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Chapter 1




Ellis “Sailor” English threw his weight against the heavy blast doors and shoved with all his might to close them. They swung on their hinges, but before they could lock into place, a massive fireball smashed against the doors from outside. 

The explosion boomed out from the Acheron Space Colony on Ganymede and curling flames billowed across the dusty terraformed landscape. The fire enveloped the colony and the USS Lightning Rod shuddered under the impact.

English ducked behind the blast door and shut his eyes. He strained every muscle to force the doors closed, but the shockwave overpowered his efforts. The flames pushed the doors back against him and his feet slipped on the diamond-plate floor.

Flames curled around the doors and licked his face. He turned his head aside, but he didn’t stop pushing even when the doors swung a little bit farther inside the Lightning Rod’s cargo hold.

English braced himself harder, and at that moment, two more people hurtled out of nowhere to collide with the doors at his side. All three worked to their utmost to push back against the flames, but a second later, another catastrophic boom thumped across the colony.

The blow hurled the blast doors wide open. English and his unknown companions flew backward and English slammed into the hold’s back wall.

He picked himself up with difficulty. Two other men rolled on the floor next to him. English grabbed the nearest one and helped him up while the third got painfully to his feet. 

All three men stared at the fire raging all over the colony. English couldn’t even see the towering industrial complex that should have risen high into the atmosphere.

“Holy shit!” the man at English’s side murmured. “The whole Extension Mill has gone down!”

English started to reply when he noticed something moving inside the flames. “Come on!” He sprinted for the open blast doors, sprang down into the stinging dust and smoke, and charged toward the colony.

A line of people snaked out of the chaos to meet him. Their black protective suits covered their heads and bodies completely. They didn’t look human.

English squinted to protect his eyes and dove into the searing heat. He grabbed the first person and bellowed at the top of his lungs. “This way! Follow me! I’ll guide you to safety! Follow me!”

The other colonists staggered and then veered in the direction of his voice. English held his breath as a great rush of scorching air whooshed back toward the colony. “This way!” he roared. “Hurry! The backdraft is…….”

He shoved the first colonists toward the Lightning Rod, dove behind the group, and herded them into a run. They stumbled, but he finally got them moving as a deafening blast ripped out of the colony.

Another shockwave slammed English in the back. He toppled into the colonists in front of him and knocked them the rest of the way to the Lightning Rod’s cargo ramp. Rough hands seized English by his uniform and dragged him the rest of the way inside.

The doors pounded shut and English collapsed on the floor wheezing for every tortured breath. Someone came over to him and grabbed his arm. “Are you okay?” It was one of the men who helped him try to shut the doors.

English wobbled on unsteady legs, but he eventually got to his feet and nodded. He turned to face the person next to him….and came face to face with a carbon copy of himself.

The guy wasn’t as tall—maybe three or four inches shorter than English. This man was stockier in the shoulders and his legs were thicker, but he had an identical buzzed haircut with salt-and-pepper flecks around his temples and the back of his neck. 

The guy eyed English with a flinty, searching look that English knew only too well. The nametag on the guy’s uniform read, Frasier.

Frasier’s eyes dipped to English’s neck. “You got some bad burns there. You should go up to Sick Bay and….”

Retching coughs interrupted him. Frasier and English both turned to the colonists. Twenty men wriggled on the floor as they started to peel their suits off. 

The first few crawled to the nearest wall and propped themselves against it while they gasped and coughed for breath.

English squatted down next to the first man and touched his shoulder. “What happened? What caused the explosion?”

“Sab…. sabotage!” the guy croaked. “Sabotaged….us……”

“The Tecrium reactor….” another blurted out. “……overloaded……”

English stared at one man and then at the next. Then he looked up at Frasier. Frasier scowled, but at that moment, the medics from Sick Bay charged in. They mobbed the colonists and shoved English out of the way.

He backed off to give them space, but the colonists’ claim that someone sabotaged the Acheron Colony’s Tecrium reactor unsettled English too much to ignore. What should he do about this? He should report it, but to whom?

Someone bumped his elbow and he found Frasier at his side again. “That was goddamn incredible, man! I’ve never seen anything like it. You deserve a medal for that.” Frasier stuck out his hand. “Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Frasier. It’s an honor to know you.”

English shook Frasier’s hand and muttered, “Ellis English. Good to meet you,” but his mind drifted back to the colonists. 

He wanted to question them more about the explosion, but the medics were already guiding them away to the elevators. 

“No damn way!” Frasier blurted out. “Not Sailor English! Not the Sailor English!”

“Huh?” English turned around. “Oh, yeah.”

Frasier gaped at him in slack-jawed shock. “You’re Sailor English—Captain Sailor English? What the hell are you doing here?”

“I’m not a captain. I’m a gunnery sergeant the same as you. I just showed up and then this happened.”

Frasier looked around the rapidly emptying cargo hold. “I mean……what the hell are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at the United Space Force Command Center or something? Aren’t you something like the most highly decorated officer in USF history? This….”

Frasier waved at the blast doors. The impact of what they just witnessed was starting to sink in.

English shrugged Frasier’s comments away. “I’m not any of that anymore. I’m just a rank-and-file grunt like you. Anyway, I just showed up for active duty, so maybe you can tell me where to go.”

Frasier gawked at English like he had three heads. “You’re…. a gunny…. but why? You could have any post in the whole Force. What are you doing slumming it out here with us?”

“I don’t want any post in the whole Force. Now, if you aren’t going to help me out, I guess I’ll just have to go search the ship on my own.”

Frasier shut his mouth and scowled again. English settled himself in for the long haul. His first days and weeks and months and years on this ship were going to include a lot of this. 

Everyone and their mother would want to know why the famous, decorated superhero Sailor English had been busted down to gunnery sergeant on a low-level destroyer like the Lightning Rod.

Frasier pursed his lips. “All right, man. I get the picture. I won’t ask any more questions.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

Frasier jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward the elevator. “Come on. I’ll show you where you can change into a new uniform. That one is ruined.”

English snapped out of his trance. The whole back of his uniform jacket had been scorched out. He’d been so busy saving the colonists that he didn’t notice until now. 

The burned uniform left his back exposed with numerous burns bubbling up in puss-filled blisters on his back and neck. His back started to hurt now that the adrenaline was wearing off.

Frasier turned to lead English to the elevator when the doors opened from the other side. Four people came out and English froze when a woman in captain’s bars strolled toward him.

English and Frasier snapped to attention and English trained his eyes straight in front of him to avoid meeting her gaze, but not before he got a good look at her.

She wasn’t any taller than Frasier and she wore her long, chestnut hair down past her shoulders. It wasn’t regulation, but she could get away with it since she was the captain of the Lightning Rod.

Her sharp black eyes flicked from English to Frasier and finally to the third man who had helped Frasier and English try to shut the doors. The guy hustled up next to Frasier, snapped to attention in line, and faced the captain with the other two.

A young man even taller than English hung close to the captain’s elbow. Two other members of the bridge staff followed them into the cargo hold.

English knew who they were from the ship’s records. He studied as much of the crew as he could before being posted to the Lightning Rod, but he paid special attention to the command staff.

Captain Georgia Ogden had been in command of this ship for five years. That made her a fixture and not likely to welcome anyone challenging her authority. 

Her records said she was fair, but she kept her distance from her crew. She didn’t make friends easily, not even among her peers.

Her XO, Commander Matthew Radcliffe, was an up-and-comer destined to captain his own ship one of these days. He was likable and he had already made friends with several people on the USF Command Staff. The guy knew how to network and keep his connections alive.

The other two were Lieutenant Julio Avila and Master Chief Santiago Terranova, both of whom had decent service records but nothing outstanding.

English noticed all three of the bridge staff trying to catch his eye, but he didn’t waver. He fixed his gaze on a spot behind them and kept it there.

Captain Ogden halted in front of English. “You’re out of uniform, Gunny.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” English said.

“Explain yourself, Mister.”

“The Acheron Colony, Ma’am,” Frasier interrupted. “I came downstairs and the whole colony was on fire. English was trying to close the blast doors alone, and when Lloyd and I tried to help him, another explosion went off and knocked us all flat…. Ma’am.”

Captain Ogden took her eyes off English to glance at Frasier. “How did you get the colonists inside?”

“English did that,” Frasier explained. “He saw the colonists first and he ran out into the fire to guide them in. That’s how he got burned, Ma’am. He would have gotten scorched in the backdraft, but he was near enough to the ramp that Lloyd and I were able to haul him in…. Ma’am.”

“Is that true, English?” Captain Ogden asked in a low, silky voice. “Did you go out into the fire without permission?”

English stiffened. He knew it would be like this, but he still didn’t look at her. He only replied, “Yes, Ma’am.”

She waited for a second, but he kept his mouth shut and didn’t say anything else. “Well, English?” she prompted. “Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?”

“No, Ma’am.”

English felt everyone present watching and holding their breath to see what Captain Ogden would say. English even felt Frasier and Lloyd listening even though they stayed at attention and didn’t look at him.

English held his ground. He resolved never to give Captain Ogden or any other officer on the Lightning Rod any reason to complain about his conduct. He was already in a delicate enough position as it was.

Captain Ogden finally sniffed. “Go get yourself into uniform, Gunny. You’re scheduled to review your fighter wing in an hour and then the whole squadron has a joint training run in two hours.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“You can get back to work, too, Frasier. You’re all dismissed.”

English headed for the elevator. Commander Radcliffe and the other two bridge officers darted out of his path to let him through. 

He picked up the duffel bag he’d been carrying when he first walked into the Lightning Rod’s cargo hold. He had just stepped inside the ship for the first time when the explosion went off. This was not how he envisioned his first minutes on board.

The elevator doors closed and he let his shoulders slump. He drew in a shaky breath. His back and neck were really starting to smart, but he didn’t have time to go to Sick Bay now to get them treated. He had one hour before he had to get back down to ./ the flight deck ready to do his job.

He exited the elevator on Deck 14 and made his way to the enlisted barracks. He didn’t have any quarters or even a locker yet. He didn’t have time to take a shower, either.

He went into the locker room, dropped his duffel on the bench, and winced when he peeled off his ruined jacket and shirt. He only had one other uniform so he would have to replace this one as soon as possible.

He unzipped his duffel and took out his other uniform and a clean t-shirt. He was just wondering if he should put something on his burns when the door burst open. Frasier gasped when he saw English with his shirt off. “Jesus Christ, man!”

“Keep your shorts on, son,” English muttered. “I’m not dead yet.”

“Holy crap!” Frasier muttered again and went over to the first aid kit mounted on the locker room wall. He pulled out a tube of something. “You can’t go back on duty like this. You better report to the bridge that….”

“Like hell!” English snarled. “I’m not reporting anything to anybody.”

“Jesus!” Frasier whispered again. He walked around behind English and started dabbing the ointment on the blisters without asking English first.

English shut his eyes and didn’t complain. He gritted his teeth against the sting and let Frasier fuss over him. 

Frasier kept swearing through the whole process, but English said nothing. This might be the last and only time he got any kind of special treatment on this ship. He was grateful to think he might have made a friend so quickly.

Frasier finally screwed the cap on the tube and swiveled around in front of English. “There. It isn’t much, but it’s better than nothing. You really need to go to Sick Bay and get that tended to. I don’t know what the captain is doing by putting you back on duty when you….”

English snorted. “I think we both know what the captain is doing by putting me back on duty, pal.”

Frasier blanched and lowered his eyes. “I don’t know about that.”

English stuck his arms into his t-shirt and gritted his teeth to pull it down over his chest. “Thanks for speaking up for me down there. I owe you one.”

“Forget that. What you did out there was….” Frasier grimaced. “I won’t say it was heroic, but…. I guess I understand now why everyone makes such a big deal about you.”

“Well, don’t, okay? Don’t make a big deal about me. I’m nothing. I’m a gunny like you. That’s all I am and that’s all I want to be.”

“What happened to you?” Frasier asked. “Do you have any idea what people in the service think of you?”

“Yeah, I know.” English picked up his jacket. “Believe me, I know.”

“What are you doing here?” Frasier asked again. “You’re goddamn royalty, man. You don’t have to be here.”

“Yes. I do.” English shrugged into his jacket and buttoned it up. “I gotta go. I gotta review my crew before the training run. I guess I’ll see you down there.”

“Yeah.” Frasier watched him finish adjusting his uniform. “See ya.”








  
  
Chapter 2




English stepped onto the flight deck and stopped. His practiced eye roved over the fighter craft parked in orderly rows on their launch pads. Mechanics and pilots buzzed all over the place. Welding torches spat fountains of sparks and tools clanged against metal. 

The air smelled of smoke and chemicals and grease. The noise made a happy symphony of teamwork, comradery, and bawdy jokes. It was a world English knew well and liked. He could get comfortable here.

He approached the Squadron Command desk. A harassed lieutenant sat on a high stool slaving over ten different computers. The guy reminded English of his son when he was graduating from high school. 

The young man’s nametag read, Eismann. English saluted. “Sir! Gunnery Sergeant Ellis English reporting for Fighter Wing 17, Sir!”

The lieutenant looked up and his eyes widened. “Sailor English? The Sailor English?”

English stiffened and let his eyes drift to a spot behind Eismann’s head. “Yes, Sir.”

“Jesus!” Eismann hopped off his stool and held out his hand to English. “It’s such an honor! I didn’t think it was the same person on the roster. What are you doing here? I mean, are you here to review the squadron?”

“No, Sir,” English growled. “I’m here to take command of Wing 17. I’m the new gunny on deck, Sir.”

Eismann frowned. “Are you sure? This is highly out of order.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Eismann went back to his desk and rummaged and tapped on his computers. He kept muttering to himself. “I don’t believe it! It can’t be.”

“It is, Sir. If you could just tell me where to go, Sir, I need to review my crew before the joint training run. I don’t want to let Captain Ogden down.”

Eismann’s head shot up and he gaped at English in disbelief. “Are you sure? I mean….”

“I’m sure, Sir. I’d appreciate it if you could tell me where to go. You can work out the details later if you need to…. Sir.”

Eismann gulped. “Um….okay…. Gunny. Wing 17 is over there. Your crew is all waiting for you.

“Thank you, Sir.” English saluted again and walked off in the direction Eismann indicated. English sighed once he got out of earshot. This was only the second time and it was already getting old.

He spotted Fighter Wing 17, and when he made his way around the fighter craft launch pads, he saw his crew. They looked like the saddest excuses for USF pilots that English had ever seen. 

They slouched and reclined and leaned and sat on equipment, stores, and tool chests near one of the fighters. None of the pilots even bothered to stand.

His one comfort was that they were all extremely young. Hopefully they would be too young to know who he was, but even that might be asking too much.

He slowed his approach to give them all plenty of time to notice him. Four young men hopped to their feet and snapped to attention. The rest stayed where they were.

English strolled over to them and paced up and down between them and the fighter. He took his time measuring each one with meticulous precision.

The four that stood up formed a line in front of him. A flabby, sloppy thing in a grubby uniform occupied the farthest end. His nametag read, Janacek, and English knew from the boy’s service record that the kid’s first name was Henry.

English didn’t see how this kid managed to pass the physical fitness test, but at least Janacek knew enough to stand to attention before his commanding officer.

The next boy kept his eyes straight in front of him. Every detail of his uniform was perfect. His nametag read, Duran, and English stopped in front of the kid. 

The name Duran was almost as famous in the United Space Force as English’s. English knew three other Durans from his own time in the Force. They were all crackerjack pilots with more decorations than anyone could count.

This kid couldn’t be more than seventeen and his record said his first name was Ezra. He was just starting out, so English didn’t say anything to him. He would let Duran prove himself first.

The next boy was named Babbitt—Harlow Babbitt. He’d come up from nothing and worked as a janitor in the barracks while he went through basic training. He’d been making his mark ever since, so English didn’t worry too much about him. He’d be too anxious to keep the spot he worked so hard to earn.

The last pilot standing at attention was Emory Thorpe. He didn’t cut as crisp a picture as Babbitt and Duran, but English didn’t find anything to complain about in Thorpe’s presentation.

“Sir!” Thorpe barked. “Fighter Wing 17 reporting for duty, Sir!”

“At ease, Airman,” English told him. “Why don’t you introduce me to your slack-ass crewmates here?”

Thorpe made a disgusted face. “Excuse me, Sir, but they should all be bumped out of the service right now if you ask me, Sir. None of them respects the uniform….and I don’t think they even know how to fly.”

“You watch your mouth, Thorpe,” a black-haired girl snarled from the back of the group. Her nametag read, Franz—Natalie Franz—and her service record told English far more than he wanted to know about her.

She had spiked her hair with what looked like axel grease so it stuck straight up from her scalp. Thick, black makeup lined her eyes and she wore purple-black lipstick that made her pale skin look skeletal.

“What’s the problem, Franz?” English asked. “Do you want me to believe a derelict like you knows how to fly? You better pack a lunch if you want to convince me of that.”

She flashed him a hateful glare. “Oh, I can fly, scarecrow, and don’t you dare call me ‘Franz’.”

“Don’t mind her, Sir,” Thorpe interrupted. “Our last CO was…. well, he was drunk a lot and there hasn’t been another one to run our wing…. until now.”

“I see.” English turned back to Franz. “Well, Franz? What’s your story?”

She bared her teeth at him and Thorpe cut in again. “She’s been bumped from every other flight crew, and if she bumps from this one, she’s going straight back to the Lunar Detention Center—the adult section this time….and we all call her Racer, Sir.”

“Racer!” English widened his eyes. “Does that mean she can fly after all?”

“She’s damn good, Sir. She isn’t the best, but she’s pretty good.”

Thorpe’s eyes darted toward Duran when he said Racer wasn’t the best. So it was true. Duran must be the best pilot in this wing. That figured. Did any of these kids know his pedigree? They didn’t act like it.

English tore his eyes away from Racer. Thorpe didn’t tell English anything he didn’t already know from her record. English would be the one to pack a lunch to deal with her titanic attitude. 

He could bump her down to the Lunar Detention Center right now for mouthing off to him and showing up out of uniform, but if she was that good in flight, why waste her?

He turned his attention back to the others. “Which of these shitheads do you say doesn’t know how to fly?”

“That would be me.” A tall boy with white-blonde hair and brilliant blue eyes raised his hand from English’s left. The kid cracked a wicked grin and his eyes twinkled.

So this was the notorious Ben Ritchie. He’d already racked up ten disciplinary actions for insubordination and conduct unbecoming, mostly due to his incessant wisecracks.

“I can’t fly, Sir,” he volunteered. “Are you going to bump me down to the Lunar Detention Center?”

Racer laughed loudly. A miniature girl with babyish blonde curls standing next to Racer giggled once and immediately stopped when English caught her eye.

“Don’t listen to him, Sir,” Thorpe interrupted. “Ritchie’s not too shabby when he tries…. which he never does…. Sir.”

“Aw, Thorpe, I didn’t know you cared!” Ritchie jeered. “All this time, we could have been best friends.”

“Why are you here if you don’t try, Ritchie?” English asked. “Tell me you don’t want to wind up back on the streets of Chiang Mai where you came from.”

Dead silence fell over the wing crew and Ritchie looked away. That shut his mouth like nothing else. English struck the first blow and they all felt it. He knew enough to cut each of them to shreds. They better start learning who was in charge here.

English strolled over to the tiny girl standing next to Racer. “Why are you here, Manheim?”

Her frightened eyes skipped to Racer. Ada Manheim opened her mouth more than once and finally squeaked out, “…. Sir….” before she looked at Racer again.

Racer pretended to ignore her, but there was obviously something going on there. Manheim didn’t even blink without checking with Racer first. 

No one said a word. Manheim must be who Thorpe meant when he said someone didn’t know how to fly. English didn’t see how this tiny girl could even reach a fighter craft’s controls, much less summon the backbone to shoot anything.

He walked back over to the fighter and faced them all. One more pilot remained leaning against a stack of crates to one side. The kid kept studying his fingernails in between watching and listening to every word English said.

The kid didn’t move or volunteer anything. English knew his name was August Stoval and he didn’t have anything distinguishing on his record yet. He also didn’t have any black marks against him which was saying something on this crew.

“All right, people,” English began. “All of you line up over here.”

He waited while Stoval and Ritchie joined the other four in line. Racer finally gasped and rolled her eyes before dragging her feet over to join the others. Manheim waited until Racer came forward before Manheim did the same thing.

“My name is Gunnery Sergeant Ellis English,” English announced.

No one reacted except Duran. His head snapped around so fast he almost dislocated his neck. He stared at English and Duran’s jaw dropped, but he was the only one who noticed.

Duran gulped, but he didn’t say anything. He had to work hard to make himself face front again and come to attention. Duran’s relatives must have told him all about English, but apparently this Duran decided to wait for English to prove himself first, too.

“Janacek, you go change into a clean uniform,” English began. “You don’t want Captain Ogden seeing you like that, and the next time you show up out of uniform, you won’t be flying. If any of you shows up out of uniform or breaks protocol ever again, you won’t be flying, either. Is that clear?”

They all chorused, “Yes, Sir,” some more enthusiastically than the others, but at least they all got the message.

“We have a joint training run in a little over an hour,” English told them. “I can see that you people have all been sorely neglected, but this is our chance to show everyone we aren’t totally useless. Go on, Janacek, and get back here as soon as you can. The rest of you load up and we’ll get started.”

No one moved. “But, Sir….” Thorpe began. “What about…. don’t you mean…. aren’t we going out for the joint run?”

“That’s right, but I wouldn’t send you out against the other wings without doing a few practice runs first. Load up. We’re going out now to stretch our legs. By the time the training run starts, we should be ready to give the other wings a run for their money. Go on. Get moving.”

Thorpe, Duran, and Babbitt gaped at English like he was speaking Chinese. Racer eyed English with suspicion, but when Janacek broke out of line and walked away, the rest snapped out of their trance and scattered.








  
  
Chapter 3




English went back to Lieutenant Eismann’s desk. “I’m taking my crew out for a run around the block. We’ll be back in time for the captain’s review.” 

Eismann blinked at him and stuttered, “Uh…. okay…. Gunny. Whatever you say.”

English bit back the urge to laugh at him and returned to his fighter wing. All his young pilots were already loaded up except for Janacek, who came waddling back looking better, but not as good as he could.

Janacek wedged himself into the last fighter in line and then English loaded up in the larger wing leader craft. The controls switched on and the engines powered up when English’s weight sank into the seat.

He slipped into his safety harness and clipped it while he read the controls. Each of his pilots showed up on his dashboard where he could read their vital signs and the mechanical readouts transmitting from their fighters.

They were all adjusting and fine-tuning their controls exactly the way they should. None of them missed a beat which meant Thorpe may have been downplaying their abilities. They were all perfectly capable, so what did he mean about them not being able to fly?

Even Ritchie dialed in his plasma cannons down to the micron. He might not have tried with his former drunken CO, but he was sure trying now.

The communications system switched on inside English’s cockpit. “Squadron Command to Wing Leader 17,” Eismann chirped in English’s ear. “You are clear to launch, Wing Leader 17.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Keep the home fires burning for us.”

Eismann laughed. He was softening up.

“Wing 17—launch,” English ordered and the pilots punched their throttles one after another.

Thorpe went first with Babbitt and Duran right behind him. Racer blasted off the flight deck on their tails. 

A second later, Janacek, Stoval, and Ritchie hit it, too. Manheim took the longest and she didn’t fly as fast as the others.

She dropped off the flight deck and English launched right behind her. He sprinted past her. “Keep up, Airman. Don’t let these gasheads leave you behind.”

She giggled and sped up a little, but not enough. English dropped his throttle down and turned a somersaulting loop around her. 

“See that, Airman?” he told her. “You don’t want these chumps going back to the ship telling everyone that a fossil like me flew rings around you. Punch it, girl! Get up there with your crew.”

She didn’t laugh again. She nailed the throttle and plowed straight through the fighter wing until she overtook even Duran.

“Whoo!” Ritchie hooted. “Did you see that? I didn’t know you had it in you, Manheim!”

English crawled up on them from behind. “Keep it frosty, boys. The drones are deploying. Go on, Racer! Show us how it’s done.”

“Yes, Sir!” she called and plunged nose first into the gas clouds over the USF training arena on Cyllene.

The clouds parted and Racer swooped parallel to the moon’s surface. She rocketed into the arena as dozens of drones launched from underground. They opened fire at the same time with many launching higher to attack the fighters advancing from behind.

Racer, Duran, Babbitt, and Thorpe unleashed their cannon fire to destroy the drones. 

Thorpe hadn’t been lying about Racer’s abilities. She dodged the drones and pelted them with fast, sure shots. She never missed once. Her fellow pilots also made short work of the drones and the four of them vaulted out of the arena on the other side.

“Look at her go!” English cheered. “I take it all back, Racer. You can show up in black lipstick anytime you want if you keep shooting like that.”

Racer actually laughed. “I’m gonna hold you to that, Sir.”

“What about me, Gunny?” Ritchie asked. “Can I show up in black lipstick, too?”

“Show me what you got and I might consider it. Stoval—Janacek—do your thing!”

Stoval, Ritchie, and Janacek dropped in right behind their crewmates and another flock of drones launched to attack them. English sprinted in formation with the pilots and his spirits lifted. He targeted the drones and ground gun positions that opened fire simultaneously. 

Stoval and Janacek flew more slowly and missed more often. Ritchie must really have been trying because he only missed a few times. He could dodge and weave almost as well as the first four, so maybe he just needed someone to inspire him to try.

“Excellent shooting, boys!” English called. “I’m impressed. You can definitely wear black lipstick, Ritchie.”

The others exploded in laughter. “I can’t wait to see this!” Racer exclaimed.

English wheeled back to their starting point. “Your turn, Manheim. Let’s go!”

He motored up next to her and glanced over. She sat in her cockpit as white as chalk. She stared down at the arena hardly blinking her huge eyes.

“I told you so,” Thorpe grumbled. “It’s always like this.”

“Shut it,” English snapped. “You can do it, Manheim. Shadow me. We’ll do it together.”

She glanced over at him and looked right through him.

“Ada!” he called. “Look at me!”

She blinked and her features cleared, but she didn’t look any less terrified. 

“Shadow me, Ada,” English ordered. “You fly where I fly and shoot where I shoot. Understand?”

She nodded, too petrified to speak.

English tapped something into his controls. “None of the drones will shoot at you, Ada. I’m signaling Lieutenant Eismann to disable all the weaponry in the arena. None of the drones or ground positions will shoot at you. You fly with me. Understand? You’re perfectly safe. Okay?”

She nodded again and English dropped into the arena. She followed, but she flew more and more slowly as she approached. No wonder her crewmates said she was useless. She was scared out of her wits. She would have bumped out of the service ages ago if she had a decent CO.

English slowed to fly at her side. “You ready? Shoot that drone right in front of us.”

English fired, but Manheim didn’t. “Pathetic!” Ritchie muttered in the background.

“The next one of you that opens his mouth is out!” English snapped. “You’ll be flying back to the Lightning Rod to pack your bags. You hear me?”

No one said anything.

“Let’s go, Manheim. The next one is all yours. I’m right with you. Ready? Fire!”

She fired at the next drone. It hung right in front of her and exploded in flames. Her fighter flew through the fireball and out the other side. 

“Come on, Manheim!” English urged. “You and me together—on the next one! Fire!”

They both fired at the same time and hit their target together. 

“Good girl!” he yelled. “Come on! Pick up the pace. Put your throttle down. You can do this.”

She started to speed up. She fired faster hitting one target after another. By the time they got to the end of the arena, she was flying at full speed.

“I don’t believe it!” Ritchie murmured. “She’s doing it!”

English ignored this, but the words electrified Manheim. She slammed down her throttle, zoomed high overhead, and beat it back to the starting point.

English kept pace with her. “One more time, Manheim! You and me! The rest of you drop in behind us, but don’t overtake.”

Manheim streaked through the arena hitting targets right and left. She squealed when she got to the other side. “I did it! I can’t believe it! I did it!”

“You’re damn right you did it,” English told her. “One more time—live fire, this time!” She froze in her cockpit, but he didn’t give her a chance to pull out. “Go!”

“Go, Manheim!” Racer hollered. “Show us how it’s done!”

Manheim faltered again when the time came to drop into the arena, but English rocketed past her. “You better beat me, girl, or I’m gonna hit all your targets for you.”

Her features hardened behind her cockpit cover and she blasted to full speed. She overtook him and started shooting as never before. She dodged one drone and almost got hit by the next, but she adjusted her course and didn’t take any damage.

She hurtled out of the run and whizzed around to the starting point again. “Keep it going!” English ordered. “Every man for himself!”

“Whoo-hooo!” Babbitt cheered and shot past English gunning for the drones. 

The fighter wing scattered, and in a second, English lost sight of who was doing what. He revolved through the target range hitting everything in sight. He only took his eyes off his targets to make sure Manheim still held her own.

She did. She whizzed between her crewmates and even stole several targets from Racer. The pilots’ voices drifted out of the noise of explosions.

“Look at her go!” Thorpe screamed. “You’re scaring me, Manheim!”

“Right behind you, shithead!” Babbitt called. “Quit watching her and mind your ass!”

“Holy shit, look at Duran!” 

English vaulted high over the arena and looked down at his controls. The rest of the wing occupied themselves with the drones and sprinted over the ground targets pelting them with plasma.

Duran was in a class by himself. He descended so low to the ground that a danger signal came from his fighter’s signal feed.

He skimmed the moon’s surface spitting shots three times faster than the others. He hit the drones from below and took out ground targets faster than the arena’s apparatus could re-launch them.

He made it as far as the arena’s edge, but instead of rising upward to join the rest of his crew, he slammed the engines into reverse, skidded in a sharp circle, and rocketed back the way he came. 

The others ran several passes and cycled back to the starting point where English waited for them.

“Outstanding, boys!” English told them. “That’s what I’m talking about! Great work, Manheim! You’re as good as Babbitt now.”

“Hey!” Babbitt shouted. “That was a low blow, Sir.”

“Hardly,” Janacek corrected. “Did you see the way she was flying? That was a damn compliment, boy.”

“Head back to the ship,” English ordered. “We have a joint run coming up, and after that session, you folks should be able to school the other wings big time.”

“Hell, yeah!” Ritchie crowed. “This is gonna be a first for Wing 17.”

“Let’s go, Duran,” English called. “We’ll be back out here in a few minutes.”








  
  
Chapter 4




Wing 17 landed on the flight deck. All the pilots unloaded and mobbed Manheim in a crowd. 

They buried her in hugs and cheers. Thorpe rumpled her hair. Janacek picked her up, squashed her against his giant belly, and jumped up and down with her.

They kept yelling and recapping her success in the arena—all except Stoval. He stood back and watched their antics with a mild smile.

English laughed at them and he even saw Manheim blinking back tears of laughter. Her crewmates kept slapping her on the back, knocking her tiny frame back and forth, and grabbing their own heads in amazement.

English turned to go check in with Lieutenant Eismann….and froze. Gunnery Sergeants Frasier and Lloyd stared at English and his pilots in shock. Dozens of other pilots stood around gaping at Wing 17, too. 

No one noticed the elevator open. Captain Ogden, Commander Radcliffe, and the rest of the bridge staff stepped out onto the flight deck.

English stiffened as the captain’s eyes settled on the party going on in Wing 17. The rest of the flight deck fell dangerously silent as the captain advanced.

One by one, English’s pilots realized that all the usual flight deck noise had gone quiet. Stoval bumped Duran’s elbow and the party stopped. The eight pilots turned around and someone cleared their throat.

The pilots of Wing 17 lined up on either side of English. They faced the captain and all the other fighter wings came to attention, too, but it was too late.

Captain Ogden halted in front of English as usual. She cocked her head and pierced the young pilots with a critical eye. She finally said, “You have a joint training run scheduled, Gunny.”

He stared at the wall behind Lieutenant Eismann so English wouldn’t see her staring at him. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“Is this the way you execute your duties, Gunny?”

The tension spiked off the charts, but English didn’t flinch. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“I’m surprised at you, English. I thought you would be more concerned with protocol.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She sniffed again, but he didn’t check her facial expression. Commander Radcliffe shifted his weight from one foot to the other behind Captain Ogden’s back.

“This wing has been the worst on the deck, Sergeant. They’ve consistently failed to meet minimum standards in every training run to date.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” English replied.

“I thought this would be a perfect place for you, English. You seem to fit in well with this wing.”

Someone gasped, but it didn’t come from his wing. English didn’t rise to the bait. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“Are you agreeing with me, English? Are you telling me you’re a failure who belongs at the bottom of the heap with these washouts?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” English growled.

She chuckled to herself and now Commander Radcliffe wasn’t the only person fidgeting in discomfort. Shocked whispers went around the flight deck, but English was gratified to hear that none of them came from his crew.

Captain Ogden finally gave up needling English and wandered off to review Frasier’s wing. English stayed at attention and his crew did the same. No one moved until Captain Ogden and her staff went over to Lieutenant Eismann’s desk.

“Load up, squadron,” she ordered. “Show me what you can do.”

The flight deck exploded in noise. All the pilots turned to their fighter craft and the mechanics rushed in to finalize adjustments.

English turned around to see his crew gathering in a cluster. They grabbed each other and dragged each other toward their fighters. Duran, Babbitt, and a few others tried to break away and walk back over to where Captain Ogden stood, but the others stopped them.

“Who the hell does she think she is?” Duran snarled. “I’ll tear her goddamn head off!”

“She’s got some balls calling us washouts!” Babbitt hissed. “The four of us have hit minimum standards on every run and she knows it!”

“Did you hear what she said to Gunny?” Janacek whispered. “She’s pure evil!”

“Break it up,” English ordered. “Get loaded up and show ‘em what you can do.”

“But, Sir…...!” Ritchie protested. “We can’t let her talk about you like that—about all of us!”

“Quiet!” he breathed. “You want to prove her wrong? Now’s your chance. Put some numbers on the board and let me see you hand Wings 10 and 12 their asses. Come on! You, too, Manheim! We don’t have the numbers because one of our crew wasn’t scoring. Go! Load up—now!”

They kept shooting death glares at Captain Ogden, but they finally relented and loaded up. English climbed into his fighter and their voices swamped his ears the minute he sat down.

“You hear that, Manheim?” Racer asked. “We’re all counting on you.”

“Gunny English will be right with us, Manheim,” Janacek told her. “You’re gonna kick ass.”

“We all are,” Thorpe added. “That means you, too, Ritchie. Don’t let us down.”

“You don’t worry about me, boy. I’m gonna stuff those words right down her rotten little throat.”

“Keep it clean, people,” English ordered. “She can hear every word you’re saying.”

“I hope she can. Come on, boys,” Racer fired back. “This one is all ours.”

Everyone agreed, and a second later, the order came down from Lieutenant Eismann. “Squadron Command to Wing Leader 17. You are clear to launch, Wing Leader 17.”

“Punch it, boys!” English ordered, and this time, they all launched fast and hot.

English dropped out into black space and had to gun it to catch up with his crew. Wings 10 and 12 dropped out at the same time and all three fighter wings raced each other to the arena.

English flew in formation with his wing, but once they got down on the target course, things went to pieces real fast. Every fighter flew at top speed with all the pilots trying to hit as many targets as possible.

The arena got so chaotic that many pilots hit each other. They gained points every time they hit an allowed target and lost points if they hit a friendly fighter. 

Plasma deflected off English’s fighter craft. His eye flicked back and forth between other ships, drones, and ground targets. 

Duran plunged all the way down to the ground. He flew so fast that no one could hit him. The numbers on the scoreboard kept mounting next to his name. Even Manheim was scoring.

English lost track of the score. He rotated and somersaulted between three drones and hit them all. He blasted out the other side and almost collided with Frasier. Frasier had been trying to hit the same drones but got there a fraction of a second too late.

The two gunnery sergeants rocketed toward each other on a collision course, but Frasier didn’t pull out in time. His plasma cannons pelted English’s fighter in the nose as English pulled into another roll. He skimmed Frasier’s craft and wheeled off somewhere else.

“You cocksucker!” Frasier cursed as his numbers dropped by three points. “I’m gonna kick your ass for that!”

English laughed. He was already too far away for Frasier to get near him. 

“Don’t worry, Sir!” Ritchie banked and dove straight for Frasier. “I’ll handle him for you.”

“You little shit!” Frasier snarled. “I’ll show you…….”

Ritchie hit another drone that Frasier had been targeting.

“Call off these dogs!” Frasier yelled. “English! You bastard!”

More rowdy laughter rang in English’s ear as Wing 17 ganged up to steal every shot from Wing 10. The numbers kept mounting until a deafening siren echoed through all their cockpits.

“Hell, yeah!” Racer bellowed. “Eat plasma, slackers! Take a good, long look, Wing 10! Wing 17 all the way!”

English laughed in delight when he saw the score. Wing 17 had beaten Wing 10 by seven points and Wing 12 by ten points. That was the first time since the Lightning Rod started running three squadrons.

“All fighter wings—return to the flight deck,” Lieutenant Eismann ordered.

Thorpe sighed. “It had to end. Oh, well.”

“Next time,” Frasier growled. “This isn’t over, Wing 17.”

“Oh, it’s over,” Ritchie countered. “It’s so over. You’ll never beat us again, Wing 10.”

“Keep it respectful, Airman,” English interrupted.

“Let ‘em enjoy their victory while it lasts,” Frasier told him. “It will never be repeated.”

Hoots and challenges broke out from the other pilots. Even Wing 12 joined in the playful ribbing on their way back to the ship.

The Wing 17 pilots lost their composure once they unloaded from their fighters. The celebration got even wilder and more unruly than before, but English didn’t try to stop it. His pilots earned this.

Wings 10 and 12 landed on their pads and all the pilots came over to congratulate the winners. English’s crew blushed with pleasure when the other pilots shook their hands and told them how well they did.

Frasier stuck out his hand to English and English shook it gratefully. Frasier wouldn’t stop grinning. “You really are a miracle worker if you licked that crew into shape. Everyone said it was impossible.”

“Naw,” English countered. “They’re good kids.”

“They have a good commander. You’ll be getting promoted soon.”

English colored, but he made sure not to look over at Eismann’s desk. He didn’t want to see Captain Ogden watching him. He only said, “I doubt that.” 

Lloyd joined them and the three sergeants talked together until the noise died down.

Eventually, everybody noticed Captain Ogden watching from one side. The pilots settled down and formed up in a mixed jumble. No one stuck to their wings as they lined up and came to attention.

Captain Ogden strolled over and stopped in front of English again. “Well done, Gunny.”

English looked at the wall behind her head. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

“Maybe putting you down here with these pilots was the right thing after all.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

He waited for her to say something insulting, but she only turned away. “We’ll see if you can do it again next week.”

He said, “Yes, Ma’am,” but she was already walking away. She went back to the elevator. Commander Radcliffe shot English a glance over his shoulder. Then the bridge staff all entered the elevator and the doors closed.

As soon as she left, the flight deck exploded in even more noise. Lieutenant Eismann left his desk to congratulate English and a few people brought out drinks and food to share.

The pilots got all mixed up with each other talking loud and fast about their runs. English observed his crew enjoying the festivities and he knew by the delighted glows on their cheeks that this had never happened before. They’d been outcasts until today.








