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Mitchel had just returned to the transport which was still unloading cargo. He had initially been excited at landfall. He had never been off planet before and his head had been filled with visions of exotic sites, sounds and people. In reality, Casper, the Capital of the planet Wyoming, was almost identical to his home town on Clayton.

Mitchel declined the services of dubious looking cabs for a ride downtown. It didn’t look all that far away, so he elected to walk. While Mitchel did pick up on a few accents, the majority of the Standard he heard was, well, Standard. The people dressed in what he expected workers to be dressed like.

Also, like on Clayton, some of the girls were very attractive.. He found a decent restaurant, by the simple expedient of following a gaggle of office girls. He sat in a back corner by himself. The food was good, prices not to exorbitant and the atmosphere, while loud, was pleasant. It was, after all lunch time, and very busy.

The next morning, Mitchel made his way to the cafeteria he was assigned to, ate his breakfast and taking some finger food snacks and three cans of soft drink, made his way to the passenger port. Exiting, he found a picnic table inside the loading corridor. He took a seat facing the parking lot.

Busses were already pulling up, the first disgorging their passengers. There were twenty five people, mostly male in each of the four busses. The passengers were all dressed in light green uniforms, collars open, sleeves rolled up over the elbows. Shinny, black ankle high boots on feet and dark green berets on heads.

An hour later, the officer at the entry port touched his right ear. Then marched toward the cadets. He came to the cadet that had addressed him earlier. The cadet came to attention and saluted. The transport officer said something to him, spun around and marched back to the entry port.

The cadet, then, spun around yelled out something and all the cadets came to attention. He yelled again, the cadets smartly turned to the right, then at another order began to march toward the entry port in two lines abreast. At that point, the cadets began to enter the transport.

Mitchel shrugged his shoulders and after the last cadet had entered the transport made his way to the entry port himself.

Following, Mitchel saw them all lined up in their rows in the hallway in front of cabins. They were counted off again, then cabin doors opened, the cadets entered, the doors closed behind them and the deck was empty again.

A couple of the stewards for this deck had been at attention observing all this. Now they dropped the at attention and started talking again. There was a lot of laughter and Mitchel caught derogatory remarks made at the cadets expense.

When the cadets emerged for their familiarization tour, the stewards had not even come to attention this time and were actually laughing at the cadets as they moved off and shaking their heads.

At diner, Mitchel was once again sitting by himself. The difference this time was that the huge dinning area now had one hundred cadets in it. Not like before, when he had been the only one. The cadets sat ten to a table and once they had sat down with their food, began to talk.

The talked in a language Mitchel was unfamiliar with. All of the cadets had copper coloured skins, black hair and eyes that were slightly slanted above the high cheek bones. A lot of glances his way were made. Mitchels white skin and blond hair contrasting theirs.

Once again, finished his meal, Mitchel headed to the lounge. This time, the lounge became busy as many of the cadets showed up. They seemed to be having a good time, but left Mitchel to himself.

The next morning, on the area of the deck set aside as an exercise area, Mitchel was in the middle of his one hour training regime. The cadets marched in in their groups, lined up and began an exercise routine similar to the one Mitchel was doing.

Where Mitchel was working alone, doing from memory the routine he had been doing his whole life, the cadets were doing theirs in unison to commands given by the obvious officer in charge. They finished before Mitchel did and he noticed many of them watching him as they filed out. Some of the bigger males and a couple of the women making some kind of remarks that made the rest laugh.

It was at supper that it happened. A man and a cute woman came to his table with their trays of food and sat down.

“Whitey,” the biggest man said. “What are you doing sitting at our table? Get lost.”

Mitchel kept eating, not paying any attention.

The man said it again, raising his voice. Now, the whole cafeteria went quiet and were watching. Once again, Mitchel kept eating, ignoring them.

Now the big man slammed his hands hard on the table and yelled it at Mitchel.

This time, almost finished his meal, Mitchel looked up and right into the now angry cadets eyes.

“Sorry,” Mitchel said. “You talking to me?”

The man yelled out to Mitchel again, demanding he leave.

“No problem,” Mitchel said. “Not like there is a lack of empty tables here. I’m about finished anyway. Wouldn’t want to upset your sensitive stomach with my whiteness.”

Not once did Mitchel raise his voice or make any facial expression. He picked up his tray, walked to the dirty dishes bins, placed his in it and left the cafeteria.

“Guess he showed you Strong Elk,” Mitchel heard as he left and the loud laughter that followed. 

The next time was the next morning. As was his habit, Mitchel was in the exercise area early. Once again the cadets arrived, lined up in their formation and began their routine. Once again finishing before Mitchel.

This time they all watched Mitchel doing his routine, making a large circle around him. This time the big man and his buddy came right up to Mitchel, who once again ignored them. Now, the big man pushed Mitchel, hard, with both hands on Mitchel’s chest. He didn’t budge Mitchel, who once again ignored him.

Yelling some expletives at Mitchel, the big man launched an attack on Mitchel and found himself inexplicably on his back looking up at Mitchel, who was again ignoring him doing his routine. Jumping up, he attacked again, with the same result.

Now the big man motioned his buddy to join him. This time Mitchel stopped his routine. He looked at them as they spread around him. Mitchel turned sideways, bent his knees, put one open hand before him, the other up and behind his head. As they came toward him, Mitchel blurred into action.

In seconds, both were on the ground. This time, Mitchel stood straight, grasped his right hand with his left, bowed and walked out of the room. Once again ignoring all around him.

At breakfast, the pair once again came to his table, trays of food in hand.

“Mind if we join you?” The big man said this time.

“Make your day,” Mitchel replied.

Sitting down the big man stretching out his hand.

“Big Elk,” he said.

“Mitchel Cooperman,” Mitchel replied taking the man’s hand.

“You heading to Mountainview?” Big Elk said. “Most of us are.”

“No, heading to some place called Stuttgart on New Germany someplace,” Mitchel said.

“Ah, officer candidate then,” Big Elk said. “Where you from. You are all alone here.”

“Clayton,” Mitchel said. Looking up from his plate he saw looks of confusion on his table companions faces. He shrugged his shoulders.

“My mom is from New Germany,” Mitchel said. “She said something about I could attend collage there because of it. What do I know? Never left Clayton before, or the ranch as a matter of fact.”

“You do know that’s a military collage right?” The girl asked. She introduced herself as Crafty Bear. “And that you will have to spend five years in the army after you graduate?”

Mitchel shrugged his shoulders again.

“Get a free education in an exotic part of the galaxy,” he said. “Not like I have many other options anyway. Do my time, get out, then back to the ranch.”

“We are all Cherokee,” Crafty Bear said. “Like you, we are ranch kids and our parents are legacies.”

“Well, us anyway,” Big Elk said. “Most of the rest are new cadets. The White kids, or non Cherokee, I should say, have their own cadet program. They are being shipped out later.”

“You handled our BS well,” Crafty Bear said. “Just a little test to see where you come from.”

Mitchel shrugged his shoulders again.

“I have nothing to prove,” he said. “I am who I am. You don’t like it, no skin off my butt. Gotta go. Have a great day.”

Mitchel grabbed his tray, stood, dumped it in the dirty bin and walked out. The two Cherokee looked at each other. Crafty Bear shrugged her shoulders with an exaggerated shrug and both of them laughed.

The next morning, the pair were waiting for him and they joined him in his morning routine. Or tried to at any rate. He was doing moves they had never seen before.

Like normal, the rest of the Cherokee joined them in their group lines. They also finished after the others had left.

“Wow,” Crafty Bear said. “That routine is on a whole other level.”

The two Cherokee were breathing heavily and covered in sweat. Mitchel shrugged his shoulders. As he walked to the door, they rushed after him. Mitchel looked at them as he walked.

“Aren’t you going to be in trouble for not being with the rest of the cadets?” Mitchel asked.

“No,” Big Elk said. “Like you, we are legacies and going to Stuttgart.”

“Oh?” Mitchel said.

“My and Big Elk’s uncle was a highly decorated Wind Rider,” Crafty Bear said. “He has been posted as a trade attache on Clayton. His name is Little Bear. You run into him?”

Mitchel shrugged his shoulders again.

“Doubt it,” he said. “I am from way out in the bush, not the city.”

“What’s with that routine you do every morning?” She asked. “It’s not the normal routine.”

Mitchel shrugged again.

“It’s what my mom and I train with everyday since I could walk,” he said. “What the heck do I know?”

They walked back to their cabins. The Cherokees were birthed right beside Mitchel.

“Stop by any time,” Crafty Bear said. “We have lots of room. Only two of us in here..”

“Oh come on Crafty Bear,” another girl said as her group of five headed for her cabin. “Let some of the rest of us have a go at the cute white boy”

Crafty Bear looked at Mitchel, then back at the other girl.

“Maybe after I have broken him in for you Whispering Eagle,” she said.

First both women, then the rest of the onlookers started laughing as the tips of Mitchels ears turned red and he hurried into his cabin.

The next morning, the in cabin message system told Mitchel all passengers were restricted to their cabins. That the transport was landing at their next destination, Bavaria. Breakfast would be delayed to one hour after the ships landing.

Mitchel checked the time once the all clear had been given, deciding that with only two hours until lunch, he would wait. Exiting his cabin, he saw his new neighbours waiting for him in the hall.

“Want to join us for breakfast?” Crafty Bear asked.

“Think I’ll pass,” Mitchel said. “Food has been sitting out for a couple of hours by now. Will be cold and stale. I’m waiting for lunch. Also, I want to have a look at the Bavarian’s I hear are joining us.”

“OO,” Crafty Bear said grasping Mitchels arm and pulling him to the entrance port. “Fresh meat.”

The three of them exited to see the Bavarians all lined up already and standing in what Mitchel had been told was the at ease position. Feet shoulder width apart, arms tucked in the small of their backs.

They were arranged in groups of one hundred. All wearing spotless dark green uniforms, including tunics. Not a crooked crease to be seen, boots polished so that they reflected anything near them. All of them, including the twenty women were tall, white and most a shade of blond. The women were in a group by themselves, not mixed in with the men like the Cherokee were.

There were five groups of one hundred. What Big Elk called a half battalion. A full battalion would have ten companies of one hundred troopers.

As he had done with the Cherokee, the entry officer marched up to the highest ranking cadet, told him it was time to board and went back to the entry port.

The lead cadet yelled out, the cadets crashed to attention and in lines of pairs, marched, not walked into the transport ship. Going so far as to march in place once the line came to a stop, as it often did as the cadets were assigned their billets. It took half an hour to get them all loaded.

“Well,” Big Elk said. “They look pretty anyway.”

The five of them entered the transport and headed for the cafeteria. They were just finishing their lunch when the Bavarians were ushered through the cafeteria on their ship familiarization tour. Again all stiff and formal, although this time with the same understated light green uniforms the Cherokee wore.

During the morning training session, again the Bavarians were in strict company order and were wearing gym clothing. All the movements strictly choreographed and every one doing exactly the same thing at exactly the same time. While it looked nice, it somehow felt mechanical.

At meal and leisure times, the Bavarians kept to themselves, not interacting at all with the Cherokees, or Mitchel. They spoke German to each other, which the Cherokee could not understand and Mitchel also let them believe he did not.

Not that it made that much difference anyway. The Bavarians usually talked about personal things and the odd time would make comments on the Cherokee. Those centred around how inferior the Cherokee appeared and their lack of discipline. They thought of Mitchel as a civilian and as such, beneath their notice. Which was fine with him.

The next stop was Mountainview. Here, the cadets going for basic training disembarked, leaving the officer cadets on board. Replacing the cadets were troopers who had just passed advanced infantry or specialist training. These were headed home for a two week leave period before they would join the regiments they had been assigned to.

Like the Bavarians before them, the troopers arrived in dark green uniforms. Also included in this group were twelve troopers who arrived in tan coloured uniforms with weapons and packs. Their hair was longer than regulation allowed, most of the men had beards, the uniforms and boots were worn and ball caps on heads not berets. The only decorations on their uniforms, the New Germany flash on one shoulder and a snarling wolf head patch on the other. No rank badges were seen.

The Wind Riders, clad in their worn tan uniforms, exuded a laid-back and casual demeanour as they strolled through the ship's corridors. Despite their relaxed appearance, their watchful eyes darted from person to person, a subtle acknowledgment of their perpetual state of vigilance.

Upon reaching the cabins assigned to them, the Wind Riders wasted no time heading to the lounge, bypassing the cafeteria entirely. Their easy camaraderie and confident movements marked them as a group seasoned by experience. In the lounge, they found solace among themselves, sharing stories and laughter, creating an aura that set them apart from the more disciplined and formal groups on the ship.

Mitchel observed their arrival and departure, intrigued by the balance they struck between casual banter and alert awareness. The Wind Riders seemed to navigate the ship with a unique blend of professionalism and camaraderie, leaving an indelible impression on those who crossed their path.

Their distinct presence added another layer to the evolving dynamics on the ship, hinting at a rich tapestry of experiences that each group brought to the communal space.They would nod at the new troopers, just look at the cadets briefly and outright ignored Mitchel. Until the second morning on board. They showed up for the morning training session, along with the infantry troopers.

The Wind Riders looked around at everyone training, evaluating what they saw, then their eyes fell on Mitchels group of three. Watching for a minute or so, they walked over and surprising every one, joined them. They exactly matched the movements the three kids were doing.

Finished, one of the older Wind Riders addressed a surprised Mitchel.

“Care to spar?” He asked.

“Ummm...” Mitchel said.

The Wind Rider didn’t wait for Mitchel to make up his mind. He attacked!

Mitchel was immediately on the defensive. The man was fast, real fast. He connected more than once with a kick or a punch, but Mitchel blocked most of them, including attempts to put him on the ground. Mitchel even landed a few hits himself. One staggering the Wind Rider back and Mitchel immediately launched an attack of his own on the man.

The fight was fast and long. Both fighters spinning, ducking and lashing out. Finally, Mitchel stumbled, the more experienced Wind Rider pounced, sending Mitchel to the floor. The fight was over.

The Wind Rider bent down giving Mitchel a hand up.

“Decent fight kid,” the Wind Rider said. “What you say your name was?”

“Mitchel, Mitchel Cooperman,” he replied.

“Keep up the good work kid, see ya when I see ya,” the Wind Rider said.

He joined the rest of his mates and was the brunt of the jokes as the moved off.

“God damn,” the man said in German. “That kid is good. Damn near broke a couple of my ribs.”

“He should be,” an older woman said. “His mom has been training him since he could walk.”

“His mom?” One of the others asked as they headed for the door.

“Need to know,” the older woman said. “And you don’t need to know.”

Not for the first time in his life, Mitchel felt his mother had not been telling him everything about herself. He looked over at the two Cherokee and saw the questions in their eyes. He shrugged his shoulders.

“The guy was just toying with me,” Mitchel said. “He could have killed me easy.”

Mitchel toughed it out during breakfast, then saying he was tired, headed back to his cabin. He didn’t notice Crafty Bear slide in behind him before the door closed. Wincing, Mitchel pulled his t-shirt off and looked, or tried to look, at his ribs. He felt a pair of gentle hands on his shoulders, push him to the bed.

“Sit,” Crafty Bear said.

She began to prob his ribs, watching his face as she did so.

“I don’t think he broke any,” she said. “Just bruised. Stay there and let me back in.”

She left and when she came back, Big Elk was with her. She had a bottle of lotion with her, Big Elk a roll of bandages. With gentle hands, Crafty Bear spread the lotion over the bruised ribs on both sides. The lotion had a slight pleasant herbal smell. His ribs started to warm up under the lotion and didn’t hurt so much. Finished, she stood back and Big Elk with unexpected gentleness from such a big man, began to wrap gauze around Mitchel middle torso.

Crafty Bear went to Mitchel’s washroom to wash her hands while Big Elk finished his task. She came back just as Big Elk finished. Going to Mitchels locker, she found a button down shirt and helped Mitchel put it on.

“That’s my aunts secret lotion,” Crafty Bear said. “If you take it easy for the next couple of days, you should be good by the time we land.”

“I’ve heard about fights like that Mitchel,” Big Elk said. “Mostly about our uncle and the rest of his team. They were a highly decorated counter insurgency team. You said your mom showed you those routines? She must have been a Wind Rider then.”

Mitchel shrugged his shoulders again.

“Like I said,” he replied. “She doesn’t talk about her army days, just that she was in the army. Not what she did.”

The next morning, the three of them were back training, just slower due to Mitchels rib condition. The Wind Riders stayed to themselves this time. They had also slowed down. Ignoring all the others in the gym, all the Wind Riders nodded at the three officer candidates training together when they left.
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Chapter Two
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It was mid morning when the transport touched down in Stuttgart three days later. A line of busses were waiting for the departing troopers. A Master Corporal approached the line of ten Bavarian officer candidates, pointed at a buss and came toward the little line of three.

“Follow the other candidates,” the Master Corporal said. “You Mitchel? Same buss.”

Unlike the others, Mitchel had brought his two duffle bags of belongings with him. He was still to sore to sling them over a shoulder, walking with them at his side instead.

Mitchel watched as the Master Corporal staid behind and exchanged a few words and laughter with the Wind Riders as they walked toward, not busses, but tan coloured G-Wagons. Coming closer, the drivers of the G-Wagons greeted them with much banter and in a cloud of dust and squealing tires, the line of G-Wagons headed away.

The driver motioned to Mitchel and pointed to the side of the buss and a row of open hatches. Mitchel surmised he was to put his duffle bags in the empty spaces and with some minor difficulty because of his sore ribs, put them inside. The other candidates had sat together in pairs and Mitchel, by himself, found an empty seat midway back and sat against the window.

Half an hour later, a truck arrived and two troopers unloaded duffle bags from the rear of it, just tossing them not so gently into the storage bins where Mitchel’s were. One trooper handed a clip board to the buss driver, who signed it, took his copy and the Master Corporal proceeding him, entered the buss, sat in his seat, started the buss, closed the doors and they were off.

Mitchel watched the scenery as they progressed to their final destination. The port itself was much like any other transport hub Mitchel had seen so far. Once out of the port, a series of warehouses and small factories could be seen. There were vender carts every so often. These looked like they were selling coffee and various food items. Every so often there would be a coffee shop, bar, or restaurant.

While there were some civilians to be seen, most of the traffic, both vehicular and foot, was military. Most in working uniforms, some officers were wearing the more formal dark green uniforms. Mitchel could tell they were officers as they were constantly being saluted by other soldiers and they had crowns on their epaulets. He didn’t know what ranks or how high up the food chain the officers were. Nobody had ever schooled him on the subject. Noncommissioned officers, yes. His mother had schooled him on those and the fact that for the first few weeks they had the power of whether he stayed, or was kicked out of the academy.

There were a number of high-rise buildings in the business section of the city. The tallest building Mitchel had seen was the six story Frotenack hotel in Dunkle. Some of these towers were twenty or more stories high.

Again, there were soldiers here. These were all wearing the dark green uniforms, enlisted and officers alike. There were many more civilians in this part of town. For the most part, these were dressed in business casual, but, expensive three piece suits for men and expensive custom clothing for the women.

Next, was a shopping district. Many small shops could be spotted, but the main feature was a large mall. This was a two story affair with a very large parking lot. Most of the men Mitchel observed were wearing army work uniforms, as well as some women. Other men, wearing casual clothing could be seen, some with short military haircuts. Most of the women wore casual clothing.

Past this, was street after street of single houses, or row houses. All with neat and tidy yards, many with children playing. Different sizes of what looked to be schools. A few recreational centres, many green spaces, some with children’s play apparatus. Others had tracks and goal posts, with bleachers at the sides.

Next came a much larger complex. These were two and three story buildings, interspersed with more green spaces. Most of the people he saw were his age, some were older. Most of the men wore dark green uniforms, some did not. The majority of the women did not, some did.

Next came some two story buildings. These were long and narrow and had names on them above the entrances. Parking lots
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