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  Introduction


Sergeant Jay can't wait to wear her modular combat uniform.
Can she prove to the Assaulters Corps that she is still worthy?
Sergeant Jessica 'Jay' Tilvari makes her first appearance in 'Anomaly', the opening novel of the 'Star Cluster Zero' saga. 
This prequel is an adrenaline-filled dive into Jessica's past discovering the behind the scenes of a pivotal event.

Nicola.
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  «I said, war, good God, now, what is it good for?»

War – Edwin Starr








  
  Sergeant Jay


The man wearing the red tie grabbed the tablet. He was a portly figure, barely contained in a glossy black suit, still his movements conveyed a certain agility. On the table there was an array of samples of articles for sale on display: handguns, assault rifles, tactical helmets, headsets, and, the highlight, two mini railgun prototypes, linear magnetic acceleration rifles. 
All of it stolen form Army deposits.
From a pocket of his expensive jacket he pulled out an electronic pen, ready to sign. A fortune in funds, bonds, concessions and land was waiting to be transferred into a safe bank account. Blackout cyber glasses hid his deadpan gaze. He smiled and with two fingers snapped the pen in two, he threw it behind him and then all hell broke loose.
“Sergeant Jessica Tilvani, call sign ‘Jay’. Please, have a seat”
“Thank you, lieutenant.”
“Can I just call you Jay?”
The lieutenant nodded.
“Then let’s cut to the chase, Jay. You know why you're here, I’ll spare you the bureaucracy. I’m the Examining Officer, I'm the one who's going to have the last word.”
“Please sir, I…”
“Interrupting me will not help you, sergeant. When we are done here you’ll be able to go back to active duty, you’ll spend the rest of your career in front of a computer, or you’ll pack your bag and good riddance! These are the three options available.”
Jay fell silent and her gaze lowered, her blue eyes wandered looking for something to focus on in order to try and keep a cool head. This did not escape the watchful eye of the examining lieutenant. 
“I’m ready to take on my responsibilities. I defer to your judgment, I have faith in the military system:”
“Great, that’s a good start. I advise you to maintain this kind of attitude.”
Once more, the young woman with short blond hair nodded.
“So sergeant, usually when I’m in this kind of situation it’s quite easy for me, I never waste too much time on tedious turns of phrase. When you get to this point it’s usually a question of a simple yes, or an equally clear no. But in your case, in your specific case, I can’t reach a definitive judgment. I would have liked to ask for a further deferment, but regrettably the regulations prohibit me from doing so.” 
The lieutenant consulted his tablet.
“Are you busy?”
“I’m sorry, sir?”
“We’ll stay longer than expected.”
“I am at your complete disposal.”
The lieutenant put away the device and raised his eyes towards the young petty officer. He crossed his hands, placing them under his chin and stared at her, as if to delve into the girl’s thoughts.
“I’ve read and read all the reports, materials, depositions… it’s still not enough for me.”
“What more do I need to do?”
“I can imagine this will not be easy for you, but I must ask you to tell me about it. I know you must have recounted it a million times, however I need to hear about how things went down that day and I want to hear it from you. Here and now.”
“I can do that.”
“Good. First, before starting I have some advice for you. Imagine that in front of you is sitting your best friend, a relative, a lawyer, a priest, in short, someone you trust. Relax and tell me everything that comes to mind. But don’t you try to impress me, let alone fool me. Was I clear?” 
“Clear as a supernova, lieutenant.”
“Great, you can start.”
The call came out of the blue while I was spending my short leave at home, on Okean. I was at the University of Nepturaal, in the library, when I got the notification on the official channel. I dropped everything and ran out of the Communication Technology complex. I remember knocking over a cup of tea, spilling it all over professor Maya.
“Miss Tilvari, be more careful!” The austere professor shouted at me.
How embarrassing… I flashed a smile together with one of my best doll-like expressions (or so I’d like to think) and ran away without wasting any more time. Outside, a Shark was waiting for me. In the space vehicle, in addition to the pilot, there were only a couple of colleagues and an officer I had never seen before.
I quickly changed into the AMCS combat uniform according to the mission specifications, meaning, with all the required protections and equipment. I put on the ATH tactical helmet, loaded the default operative system and interfaced with my profile, then I connected with the mission’s artificial intelligence, in other words the tactical AI. As usual, it downloaded the mission's data and aligned my apps according to the established parameters. Everything was in order, I don't recall any problem. The only aspect worth mentioning: it’s better to change in the starship’s changing rooms, that’s for sure. 
The weapons supplied consisted of a Kelter series 3.2 assault rifle and some precautionary grenades: two acoustic, two stun gas and two others pulse grenades. Of these, one was calibrated to fry a robot's CPUs and the other one against modded's implants. Lastly, the usual service dagger and the Cavalieri, that is the 40 caliber.
This was my first rapid response mission. During training, however, we had done a lot of similar exercises, I mean the kind where they throw you off the cot while you are still in dreamland, dead tired after a day’s hard work. They give you ten minutes to be operational, modular uniform, weapons, equipment, everything, everything, everything in order, all while the captain or Executive Officer himself barking in your ears. And if you forget something you stay on board, punished, and you’ll not see home in who knows how many months. I learned how to do everything perfectly the hard way.
But that was the first time for me in a real emergency rapid response, previously I had only taken part in missions planned in advance, with briefings, simulations and adequate preparation…
Once we got out of Okean’s atmosphere I was already set up and operative. The Shark traveled sublight to the Echo Gamma 3 defensive formation where a Corsair-class space vehicle awaited us. We landed at the Bay’s bow and once we disembarked I joined the rest of the team. Meanwhile, the Corsair jumped according to the mission’s coordinates. Those classes of torpedo ships are quick like lightning, sure enough we rapidly reached Sys.star_3. At last, back on board the Shark, we landed with the entire team on the planet Aztekord. 
I remember only some turbulence during the atmosphere crossing, via sublight. Luckily, thanks to the treatment I received during the training course, I no longer suffered from chronic ship-sickness and now the experience is quite a blast: I can travel anywhere. To be honest, that day I felt some of the symptoms that come before maximum alert missions, like stomach in knots, stiff legs, stuff like that… The Assaulter's Corps manual states that there’s no shame in that: it’s our body trying to prepare itself to face a critical situation.
Leading the mission was major Kairos. Captain Mizaar was the Executive Officer, or XO. The target was located in the city of New Chalos, more precisely in the Black River, a neighborhood known for its organized crime dealings. We were not told much about the suspects, only to be mindful of their threat level. The tactical AI informed us about these criminals' tendency to solve issues with violence. The scenario… It was highly risky. Highly risky.
“Glass of water? …some water sergeant?”
“Oh yes, thank you.”
“So. it was a risky mission.”
“Affermative.”
“All right, go ahead… No, actually, tell me more about the preparation. It was all very fast and you had to get ready on board the heavy fighter while travelling sublight. Did that cause you any discomfort?”
“That’s what we’re trained for.”
“You just told me you were afraid.”
“Negative. lieutenant.”
“I must have misunderstood, then. So you were confident, did you feel confident, Jay?”
“I don’t understand what you mean.”
“ Were you afraid? Or were you confident? Did you feel invulnerable? Answer, sergeant.”
“Yes, there was some fear, but that's normal before a high-risk mission. Tha manual says it’s normal…”
“I know what that damned manual says! I’m a soldier too, as well as a shrink with a degree in Psychology and Social Network Theory. Fear is normal, for everyone including you, but you must not try to fuck with me. What did I tell you just now?”
Jessica Tilvari’s face turned red, embarrassment prevented her from responding to her superior.
He added raising his voice:
“If you care about the uniform you are still wearing, don’t try to fool me. If you felt fear, you must tell me. If you felt the adrenaline pumping, you must tell me. I want the truth from you, last warning!”
“Yes, sir! It’s just that I’m not sure what I was feeling at the time.”
“Are you saying that it’s not always easy to tell if it’s fear?”
“I think so.”
“I see, sometimes you can experience mixed feelings… Does that ever happen to you?”
“I couldn’t say, I guess it happens to everyone.”
“Don’t worry then, Jay. Go ahead.”
The team was made up of fourteen operatives: four snipers posted outside, joining the other men from local departments. They positioned themselves on all sides of the perimeter, the rest of us split up in two groups of four operatives each: Red Team and Blue Team. I was assigned to the Red Team.
The Aztekord Police special units had set up a Tactical center in an abandoned building, not far away. From there, major Kairos and captain Mizaar directed the operation together with other officials. The target was a rec room run by one of the most powerful families of the Chalos Snakes, a local crime clan. It was inside an almost abandoned residential complex made up of several communicating buildings.
We in the Red Team had the task of entering the building using a channel in the ventilation network that was out of commission, we did it using an entrance set up in an adjacent building. The engineers and hackers of the local police departments were the ones who set up that communication route. The Blue Team, on the other hand, was located in a tunnel dug out under a basement, their task was to break into the room after crossing a secondary flight of stairs. They would assist only after our raid.
And so, we crawled until we were positioned above the ceiling of the rec room, about six meters up in the air. To break in we needed to knock down a couple panels with a mini explosive charge. There were no openings that allowed us to keep an eye on the environment below, at least, not while maintaining direct visual contact. The tactical AI sent images obtained from two micro cameras positioned in the room to our displays. Those were the only ones that the command had managed to introduce inside without the clan’s security systems being able to detect them. I presume it was thanks to the undercover agent among Chalos Snakes’ men, he must have managed to make them invisible to firewalls and scanning systems active in the perimeter.
“When were you supposed to have taken action? I would like you to broadly outline the operating framework.”
“We were supposed to spring into action at the signal, the Red team would have burst in followed by the Blue breaking through from below.”
“Anything else?”
“We also had a green light in case something went wrong.”
“Can you be more specific?”
Jay was silent.
“Sergeant…”
“The
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