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Gwen opened her eyes, stretched her arms over her head and, after a few moments, decided to get out of bed. If she didn’t, her mom, or even worse, her dad, would come barging in all bubbly and cheerful and roust her.

While large for this vessel, her stateroom was, to her, small. Her closet at home was bigger than the room and bathroom combined. To make matters worse, her room was part of a small suite. Her parents had the adjoining stateroom.

Because next year she would have to spend a month of her two-month summer break on cadet field training, her parents had decided to pull her out of school a month early to go on a trip. She didn’t know why she had to be a cadet – not only next summer, but during the school year. She was sure her parents could have gotten her out of it. But all the other kids in her peer group were in the program, so it might not be all that bad. Boring, but not bad. Lots of lining up and marching, followed by more lining up and doing exercises called PT by the instructors. Then more lining up and being sent home.

The good thing was, she didn’t have to go to school Friday afternoons. The bad thing was, on the last Friday afternoon of the month she had to don her PT gear and, along with everyone else, regular army, reserve army and cadets, run. The cadets only had to run three kilometres, but it was hard on her nails and hairstyle.

Unlike her peers, all of whom attended private schools, she went to the public school. Her parents insisted she go to the school that all the normal kids went to. Which was not so bad, actually. Most of them were good people. In fact, there were a few kids like her, whose parents were wealthy and well-connected, yet insisted their children attend public schools. Most of those were her parents’ friends.

Like her, almost all of the girls and a few of the boys could not see the point of being cadets, or of joining the army for five years after they turned eighteen. Gwen had decided that after basic training she would apply to be a hair stylist or office worker. Being a frontline soldier or supply technician held little appeal. Being stuck on some other god-forsaken backwoods planet for months on end held even less appeal.

But those were the rules and she, like everyone else, had no choice, especially if she wanted to keep all the perks her parents had. She well knew she would have to leave their planetary system if she violated the rules – and quite a few other planetary systems had rules just as onerous. And if that happened, she could not inherit any of her father’s estates and only a small, minor one of her mother’s on the planet Oaken. So, she would do the least required and get out of the army as fast as she could.

She didn’t know why her parents bothered. They were no longer active in the army and were mostly figureheads. Occasionally, they would put on fancy dress uniforms and attend some parade, graduation ceremony or grand battalion ball. Sometimes they performed ceremonial duties as the official heads of state of their planetary system. They had no real power; that was all handled by elected officials. However, the populace not only respected her parents but seemed to love them.

She didn’t know all that much about the army, but she knew the badges her parents wore on their uniforms indicated they were not of a high rank. They had some qualification badges she did not understand. Once in a while, they would put on black berets and her father would wear a Wind Riders patch on one shoulder and her mother a Zebra patch. Gwen knew that being a Wind Rider was special, and being a Zebra even more so. But she thought that was mostly because they were the honorary commanders of those units.

Like her aristocratic mother and father would actually serve time in either of those regiments! It was ludicrous to even think about it.
Their first trip had been a one-day affair in their high-speed yacht to Mountainview. This was the small planet in the centre of the Federation, which her father had been given to rule twenty-five years earlier. It was too small for anyone else to want it anyway. Mountainview was where the headquarters of her father’s armies was located. It also served as the main supply depot, where all of the army’s weapons, ammunition, vehicle upgrades and cyber divisions were stored.

Every recruit was sent to Mountainview for basic and advanced infantry training, and sometimes other specialty training modules. Only after that training was completed would recruits be sent for officer training, if they qualified. Then it was on to the branch of service they would be placed in, followed by one of the four divisions and finally, battalion, company, platoon and team assignments.

It was enough to make a girl’s head spin, and Gwen vowed to do as little as possible for the shortest time possible and get out of the army at the first opportunity.

As a cadet, she was now allowed to stand beside her parents at the parade given at the annual recruit graduation ceremony. It was the first time she had ever worn the full-dress uniform. Pinned to the sash across her chest from left shoulder to right hip was her badge of office. She had a single private stripe on her shoulder, that of a cadet. Her parents were sporting a huge array of what they called I-was-there ribbons on one side of the upper chest, with another impressive row of award ribbons on the other. Both also sported five gold slash markings on one sleeve. Each slash denoted five years of service. They had a crossed rifle patch on the lower left sleeve with a maple leaf above it as well as three chevrons with the maple leaf on top that denoted Master Sergeant status. In addition, they each had a single gold maple leaf on their epaulettes that meant they were further classified as Master Warrant Officers.

Gwen’s two parents had pilot wings. Her father’s uniform sported a seldom-seen parachute patch with a red maple leaf in the centre, which meant he was a Pathfinder. They were the guys sent in before the other parachutists dropped, who, in turn, went in before the regular army.

She noticed her parents’ uniforms were subtly different from those of the other Army units. Their epaulets were chain mail, not cloth. They had a black stripe running down the outside seam of their trouser legs. Only Wind Riders had those uniforms and wore the black berets. 

Seeing all her parents’ achievement decorations, including several wound decorations, Gwen suddenly came to the realization that perhaps her parents, at least in the past, had been a little more than just figureheads.

She was required to accompany her parents as they inspected the honour guard. Gwen followed their lead, stopping to speak with a few of the soldiers. To her shock, they called her Ma’am and, while the answers they gave to her minor questions were abrupt in the military manner and she could see their heads and stance go even higher and more rigid if possible, a few were struggling to keep their faces neutral.

She wondered why. She was just a 15-year-old kid with private stripes, cadet ones at that – and a girl.

Then the speeches and awards were handed out. Finally the parade, and then the overwhelmingly loud cheering as the recruits were dismissed for the last time. She was hustled off with her parents to a reception with the senior training officers and their spouses.

If her father weren’t introducing her to some general or colonel, her mother was. Even these high-ranking people called her Ma’am, but, unlike the honour guard, beamed their pleasure at meeting her with large smiles and warm greetings.

Then to her embarrassment, came Aunty Megan, a Wind Rider major. Megan first held her at arm’s length, taking in her uniform, then pulled her close and hugged her. That brought on the flood gates, as other high ranking Wind Riders came forward doing the same. Some she knew well; they were her parents’ close friends. All were rich landowners and Gwen had assumed they were mere functionaries. Now, looking at their uniforms, she realized they were anything but.

Unlike the other high-ranking officers, they called her squirt or kid in the odd sounding Standard dialect they spoke among themselves. Barb had a tear in her eye as she hugged her; why, Gwen did not know, nor why she always did when they met. Nor did she understand why her father went to her right away after, as always.

Grownups, Gwen thought. Always weird, grownups.
They were driven to a large auditorium converted to a ballroom. She was seated in the centre of the head table alongside her parents and the heads of all the army divisions and their spouses. It was a full army dress ball. All the officers on the planet, from newly graduated second lieutenants to field marshals, were in attendance. Gwen noticed several of the officers wore Warrant Officer markings.

Following diner and speeches, the band started to play. After her parents began to dance, Gwen was approached by a young second lieutenant and she took the floor with him. She had been briefed on this. He was the top graduate of the year and had been chosen to dance the first dance with her. Gwen had been told it was a big honour for him and, as her mother had put it, “Don’t screw it up!” 

She mimicked what she had seen on the vids of high society affairs, holding her hand up daintily while he gingerly took it and escorted her to the dance floor. Then she held her head high and placed her hand gently on his shoulder as they began the formal waltz.

He stumbled slightly at one point and almost stepped on her foot. He apologized profusely.

“Shush,” Gwen stage-whispered at him as she did the same thing, then she giggled. “You’re making me screw this up. Mom is going to shoot me. This fancy stuff is hard, you know.”

The lieutenant chuckled.

“Damn Master Warrant had me practicing this shit for a week,” he said. “He’ll probably kick my butt all the way back to barracks for this.”

They both chuckled and, the ice now broken, relaxed, and tried to enjoy it.

“Girls have it easier, you know,” Gwen said. “Well at least at normal ballroom stuff anyway. We just follow your lead and the long dresses don’t show our knees trembling and our feet stomping on the guy’s toes.”

After the obligatory three dances were over, the lieutenant escorted her back to her table and she made an exaggerated curtsy to him and, with a twinkle in her eye, said, “Thank you, kind sir, for the gallant dance.”

He gave her an equally exaggerated bow. “The pleasure was all mine, Ma’am,” he said. Then Gwen stuck her tongue out at him and they both laughed. He hustled off to be harassed by his buddies.

“All right, daughter,” her mother said. “You didn’t totally embarrass us out there. Off you go then, enough fun for one night.”
The next day she was flown to her grandmother’s estates. As at home, there she had her own suite with bathroom and sitting room. She hadn’t visited for a number of years and she was spoiled, not only by her grandmother but all the staff. She was used to the spoiling. She went on long rides around the estate with her grandmother on one of her purebred horses. These were always fun times.

Her mother arrived a few days later and the three of them went riding together. Her mom was more relaxed than usual.

Then her father arrived and things, for Gwen, went downhill rapidly. At heart, her dad was a commoner and liked to act that way whenever he could get away with it. That her mother and grandmother not only went along but actually enjoyed it she could never understand.

The four of them drove over to her mother’s estate, adjacent to her grandmother’s. They saddled up four of her father’s uncivilized large brute horses, placed packs on two other of the beasts and headed off into the wilds. Alone, with no staff at all!

The saddles, like the horses, were large and cumbersome. Not at all like the dainty saddles with the short stirrups she was used to. These stirrups were large and wooden. Everyone, including Gwen, was dressed in durable denim pants and shirts, not her usual riding attire. They wore hiking boots and ball caps – not high topped leather riding boots and helmets.

The halters were left on under the bridles and a long soft rope attached to the halters, which her mother showed her how to wrap around what she called a horn and the high cantle on the front of the saddle. A long oilskin jacket was rolled and tied behind the rear high cantle and an insulated denim jacket tied to the front.

There was, in addition to the main cinch holding the saddle to the horse, a rear cinch and a broad chest strap, but no strap running to the bridle to keep the horse’s head down. The reins were very long, touching the ground, and untied.

Gwen rose to the saddle and, like normal, pulled the reins tight. The undisciplined horse immediately began to back up! Then got upset! Her father ran up and pulled the reins loose to drape alongside the horse’s neck, while her mother and grandmother laughed.

“Keep a loose rein, kid,” her father said. “Or you’ll end up with your ass on the ground.”

He mounted his animal, took the halter shank of one pack horse, her mother the other and, at the trot, they left the yard.

After a half hour, they stopped. The three elders dismounted and checked cinches and packs on the pack horses. Her mother looked at her and raised her eyebrows.

“Your saddle comes loose,” she said. “We ain’t stopping for you to fix it.”

Her mother had reverted to her father’s Standard dialect.

Gwen looked around for something to help her dismount.

“Oh, for God’s sake, Marlene,” her grandmother said in French. “Does she not even know how to dismount on her own?”

“That does appear to be the case, Mags,” her father said in the same language, shocking Gwen some more. She didn’t know her father spoke Parisian.

The three of them just stood there looking at her. Frustrated, Gwen flung herself off the horse and checked, then tightened, the loose cinch. To prove them wrong, she placed her left foot in the stirrup and after a couple of hops and a stretch, she forced her right foot over the rear cantle. As she sought out the right stirrup with her toe, the horse began to walk.

While she had been struggling to do that, the other three had mounted and began moving down the so-called trail. They walked for ten minutes and trotted for ten minutes. This went on for hours. Gwen’s thighs and legs were screaming in pain when they finally stopped for the day.

Her mother and father first took the packs off the pack horses, then removed saddles from their own horses and began grooming the riding animals. Her grandmother finished first and started grooming one of the pack animals.

Her mother dug into one of Gwen’s saddlebags and tossed a brush at her.
“Horse first, kid,” she said. “Then us.”

Gwen had not even dismounted yet.

With some struggling, and by mimicking the others, Gwen removed the saddle and blanket, then the bit and bridle, leaving the halter on and letting the shank drop to the ground. She began to brush down the animal, who, of course, tried to walk over to some better grass. Now she knew why her father had stepped on the halter shank when he groomed his horse, so she did the same. Once Gwen had completed the grooming, her grandmother handed her two halter shanks attached to two horses and pointed at the little stream next to their chosen camp spot. Taking three horses in hand, they walked together to let the horses have a drink.

“Always take the horses downstream, Gwen,” her grandmother said. “We get our water from upstream. How are your legs?”

“Sore,” Gwen said. Her grandmother smiled and patted her rear. She laughed as Gwen made a face.

“Come on,” her grandmother said, and they led the horses back to the small clearing. The older woman showed the younger one how to twist a large screw-shaped peg into the ground and attach a horse’s halter shank to it.

“This way, the horses can graze all night and not wander off,” she said.

By the time they returned, her parents had made a small fire ring and a fire was merrily popping away. A coffee pot was warming at the edge of the fire.

“Next job,” her mother said and beckoned Gwen to follow. Her mother showed her where to find dry, dead branches of the right size which, after her arms were loaded up, they brought back to the fire and stacked next to the fire pit, which now had a cast iron pot and pan on the edges. Her father was stirring something in the pot and four large chunks of meat were sizzling away in the frying pan.

Her mother was putting the finishing touches on a small tent she had set up and pointed at Gwen’s pile of saddle and gear.

“Put them away properly,” her mother said. “Or the blanket will not dry out overnight and your horse will be uncomfortable in the morning.”

Again mimicking the others, Gwen awkwardly walked her saddle and gear over to where the others had their piles. She dumped the saddle on its front side, draped the blanket across the saddle, and the bridle and reins over that.

Her grandmother tossed her what turned out to be a rolled up sleeping bag and pointed to the tent. “Take the left side,” she said.

Her grandmother had already put her sleeping bag inside and Gwen placed hers beside it.

Exiting the tent, she noticed her father was putting a chunk of meat in her grandmother’s tin plate. He tossed a plate at her. She walked to him, she held it out, and he plunked a crispy steak on it. He motioned to the pot, inside of which were beans in a brown sauce. She spooned some into her plate and looked around. Her mother and grandmother were sitting on the ground cross-legged, their plates in their laps. Feeling a tap on her shoulder, she turned to see her father with a steaming tin cup of coffee in one hand and a large bun in the other. He handed her the cup and the bun, gathered his own food and, like the others, plunked down and began to eat.
Gwen sat beside him, placing the cup of hot coffee carefully on the ground beside her. She tried to figure out how she was supposed to eat this stuff. Her father reached over and pulled out the large, thick knife he had insisted she wear on her belt. He folded out the fork attached to the outside of it and handed it back to her. He pulled out the hunting knife she had also been forced to put on and handed that to her. He returned his focus to his meal. No one spoke, but they watched her as they munched away. Gwen figured out she was supposed to use the hunting knife to cut the meat and found, to her surprise, the meat to be dull pink on the inside and very tender. She also discovered how hungry she was.

The elders laughed and started talking. They made fun of her, which, while she would never admit it, she thought was kind of cool. She took a tentative sip of the coffee and found it not too hot, so took a deeper sip. It was sweet, with a little bit of an aftertaste, but nice. After almost the whole cup, she was feeling surprisingly relaxed and found herself blurting out remarks she would not normally say around her parents, who both laughed. Her grandmother did not look amused.

“Oh, come on, Mags,” he said. “We are out in the woods and there’s nobody around. I just gave her a wee taste.”

Grandmother grabbed Gwen’s cup, then sniffed and sipped.

“Gwen,” she said. “There is hardly any rum in this at all.” She shook her head, put more coffee in her own cup and made a hand-it-over gesture with her right hand. Father tossed a bottle of what looked to Gwen like water, and she poured a very generous portion into the cup, taking a sip.

“Now that’s more like it,” the grandmother said.

They sat around the fire after diner as the temperature dropped. The elders put on their lined denim jackets to ward off the chill and Gwen looked around for hers. Her mother pointed at her saddle and laughed.

“Flippin’ rookie,” her father said and smirked.

“I’ll flippin’ rookie you!” Gwen blurted out in Oaken and dove on her father. They wrestled around for a bit in the dirt. Then her father rolled away from her, put both hands out in front of him and said, “Okay, okay, I surrender.” Once again, he shocked her. It was flawless classical Oaken. Her mother had never spoken Oaken that well and she had grown up there.

Gwen made her way to her saddle, wondering why she was so uncoordinated. She eventually retrieved her jacket and made her way back to the campfire. Then she started looking around somewhat frantically. Her mother tossed her a roll of toilet paper and pointed at the tree line.

“Try not to pee on your boots, luv,” she said. Everyone laughed.

After returning from the trees, she found herself yawning. Her grandmother gathered her up.

“Okay,” she said. “We’re off to bed. Long day for us city folk.”

Gwen took one last look at the campfire and saw her parents looking at her. They had an arm around each other, her mother’s head on her father’s shoulder, snuggled close. It looked like her mother had a tear running down a cheek, but it must have been the firelight. Her mother never cried; her nickname was the Ice Queen.

Just before she fell asleep, she thought she heard her father say.

“It’s alright Mar, they all have to grow up sometime.”

As she had so often heard in the past, she heard her mother’s fist hit his shoulder and his grunt that followed.

“Damn men,” she blurted out in Parisian. “What do you know?” It sure sounded like she was crying.
They spent a week traveling in the wilds. As the days went on, Gwen became more comfortable with her surroundings. She gradually fell into the camp routine, doing whatever task needed to be done without being asked. She also found that she was enjoying herself. She was giving back as much as she was receiving, within reason of course. Her father often taught her a new skill or showed her a new bird or animal.

Gwen had always loved her father, but now, it was different. She somehow felt closer to him. Her grandmother took her aside on what was to be their last night in the woods. They were close to home.

“This is your real father,” she began. “Who he really is. Not who he has to be when he puts on that uniform or when he has to attend a meeting or a function. That is foreign to him. He had to learn how to be that man. When I first met him, I did not like him. He was always polite, but not like the aristocrat I was or those I associated with. There were other, personal reasons as well. Those are for another time.

“It was on my family’s barony on Oaken. Our district had rebelled and was in open warfare with the rest of the planet. At that time, Oaken had a small army, just a police force really. They were not equipped or trained to face the mercenary army we had hired. We rapidly defeated those sent against us and were set to take complete control of our district, and even the planet as a whole.

“Your grandfather was one of the commanding generals of our army and your mother, an officer in the duke’s personal guard.

“Then Oaken hired its own mercenaries. They were not from the Federation, or even the galaxy. They had armour that defeated our weapons and weapons far better than ours. They taught the people of Oaken how to fight us by using simple hunting and farming tools. 

“There were only thirty of them but in less than a month they killed many of us. Your grandfather died in one of the earlier attacks. They lured us to a gathering of the Oaken forces, which were fortified. We attacked. It was hard fighting, but just as we sensed we might win, they hit us hard, like never before. None of our soldiers returned from that battle.

“Then the thirty, on their own, attacked our capitol city. They were unstoppable. Your mother’s platoon was the last guard before the duke’s chambers. She was the only one who got a shot off, but their leader hit her in the face with the butt of his weapon, giving her the scar you see on her face today.

“Oaken gave their leader our district as a reward. But he was never cruel or harsh. They asked your mother and those of the old Duke’s Guard to join them. She, and they, did and she rose to be their commander.

“I had not seen your mother for two years. Then she called and said she was coming home for two weeks and could she bring a coworker along. It was your father.

“God, he was infuriating at times!

“He spoke flawless, high-class Oaken and a French I’d only heard my parents speak. His Standard was almost perfect, except for a slight inflection. Our old dog took to him right away and I should have known. At night, he would brew himself a coffee and sit on the porch of his guesthouse with his feet up on the railing and just look at the stars.

“Your mother asked him if he knew how to ride and he told her he had been on a horse a time or two. So, she saddled up one of our old cow ponies for him and she took him for a ride to a small pond we had. For sure he looked bad on that horse, but he carried on.

“The next day, she took him in the other direction to show him our fields and cattle. Again, he rode badly and the old horse plodded along sedately beside your mother. I caught the tail end of what happened next myself, as I also was riding down to see the cattle.

“Our herd had gotten out of the fence and into the barley field next to it. They would have gorged on the green barley and killed themselves. Your father exploded into action. He and the old cowpony were joined by our old cow dog. The three of them got that herd out of the barley and back into the pasture. In one fast motion, he was on the ground and, in less than five minutes, with a few twists of wire, had fixed the fence enough to keep the cattle in for a while. Then he gave me a scowl, pulled the saddle’s cinch tight, vaulted into the saddle and galloped toward the house. We chased after him.

“The horse had not even slid to a stop and your father was out of the saddle and had the field hand foreman by the neck, lifting him so that only his toes touched the ground. He threatened to kill him if he ever saw him treating a horse like he had been treating the old cow pony again.

“I tried to discipline your father, saying it was not his place. He spit at my feet! Can you imagine? He called me a play farmer who didn’t have a clue what she was doing. He said that, where he lived, he had over a thousand head of cattle and had forgotten more about farming than I would ever know. He was angry and I could hardly understand the Standard dialect he was speaking.

“He pointed at one of the servant’s wives and told her what was wrong with the fence. To my surprise, most of the women hurried off and came back in trousers and work gloves, loaded up wire and fenceposts into wagons, and set out.

“See?” your father said. “They know what to do. Let them do it!”

“Then he unsaddled and brushed the old cow pony down, praising both the pony and the dog for their hard work. He scowled at me one more time and stalked off, muttering about spoiled rich people as he went.

“When your mother and I caught up with him after diner, he was once again sitting on the porch with his feet up on the railing and a half empty bottle of beer in his hand, his hat over his eyes down to his nose, our dog laying at his feet. As we walked up the steps, he pushed the cap back to look at us with that blank expression he always uses when he is not happy, and was once again prim, proper, and polite.”

Her grandmother stopped talking and shook her head.

“Yes, I know,” Gwen said. “He does that to me sometimes as well. I just want to scream at him.”

“But you can’t, because he is so very polite,” her grandmother finished for her and she laughed. “All of them are like that. The thirty of them. You’ll see.”
They could hear horses approaching from the estate.

“So, before they arrive, I want to say this. The people do not love your father because he is their ruler. They love him because he was, and always will be, one of them.”

And then the riders arrived, all original Wind Riders: Carol, Brett, Scott, Megan, and her mom Barb. To Gwen’s surprise, her grandmother fit right in, looking over at her she winked.

“And your pop reminded me; I, too, am one of the people.”

Amanda and Anne came riding in after getting roasted by the others for being slow.

“Ya,” Amanda said with her head down, then she looked up and grinned ear to ear, holding up what looked like a large water bottle. “But we had all the booze, you dummies!”

A mock battle immediately broke out and most of the bottle ended up spilled on the ground. It was a good laugh. Anne had two more.

As the night went on, Gwen often observed her father. He was mostly quiet – took part in the ribbing when he felt the need but was content to sit and watch, especially her mother. His eyes never strayed far from her and her face shining in the firelight. Then her mother did something she did rarely: she swept her long hair on the right side of her face behind her ear. Gwen saw it for the first time in a long time...the ugly scar that started behind her ear and ended below her jaw.

Gwen sat and looked for a while, glanced over at her father and saw he had looked away, just briefly, then back once again to the others. She got up and moved behind her mother, sitting beside her and gently stroked the scar. All conversation stopped, some in mid-sentence.

“Did it hurt bad, Mom?” Gwen asked, her voice just over a whisper. Her mother did not answer and, when Gwen attempted to pull her hand away, her mother’s hand kept it there.

“Yes,” her mother said. “Yes it did. I almost died. Amanda saved me. Then, when the physical pain was almost gone, the mental anguish almost killed me. The Wind Riders saved me. Especially one stupid Master Sergeant who would never leave me alone.”

She looked over at her father, but he was walking away into the darkness.

“Three times your father has saved me from myself,” her mother continued, “And the Wind Riders twice.”

“Ya, you can be a real bonehead sometimes,” Barb said. She turned to Gwen. “Your mom gets a stick up her ass sometimes, kid, and we have to kick it out of her.”

Her mom tackled Barb and they wrestled on the ground for a bit.

“To be honest,” Amanda said, “We just did cleanup on the last one. Some boneheaded Zebras had done most of the work for us already.”

“You were really a Zebra, Mom?” Gwen asked, astonishment in her voice.

“Only a Zebra?” Megan said. “Shit Gwen, your mom is THE Zebra. She started the damn bunch. Run, run run. Ha, ha ha. Zebra Zebra Zebra, hoo-rahh.”

“And don’t you bloody forget it,” Gwen’s mom said, tossing a piece of firewood at Megan that bounced off her head. Megan gave her the finger and they were back at it again, all except Carol, who had walked to the other edge of the camp, away from the direction Gwen’s father had gone.

“Ut oh,” Barb said. “This ain’t good.” She attempted to get up, but her mother pushed her down.

“Go to her, Gwen,” her mother said. “She needs someone beside us tonight.”

“It’s time she learned how,” she heard her grandmother whisper to Barb.

Gwen quietly walked up and stood beside Carol. She knew Carol had heard her coming. Nobody snuck up on a Wind Rider.

“You okay, Aunty Carol?” Gwen asked.

“You do know I am not your aunt, Gwen?” Carol said. “I think I might be a distant cousin to your dad, but I’m not your real aunt.”

“You are to me,” Gwen said as she put her head on Carol’s shoulder and felt it quiver. She looked up and saw tears coming down her cheeks. This tough, don’t-take-any-guff combat soldier, crying! “What’s wrong Aunty?”

“I had a big family back home. I was the oldest,” Carol said after a while. “Where we lived was a lot like here. Lots of trees, close to the mountains. My mom died in some godforsaken part of our world fighting in some small war that nobody really cared about, and my dad lost it. He drank too much. In fact, he drank away all our money. We lived off the charity of our community. Nobody ever said anything, but I was embarrassed by it all the time. I would see how well off everyone else was and I started to develop an attitude.

“Even when the Earl took a special interest in me and gave me a big important position in a new part of the army, I still resented all the rich people. My five years were up and I had many offers, good ones, from many countries, and I had made up my mind to leave our society. Then the team Amanda belonged to was compromised and Amanda was missing. My overlord, an earl, asked Duncan to take me with them on the search for her.”

“I had been on missions similar to Wind Rider missions, but Duncan let me know in no uncertain terms that I was nowhere near as good as he and his people were. Then he reminded me of who he was and where he came from. You see, his mother was the earl’s aunt and she had left that life behind, along with all the wealth and privilege she was entitled to. That their family had it hard, but they had prospered and, to take, in his own words, ̔that chip off your shoulder and the stick out of your ass and get a grip on life.’ His words to me.

“Then Barb told me of the time when my team and I had been in deep shit on one operation and that it had been the Wind Riders who had save our asses.”

“So, Gwen, he saved my life twice. Once on that operation and again by taking me in. When I see him hurt like tonight, I hurt. Because I know he will not let me, or us, help him with it.”

“Hey shit head!” Anne yelled out as she bounced a stone off Carol’s back. “Quit hogging the kid’s time. I want to hear all about that dreamy second louie she was dancing with at the officers’ ball.”

And just like that, Carol’s demeanour changed and, dragging Gwen back to the fire, was one of the ring leaders of the harassment Gwen received.

Two days later, along with some additions, they were back on the yacht headed for Zarkos, the Capitol of the Federation.
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Chapter Two
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The additions had been her grandmother and four aides, who had recently graduated from officer candidate school. Each had been in the top ten of the class and they represented the four divisions of the army. Gwen’s aide was from the PIG division. Like the Wind Riders, they were classed as light cavalry troops, but, whereas the Wind Riders were reconnaissance troops, the PIGs were infantry troops. The newly-minted second lieutenant, at 26 years of age, was older than the others and the ribbons on her uniform showed she had completed two tours of duty and was parachute qualified. That meant she had been promoted from the ranks.

Well, Gwen thought, it was necessary from time to time to do those kinds of things to give the common people something to hope for.

The woman was pretty, striking even, despite the limited makeup and modest hairstyle the military required. Gwen didn’t know what she needed an aide for, but it would be nice to talk with someone other than her parents and grandmother. She seemed a nice enough sort, for a commoner, but a bit formal. Only to be expected. Gwen was, after all, an aristocrat.

The yacht landed to much fanfare. A band played and an honour guard awaited her father’s inspection. They were then loaded into four separate vehicles and a motorcade, complete with armed guards and vehicles, swept them to their embassy, where all the staff and senior officials greeted them. Her father was escorted away for a meeting with the Zarkos ambassador and senior staff, while her mother was escorted to a small reception held by the supervisory staff. Gwen and her grandmother were herded to a larger room, the staff cafeteria, she thought. There, the rank-and-file members of the embassy staff awaited them. Her grandmother took her by the arm and, trailed by the two aides, circulated throughout the room, greeting people. Gwen noticed that her grandmother would stop at every third table, shake everyone’s hands, and ask a few questions. With this as an example, Gwen did the same at the table to the right of the tables her grandmother worked.

She saw the looks of pleasure on the faces of those she spoke to and the sense of pride each person felt about the job they did. She also noted that their handlers, senior management types, kept them away from a group of people standing against the wall dressed in smocks and overalls. They also steered them away from the kitchen staff.

Oh, what the heck, Gwen thought, they are our employees also.

Trailed by the scrambling PIG aide, Gwen broke ranks from the hovering management team and walked up to those standing at the back wall. As she approached, instead of slouching and leaning against the wall, they all stood up straight. She went down the line, shaking each hand and stopping at every fourth person and talking to them. She asked them where they were from and what jobs they did. Most were locals. They were cleaning and maintenance staff; some were private contractors hired to maintain complex machinery. Finished with that line, she made her way through the tables to the kitchen staff lineup, and once again made her way down that line.

“Do you mind?” she said to one of the cafeteria workers. “They roused me out of bed early and I had no breakfast. We teenagers are always hungry, you know?”

“But, Ma’am,” her handler protested. “We have a special meal planned for you elsewhere.”

“Nonsense,” Gwen said. “This food looks awesome. If it’s good enough for the staff, surely it is good enough for me.”

She winked at the cafeteria worker.

“Besides, everyone knows teenagers just love cafeteria food.”
She made a show of taking a bite, smiled broadly to the cafeteria worker, then made her way to a table and asked if she could join the staff seated there. They all bunched over to give her room on the bench, and she tore in like any normal teenager. She soon had the table laughing at some lame joke she came out with at her own expense. She looked across the room and noticed her grandmother had done the same; she had her table laughing as she brushed away some breakfast she had dumped on her ample bosom.

“The benefits of being flat-chested,” Gwen said to her table mates and they all howled. Finished brushing the crumbs off, Gwen’s grandmother raised a fist at her and shook it, but she was laughing. Gwen stuck her tongue out in response, which had the whole room howling. Most of them had children of their own.

Later, in their suite of rooms in the embassy, her grandmother told the story and had her parents laughing so hard they were crying.

“You guys get all the fun,” her father said. “I was stuck with a bunch of brown noses trying to impress me with boring speeches.”

Of course, someone had smuggled in a vid camera and the scene in the cafeteria was all over the news that night.

The next day, they were taken to the opening ceremonies of the Federation Parliament. Her father, as head of state, was seated on the floor. The rest of the family was in a private box in the gallery overlooking the floor. While her father and, by extension, her mother, were forced to stay all day, Gwen and her grandmother were not. They were taken to a natural museum and spent the rest of the day viewing the exhibits, always with an ensemble of senior staff fawning on them. Once again, Gwen stopped and talked to a person working on an exhibit, asking them about themselves and what they were doing. Talking with the people working on the project at hand, she learned more than the answers provided by management staff. She left behind her smiling faces, which was caught by the news cameras following at a respectful distance.

The following day, Gwen and her grandmother went to an art gallery. Gwen didn’t find this as exciting as the museum, but all the same, she left many smiling faces behind her. That evening, it was off to the opera house to watch a ballet and she made sure she not only met the stars, but also the corps de ballet, the orchestra members, stagehands, ushers, ticket sellers and cleaning crew. It was much later than planned when they returned to the embassy and she dropped of exhaustion, asleep as soon as she hit the sheets.

The rest of the week was spent similarly squired around town, with increasing numbers of press following Gwen and her grandmother on their outings. Some rudely shouted questions as they were escorted into and out of the venues. More and more people lined up to see them and Gwen had to be constantly reminded of their schedule as she had the habit of stopping and talking with members of the crowd. But it was wearing on her.

“That’s it, young lady,” her grandmother said on Thursday evening. “You are clearly exhausted. Tomorrow, you take the day off and go shopping. And you, miss prim and proper army lady, wear some normal clothing for once and try not to draw too much attention, eh?”

The morning passed uneventfully. Gwen and her aide looked like sisters wandering the mall and looking at clothing, stopping at the food court and having a bite of food. Her aide had even loosened up, smiled and cracked the odd joke. They were both dressed in jeans and sneakers and casual blouses. No one recognized them.

They walked into a high-end boutique and her aide fingered some of the clothing with a dreamy look on her face.

“Like it?” Gwen asked.

“Shit,” she said looking at the price tag. “This thing costs more than I make in a month.”

“Try it on,” Gwen said. “What will it hurt?”

The clerk, used to this, showed them to the changing room. It wasn’t busy, and she thought the attractive woman and girl might draw some paying customers, seeing them trying things on. The clerk got into the swing of things and was soon giggling and laughing along with them as the older ‘sister’ tried on different outfits. What nobody noticed was that, after the aide had tried on something she really liked, Gwen would casually walk over to the cash register and place it on the growing pile of items stacked there. She also picked out a couple of casual outfits for herself.

Next it was off to the jewelry section of the store, where they laughed and giggled over the jewelry, some of which was added to the pile. The same for the makeup section.

“Right,” Gwen said looking at her watch. “Time to go before Dad calls out the guard.”

She led them to the sales counter and the pile of clothing there. She dug into her pocket and pulled out a small wallet. Inside was a platinum credit card, which she handed to the now shocked salesclerk.

“Please put it all on this card if you will?” Gwen said. “And if you would be so kind, can you deliver it to the New Germany Embassy, in care of Guinevere Kovaks? This is way too much to carry on the bus.”

“Come on, Sis,” Gwen said grabbing the aide’s arm. “One more mall burger, fries and cola, eh?”

The aide was quiet as they made their way to the food court and the empty table they found in the middle of the now almost-full eating area.

“Look, Ma’am,” the aide finally said. “You should not have bought all those things for me. This is my job, Ma’am. I am getting paid to follow you around.”

“Ya, I know,” Gwen said. “And I also know you had to put off your annual leave to take this job.”

“Look, Eva,” Gwen continued. “I never spend much of my allowance, so buying you those things will not kill me. You are a beautiful woman and deserve to look like it from time to time. Myself, I usually go to the discount stores where I can buy all this stuff for about a third of the price, but to each their own, eh?”

“Besides, I can’t have my plus-one for my big surprise party looking shabby now, can I? I mean, I know you are going to
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