the supply area. He was incensed at the high-handed disposal of stock and proceeded to berate Mara. Summoned by the ever so helpful clerk, Major Saltz once again placed a base officer in confinement, pending charges. As he turned to leave the room, he quirked an eyebrow at Mara and asked, “Are there any other officers that need to be arrested at the moment? It would be more efficient if we could just do it all at one time.”

Before Mara could respond, the door closed behind him. For some reason, she found herself smiling.

When was apparent that not all of the plates could be replaced on the shuttle, Mara consulted with the others in the maintenance yard and decided to cannibalize one of their two flyers to help repair the shuttle. The effort was immense but ultimately successful. Less than three hours after it landed, the shuttle was back in the air and headed back toward the battlefield. The base personnel were exhausted, dropping to the ground or to nearby seats and holding their heads in their hands. They were even too tired to complain.

Mara and the sergeant herded them to the mess where they could get a hot meal before going off duty. Making sure that they were taken care of, Mara had no time to reflect on what it actually happened. The base somehow felt quieter and smaller now. The intrusion of so many armored fighters who had appeared briefly, then mostly left felt surreal. Only the evidence on the landing field, the torn apart flyer and the mess in the supply area provided easily visible evidence of their passage.

It was not to say that all of them had gone. There were 72 bodies in the medical area in various stages of being patched up. The base doctor and his assistants would be busy for many more hours. There also six bodies in the morgue. As far as Mara knew, these were the first battle casualties that the base had ever handled. She made sure that she stopped by with words of encouragement and thanks for the corpsman and the doctor that were working so valiantly.

There was another person that it remained on base. One of the senior officers from the Naval vessel, Capt. Jensen had been left in nominal control of the base. It had been explained to Mara that this was to both maintain a good command structure and to prevent any significant evidence from being destroyed or hidden. Mara had entered that officer into the base database and introduced him to the office AI.

Hobbling carefully around the room, Captain Jensen chose to sit next to Mara’s desk and asked her for a summary of what it happened. The young officer made sure to give an unemotional and professional report on all aspects of the previous evening. Her report was crisp and thorough, and the naval officer was obviously surprised and impressed.

Telling her that she had done well and that she should make sure to get some rest time. Mara was ordered off shift. Dragging her weary body to her feet, she saluted the naval officer, receiving a crisp salute in return. She grabbed her coat, shrugged it on, and slipping into her gloves as she headed for the door. Waiting for her at the doorway to the outside, were the NCO and the maintenance department ensign.

“We thought we would escort you home, ma’am,” offered the ensign. The sergeant just smiled slightly and nodded his head. Mara found tears coming to her eyes, blaming that on exhaustion.

Without saying a word, the three of them started on that cold trip to Mara’s quarters. The trip was made in silence. Or as silent as 1 km trip through a howling blizzard at night could be. Reaching the door to her room, Mara turned to the two men, saying, “Thank you both. I am proud of all of us and thankful that you were there with me. You both did an outstanding job, and if I have a chance to make a recommendation, I will do so for both of you.”

Murmurs of response came from both of them. The ensign turned to head back silently, but the sergeant paused briefly. “You did very well Lieut. Brown. You upheld the honor the service and performed above and beyond.” The man drew himself straight up and snapped her a salute, holding it until she returned his gesture through the tears in her eyes.
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Chapter Four – Aftermath

The last two months had been very busy for the Svedik base. The service’s Judge Advocate General removed both the XO and commander for dereliction of duty. It was Mara’s understanding that they would be called before a court-martial board and that she would be required to testify. The quartermaster had also been removed. No one had explained what was happening to him, but Mara was content that he was no longer going to be screwing up their base any longer.

There was a new acting commander, one that was very different from the previous command group. He seemed to be a bit leery of Mara, both respectful and considerate. She actually quite liked him, thinking him thorough and responsible. Hopefully, he would get more comfortable with her as time went on.

The tenor of the outpost had changed. Finding out their job actually had a purpose had given the personnel in the base more pride in themselves and what they were doing. The new attitude and the increased level of performance could be felt in the air and seen in every aspect of the base.

The quartermaster had not yet been replaced, so Mara resumed her work covering that set of responsibilities also. It didn’t seem to be a real big problem since she had worked the processes and procedures out to the point where their supply mechanism ran smoothly and efficiently.

Mara was also more content. She felt that she had done a reasonable job and had supported her sworn duty. The young officer examined her actions, poking them with her mind like a tongue on a sore tooth, looking for lapses or shortfalls. She didn’t find any major ones. The strange emotion that started to rise was foreign to her. It took her a while to figure out that it was pride, pride in what she had done and how she had acted. It felt good.

Mara was going over some planned modification to the maintenance areas organization with the ensign and another of her troopers when a familiar rumble of an approaching flight shuttle reverberated through the room. Surprised looks on all the faces around the table told Mara that none of them had known about a proposed landing today. Excusing everyone from the meeting, Mara proceeded to the landing field. She got there just in time to see the flight shuttle land.

It was definitely a déjà vu moment. Once again it was night, although no blowing snow. The shuttle that was landing showed repaired scars, some of them fixed with flyer plates that she recognized all too well. She felt a bubble in her stomach of anticipation, realizing that she would get to know how the battle had come out.

The NCO came and stood at Mara’s elbow. They both watched in silence as the landing ramp opened and the same armored visitors walked down. Making a beeline toward Mara, the armored Marines stopped to remove their helmets. Mara was unable to suppress a smile on her face when she saw Major Saltz.

Giving the major quick salute, Mara asked, “What brings you back our way, sir?”

“We were in the area and decided that maybe we should stop by and bring your present.”

Mara’s look of confusion drew chuckles from the three Marines standing in front of her. Major Saltz handed her and the NCO each an envelope. Mara stood frozen, staring at the envelope as if it was going to bite her.

“Aren’t you going to open your orders? You’re being pulled from the planet and sent on a new tasking.”

“But… This planet is where careers go to die. This is a dumping ground, no one leaves this duty station. This is a place for the dishonored,” Mara stammered.

Major Saltz grinned widely at her and said, “Well, you’ve got 30 minutes to pack and get on board before we take off, so I suggest you hurry. We are going to catch a bite to eat while you run around.”

When the two stunned people continued to stand there in disbelief, the officer continued, “Are you coming or not?”

Without a word, the sergeant turned and took off at a run. Starting to do the same, Mara turned one more time to look at the major and thank him.

His response rang in her ears the whole way back to her quarters. What he had said had the sound of something that she would remember to her dying day.

“Many have come here in dishonor, very few have left. But you, you are leaving because in the depths of despair you fought a great battle and found your own honor.”
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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

[image: ]


Chapter 1 – 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 operations.

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 uninhabited 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 for 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 first 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 settled 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 new 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 specific 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 issues with either the colonists or the environment on Corvus II. The study program seemed to be going exceptionally well, and it had quickly settled into a predictable pattern of work and reporting.

It was a major shock when the communications center in the central 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 voice 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 massive explosion were the last things they had heard before the transmission ended.
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Chapter 2 – 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 listening, he spent most of his time telling them 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 aliens, 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 definition was based on 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.”

<<<>>>

Senior Platoon Sgt. Ted Dreyer was ready to tear his hair out. Getting Lt. Marcos out of Einsville without bloodshed had been a significant 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.

<<<>>>

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 consisted of the dregs of available staff.

“This is a critical 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 standard 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, they 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 taken control of the base, performed 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 I 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.
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Chapter 3 – 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 was strewn everywhere. 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 tactful suggestion that they probably should go to 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 apparent emotions tended toward amusement.

<<<>>>

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 admitting his error, the young officer 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 soldiers 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, windows 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 scenario 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 ten 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 had teleported out. They just disappeared.”

The lieutenant pulled out his area map, rolling it out, and weighing 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.
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Chapter 4 – 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 of 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 did not seem to be a significant problem in their ability to fight.

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 to notice, Sgt. Dreyer and the other noncoms were aware of just how much of an advantage the platoon had in their base personnel. Injuries that would typically 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 four feet from the floor. After several of the encounters, the noncom had been checking on one of the more severely injured soldiers and had glanced automatically into the supply room. He continued onto the medical office until he realized what he had seen. It stopped him 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 Ted thought perhaps the overall stack was higher.

The noncom 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 back-and-forth 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, the young officer 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.”

<<<>>>

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 action 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 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 continually 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 begun their return to the base camp. The distance was such that they would be reaching the site in the early evening. The lieutenant seemed to be oblivious to any possible danger now, instead basking in the glow of his victory.
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Chapter 5 – Reinforcements

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 significant career move for him. A successful engagement with a previously unknown enemy and the captured enemy armor and weapons a sizable contribution to ImpMEC’s research would be very good for his reputation. 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 pick up 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 agreement 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 to go 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.

<<<>>>

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 short double tone of 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 ten 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 Marines. 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 man 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 scrutinized by the EG force. Burns and his men seemed to have them on provisional acceptance, but there was another aspect that was in play, and neither Dreyer nor his men understood what it was.

The examination and evaluation continued as the group resumed its journey back to base. Dreyer and his men were directed 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 soldiers 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, while 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 even with 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 relatively slender 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 strange that it took him a few seconds to process what he was actually seeing.
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Chapter 6 – Return to Base

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. On many corpses, there were apparent wounds from projectiles and a significant amount of burn damage.

The stunned gaze of the noncom kept flickering across the mass of bodies, his mind too fragmented and incapable of counting the number. 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 officer and noncom stared at the newly dead bodies of two Centrax. The corpses were sprawled less than two 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 senior naval officer brought the Marine commander into 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 force’s 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 began 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 soldiers stood and stared in mingled shock and amazement.

Movement from the buildings caused instantaneous weapons positioning. At the sight of the logistics group and the walking wounded that had been left behind, the readied arms 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. After observing them for a few minutes, the man 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 this merger had developed over a span of fewer than two days. It usually took Marines weeks or longer to produce the same sense of camaraderie and common purpose. What happened while we were away? he asked himself. Unsurprisingly, 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. The base is 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 evident 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 recently. 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 army 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. He remembered the aching compassion that ripped his chest until it felt like it would explode when he thought back to his own desperate situations.

For many months after the news trickled through the Imperial space, the noncom had offered up prayers for 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 remaining fighters raised teary heat behind his eyes.

He remembered the sympathy that he felt toward the leader of the group, one of only 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 woman with the fearsome BattleMage of legend. He felt like an idiot.
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Chapter 7 – 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 always in the center of a circle 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 sittings. 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. Everyone treated them with respect, and Ted could see the difference in how his men held themselves.

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.

As the assembled forces waited for the shuttles’ arrival, 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 returning the 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.”

As Ted followed the senior officer toward the command center, he saw Lieut. Marcos standing, stunned.

While the unpleasant confrontation had been taking place, the shuttles had landed, and their passengers had filed in for the meeting. 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 corps.

The next two hours were a blur of questions and answers, requests for Ted’s 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.

The noncom 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 didn’t prevent him from understanding 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. At the pit of his stomach, Ted was nervous about the attention but found himself appreciating the change in how these people that he respected were now looking at him. He could tell that in their eyes he was now 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 activities accurately. Major Burns had contributed his input as to the situation and subsequent 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. Ted hoped that he and the few men in the duty squad had made progress toward that integration also. It was evident that the Mage and the cadre of support people that had defended the camp considered him and his small force as part of their team.

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. Having to deal with different duties and responsibilities might teach the young officer alternate ways of dealing with people and change how he thought of others.

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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Introduction to Heart of Stone

Corda, the BattleMage, has resigned from the service of the Emperor and decided to take her team to form an active investigation group. The change from military to civilian life is proving to be a bit challenging. Different dynamics, lack of defined processes are just a few of the issues.

Picking out an office should not be difficult, right?

Wrong!
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Heart of Stone

By Taki Drake
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Chapter 1 – New and Strange

Looking around the room, the woman felt a sense of total dislocation. A random observer would not have understood her confusion. It looked like a totally normal office, with subdued carpeting and pleasant, but neutral paint. There was a fair amount of light in the room, even at this early morning time. It’s just that she felt so strange to be standing there. Just standing.

Corda could not wrap her mind around how she felt. It was as if she were covered by an insulating blanket, keeping her experiences away from her skin. Sounds seemed a little deadened, and the images around her were either too bright or shadowed. I wonder if this is what shock feels like, she thought to herself.

It hadn’t been that many days since she and her team had been in a war situation. They had been fighting for their lives, dealing with blood, explosions, and the strong likelihood that they would not survive. For so many years, the BattleMage had armored her heart in a protective shield of stone so that the constant stress and loss did not break her apart.

That had all changed, and the abrupt change in circumstances and location left the BattleMage feeling unsure of herself. To go from the immediacy of conflict to civilization was disorienting.

Although Corda and her cadre had worked for a civilian contractor for the military after Rabican, they had never been totally separated from the familiar structure. The time spent working for LogiconX had been a transitional step, but as a group, they had decided to take another, even significant stride.

Corda was now standing in a civilized city, one where the majority of people had never seen death, had never been in mortal fear. It was a different time and a different place.

The BattleMage was not sure she belonged here.

There was a slight creak behind her. Instantly, battle instincts flared, and habit took over. Her left hand stretched open, and she began to gather her magic in a BattleMage’s automatic response to an unknown threat. Her right hand scrabbled at her waist, reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there. As the woman started to spin in place, the familiar aroma of hot coffee and warm donuts caused her to pause.

Releasing her will with a deliberate action, the BattleMage completed her turn and smiled at the immensely tall woman standing there.

“You know one of these days you could end up being fried when you sneak around me like that,” the Mage said.

“I know I’m safe when I am carrying donuts.”

“Well, I guess it depends on what sort of donuts you have.”

The two women smiled at each other with the ease of long familiarity and shared experiences. The smiles were unforced, although both BattleMage and Armorer had mixed emotions. The warmth of their friendship was like a banked fire, one that never needed more fuel.

Corda and Dorothy had nothing to prove to each other. Both of them at the pinnacle of their field, they did not feel threatened by the other person’s abilities. Confident in their own skins, each woman had made a private vow to face their new life and new experiences with an open mind.

Of course, they were dealing with the shock of moving into this next phase of their life. When Corda had made her decision to leave the service to which she had devoted her life, there had not been one split second of hesitation before Dorothy announced that she would follow her friend into the unknown territory of civilian life.

This did not mean that they didn’t have doubts or regrets. However, experience had taught them that sometimes wounds need to have some time to heal. The feelings they had were too raw, the pain too new for anything more right now. The responses and automatic behaviors that they had would need to be evolved from that of a war zone and readjusted for civilian life. There was no attempt to lie to themselves on what they faced, but both women felt better for meeting it together.

Any emotion that they were suppressing could be hauled out later, examined in the privacy that they each craved. Perhaps, at a later time, they could discuss it, but for right now, the two women were just content to be with each other.

I just need to get over the dangerous ground as quickly and smoothly as I can. I can’t take time to worry about anything right now. Perhaps later, it won’t feel like my heart is made of stone, Corda thought to herself.

Corda Devlin, Imperial BattleMage Primus (retired), smiled at her longtime friend, Dorothy Coleman, Master Armorer (retired). Granted, the shorter woman needed to tilt her head up to smile into the face of her friend since Dorothy was well over seven-foot tall, nearly two feet taller than the Mage.

I could look at this as if it were part of a morning exercise ritual. You never know when it will be essential to be flexible, Corda thought to herself before speaking.

“What brings you out so early this morning? I would’ve thought that you would have chosen today to sleep in a little bit.”

“After so many years of getting up before the crows, I couldn’t sleep. I also knew that you would be in here looking around and obsessing,” answered Dorothy.

“Really?” the BattleMage asked.

Both women were surprised when a voice answered them from beside the door. “Really. We should all know by now that Corda always has to obsess about things. Personally, I’m not complaining because that saved our lives many times, but it’s a very predictable pattern.”

The speaker was an older man, erect with the habit of many years in the military. He carried his cane as if it were a convenience, but a knowledgeable observer would get the impression that it could become a weapon at any time. With a face that was unmarred by the wrinkles of time, he could have been any age from 35 to 70. At the moment, however, he looked like a mischievous boy with a twinkle in his eye and a grin on his face.

“George, it looks like at least three of us were in the military too long. We just can’t sleep in the morning,” Corda said. The BattleMage smiled as she accepted the cup of coffee from Dorothy and leaned over to check out the selection of donuts. George joined her, already holding his own morning drink.

“What? Donuts? Did you save one for me?” This time the speaker was a very tiny woman. Looking like a stiff wind would blow her away without a problem, she was well below 5 foot in height and very slender in build. Her large blue eyes and tiny frame might make someone think that she was a pushover. They would have been wrong.

Alana Meyers was an expert sniper instructor and security specialist. Her diminutive stature and elfin looks had fooled many an opponent, none twice. The expression of implacable purpose in those eyes was a broad hint that taking her less than deadly seriously was an error. To thousands of people, it had been a fatal mistake.

Corda laughed. “Here we are before 6 AM in a totally empty office having donuts and coffee and talking about absurdities. If I wanted a case in point to illustrate the difference between military and civilian life, this would be it.”

“You forgot about the critical fact that no one is shooting at us,” offered George. The four of them shared a laugh in commiseration and applied themselves to their morning food rituals.

Alana was contemplating a second donut when noise from outside made the office occupants spin and face the door. Corda noticed an amusement that all of them automatically fell into combat postures. Alana had produced a lethal-looking weapon from somewhere on her body, and George was holding his cane as if he was going to slam it into whoever was coming into the room.

Corda in Dorothy exchanged a look and shared a smile. Corda thought, We did the same thing just a few minutes ago. I wonder how long it’s going to take to break that reflex?

At first, all four people in the room saw was the posterior of a huge man. He was backing through the door with his arms wrapped around a massive desk and breathing in slightly forced exhalations. Scuffling sounds from beyond the furniture indicated the presence of at least one other person. The room’s occupants watched in astonishment as somehow an enormous desk was maneuvered through a normal-sized office doorway.

Clearing the entry, the men carrying the load jointly let out an explosive sigh and placed the desk on the floor. There were three of them, including one in what appeared to be a delivery company’s uniform. They had been so focused that they hadn’t known that the room had occupants. All of movers were all startled when clapping sounds from the office made them realize that they had an unexpected audience.

“Ma’am, we didn’t expect to see you here.” The speaker was a muscled and stocky man in his early 40s. He had that sort of dependable look that one sees in very good noncoms. Which is precisely what Sgt. Ted Dreyer had been until two weeks ago. He and another NCO, Rence Alaric had chosen to follow Corda also.

Dreyer’s experience on Corvus II with Corda’s team had led him to opt-out when his reenlistment came up. Instead of nursemaiding young officers, he had decided that he would rather be part of a trustworthy team and one that would have his back. Dreyer was still adjusting to the change in circumstances and personnel. In fact, all of them were.

Corda thought to herself, This has to be one of the most confusing experiences of my life. Here we are all playing at being civilians, without really knowing what to do. I truly hope they are not looking to me for leadership here because I am just as lost as all of them.

While the BattleMage had been thinking, Dreyer had paid off the deliveryman and signed the receipt for the desk. After watching the man leave with a cheery wave, the former senior NCO turned and started to explain where they planned to put the piece of furniture.

Their affection and respect for each other were firmly set through the crucible of battle, but until they could figure out how to function in the civilian world, they had a tacit agreement to stick to safer topics. Any coherent, long-term plan would have to wait till later.

The conversation became general as people found innocent topics of discussion that were safe to cover while simultaneously helping them to avoid anything specific. As a group, they all needed time to adjust and find their bearings.

They had not discussed much of anything before the movers arrived with the rest of the new office furniture and equipment, purchased the day before. Alana became quite busy installing security equipment, drafting Alaric, Dreyer, and Dorothy into helping her. Only the BattleMage and the former JAG officer were exempt.

The hustle and bustle of Alana and her assistants concealed the pool of absolute quiet with which Corda surrounded herself. Unobtrusively, George watched the Mage with a concerned eye.

In all of the decades that he had known her, this was the first time he had seen her with this particular expression. It was a closed-in, shuttered front that kept her feelings concealed and her friends at arms’ length. Her typically mobile face looked like it was frozen in stone and the man longed to ease the dark shadows that he saw in her eyes.

George knew better than to push Corda on anything right now. The BattleMage would talk when she was ready, and until then, there was no prying anything out of her. His physical presence would be there to lend her support when she needed him.
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Chapter 2 - Arrangements

It had taken the team more than three hours to get the office arranged so that it looked like a place of business. None of them were exactly sure what sort of company they were going to form. Even Corda had only a vague idea of a problem-solving, troubleshooting commercial entity that would take on jobs and perform them for a fee. Nonetheless, the cadre formed in their shared experiences had decided to stay together as a group and apply their knowledge to situations and opportunities that made sense. At least to them.

Corda had no vision, no business plan, no strategy, just a tentative movement in the chosen direction of the flashing neon sign saying “civilian occupation here.” If the BattleMage was honest with herself, she realized what a risk she was taking.

Twinges of guilt ran up and down her spine as she accepted the fact that her loyal friends had come with her, just to be available when she needed them. This core group, her cadre, had lived through the battle that had changed her life. They also had their own dark dreams and invasive flashbacks. None of them had escaped from Rabican unscathed.

All of the members of this core group had spent more than two decades in the military. Retirement and civilian life had never been something for which they had planned or thought about. No one had an idea of what they were supposed to do for a living, when to start that occupation, or how to make a living from performing the tasks associated with that role.

The one thing the military never taught was how to live away from it, George thought to himself. Instead of shielded interactions with people that might be dead in the next hour or day, civilian life was all about building long-term relationships. I’m not sure I know how to do that, the former JAG thought to himself.

The office was starting to take shape. The desks were arranged in the reception area and the individual offices. All security equipment was set up and operational. Their chairs, computers, coffee machines, and all the other accouterments that one would typically see in an office were distributed and arranged.

Corda thought that it looked pretty good. Especially if one’s concept of an office was taken from entertainment videos, which hers had been. In many ways, her new environment looked like a cross between a warrant officer’s area and an actor’s set. Only trying to function within it would allow them to figure out what needed to be adjusted. Then they could tailor their environment to better fit their needs.

Corda wondered to herself, Now what do I do? Before there was any chance of answering that question, the door to their office opened, and two people came barreling in.

Shoving his way through the door was an aggressive-looking man in his early 30s. Dressed in expensive-looking but gaudy-colored business clothing, he reminded Corda of nothing less than a peacock. One with a shrill voice and poor eyesight, and an attitude to match the garish costume.

The BattleMage concealed a smile and allowed Sgt. Dreyer to handle the assertive little man. She found herself far more interested in the person following him. This man, Corda thought to herself, is very intriguing.

It was quite evident that the two men were not together. Where one was notable for his lack of taste, the other was a well set up man in his early 60s. His suit was impeccable and his jewelry understated. With a face that concealed his emotions, he was watching the interaction of all the people in the room intently. Corda thought she could see the faint traces of amusement on his face but vowed to herself never to play poker with him.

“I bet he knew where each of us was before he came into the room. I’ve seen that look before, and I would say special forces or something like that. What do you think Corda?” murmured George in an undertone, standing close to the BattleMage. Her short nod of agreement was all they had time for.

As Dreyer was dealing with the gesticulating man in the burnt orange suit, the taller man had made his way directly to Corda. He offered a short bow to the Mage and a nod of acknowledgment to her companion while keeping his hands in plain sight.

This was a surprise to both George and Corda. Such a greeting was standard for Mages but not for those outside the small group of those that used magic in a technology world. George’s grip on his cane relax a bit in relief, but his face lost all expression as he slipped into combat strategy mode. Corda could feel the tension in his body as he waited for an attack.

The stiffening of George’s figure was caught by Dorothy, who moved unobtrusively to flank the stranger that had approached Corda. The BattleMage could tell that the man was immediately aware of her team’s positioning by the glint in his eye, and she wondered if he would say anything. As quickly as she recognized the question, Mage had her answer.

Dropping an amused look her way, the tall man offered the enormous woman a respectful nod of his head and acknowledgment, “Master Armorer, I trust you are finding our city enjoyable.” Dorothy’s mouth moved into a small smile while her eyes remained wary.

A speedy but unforced turn of his head brought his eyes back to Corda and George, as the man continued, “Greetings to you both BattleMage Devlin and JAG Havelock. I am Mark White, an industrialist here in Brecksville. I understand that you are opening a business for a specialized type of investigation and I’m hoping to discuss a possible engagement with you.”

Alana had raised her eyebrows when the man identified himself to Corda. The BattleMage couldn’t interpret precisely what her friend was trying to tell her, but it didn’t look like a warn-off. With only that scanty clue to appropriate action, the BattleMage responded, “I am sorry that you find us in such a state of disarray. This is our first morning in the office, and we are still trying to find all of the power plugs and things like that. However, if you would like to discuss something, I believe that we can find a couple of chairs and move into my very empty office.”

“That would be most appreciated. I’m afraid that my business cannot wait until you’re more settled and I would be most thankful if we could talk immediately.”

The aggressive little man interrupted at this point, saying, “Now you wait a minute here! I was the first one in, and I should have the first right to talk to her. My business is far more urgent than yours. I need to know a bunch of things, and she’s the best person to tell me about them.”

Dreyer attempted to head the man off, but the agitated little man shrugged off Ted’s attempts at control and charged forward toward the BattleMage. Almost spitting in his agitation, he insisted in a louder voice, “I was first. Therefore I get to talk to you first. I won’t tolerate this sort of behavior and treatment.”

Corda’s face had frozen into a mask. It was her expression that Dorothy called the “somebody’s going to die” look. But the little man was so upset, so emotional, that he didn’t recognize any of the clues. He simply pushed forward.

With a deep sigh, the tall, muscled woman reached out a sizeable ham-shaped hand and grabbed the shirt of the man she had mentally dubbed the “Bantam.” Holding him up off the ground, she watched as his legs continued to pump as if he were still walking. He is not going anywhere, she thought to herself.

For the first time in the last two weeks, Dorothy felt a natural smile spring to her face but knew that she could not let the poor man see her amusement. With a massive effort, the Armorer concealed her mirth and made her face an expressionless mask. Her coverup was almost destroyed when she heard a muffled snort of commentary from Alana. Leave me some control, my friend. He is upset enough as it is, the large woman thought to herself.

Corda also heard Alana’s auditory comment. The BattleMage felt like she had been dumped with a bucket of tension-relieving amusement and was forced to stifle a totally inappropriate giggle. I sound thirteen years old when I giggle. Not at all the best thing for a grown woman, she thought to herself.

With his legs still going as if he were going to charge toward Corda even though he was several feet off the ground, the man looked ridiculous. What worried the BattleMage was that his aggression was not from anger but from fear. She could tell between the two emotions, and the stink of the acrid odor of his sweat flashed her back to dusty plains and the sound of incoming ordinance. Firmly, the woman pulled herself back to the here and now, noticing the man’s pale face, and the trembling of his hands.

The man was as terrified as if he were in combat. The smell of dense adrenaline and someone fighting a flee response was something that she had embedded in her brain. This was not totally the action of someone pushy by nature. Even though he may be typically aggressive, he was now driven by terror. This was the response of someone afraid of something horrific.

Looking at George, Corda asked quietly, “I would prefer to talk with Mark first. He just feels easier to talk to, and I am not up to the emotional upheaval that other man presents. What do you think we should do?”

George usually kept his opinions to himself, even when discretely asked. Realizing that the BattleMage needed his thoughts, her friend gave her an opaque look and a small smile, saying, “Talk to the one that is easier for you. There was no way that we would have predicted such a rapid demand for our services. So let us take Mark first and let Alana and Dorothy deal with the louder one.”

When Corda nodded, George passed on directions to Dryer in an undertone, before disappearing into Corda’s office with Alaric. By the time that the logistics had sorted out, there were guest chairs in her office, along with a pitcher of water and some glasses. Even though they had been in the office less than a day, at least the framework of their organization showed.

In the meantime, the bantam rooster of a man continued his agitated speech, practically spitting in his agitation. He had finally divulged his identity and background. His name was Peter Chisholm, and he had a significant problem with criminals coming after his businesses. Since some of his issues were technology-related, Corda asked Alana and Dorothy to initially talk with him. They would be building her briefing notes, and once her business with Mark was done, she would speak with Peter.

The little man wasn’t terribly happy with that plan, but Alana made it apparent that his problem was being taken seriously. With that, he seemed content, at least for the moment. That didn’t, however, stop his arm-waving, raised voice, or agitated speech. The two women focused on his problem, ignoring the theatrics and his fear.

It had taken a while to get everything sorted out. The BattleMage and George retired with Mark to Corda’s new office. Although part of the justification for taking him first was that Mark was calmer and more coherent, Corda consoled herself with the thought that the man was obviously more organized in what his needs were and would be easier to interview.

In a short time, the three of them found themselves sitting around Corda’s massive desk. Mark looked at the very empty surface and laughed, saying, “I can see that you literally just moved in. That first hour after opening my office was the only time my desk was this clean!”

Corda smiled in response, saying, “I am sure that it will get cluttered up quickly. There is a lot for us to do.”

[image: ]


Chapter 3 – First Clients

Corda looked at the man sitting across from her. The well-worn grooves of her mind gave her the comfort of a familiar procedure as she observed his behavior, attitude, and other characteristics. The repetition of a habitual process was soothing, and Corda thought to herself, This is not so different from a strategy session. Maybe we could really do this civilian life thing.

After a look at Corda to see who she wanted to take the lead, the former JAG realized that he was tagged point on this one. George started the discussion out, “Okay, Mark. Please tell us what’s going on and how you believe that we can help.”

“Someone or something is destroying my spaceships. I know that sounds terribly bizarre, but my business operations are high risk and involve priority courier delivery. As a former naval officer and special-team member, I’m used to dangerous situations and risky challenges. Civilian life wasn’t very interesting for me without the spice of adrenaline. A former teammate and I decided to invest our retirement funds into a business, and we have leveraged that into a fairly profitable endeavor.”

George asked about many of the aspects of the business, including profitability, customers, etc. Corda listened with half her mind, using the rest of her attention to gather the nuances that always form around a situation.

The BattleMage was focused on those subtle points that were outside of a general discussion, but lend perspective and framework. Her experience had taught her painfully that these factors are frequently the difference between success and failure.

It was a habitual role shared between her and George. He would ask the piercing questions that a litigator was trained to do, pulling out important details and logical flow. She was the intuitive one, the one who could understand what wasn’t being said and how vital that omission might be.

It should have been business as usual, but Corda found herself having a bit of difficulty in focusing her attention. Something was interfering with her ability to lock onto the information, and she wasn’t quite sure about the source of that disruption. Perhaps it was a sense of dislocation, maybe it was something else.

Either way, the BattleMage really didn’t want to think about it. She just continued to take in the nuances of the discussion between the two men, adding very little in the way of speech. Trying to relax, Corda kept her eyes on their new client and attempted to settle into the changing cadence of her life.

Mark laid out a concise and coherent explanation of what was happening. He supplied specifics on when and where events happened. He even had the data on storage that he was prepared to leave them.

The short summary was that his small courier ships were disappearing without a trace. No matter what the safety features and procedures that they could come up with, their ships were vanishing far more frequently now than they did a year ago. At the current point, they were losing one in twenty. An inexcusable amount, especially when he realized that no trace of any ship or its crew was ever found again.

Mark’s partner was ready to quit. He had offered to sell his portion of the business to Mark, wanting to get out of it before it took them both down. Mark knew that something active, something inimical was involved. All of his wartime experience told him this, but he couldn’t get a handle on it.

He wanted Corda and her team to investigate.

Corda was watching his face. He was a very contained man, and his expressions reflected that. He didn’t portray much of what he was thinking externally, not letting his face betray what he was doing, thinking, or feeling.

Something in his face drew her though. The BattleMage wasn’t exactly sure what caused her to keep looking at him, but she knew that the drive was compelling. Somehow she found the minute expression changes of his face very absorbing. Each time she looked away, it was if an elastic cord pulled her eyes back to him.

It may be that I am just disoriented or tired, Corda thought to herself, but he is quite intriguing. It’s too bad that my intuition doesn’t give me more explicit messages. Definitely, it was something that she needed to track and understand.

Mark told them that he did not care how much it cost. He wanted it fixed, first of all, but then he thought it was essential that he understood what was going on and how to avoid it in the future. If it were something the man could fight, then a battle it would be. If it were something he could pay off, he would pay it off.

The former Special Forces officer wanted to stop losing his pilots, his friends. George and Corda could see it in the careful control that he exerted over his emotions. They could hear it in the intensity of his voice. Mark wanted to know if Corda and her team could help him.

George got all the information down, while Corda made mental notes of her observations. The former JAG told him that they would make a decision and get back to him before the end of the day. With that Martin had to be content, thanking them for the consideration, and saying that he hoped to hear from them with acceptance by day’s end.

Mark carefully bowed to Corda, while giving her a softer look and a small smile that warmed his eyes. The man thanked George for his attention before turning and walking from the room. He left without a backward glance, and Corda felt a slight sense of disappointment as he walked away. That is strange. I wonder why I feel disappointment? She thought to herself. I will think about it later, right now I have a lot of other things that need attention.

<<< >>>

After Mark had left, it was Peter’s turn to talk with them. His situation was somewhat different than Mark’s, in that he was having a significant problem at one of his manufacturing plants. He had employees that were disappearing, key employees. They were gone without a trace, and his business was suffering.

The gaudily dressed man explained that he had also been experiencing a series of warehouse fires. This had caused problems in his ability to deliver his manufactured goods and was tied to other destruction of property and possible sabotage that he had reported to the police. The attacks were escalating in speed and intensity, and the pressure was mounting on him and his business.

Sitting next to the agitated man, Corda was very aware of how frightened he was. The fine tremors in his hand, the widened eyes, and short breath, all of these were the signs of someone truly terrified for their life.

Once again, George asked thorough and meaningful questions, while Dorothy and Alana provided their input. Peter calmed down considerably when he saw that the team was taking him seriously, but Corda couldn’t seem to get past her initial mental impression of the man.

Every time she looked at him, the BattleMage saw a scrawny tomcat from her youth strutting around and swiping at the chickens. It was not a mental image that was conducive to taking someone seriously, although she could tell that the man was honestly concerned and frightened.

At the end of the discussion, Dorothy and Sgt. Dreyer escorted the man out the door. Peter hadn’t wanted to go, but George explained to him that he would hear from their team by the end of the day.

“But I need you to take this case! This is going to put me out of business!” Peter almost yelled. Capturing one of his flailing hands, Dorothy put her huge right hand on his shoulder and began to move him toward the door. Dreyer stood on his other side, speaking calmly to him.

George restated, “We will make a decision by the end of the day and contact you so that you know what is going to happen.”

“But…”

“I am sorry, but that is what we are going to do. If that’s unacceptable, you are welcome to go to another firm. We will not be hurried at this point, so if you want to work with us, you have no other option.”

“All right, if that’s how you want to play it. But please let me know as soon as possible. I really need your help.” Peter quit resisting Dorothy and Dreyer, allowing them to escort him out. His downcast eyes and slumped shoulders drew reluctant sympathy from the BattleMage.

Corda could see the George was uncomfortable about something, but she wasn’t exactly sure what created that expression on her friend’s face. I will have to ask him later, she thought to herself.

As the door snapped closed, George turned to Corda and said with an astonished tone, “I thought we were going to be totally quiet for a while. What the hell just happened?”

Before Corda could respond, the door opened up again behind them, revealing two men in very different attire. Mentally punching down a total sense of déjà vu, Corda stared at them wordlessly. One of them looked like an attorney, while the other looked like an accountant. None of the surprised office occupants could form a coherent sentence for a few seconds.

Luckily, it was just a small moment of surprise before Sgt. Dreyer was on his feet and moving toward the two men. Sticking his hand out for a handshake, he quickly introduced himself and inquired who their new visitors were.

The amusing part to Corda was that when the men introduced themselves, one actually WAS an attorney and the other an accountant. They wanted to welcome Corda and her team to the office building.

They were her closest neighbors with Frank, the attorney, across the hall, and Bartho, the accountant, occupying the entire floor above them. The two men were amazed to find out Corda and the rest of her team already had business knocking at their door, carefully asking about how this was possible. When George and Corda explained that it was a total surprise to all of them, Frank said, “Business is all about who you know, and obviously you either know somebody who sent people your way or someone else knows about you and your abilities.”

When none of the group responded to his fishing question, the attorney changed subjects. Speaking with great animation on what was obviously a favorite topic, Frank waxed poetic about how important it was to establish one’s self in the city and how difficult it was to get customers.

The accountant simply placed a plate of warm cookies down on the desk and said, “Welcome to the building.” The poor man then turned beet red as he stared at Dorothy, before fleeing.

Realizing that it was time for him to leave also, Frank mentioned, “if it helps you at all, I am always available if you needed any legal work performed. Please feel free to give me a call at any time.”

George responded, saying, “We will keep that in mind, thank you. If we need supplemental work, we will certainly consider you assisting us.”

“Of course, I will give you a discount since you’re in the building.”

“Such professional courtesy is always welcome.”

At that point, Dreyer firmly escorted the man out the door, murmuring something to the man before closing the door behind him. With a broad grin, Dreyer turned back to talk to the team with his shoulders firmly pressed against the door, saying, “I did just happened to mention that George here was a retired judge. I don’t think we’ll see him again for a while.”

Dryly, Corda said, “I think you’re right. He looked a rattled there, especially at the end. I wonder what he was trying to find out?”

Alana piped up saying, “I think we need lunch. Or at least I do!”

Laughter became general, and Alaric began to gather information as to people’s desires for food. Concealed by the general noise, Corda reached up and touched a gentle finger against Dorothy’s ear, saying, “I think you have an admirer.”

Dorothy had a somewhat stunned look on her face, blurting out, “What do you mean?”

Corda looked at the plate of warm cookies placed in the center of the Armorer’s desk and smiled. Raising an eyebrow, the BattleMage asked, “Do you need me to draw you a picture?”

Dorothy’s laugh was deep and booming. And colored with the faintest hint of surprise.
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Chapter 4 – Client Review

It was a better fed but still confused group that cleaned up their lunch debris. Corda and the rest of the cadre had chosen to meet in the small conference room to eat and talk but had focused on nonbusiness topics. Once they had completed their meal break, by unspoken agreement they sat down around the conference table again.

Corda started off the discussion, saying, “This was not what I expected for our first day. I hadn’t even expected to see two clients in the first week or first month of opening a civilian business.”

George nodded his head, adding, “Especially since we didn’t do any advertising. When I was looking at what we have to do to start a civilian business, there were all of these points about marketing and advertising etc. The promise was there was no way of people knowing what you had to offer if you didn’t spend a lot of money telling them what you could do.”

“I know. That was the result of my research too, but to be fair, I didn’t really think about the logistics and the mechanics of this very much.”

Wordlessly, Dorothy patted the BattleMage’s forearm as it lay on the conference table. Erasing her sad look and replacing it with a determined smile, Corda said, “We must be fortunate that two people found an unpublished office and came looking to obtain services that we hadn’t defined, both on our first morning of existence as a business.”

“I find that very suspicious,” Alana almost whispered.

Many of the people in the room nodded their agreement, but Corda refused to get stuck in too much introspection. “None of us expected the sort of response that we’ve gotten so far and none of us know what to do with it unless somebody’s holding back.”

George let loose with a sharp laugh, exclaiming, “In this group?”

The laughter and jokes that followed after cleared the air and let the people in the room relax. Corda stayed separate from the mirth and general conversation, thinking about possible ramifications of the two clients.

After everyone settled down, Corda started out the discussion again, “We need to formally decide to take one or both of these cases. To do that, we need to understand how much we are going to charge them and what’s involved. Who has information on either of those subjects?”

“I have a projected cost and risk analysis here,” was George’s contribution.

Alana chimed in, “I did a background check on both of them, of course. Here’s the analysis, but the short summary is that Mark has an impeccable reputation and Peter not so good. Neither one of them has any chargeable issues, but Peter plays fast and loose.”

Dorothy was the next one to contribute. She said, “I checked with the Pilots Guild and with the insurance groups around here. Both of the men definitely have reported losses, and the scuttlebutt talks about attacks and other damage. There doesn’t appear to be any subterfuge, although I believe that Peter has had more damage that he’s not telling us about.”

Alana added, “Peter is terrified out of his mind. It wouldn’t surprise me if he were concealing things to make the problem not look so bad until we accept his case, but it could be that he’s just so frightened that he felt he needed to get a business that didn’t belong to the area to help him.”

“That may be part of the reason that Mark came also,” Dreyer contributed. “That man is a bit scary, but he’s got a very good rep. He also would make a very poor enemy.”

Corda asked, “Does anyone have anything else to add?”

Alaric spoke up, startling the people next to him. The big man had been so quiet that when he spoke, it came as a bit of a shock. In a rumbly, soft voice, he said, “I understand about the possible two clients. I keep thinking about our two neighbors.”

Irene asked, “My dear, what you mean?”

“The accountant guy, the one that is sweet on Dorothy, said that Frank arranged with him to come welcome us today.”

“I don’t see what suspicious about that.”

Alaric straightened up and looked around the group meeting each person’s eyes as he said, “Frank knew nine days ago that we were coming to this office. Corda signed the lease eight days ago. How would he know that we were going to take this office and why would he pressure Bartho into coming with him?”

In a contemplative voice, George murmured, “Interesting. That is very interesting. Perhaps we better dig a little deeper into our oh so friendly neighbor, Frank.”

Alana nodded, saying, “On it!”

Corda looked at each of her team members in quiet amazement, thinking, This is amazing. I don’t know what I would do without them.

Aloud, she asked, “I am inclined to take both the cases. Do you agree?”

Ted Dreyer was the first one to add his vote, a laconic, “Agreed.”

Each of the other team members followed suit quickly. All of them voted to take both cases. The BattleMage smiled and asked George to notify both men.

“I will get right on that, Corda. This certainly has been an interesting day.”

General agreement sounds filled the room as each person got up to go back to their tasks and the general process of settling into a new office. They were busy, and having something to do was comforting.

Their first day had been marked by two new cases. It was something unusual and exciting. It was their first day in the office, the first in civilian life. Each member of the cadre worked on, a swirl of intriguing thoughts and questions spinning around their brains.

George went off to notify both the men that they would be taking on their case, starting in the morning, while Corda wandered a bit aimlessly.

Corda left the conference room, pausing briefly in the doorway when she saw that the new sign had been placed in their doorway. It read, “BattleMage Investigations.”

It was a new life, a new way of living. It wasn’t necessarily what they had planned, nor had it been what they expected. However, it looked like it might have compensations. Compared to battle, civilian life seemed to have less danger and other benefits. The BattleMage’s mind snagged once more on the intriguing face and the broad shoulders of Mark, their first client. Even when the woman started to unpack one of her many boxes, the glint in his eye, and the traces of a ready smile behind his lips haunted her.

Maybe civilian life wouldn’t be so bad. Perhaps you didn’t need a heart of stone to live it.
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Author Notes

I don’t know if I’m the only author that frantically scribbles down ideas and then lets them marinate until they have the right flavor. All I know is that these three stories belonged to a series idea that I have been poking and prodding at for several years. My vision of this universe is philosophical and, like much of my writing, combines aspects of technology, magic, and military.

In the Vorcian Imperium, I have created the universe that has haunted my dreams and distracted me from myriad chores over the last several years. Once the event of creation was done, I found that the stories I had already planned out to write in that universe fell into two groups, adventure tales of one sort or another and mysteries.

Rather than further confuse all of you, I’ve broken them into two series, which occasionally touch as they encounter the same characters, situations, or locations. To give you some insight into my plans, I thought you might like a couple of general arc diagrams.

If you’re not into pictures like this, feel free to ignore them. That is one of those right-left brain people, I try to get all of my details down in image form.

These three stories are non-mystery, so they fall into the Vorcian Imperial Chronicles series. Look for the next book in that series before mid-November.
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The series arc for the mystery stories, gathered under the umbrella of BattleMage Investigations, will have its first book published later in November. It is proving to be a joy to write and I am excited to hear what you think of the story.
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It is my hope that you will enjoy all of them!

Cheerfully,

Taki
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Author Introduction – Taki Drake

The mixture of technology and magic is where my mind and heart live. In today's world, it mixes engineering and creativity. In the worlds of my mind, technology and magic live intertwined. I hope that you will find my stories interesting enough to be frequent visitors to where my heart beats.

I am continuing to write my stories of intertwined technology and magic. The challenges of that are fertile grounds for many story lines and series. Several of those planned for the next few months have been listed below. I am happily writing each of them, discovering new worlds, new situations and new challenges. The wonder for me is the number of readers that are enjoying my visions and tales.

Enjoy the stories in the emerging genre of techmage!

Please feel free to contact me via email at taki@technologymage.com or visit my blog or my Amazon page.
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Unfettered Mage

We Are Not Prey

Fleet of the Mage

Mage and Mate

Traditions of Childhood

Social Combat - Oct 2019

Tattered Wings - Dec 2019

Elemental Connections - Dec 2019

Vorcian Imperial Chronicles

An Attitude Adjustment

Cadre Files - Sept 2019

In the Cards - Oct 2019

Burnished Blade -  Nov 2019

BattleMage Investigates

Battle Cadre Arises - Oct 2019

The Case of the Frozen Hand -  Nov 2019

Badger Hole Bar

Thru the Badger Hole

Grand Opening

Fashion Forward

The Gift of Fashion

The Remembrance Wall

Dirty Bucket Brewery - Oct 2019

Treasured Knowledge - Dec 2019

Becoming Sephera

A Learning Experience

You Just Go On - 2020

Life Rebuilt - TBD

New Paths - TBD

Standard of Honor

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex

Floating in Time

Road to Honor

Honor’s Bridge - January 2020

Familiar Magic

Familiar Shadows

Familiar Trials - Fledgling

Familiar Travels

Unfamiliar Pathways - Oct 2019

Familiar Trials - Expert - Dec 2019

Familiar Trials - Master - TBD

Familiar Trials - Adept - TBD

Cookbooks

The Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Marcella's Garden Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest

Tasting Sampler

A Food Palate - Holiday Heartwarmers

Taking it on the Road

Baba’s Kitchen - Coming Soon!

Anthologies

The Expanding Universe: An Exploration of the Science Fiction Genre

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

Inanna's Circle: Flight of Imagination - Thru the Darkness

Holiday Heartwarmers: An Anthology of Short Stories

Inanna's Circle: The Game Begins

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View

CyberWar: Digital Battlefield

CyberWar: Byte Conflict

Prime Fantasy

Phoenix Fantasy

Phoenix Imagining

The Imp Prince

The Goblin and the Grocer

Prime Peek I

Snapshots of Life I

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Haunted Hearts I

Reindeer Don’t Fly

Silent Thanks

Shadowed Light

Powerhouse Punch
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