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  Introduction


Preparation, courage, nerves of steel, strength, concentration, endurance. 
This is what is required of Lidya to overcome this high-risk challenge. 
Failure is not an option.

This story is set a few years before the novel "Anomaly", the opening book of the "Star Cluster Zero" saga, making it a prequel to “Anomaly”.
"Triathlon" is a story dedicated to Lidya "Wolfeye" Taallher, one of the saga’s protagonists. 
This time the young native of the planet Zenith finds herself engaged on multiple fronts, immersed in an action packed adventure.
I can't reveal anything else, so I'll let her tell you her story.
Let the reading begin!
Nicola
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  «So true is it that the gods do not give gracious gifts to all alike, not form nor mind nor eloquence.»
Homer.








  
  1
Combat cosmonautics


Like a rudderless ship, I traveled at the mercy of the wind. I heard rain falling. I let it seep into my skin and dig into my bones, all the way down into my soul. The cry of a dark sky. Maybe even the Gods got hurt, or maybe they had better things to do and they forgot about me.
The on-board AI begins its usual singsong chant: it’s the launch procedure. I give it its due attention despite my nerves. 
All systems and subsystems are online and operational: fuel control, sunlight thrusters and artillery, FTL… all set. 
In the meantime I launch yet another round of checks on the status of my combat uniform’s systems and apps, it’s probably the third time I’ve done it. The Training Officer always tells us to make use of our nerves to check and recheck everything, so no harm done. 
ATH enhanced reality visor helmet’s status, communication’s sensors and systems, oxygen supply level: all good!
I’m nervous.
Strapped onto the seat next to me are my Kelter assault rifle and tactical backpack. I can’t help but grab the weapon for yet another check and can’t resist the urge to open the backpack to take a look inside there too. 
It’s already too late.
Green light from the Chief Specialist! The platform rises and my Shark class heavy fighter jet is lifted up through the air-locked tunnel. After leaving the Hangar Deck, I step up to the non-pressurized Docking Bay.
Green light from the Launch Officer! I’m sweating bullets, I switch manual controls to Smart Combat and finally we’re off. I am in control of this vehicle now, this very expensive war machine is in my hands. It’s a heady feeling that no one can take away from me. I go through the giant exit and leave the starship Minothar behind. Now let’s dance.
I can’t fail.

It all happened so fast.
I’m talking about my decision to change my life around. Although, if I’m being honest, it wasn’t really a decision, I’d call it more of a need, like breathing.
Everything became clear that day on the subway when I could no longer take my eyes off that advertising hologram. I got out of the carriage and planted myself in front of it, hypnotized, I must have watched the film clip through at least ten times consecutively. Passers-by may have thought I was crazy, but who cares. At that moment I felt distant from everything, my past, my depression… I was right there, in the fucking present and time seemed to have stopped. I studied the smiling girl, her gestures, her words and all those amazing uniforms, they all looked so comfortable. By Freya, her straight-back posture drew me in, proud and confident. The attitude of someone who always knows what is appropriate to say and do.
That female soldier, she was exuding strength, confidence, and control, she must have had educational qualification and specialization that an ordinary civilian cloud never have obtained. And then, the weapons and all that sophisticated equipment, those helmets that make you seem like a robot, not to mention the privilege of being able to zoom around in one of those fighter jets and travel the length and breadth of the Star.cluster_0 aboard those magnificent ships.
What could be more exciting in life? She didn’t look like me, blonde, a typical beauty of Thebes and its surroundings, but what did it matter? As a matter of fact, my cosmos-black hair would go better with that uniform. I could be the girl in the video.
It had to be me.

A Hyndra class torpedo with a conventional warhead hooked me up and we are in a combat phase from distance. The TADSYS - tactical detection system- clearly indicates which one between all of those fighters is my enemy. Yes, I said my fucking enemy! I will have no mercy for you, you know? Shoot your fucking torpedo all you want but… how? You’re throwing another? That’s it? I get it, you want to play it safe, but you don’t know who you’re dealing with.
I begin a series of evasive maneuvers, I order the on-board AI to be ready for defensive measures. It’s a Medea model intelligent system version 4.2.8, it always executes and responds with an extremely kind but impassive tone.
The rear kinetic energy cannons are active and so are the anti-torpedo systems, all under my command. I’m shaking a little, it’s the adrenaline. Oh yes, but I like all of this and I can’t go without it. But I must stay focused: I can’t fail!
I continue with another sequence of maneuvers. This time I launch three acceleration pushes in boost. My intention is to squeeze right into that band of rocky debris and small asteroids. I swerve a little, take my time, then aim for one that has to be ten times the surface area of my fighter. I fire another boost - this time while braking - using all the power of my Shark’s front thrusters. My body shouldn’t be able to resist such stress, but this jewel under my ass is equipped with an advanced gravitational stabilization system. I almost stop, the enemy will think I want to land up here for a happy picnic among the rocks.
The bastard keeps his distance, he didn't have the courage to follow me here. The first torpedo is coming, followed shortly by the second.
Twenty-five seconds to the first potential impact.
I immediately move away from this desolate rock, releasing intelligent flares behind me, at the same time the first torpedo goes to chase them: it gets tricked and ends up hitting  the surface of the small asteroid!
In the meantime I reached a safe distance and now have to get rid of the other one. This time, I decide to face it, I go towards it opening fire from the front kinetic cannons. Kinetic Energy Auto Cannons or simply KEAC.
Torpedo hooked… threat neutralized! Fuck, I'm cheering because all this is making me feel so good.  I’m in my element, I don't stop! I speed out of the debris cloud, leaving the small asteroids behind me, then I order Medea to arm the port and starboard launch tubes.
You like playing hide and seek? You can't run away forever, soon you'll have to face me.
I'm coming to get you.

I feared for my safety.
I slept every night with the lights on and I did everything I could to only go out in crowded places. I didn't want to end up like Inspector Gerald, who died under mysterious circumstances, drowned near the river pier not far from the villa he loved to spend his weekends in. After that damned night, my ex-husband had me committed to a private psychiatric facility, I'm sure he was in cahoots with his friend, a group of ultra-nationalist fanatics. Rich and powerful, convinced that they’re above everything and everyone. Fuck them!
There, they kept me constantly drugged up. It was Inspector Gerald who got me out of that damned place, I will always honor his memory. I hope to meet him again someday, somewhere between Valhalla and the Elysian Fields, or in some metaphysical region meant for valiant men and women.
If I am worthy.

You're a piece of work.
I've got no problem admitting it, you neutralized my two torpedoes, you're good at defending against kinetic cannons and when I engage you in a duel at close range you escape me, avoid me. Well. I would do the same if I were you. If you were to give up even just one meter to me, I would show you. Oh you bet I would! I’m doing great, I really think I was born for this kind of thing.
Hey, your evasive maneuvers are not bad, but I see you’re changing course… Well, it seems it’s time to cross the atmosphere of Gemenon, Sys.star_2.
I’m right after you, I wouldn’t want you to start missing me, so I send you a few volleys of KEW bullets.
With love.

Here we are, both of us speeding through the skies of Gemenon over a vast uninhabited region. Atmospheric dogfight is in some ways more complicated than space dogfighting, some pilots prefer to go at it on planets, to me it doesn’t make much of a difference even if I prefer flying in the Cosmos. I love the absence of friction and all the maneuvers that I couldn’t otherwise even dream to perform, I think about rotations on the same axis using interior thrust, not to mention fuel savings. Of course, even the Cosmos has its drawbacks: when life support systems fail it’s an entirely different matter.
In zero gravity, blood clots slowly and bullets fly at great speed, not to mention the gravitational acceleration that can break your bones. If you stop to think about it, the Cosmos is a really hostile and ruthless place that isn’t benevolent, but all in all is fair: it doesn't perceive differences, it doesn't care about your tastes or preferences, your ideas or your origins. However, if you pay the price and respect its austere majesty, the Cosmos will reward you with gifts of inestimable value. Exploration, expansion of civilization, the knowledge and discovery of the secrets of Creation and a priceless feeling of absolute freedom.
I’m moving further and further away from my landing point. I’m gaining on you, your tail approaches my bow. I make sharp turns to try and avoid your defensive fire, not always succeeding, so I have to get a taste of your bursts of barrages.
The external armor’s protection level is decreasing, for now they are holding up well but soon I’ll start to take on damage. Medea keeps on repeating it to me, I tell her to shut her mouth because I certainly don’t have any intention of giving up. I keep on bombarding the target with the anterior KEACs and at the same time order the on-board AI to activate the NNEMP pulse cannon. 
And just at the right moment I open fire.
I watch you as you plummet and laugh like an idiot. The boost I shot at you must have generated failures: the stabilizers? The helm? The thrusters? My analysis system detects nothing, yet you are falling. On my console an increasingly annoying red signal and a tedious beep has activated. Now they also appear as an interface on the visor of my multifunctional helmet. It’s the Tactical Centre that orders me to reach the landing point within a maximum of one minute.
Godsdamned, I must obey orders. But first I would really like to see you jump out of your fighter. It’s a matter of moments and you’ll launch yourself out the hatch glaring at me from your parachute, I’d like to savour the scene. Fuck! You’ve regained altitude and now you’re taking off at supersonic speed. 
I fell for it, you managed to mess with me. Congratulations!
I turn towards my landing point but not before acquiring your pilot code.
Hope to meet you again.
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