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Birds song and the aroma of fresh tea and biscuits filled the glade as Kalana rose from her bed of flower petals. Small forest creatures joined the young elf princess as she sat up and stretched in the morning sunlight. "Oh, what a wonderful morning!" she said as her tail reached over and retrieved a cup of tea from the nightstand. "The day will be wonderful..."

"Rise and shine, ladies. It's a new day in the corps," Space Marine Gunnery Sergeant Geraldine Hartman yelled as the lights in the squad bay came on to full brightness. She punctuated her request by throwing a metal can down the length of the room with enough force to dent the far wall.

Kalana rolled out of her bunk while begging the gods that this was a nightmare. She looked around and saw similar looks on the faces of her fellow team members.

"Attenshun!" Hartman yelled. "Officers on the deck!"

Everyone leapt to a spot at the foot of their bunks where they stood at attention.

"At ease. Listen up!" Captain John Williamson, their human commanding officer, barked as he, Lt. Shenta, his Sokuhl number two, and Sergeant Hartman walked to the center of the room. "The LWS Plotkin has been diverted to Meltor to aid in a search and rescue operation. This team will assist members of the Consortium military to find and rescue members of a research team lost inside the Maelstrom."

"Sir!" a team member barked. "Why not wait for the storm to pass, Sir!"

"My God, someone with a vocabulary," Harman yelled.

The lieutenant explained, "The Maelstrom is a permanent fixture on Meltor. The boffins think it's a leftover from a previous civilization. It is also home to several species of sapient winged dragons."

The team glanced at Mersa, their Basili weapons specialist. Basili were the closest thing the League had to winged dragons.

"Due to time constraints and the severe conditions associated with the Maelstrom, we will halo two clicks from the last known position of the research team. We will hike in, find them, then render aid until the Consortium shows up. Any questions?"

There were none.

Hartman took up the briefing. "We will be using the new sigma power suits. They've been hardened for use in Maelstrom-type environments."

"We drop in eight hours," Capt. Williamson added. "Any questions?"

Again, there were none.

"Dismissed!" Hartman barked. The team dispersed.

"Corporal Grenor, a word," the captain requested.

"Sir?" Kalana replied while her tail formed its characteristic question mark.

"You're doing double duty this trip. Hanson broke his arm during a handball match, so you're the medic this trip. Any problem with that, Doctor?"

A knot of fear formed in Kalana's stomach. "Sir, you of all people are aware of what happened the last time I put on the stethoscope."

"Yes, I am," he replied. He stared at her.

"No, sir. No problem," she finally replied.

"Good. Carry on, Corporal."

Kalana saluted, then walked away to attend to her duties. A delivery bot trundled up and handed her a medical kit before heading off to make other deliveries. She looked at the bag before grabbing her kit and heading to the showers.
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Mersa walked over and gave her wings a nervous flap as Kalana finished squaring away her bunk.

"What's up, girlfriend?" Kalana asked. She and Mersa were team mates and friends. She knew when the Basili wanted to ask something, but didn't know how to begin. Mersa was the fiercest warrior imaginable, but when it came to personal matters, she was a wuss.

"Why did the captain call you Doctor?"

Kalana smile. "Because, in a previous life, I was doctor. I healed people."

"I don't understand. MDs come in through Officer Candidate School, not boot camp."

"I was a doctor until I got someone killed. Since then, I'm a corporal. No stars, no bars, no salutes; just a Space Marine doing her duty protecting the League."

Mersa had never heard so much pain in one sentence. She put her taloned hand on her friend’s shoulder. "You want to talk? I'm here."

Kalana put her hand on her friend's and said, "Maybe later. For now, we have a mission to prep for."

"Copy that, Sister!" Mersa patted her friend's shoulder then waited for her to grab her med kit before the two of them headed out to the staging area.
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Kalana powered up the suit before running its pre-launch checklist. "Murphy, are you on-line yet?" she asked her AI companion.

"Yes, ma'am. I am jacked-in and ready to rock."

She looked at the unit. "Watching those adventure films again, Murph?"

"Aye, ma'am. Have I gotten the lingo correct?"

"Murph, you're perfect. All you need is a white-linen sport coat and deck shoes."

"Yes!" She was reminded of that InterWeb meme of a baby doing a fist-pump. 

"While you're at it, could you run a level-3 pre-launch diagnostic?"

"Aye, aye, Corporal Grenor. Running diagnostic."

The sigma power suit is an eight-foot tall bipedal unit driven by a Marine who sat in the unit's chest cavity. Kalana climbed to the top of the unit where she opened an access door and pressed a button underneath. With a loud whirring sound, the "Head" tilted forward to reveal a cockpit complete with seat, harness, controls, and readouts. The corporal climbed inside, sat down, and fastened the harness before donning the control headset. Satisfied, she reached up and pushed-in the power breakers.

The control console lit up like a holiday tree as systems came on. "Murph, where are we with the diagnostic?"

"Just finishing up, Corporal," Murph replied through the unit's intercom system. "All systems on-line and fully functional."

She reached up and pressed a button which closed the head and sealed it. "Activate all motor functions."

"All motor functions activated, ma'am." The unit lurched as its systems applied minimal power to its arms and legs.

"Retract gantry. Activate warning horns and beacons.”

The ladders surrounding the unit pulled back while warning horns and mars lights activated, warning personnel to stand clear.

"Ready for motion test, Corporal."

"Staging control, this is Elf Princess requesting permission to perform mobility tests."

"Elf Princess, this is control. Standby."

"Elf Princess standing by..."

"Elf Princess, Staging Control. You are go for mobility test."

Kalana tapped her headset, activating it and tying it into the unit's control system. Using hand and foot controls augmented by the telepresence headband, Kalana commanded the unit to stand. Once upright, she walked it to the center of the room where other units were being run through test routines by their operators.

"Hey, Princess, I hear you're going to be playing doctor. I got a boo-boo that needs to be fixed,” a heavily-armed unit sporting black and white stripes said as it showed her a massive robotic finger.

"Hmmm," she said over the comm while examining the digit. "Your unit looks fine. How about I remove yours and see what I can do with a hot poker."

"Ooooh!" the rest of the team said while Mersa gave her a mechanical fist-bump.

The Captain and Gunny watched from the side. "Sir, what's the scoop on Grenor?"

Being tall, even for a human, he looked down at her. "Didn't they brief you?"

"No, sir. I replaced Sergeant Zon only a week ago."

"You're taking over for one of the finest non-coms in the Corps."

"Yes, sir. How's she doing, if I may ask."

"On the mend. She should be back to work within a year. Lucky for us, the Alturans can grow back tentacles."

"Sir, Grenor?"

"She used to be Captain Grenor, MD. She was involved with a Colonel who happened to die on her operating table after a rather nasty accident. The Colonel's father, a very powerful senator, demanded she be court-martialed and sentenced to death. General McMurphy stepped in and persuaded the court to bust her to corporal and assign her to this ship."

"The General is EMEF, not Space Marine, isn't she, sir?"

"Affirmative. She was Space Marine until General Aymar asked her to transfer into the Elf Marine Expeditionary Force. Our loss, their gain. She still has friends in the corps, so the tribunal acquiesced."

"Damn. I thought Grenor was just a screw-up..."

"Gunny, that woman saved my wife's life when the rest of Corps Medical had written her off. I was honored to have Kalana join the team, understand?"

"Sir, yes, sir!"

"I suggest you pull the team's jackets and read them thoroughly. They're unique, which may explain why it's the most decorated team in the Corps.”

"Yes, sir!"

He turned back to watch his Marines work their rides.
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Kalana made a final system check as she waited for the drop. She looked at her displays and saw the biometric readouts of the seven members of their team and noted that they were all calm, even the lieutenant. "LT, how many drops have you made?" she asked.

"This is my first, why?"

"You're calm. Most first-timers show elevated respiration and BP. Yours is calm."

"It's a Sokuhl characteristic. Is it a problem?"

"No, sir. Not a problem at all."

Kalana finished her checks. "LT, we are good to go."

"Thank you, Corporal. Control, Rescue One ready to go."

"Copy that, Rescue One. Drop in thirty seconds."

Kalana checked her harness one final time. "How are we doing Murph?"

"All systems in the green. Ship scans of the surface show all conditions nominal."

A chime announced the five-second mark.

"Ready for this, Big Guy?"

"Always, mistress."

She reached up and felt the ring hanging around her neck under her uniform. Peter had given it to her as an engagement ring. Now, it was a reminder of what could have been. The floor folded away to show the planet waiting below. The units around her dropped just before the bottom dropped out of her world. She scanned her board and saw the rest of her team on profile. "Murph, status please."

"We are on profile. Altitude fifty miles, speed nominal. Profile nominal."

She looked and saw everyone, including the LT, were as frosty as snow cones.

"We are entering the upper
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