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Prologue
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Jorden, like his men, was donning and making last minute adjustments to his battle harness, ensuring everything was adjusted to his liking. He, and the men, were also going over their weapons for the perhaps ten or more times. This would be a hot insertion from the space transport and it was imperative that everything was in order before they exited the craft upon landing.

This was the culmination of over six months of data collection and three months of intensive training. Jorden had been promoted to Major from Captain, specifically to command this mission. He had a company and a half of infantry, twenty five armoured and armed ground transports, each with three crew men and a full section of ten troopers who had been inserted three days earlier to establish over watch and to provide any last minute intelligence.

Zarkos command had felt this level of manpower was excessive, but had agreed with Jorden that being the first of its kind, it was necessary. First, to ensure the raid was successful and second, to give the new troopers and officers a taste of a real, not simulated, action.

The troopers began to enter their armored vehicles in the transports cargo bay. Jorden, as he had been trained, would he the last to enter the first vehicle and the first to exit. His ten man section had been with him for many years. Cross trained with him on Mountainview with New German troops and done many operations of this type with various New German troop formations over the years. All this was nothing new for them and most of them felt this would be a walk in the park.

The troopers were mostly joking with each other and more than a few jabs had been tossed Jorden's way, harassing him for being a new father. He smiled back at them, but did not retaliate back, like he would most times. There was to much riding on this operation. If all went to plan, Zarkos would be revamping it's army to match what all the other planets were doing. His half battalion would expand to first, a full battalion, then as more officers graduated from the new schools being set up, a whole division  under his command. So yes, while he also felt this operation would be a piece of cake, he, as the commanding officer, had to ensure it went off as smoothly as possible.

Jorden felt the weight be removed from his body as the artificial gravity was shut off on the transport. This was the drivers cue to start the engine on the vehicle. The rear doors started to slowly open and the interior of the cargo compartment became noisy as the area decompressed, air rushed out of the space and the engine and wind noise could be heard now from the exterior.

Jorden knew something was wrong before the  over watch screamed their warning over the radios. Bolts of light from high powered land based heavy blasters started impacting the exterior of the space transport, causing it to shudder under each hit. With a crash at the higher speed than normal landing, the transport hit the ground. Jorden's driver floored the accelerator and before the loading ramp was fully down, they screeched out of the transport, hitting the ground hard and dirt flying, started toward their assault point.

The rear ramp of the vehicle started down as the brakes were being slammed down. Jorden was the first one out, the rest of his section on his heels. The vehicles long blaster started firing immediately, along with the crew mounted one on the roof. Jorden and his team fanned out, making a perimeter and returning fire almost immediately.

The fifth vehicle exiting the transport was hit just after it exited and blew apart seconds later. The other three, like Jordens, was doing, were disgorging troopers and returning fire. The fire they were under was massive, much more than they had been briefed would be in place. Something had changed and changed for the worse.

More and more vehicles were being hit as they exited the transport and on the ground. The transport was returning fire from it's own laser batteries. None of it was enough, the transport was being hit and hit hard, finally catching fire. It tried to take off, but was hit in the engines and that was that. The order was given to abandon ship and sailors were being hit by laser fire as they tried to evacuate the doomed transport.

Jorden was able to get a picture of what was happening at the target and began to issue orders to out flank and over power the opposition. Now, he thought, they might not have enough troops to finish the opposition. But they were soon, slowly, taking out targets and the fire was becoming less from the enemy position.

Then it happened. Jorden had just shifted position for the fourth or fifth time, he saw something out of the corner of his eye. A young girl was trying to hide under a stair case. A civilian couple, possibly her parents, were lying in the street dead before the stair case. Not hesitating, Jorden rushed to the girl, pulled her up and shielding her by shoving her behind him, returned fire to the dozen or so enemy that was facing him.

While he took down more than a few, he was taking many hits himself. His armour was coming apart, he took more hits, he blaster was out of charge and knew it was over for him. Turning his fully protected back on the enemy, he pulled the girl to him in a tight bear hug and fell with her under him onto the ground as everything went black.
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[image: ]




Gwen had just returned home from retrieving Mitchel from the base daycare center. At eighteen months, he had just started to tootle around, and she had to keep her eye on him because now, he was not only mobile, but very curious and got into all kinds of mischief if she wasn't paying attention. Gwen was now doing the administration duties for her two companies of special operations troopers. Once Jorden returned from the mission he was now on, Gwen would go active duty for a mission and standy by if not, until Jorden was sent on another mission.

That required her to take the next transport to Zarkos from her barracks on Mountainview, the New German main military complex. All of this had been coordinated with the Zarkos and New German military command. Zarkos was rapidly modernizing it's military capabilities and she and Jorden were the main trainers of their officer corps.

Gwen had just started her supper when the door bell to her barracks rang. She wiped her hands on her trouser legs, went to the door and flung it open. Carol was standing there in her full uniform. Beside her was a man in a suit.

“Hey Carol,” Gwen said. “What's up?”

Looking beyond Carol and the man in the suit, Gwen saw three vehicles parked in front of the house on the street. One was Carols official generals car, another was a limo, the final one was her mother's battered SUV. Drivers for both the official vehicles were in full uniform standing beside the doors of the vehicle. One in a Zarkos uniform.

A Zarkos general officer in full uniform was standing just behind Carol and the man in the suit and Gwen saw her mother walk to the side of the house, headed for the rear door. Her heart  began to sink, dreading what was about to happen next.

“Your Grace,” the man in the suit began and Gwen's heart  began to break. “It is with deep regret for me to inform you that Major Cooperman was killed in action yesterday afternoon. Please accept the condolences of my self and the people of Zarkos for your loss.”

Gwen reached out her hand and shook the ambassadors hand and that of the Zarkos General.

“Thank you Mr. Ambassador, General,” Gwen said. “I know how difficult these types of things are for you. My husband was a soldier gentleman, as am I. We both knew this might happen, to either of us. Please pass my appreciation to the troopers and the people of Zarkos for their concern and sympathies.

“And his troopers? How many were casualties?”

“Ten dead, one hundered fifty wounded, Your Grace,” the general said.

“Please, if you could supply me with the names of the next of kin Mr. Ambassador,” Gwen said. “I would like to express my condolences to them. Also General, I would like an after action report sir.”

Both men assured Gwen they would.

“If you would excuse me gentlemen?” Gwen said. “I would like to discuss some things with Duchess Asminove.”

After another round of handshakes and condolence comments, the Zarkos officials walked back to their vehicle and Carol proceeded Gwen into the house. Gwen shut the door quietly behind her and tapped her right ear three times.

“PG, what do you have for me,” Gwen said. Her eyes were hard.

“Looks like the bad guys were tipped off boss,” PG said. “They were out numbered four to one. Coop got hit just as Zarkos was getting control. He got hit protecting a civilian girl from about twenty bad guys.”

“Right,” Gwen said. “Activate the whole team but the standby team. Get us some decent intel PG. I want to know who and where the leak was.”

“Got it boss,” PG said.

Marlene came toward her daughter, concern on her face.

“No time mom,” Gwen said. “Take Mitchel home with you mom. I'll meet up with you and dad at the embassy on Zarkos. Check if we can do anything for the Cooperman's. Get the lawyers working on the legal side of things.

“Carol, find out how many and in what kind of shape Coops section survivors are. As well as his platoon. If possible, I want this handled before the funerals. Coop gets buried with his team. Once I hit Zarkos, it's going to be a shit show. I have to get whatever planning done before then. So let's get at it.”

The funeral was a full military funeral. All of the Zarkos elected civilian government officials and all the top military officers were in attendance. All of the Zarkos elite and many, many of the public were there. As it had been a Federation of Planets sanctioned and ordered operation, the chairman of the Federation and half the cabinet were there.

Representatives, military and civilian, from all the planets in the Federation had attended. Most notable were Queen Tanya of Oaken, her two sons, twenty Oaken Barons and two hundred Oaken troops.

The biggest contingent from the planets was the New German one. Every General Officer from every division was in attendance. One company from each division, including seven 155 heavy guns and a battalion of Wind Riders were there.

Grand Duke Kovaks, Duchess Asminove, of Stuttgart, Duchess Cochrane of Westphalia and Queen Claudia of Bavaria, dressed in full Wind Rider uniforms, sashes of office added to the medals and awards they displayed on them.

Two women dressed in black with black veils, one holding an infant in her arms, were standing before the Zarkos flag draped coffin over the open grave. This was Grand Duchess Gwenivere of New Germany, Baroness Isabelle, of Oaken, her mother, and Duke Mitchel of New Germany, the baby.

Behind them, was a Zarkos colour party, with the national colours and the battalion colours present. A fully armed section of Jarod's troopers were providing the honour guard and pawl bearers for the ceremony.

On Gwen's left were, Jarrod's Uncle and Aunt, and his two cousins. Bridget in the uniform of a Zarkos cavalry lieutenant, the men in black suits and the Aunt in a black dress and veil.

There were easily, ten thousand people in the grave yard and an estimated thirty million watching on Zarkos vid broadcasts on Zarkos alone, let alone the hundreds of millions viewing in the rest of the Federation. This was commented on by the vid commentators and the fact that while the perpetrators of the ambush had been killed, no one knew who had tipped them off that the raid was coming.

The speeches from the Zarkos and Federation leaders were finished. The Zarkos national anthem played. One by one, in five second intervals, the heavy 155 cannons fired the twenty one gun salute. At an extremely loud command from Grand Duke Kovaks, every single New German trooper raised their rifles, pointed in the air. In a sound like paper being ripped, but much much louder, the rifle salute was fired. It started on the right of the formation. As each trooper heard the rifle to their right fire, they fired. Many in the crowd, including Jorden's Aunt and Uncle and male cousin, flinched as the first rifles fired. Other than coming to attention, raising their heads and in Bridget's case, giving the hand salute, the Grand Duchess and Baroness were motionless.

The final government speeches were given, the flag removed, folded and handed to Gwen, who reached behind her with it and gave it to Bridget. With Mitchel in her left arm, Gwen and her mother, one step behind, came up, came to attention and both women snapped off crisp military salutes. Then, they marched back to chairs that had been set up for them in front of the grave and sat down.

Now the long line of well wishers had to be endured. This was interrupted by a shouted order from the Grand Duke.

“ARMY OF NEW GERMANY, ATTENTION! SHOULDER ARMS! RIGHT FACE! FORWARD MARCH!” Duncan roared out.

Proceeded by Duncan, the command staff and the national and army colours, line after line of four wide New German troops marched behind the coffin, each head snapped right as each line of four reached the coffin, the officers snapping bare swords down and to the right, until clear of the seated family, then snapping forward again. As the middle of the formation reached the grave, eight propeller driven aircraft passed low overhead in formation, one pealing up and away as they crossed the grave, in  what was called the missing man formation.

At a soft order, the honour guard behind Gwen came to attention, marched around to the rear of the grave, facing it and the family. Came to attention, the flags were lowered, and the troopers gave their salute. Gwen, Marlene, Bridget and belatedly, the rest of Jorden's family had risen to receive the salute. Bridget snapped her right hand to her forehead to return the salute. The hand was trembling, the Aunt was now crying loudly, the uncle and cousin crying. Marlene, a tear in her eye, looked over at her daughter, to see nothing but hard steal in hers.

A group of eight dark suited men and women approached the family, surrounding them and swiftly whisked them away to the waiting limos. Gwen grabbed Bridget's arm as she reached the first car and shoved her inside, before following her, Marlene right on her heels. The door was slammed shut, the security team entered a black SUV in the front and the rear of the two limos and the six vehicle convoy sped away headed for the New German embassy.

Gwen ripped the veil right off her head and tapped her ear three times. A hologram of CT in a full, including full trousers and medals uniform came alive before her.

“K kid,” he said. “Coordinates to the target have been sent to the transports. You are good to go at your discretion. Zarkos will be informed once the assault is under way.”

“Thanks CT,” Gwen said, she was removing her black dress now.

“Give them my regards as well Gwen,” CT said, then blinked out.

Reaching under the seat Bridget was sitting on, Gwen brought out a bundle of clothing, it was an assault uniform, including boots and a worn ball cap. Gwen was quickly dressed, she retrieved Mitchel from Marlene, who also reached under the seat and began to dress the same way.

“Yours is waiting in the transport and your weapons, Lieutenant,” Gwen said. “I give you the option to join us or not. Regardless, the ass holes that did this will be dead within four hours.”

Reaching the New German embassy, the place was a mass of organized confusion. Four troop transports were sitting in the court yard. Several troopers were sprinting for them, removing dress uniforms as they did so, these were the pilots that had flown the tribute flight.

Gwen handed a waiting uniformed female nanny Mitchel. Bridget sprinted toward the transport Gwen had indicated, undoing buttons as she ran. Marlene rolled up the sleeves of her shirt and the tails of it revelling her still muscular stomach and the scars. She pulled back her hair and made a tight pony tail behind her head revealing the large ugly scar on the left side of her face.

Gwen had done the same with her hair and was now applying white make up on her face. As Marlene began to paint her black and white zebra stripes on her face and body, the first of the busses holding thirty troopers each arrived. The first buss had fifteen white faced and fifteen zebra striped troopers, with weapons pile out of it.

The next, fifteen troopers in Wind Rider combat uniforms, weapons strung all over them, two females with swords across their backs. Fifteen other New German troopers, five from each of the divisions were also present.

The last buss carried twenty of Jorden's troopers. They had also changed into combat uniforms on the way over. Bridget came rushing out of her transport, still buttoning up her uniform shirt as she ran. The last to arrive were Duncan, Brett, Scott and Amanda. With all their weapons and gear on their bodies.

Duncan walked up to Marlene and Gwen. While Gwen had been expecting some kind of smart ass remark from her father, she didn't get one.

“All the troops are present and accounted for Major,” he said instead, his face blank.

“Very well Chief Master Warrant,” Gwen said quietly. “Form them up if you please Chief Master Warrant.”

Duncan came to attention and snapped a salute. He spun around and moved to the centre of the court yard.

“FALL IN! FALL IN!” Duncan yelled.

With a crashing of boots, all the troops in the court yard assembled in their lines. Satisfied all was in order, Duncan marched back to Gwen came to attention and saluted.

“Assault Team Assembled Ma-am!” Duncan said.

“I will address the troops Chief Master Warrant,” Gwen said.

Gwen tapped her ear twice and a hologram of a large complex projected in the middle of the open square formation of troopers before her. There was a large main house, a pool and pool house, three guest houses, a large barn, two machinery buildings and what looked like a barracks complex. Large flower bordered lawns and treed areas. What looked like a wrought iron fence hidden by manicured shrubs, made a perimeter around the complex.

Two gated driveways, one to the west and one to the north, provided access to the complex. Both entrances had a small guard post to one side, just inside the gate.

“New German troops,” Gwen began. “Disperse to the perimeter walls and work your way inward. First task is to eliminate the guards at the entrances.

“Original Wind Riders and Zebra, provide over watch, first, for Bridget and her team, then the main house.

“Bridget, your team is to clear the guest houses and the pool house, each of the assault teams will have two armed drones and a dedicated controller.

“Anything, I repeat, anything that is moving in that complex is a target.

“Questions?”

“Prisoners?” a Zarkos sergeant asked.

“No time for prisoners,” Gwen said.

“Who is responsible for the main house,” Bridget asked.

“Not your concern,” Gwen  said. “Make sure you stay clear. Every one is to stay clear of the main house.

“Anything else? Good, mount up. It's a bloody awesome day to die!”

The assault teams began to board their transport, all except Ghost Team, they were all standing around in a gaggle together. The other teams looked over at them as they loaded, it didn't look like Ghost Team even had a transport.

Five Mikes Gulf Tango One One

Five Mikes, thanks Voice

“Right guys,” Gwen said. “Voice said our transport is five mikes out. Team One takes the main floor, Team Two the second. The transport is going in hot and will be blasting any doors it can find as it comes in.

“This is a retaliation raid, plain and simple. No survivors. This bunch is behind a lot of nasty stuff that goes on in the Federation. No more.”

Gwen loaded a full clip in her assault rifle and loaded a grenade in the launcher beneath the barrel. She wasn't talking, or even looking at the others. Her expression was blank, her movements sure.

The team had done this type of thing many times before. If anything, this target was easier than the others they had been on. These people had absolutely no idea what was about to befall them.

The transport arrived, came to a hover and landed in a cloud of dust. The White Ghosts running into the open rear hatch before the skids had come to rest on the ground. The engines reversed thrust, the transport rose, leaving the rear hatch open.

Gulf Tango One One, Voice. You have full comm control hun.

What Gwen was about to broad cast was going to go to Zarcos military and diplomatic Chanels.

Gwen began to chant, the others in the transport with her.

We are the light breeze that rustles the grass and trees.

We are the sun that brings warmth and growth

We are the babbling brook that brings cool life

We are the Wind Riders, bringers of peace and comfort.

We are the torrent that rips houses from foundations

We are the blazing sun that burns crops and drys out the land

We are the raging flood waters that destroys all before it.

We are the Wind Riders, bringers of death and destruction

Family Russnick, you have been responsible for many atrocities through out the Federation and on Zarkos. You latest crime, was to provide information to the enemy which resulted in Major Cooperman and his troopers loosing their lives.

You have been charged with treason and murder and found guilty.

I am White Ghost, bringer of justice. Prepare to die!

When Gwen spoke her last words, all hell broke loose in and around the complex. Explosions from missiles launched by drones took out the barracks and machine buildings. Rifle fire and grenades going off on all sides.

Added to that, were the flashes of lasers as Bridget and her team fanned out, shooting at anything that moved. Then, explosions on the doors of the main house as missiles fired by the White Ghosts transport impacted just before it touched down on the flat roof of the house. White faced troopers running out of the transport, weapons at the ready.

As Gwen had suspected, the main family was gathered in the main dining room on the main floor. All of them trying to make it to the open door of the large safe room.

Gwen screamed her high pitched war cry and let loose with the grenade in the launcher under her rifle barrel at the door. Bodies and parts of bodies flew outward away from the door as the grenade exploded. Her rifle now dropped to hang on its strap across her chest, Gwen exploded into motion, her battle axe in her left hand, her long killing knife in her right.

Mary, Christine, Chelsea and Little Bear similarly armed, right behind her. Now the high pitched screams were coming from the men and women, around twenty in number, in the room, as they were brutely cut down. It was over in less than five minutes.

One woman, about seventy in age was the only one left alive. She was covered in blood, none of it her own. She looked at the blood smeared Gwen as she approached with defiance in her eyes.

“You will never get away with this,” she said. “Do you know who we are?”

“You were a rich and powerful family,” Gwen said calmly. “Before you killed my husband that is. You see, my name is Guinevere Kovaks, Grand Duchess and heir to the throne of New Germany. No help is coming for you. Except for you, the rest of your family is dead or being hunted down to be killed, Federation wide.

“I have two other names you were not aware of. The first is Mrs. Jorden Cooperman, Major Jorden Cooperman's wife. The second, and right now for you, more important one is White Ghost. White Ghost has no mercy. Where White Ghost goes, only death follows.

“You ain't worth the cost of a bullet.”

In a rapid movement, Gwen buried the blade of her axe deep in the woman's head and almost cut her head off with the knife in her left hand.

Voice, White Ghost, what have you got for me?

White Ghost, Voice, all good hun. Tango is gone, all teams extracting.

Copy. Break. All Whisky Gulf Tango, extract now. Voice, level this whole complex once we are clear.

Gwen started running toward the stairs leading to the roof. She and the others letting a shot off as they saw a body move.

“Leave the ramp open,” Gwen ordered as she dove into the transport. “Going to be an awesome light show happening.”

They were less than half a mile away, missiles were fired from their and every other transport and drone in the area. There was no structure of any kind left standing minutes later.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Sixteen years ago, at the age of twenty seven, the recently widowed Gwen Cooperman made a hard decision. The latest of the many hard decisions she had been forced to make since her husband had died a year earlier.

Her husband had been a citizen of Zarkos and from a wealthy family that ran a successful factory producing quality consumer products. Unlike the vast majority of the wealthy elites of Zarkos, Gwen's husband had joined the Zarkos army and was very active in their peace keeping and anti terrorism regiment. He had been killed on a raid in a far off planet to eliminate some bad terrorists.

Until the birth of her son, Gwen had also been an active member of that same regiment, one of the officers in fact. After her maternity leave, Gwen chose an administration role in the regiment, in order to be close to her son, Mitchel. Her parents always were present. In fact, to present at times. Gwen's mother, never the touchy feely type, fussing over Mitchel constantly, so unlike her normally.

There was always a constant traffic of Gwen's friends and adopted family members whenever they were back on planet and not on duty. While a number of these people were Gwen's mother or fathers' friends, to Gwen, these older people were her family, as she had grown up with them.

If anything, the visits from her parents and their friends had increased after her husband had died. All of them concerned about her and how she was handling her grief. She was a soldier, a very good and highly experienced one. She had lost loved friends before and knew how to bury her emotions in order to carry on. It took some of her father's friends and especially her father, to allow her to experience the emotions she was holding deep inside.

When he had first arrived in the Federation, her father's first wife had been killed on an assault, she had also been pregnant at the time. So of anyone in Gwen's circle, her father knew what she was experiencing. While Gwen had not lost her son, like her father, Gwen had loved her husband dearly and missed him greatly.

This was just one more event to bring her father, and herself, even closer if possible. At certain ages, especially after bearing a child, mothers and daughters become close and fathers fade into the back ground. While Gwen and her mother had indeed grown closer, Gwen and her father shared a special relationship, one that had formed during a time of tremendous stress and hardship when Gwen had been a teenager.

She had taken her father's friend Shelly's advice to heart. Shelly had received a degree in psychology before she became a soldier and had shared with Gwen, that Gwen should make no life changing decisions for at least a year. This Gwen had done.

After a week, Gwen had gone back to work. Her mother and most of her friends thought it was to early, that she should take at least a month. While Gwen did enjoy the more time she had with her son, she was also surrounded by to many memories of her husband in the home they had shared. She went back to work more as a distraction. It was not as if she was going to be deployed in the field anyway, especially now. She knew she would have no shortage of volunteers to look after Mitchel while she was deployed off planet. She just didn't want to take the risk of being seriously wounded or killed in the line, or of serving off planet on administrative duties. She could do that in her current position and be at home with Mitchel every night.

After six months, Gwen had made up her mind about what she felt she should do. She needed a fresh start, some where where she was unknown. Where she could live her life and bring up her son in relative obscurity. She knew her role in the Army and New Germany was critical and people with her skill set were sorely needed. She also knew that what she did was extremely hazardous and the likelihood of her becoming injured grew exponentially with the number of missions she went on. She also knew that as she got older, her reflexes would slowdown, eventually to the point where she would become a danger to herself and her team.

She discussed it with her team mates, her real family, first. Four of them had been together for over ten years, the fifth, in addition to being with Gwen's team, had grown up with her and gone to school with her. All of them were still at the top of their game. All of them also realized it was time to take on new roles before the one they were in now killed them.

They discussed it with their force commander, who agreed with them. The others would stay on, as trainers and be held in reserve for special missions. Gwen's decision, however was different and the commander wanted to speak with her privately about it.

Gwen arrived at the commanders offices five minutes early. Her uniform was impeccable, every crease perfect, boots, belt buckle and buttons gleaming. Her hair pulled back into a tight regulation bun to the rear of her head. She had every ribbon denoting her awards and achievements medals on display. Normally she would not.

The clerk manning the colonels reception desk, a corporal, was a recent addition to the colonel's staff. He was used to seeing Wind Rider officers arriving for various reasons, but had never seen this one before, nor the amount and type of decorations the young Major had on her uniform.

She had six one hundred and eighty days in theatre medals, three wound medals, four mentioned in dispatch medals, a distinguished service medal, a distinguished conduct medal, two unit citations. On her sleeve, was a designated rifleman with maple leaf above, which designated her as a master sharpshooter, two gold slashes which designated ten years of service. On her chest, she wore a pair of rare parachute wings, even more rare, pathfinder wings and pilots wings. On the right shoulder a Wind Rider patch, under her left arm, the black Wind Rider beret, with a gleaming Wind Rider crest on it. The clerk had observed some highly decorated soldiers before, including the colonel, but never one as highly decorated, or as young.

Unlike other young officers who arrived early for a meeting with the colonel, this one did not sit. She stood at parade rest, her feet shoulder width apart, her hands in the small of her back, no expression on her face. When the time came, the corporal received a call from the colonel, rose and opened the colonels door standing to the side as the major marched, not walked, into the colonels office came to attention and rammed her right foot into the floor. The corporal softly shut the door. 'Wonder what kind of shit the young major had gotten herself into', he thought.

“Sit the hell down Gwen,” the colonel, said dispensing with all formality.

Gwen shifted from attention to parade rest and kept her eyes focused above the colonels head. The smile on the colonel's face vanished.

“What can I do for you today Major Cooperman?” the colonel asked.

“Colonel Cochrane,” Gwen began. “The Major wishes to resign her commission and position in the armed forces of New Germany ma'am. The Major has completed ten years of active duty ma'am, therefore is not required to serve in the active reserve and, as a single parent of an underage dependant, is not required to take part in any inactive reserve roles until such dependant reaches the age of majority ma'am.”

The colonel looked at the determination on Gwen's face and the lack of expression on her face.

“Please take a seat major,” the colonel said. The way it was said, made it clear it was not a request.

Gwen sat on the edge of the chair, her body straight and ridged, feet together under the edge of the chair and her eyes still looking above the colonels head.

“Have you discussed this with a mentor Major Cooperman?” the colonel asked. “Is there anything I, we, can do to change your mind Major? A change of unit or base perhaps?”

“I have discussed this decision with my team mates ma'am,” Gwen said. “They are aware of my reasons ma'am and are in support ma'am.”

The colonel continued to look at Gwen for a moment, then stood and walking to the window turned her back and looked out of it. Gwen saw the colonel had her head raised and that she was most likely looking at the sky, when the colonel put both her hands on the window sill, Gwen knew what she would see when the colonel turned around.

“Are you sure Gwen?” the colonel said. “Have you spoken to your folks about this yet?”

“Yes Megan, I am sure,” Gwen said. “I have done enough. I want to be a mom Megan, not a soldier anymore.”

Megan turned around and Gwen saw a tear slowly running down each cheek and try as she might, they began to run down her cheeks as well. Megan rushed around her desk, squatted down in front of Gwen and both women hugged each other fiercely.

After a minute, both women broke off the hug, Megan stood, walked to her side board, pored two glasses of vodka and handed one to Gwen. They made a fast toast and sip, then Megan sat down behind her desk.

“God knows, you and your gang of ruffians have done more than enough Gwen,” Megan said. “Mary was here earlier talking with the Master Warrant, she's doing the same as you, resigning, she'll be going to Bavaria to take up her duties there. Helping her mother out. Will you be doing the same Gwen?”

“No Megan,” Gwen said. “I am going to make a clean break and start over in a different system. I owe it to Mitchel and myself Megan. Before you ask, no, I have not spoken to my parents about this. I am going to right after our meeting Megan. As far as my team, Chelsea, Christine and Little Bear have agreed to stay on until suitable replacements for us and the command structure can be found and trained. Then they will also be resigning and returning to their planets.”

“Ya, your mom told me about Mary this morning,” Megan said. Gwen's mom was the Master Warrant for the regiment Gwen's team was attached to and enlisted personnel reported to her and she in turn reported to the colonel.

“I am not going to tell you differently Gwen,” Megan continued. “We are going to miss you and your team dearly. You are the very best at what you do that anyone, anywhere, has ever seen. I, we, also know that all of you are running on borrowed time. All of you should have been dead many times over Gwen, or in some mental institution someplace. All of you, except for Mary, have enough time in, not to be forced to serve in the active reserve. Mary is just two years behind you. I am sure Bavaria and the Queen will have a suitable duty for Mary to perform in the reserves for those two years.

“As far as I am concerned Gwen, your resignation is approved. It will of course have to be submitted in writing and approved by the general.”

Gwen reached into her tunic and withdrew a flat brown envelope from it and handed it to Megan. Megan smiled, took the envelope from Gwen, withdrew the papers from it and quickly scanned them.

“In triplicate, all the I's dotted and T's crossed,” Megan said. “Typical smart ass.”

Megan pushed her button to summon the clerk, both women stood and the door opened, the clerk reported in. Megan handed the papers to the corporal. Then, surprising the corporal, Megan came to attention and saluted the Major, the major returning the salute just as crisply. It was usually the other way around. Colonels did not salute Majors, Majors saluted Colonels.

The clerk did not even read the documents he had been given, he just scanned them in and sent them into the rabbits warren of administrative bureaucracy, to be forgotten. He thought. Just over a minute later, the phone was ringing and messages began to pour in. Some from very high places.

Leaving the office complex, Gwen carefully placed her beret on her head and took a look around her. Worker bees were hurrying to and fro from office complex to office complex. Enlisted personnel were busy, or not busily, engaged in make work projects, like painting rocks or fences. Groups of ten or twelve troopers in work uniforms were heading to or from training areas.

Gwen began to casually walk toward her own barrack complex. As causally as she was allowed anyway. A flag officer in a full uniform had to comport them selves in a dignified manner. Now, all she had to do was report to her own clerical staff and release them for the day. Gwen had timed this meeting so that it came at the end of the work day. In between returning salutes from groups and single troopers she met, she took in her surroundings that she normally took for granted, remembering why she normally drove instead of walked. She didn't have to return salutes when she drove. All to soon, these sights and sounds would no longer be apart of her life.

Her concerned staff were waiting for her when she walked into her offices.

“Ma'am,” her master sergeant said. “The phones have been going nuts ma'am. All kinds of big shots wanting to talk with you ma'am.”

Gwen sighed, she had expected this, just not so fast.

“Alright guys,” Gwen said. She was rarely formal with her people. “The world is not coming to an end. We are not being deployed on some last minute super hush hush mission and I am not, nor is any one else in our team, in shit for anything. That I know of anyway.

“I have decided that spending more time raising my son is more important than being in the army is all. Being  the smart ass bender of rules that I am, I found a loop hole that allows me to resign my commission almost immediately without any repercussions. End of story. So take off, go home, have some beer or whatever.”

Gwen made to turn around and head out the door, her master sergeant stopped her by placing a message slip in her hand.

“She sounded pissed off ma'am,” he said.

“Ya I figured she would be,” Gwen said. “Mothers can be such pains some times. Go home Will, say high to the kids for me.”

Gwen could have gotten someone to give her a ride home. She chose to walk instead, for the same reason she had walked to the headquarters offices. To take everything in for possibly the last time. There were a lot of memories for her in these streets and buildings. Good memories, bad ones, happy ones and sad ones. She was in automatic mode as she walked, instinctively returning the salutes she received, unaware of the rookies stares at her awards and qualification badges and the hushed comments they made.

Reaching the small house she had been issued, Gwen quickly removed her uniform, carefully hanging it in her closet and donned a pair of jeans, a pullover shirt and a pair of sneakers. Grabbing her keys, she jumped into her older crew cab  truck and headed to the daycare to pick up Mitchel. She was a little earlier than she normally was and quietly watched Mitchel playing with his friends until he spotted her watching and toddled over to her as quickly as a two year old could toddle. He held his hands up to be picked up by her as he reached her and Gwen quickly picked him up, gave him a big hug and a quick tickle making him giggle.

Gwen placed him on her right hip, accepted the clothing bag from the teacher, said her goodbyes and with practised ease, had Mitchel buckled into the child car seat mounted in the rear seat of the pickup.

“Does Mitchel want to go to Grama's house? Or does he want to go home?” Gwen asked as she buckled herself into the drivers seat.

“Mitchel go to gamma house,” Mitchel said. “Pwease, and grumpa too.”

He clapped his hands when Gwen told him that was where they would go. And then, like most two year old's, his attention quickly turned to something else that he observed. The drive was not as long as it normally was on a work day in the afternoon. She was before the after work rush hour came into full swing. She pulled into the parking area of her parents house and sighed in relief that the only other vehicle in it was her mother's.

With some tribulation, Gwen removed Mitchel from the car seat, grabbed the clothing bag with one hand while deftly placing Mitchel on her right hip with the other and shutting the door with her hip. She slowly walked her way up the drive to the rear door, opened it and quickly walked in.

“What the hell is that fool girl thinking!” Gwen heard her mother say.

More to save herself from her mothers wrath than anything, Gwen placed a now squirming Mitchel on the ground and he was soon rushing toward the kitchen .

“Gamma! Gamma!” he yelled as he went rushing in. This changed to giggles as he was picked up and fussed over by his grandmother.

“Good move Gwen,” her father said, as Gwen  walked into the kitchen.

He motioned her over and gave her a hug.

“Mom is almost in full on Ice Queen mode,” he said releasing her.

“I am not!” Her mother said and making a fist, hit her father on the shoulder with it.

Of course this amused Mitchel to no end and he was laughing hard.

“Ha, ha,” Mitchel said. “Grumpa bad and Gamma spank him, ha ha.”

“Why you little traitor!” Grandpa said, rushing toward him and nuzzling him with his face as he was being held by his grandmother. This made Mitchel laugh even harder.

“Grumpa take Mitchel for a horsey ride!” Mitchel demanded.

Grandpa took Mitchel from  his grandmother, placed him on his shoulders behind his neck and was soon prancing around the kitchen and off to the outside on the deck making horse noises. Mitchel laughing like crazy. Gwen stiffened herself, expecting a blast from her mother, now that Mitchel was not there. She received a soft hug and kiss on the cheek instead.

“Are you sure Gwen?” her mother said quietly, still holding her close. “Quitting the army I can understand. The rest?”

Gwen kissed her mother's cheek in return.

“Yes mom, I am sure,” she whispered, then gently pushed her mother away to look her right in the eyes. “I have to mom, or I am going to loose my mind.

“If I stay here, I will always be in the spot light. There will always be demands made of me to do this, that or the other thing. The army will find itself in a jam and ask me to help. And I will mom, we both know it. Mitchel deserves more than that mom. He has already lost his father, I will not risk him loosing his mother, or doing to him what Claudia did to Mary. I know mom, Claudia did not do it on purpose, it is just the stupid responsibility shit”

Gwen saw the tears well up in her mother's eyes, then she was once more pulled in to a hug and she could feel her mother's tears on her cheeks. Then, shockingly, she felt her mother's shoulder shake and  sobs come out of her. Gwen had on rare occasion seen her mother cry, but never, ever, like this. She was not called the Ice Queen for no reason. Gwen held her close, rubbing her back and listened to her mother sob how sorry she was over and over again.

She pushed her mother to arms length and putting her hand under her chin forced her head up to look at her.

“You have nothing to be sorry for mom,” Gwen said. “You are always here when I need you, no more so than the last year mom. You always let me know you love me and I always see it and know it.”

“Grumpa put Mitchel down!” they heard him say. “Gamma and mamma are crying!”

As soon as his feet hit the ground, Mitchel was rushing to his grandmother, she picked him up as he got close and he hugged her hard.

“All good Gamma,” he said, rubbing the tears from her eyes. “Mitchel is here. Mitchel take Gamma pain away.”

This only served to turn on the flood gates as grandmother once again began to shake and sob.

“No cry Gamma, no cry, Gamma make Mitchel sad.” he looked over at his mother and saw the tears running down her face, before she bolted for the deck. “What wrong Gamma? Why Gamma and mommy so sad? Grumpa? Grumpa help?”

“You help Gamma,” grandfather said. “I go help mommy.”

Gwen felt her fathers arm go around her waist, then kiss her neck. She had already stopped crying.

“Jesus,” Gwen said. “I've never seen mom loose her shit like that. Have you?”

“Nope,” her father said. “Seen her cry, even shake her shoulders a bit, but never like that.”

Daughter and father stood looking out into the distance on the deck. Each in their own thoughts. This didn't last long, It never could with a two year old around.

“Gamma says for you two to get your butts in here!” Mitchel yelled.

“Mom!!” Gwen yelled back.

“Language Marlene, Language,” grandfather said.

“Oh poo on you, spoil sport Duncan,” Marlene said.

Father and daughter now knew Marlene was all good again. They walked back into the kitchen an arm around each others waists.

“Now, before you get all bent out of shape again Mar,” Duncan said. “I agree with Gwen. If I didn't have to, I'd be doing the same thing and so would you and you know it.”

“Yes I do,” Marlene said. “But I don't have to like it. Do you know where you will be going?”

“Most likely Clayton,” Gwen said. “They have a lot of empty land, cheap land, it is far enough away for us to be under the radar, but close enough to rush home if I have to. I have enough funding from Coops army insurance, my own army savings and dividends from my own investments, to purchase some decent land, build a nice house and set up a ranching operation to keep me busy.”

“As long as we can come visit, my daughter,” Marlene said. “I know for a fact your father will just love roughing it out in the wilds.”
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Chapter Three
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Gwen had done some preliminary research on her own and found an area on Clayton that would suit her needs. The nearest town was thirty kilometres away and was just a glorified farming community. Ten families had pooled their resources and purchased two hundred acres. Down the middle of the acreage, the had placed their community, five houses and supporting barns on each side of a wide road. Each of the ten homes, had been alloyed twenty acres for gardens, pasturage and the like.

Eighty acres had been held aside for a community pasture for the community's milk cows and riding horses. Each of the ten families had six hundred acres of deeded land. Some was pasture, the rest crop land. Most of the families had ten to twelve beef cattle that they bred and sold to the bigger capital city, Dunkle, each fall.

As the land available for sale was still owned by the planet of Clayton, Gwen made an inquiry about purchasing the acreage she was interested in with the government agency. Government workers being what they are, it took a week before Gwen received a response to her inquiry. Gwen made arrangements to view the properties the following month and reserved a hotel room and rental vehicle.

She still had three months before her enlistment period was up and she had two months of leave banked. She applied for and was given permission to use up her banked leave. She would travel to Clayton, set everything up, then return to New Germany for the last month of her enlistment.

It was an eight day journey from New Germany to Clayton. The transport was far more comfortable than the military transports Gwen was used to travelling in. On the day of the departure, Gwen had taken a taxi to cart her, Mitchel and their luggage to the dock.

Having never been on a transport before, Mitchel was exited. His eyes wide as he took in the sights of the interior. He quickly became the favourite of the staff on their deck and there was no shortage of volunteers to take him sight seeing. At one point, the captain had arranged for Gwen and Michel to visit the bridge. Even Gwen had been  impressed with the bridge. While she had been on many transports in her army career, she had never been on a bridge. The various stations, monitors, tracking stations, communication centres, were fascinating to her and even more so for Mitchel as he was enthralled with all the flashing lights.

Most of the  bridge crew were like Gwen, young, just finished their army commitment and made Mitchel feel special. Even the much older captain of the vessel cracked a smile at one point when Mitchel made a funny comment. When they made to leave, he nodded his head at Gwen. Their escort mentioned that the captain rarely, if ever, acknowledged a passenger visiting the bridge.

When it was time to depart, the captain was standing by the entry port. Gwen had to stop for a moment, to wait for other passengers to leave.

“I hope your trip with us was comfortable,” the captain said.

“Yes sir,” Gwen  said. Old habits and training kicked in and she came to attention, while still holding Mitchel on her right hip. “Thank you for the tour of the bridge sir. My son really appreciated it.”

“No thanks are necessary White Ghost,” the captain said in a low tone that only she could hear. “I still owe you for Trumpcian ma'am. It was my crew and I, you pulled out of there ma'am.”

He came to attention and saluted. Gwen was in civilian clothing and she was holding Mitchel with her right hand, so she did not return the salute, nodding instead. But Mitchel stiffened up and returned the salute, making the captain smile. Then it was their turn to depart.

While many of the other passengers getting off were complaining about how long it was taking for the line to clear customs, this was old hat for Gwen. In the army it was always, hurry up and wait. Gwen presented her and Mitchel's identity flash cards. They were cleared much faster than the other passengers had been and while the other passengers had to wait while their luggage was gone threw at the next customs station, Gwen's was already waiting with an attendant standing by them.

“Welcome to Clayton Mrs. Cooperman,” the attendant said. “I am the driver for the car sent by the hotel to pick you up. If you would be so kind as to follow me? We have arranged to have your luggage taken to your room at the hotel Mrs. Cooperman.”

She and Mitchel were escorted to a luxury town car and whisked to the hotel. Again, Gwen was more used to motels and budget hotels. This was anything but. It had eight floors, the front entryway was wide and opulent, with brass cladding on the doors and frames. The carpet was deep and lush and three people were waiting for them at the highly polished wood check in counter with an expensive top quality marble top.

“Welcome to the Dunkle Frobisher Mrs. Cooperman,” a man in his late forties and dressed in an expensive suit said. “I am your hotel manager, Axle George. This is your concierge Constance. Everything has been arranged Mrs. Cooperman, no need to check in. Constance will escort you to your suite Mrs Cooperman and if you require anything, please inform myself or Constance and we will take care of it for you.”

Gwen extended her hand and Axle daintily grasped it.

“Thank you Mr. George” Gwen said, shaking his hand.

“Me too,” Mitchel said mimicking his mother by sticking out his hand.

“Well met Master Cooperman,” Axle said, grasping Mitchel's preferred hand and giving it a shake and bobbing his head in a bow. He nodded his head at Constance.

“With your permission Mrs. Cooperman,” Constance said. “If you would follow me, I will escort you to your room.”

Constance escorted them to a bank of three elevators. The interiors were richly decorated in highly polished dark wood and brass. The ride was smooth and swift and they were quickly at the top floor and taken  to a corner room, which turned out to be a full suite of rooms, not just a room with a bed, vid screen and small attached washroom. Those had been the norm for Gwen the past ten years.

Constance gave them a tour of the suite. It had a sitting room, full sized bath with dual sinks and counters, a large whirlpool bath, and corner shower. There were two bedrooms, one larger than the other. The master bedroom had a king size bed, lighted dressing table and large walk in closet. The smaller one, was not that much smaller, mostly in  the dressing area and closet.

It was clear that Constance had been expecting a much bigger baggage load than what the bellman entered the room with. Two duffle bags and a medium sized suit case was all he arrived with. Constance volunteered to help Gwen put the baggage away, but Gwen let her know it was not necessary.

Gwen thanked both Constance and the bellman for their help. Constance reminded Gwen she was on duty from eight in the morning until six in the evening and that if she was not available, some one would be on duty to handle any of her requirements.

After they had left, Gwen opened the suitcase after taking it to the smaller bedroom. It had Mitchel's clothing and toys in it. While Gwen put the clothing into the dresser drawers in the bedroom, Mitchel hurriedly dumped all his toys on the floor and began playing. Grabbing the now empty suitcase, Gwen walked it into the large walk in closet in her room and stashed it on a shelf there.

Taking the two duffle bags, Gwen opened the first one and began putting her own clothing on hangers and dresser drawers. Most of her clothing was casual blue jeans and blouses, but she had brought along a decent business pant suit, just in case she needed it.

Everything stashed away, Gwen went to the sitting room, opened the curtains and looked out over the Dunkle business district. Like the hotel, most of the buildings were new and modern. The planet had only been habituated for the last fifty years.

Looking at her watch, Gwen realized she still had a few hours before the work day would be over. She called the government land agency and made arrangements to have one of their people meet her at the local airstrip the next morning to take a visual look at the land. Then called the airstrip to arrange an air car and pilot for the next morning.

That done, she called Constance and asked if there was a cloths iron available so she could iron out the wrinkles in the pantsuit. Constance told her she would be right there and would take the pantsuit to the hotels laundry to have it taken care of. 

When she arrived, Constance was shocked when Gwen just yelled threw the door to enter. Shocked, she saw Gwen sitting on the bed polishing a pair of high end flat soled walking shoes.

“Mrs. Cooperman,” Constance said. “I can have that done for you. You will ruin your nails and hands.”

“Thanks, but I can handle this,” Gwen said. “I'm kinda bored right now anyway. Mitchel is having a snooze. Woo hoo! Some me time finally.”

Both women chuckled.

Gwen gestured with her chin to the chair the pantsuit was draped over.

“Have kids of you own?” Gwen asked.

“Sadly, no, Mrs. Cooperman,” Constance replied.

Gwen noticed a fast change in expression from the woman, before the smile came back to her face.

“No time to look for Mr. Right,” Constance continued. “I will have the afternoon concierge return the pantsuit to you when it is finished. Is there anything else I can do for you Mrs. Cooperman before I go off shift?”
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