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Chapter 1




Gunnery Sergeant Ellis “Sailor” English pinned down his throttle and zoomed his fighter craft tight around the giant destroyer USS Octopus. The enemy ship swung around, but she no longer bombarded him with plasma shots from her main cannon batteries.

She loomed through space to the one loyalist destroyer still standing, the USS Lone Ranger. The Lone Ranger floundered under a combined assault from seven other United Space Force attackers.

English couldn’t see the USS Lightning Rod anymore. The Octopus’s fighter squadron surrounded him and smashed his vessel from starboard. 

He had no choice but to peel back to port to run from them. He was getting farther and farther away from where the Lightning Rod disappeared.

More enemy fighters swooped in and mobbed him. Plasma crashed against his bird from all sides. At least ten enemy craft ganged up on him. He couldn’t stay here.

He made another desperate sprint for the Octopus. She headed straight for the Lone Ranger to help the other rebel destroyers hunt the Lone Ranger down. The Lone Ranger tried to veer away and limp back toward the Mars asteroid field, but the enemy left nowhere to hide.

The USS Kilbirnie dodged in front of the Lone Ranger to cut her off and English gulped. The Kilbirnie had been one of four enemy destroyers to ambush the Lightning Rod and drive her from the battle. 

If the Kilbirnie was back here attacking the Lone Ranger, the Lightning Rod must be finished.

English couldn’t think about that. He had to work his tail off just to save his own life. His controls didn’t even show him any Lightning Rod fighter craft still on the field. He was alone and completely on his own.

The Lone Ranger squadron fighters surrounded their mother ship, but the tide had already turned too far against them. They could only whizz here and there trying to stay out of range from all the other squadrons in the air.

Enemy squadrons swarmed the Lone Ranger in a cloud of plasma. They worked in teams stalking down the Lone Ranger fighter pilots. That left plenty more enemy fighters to bombard the Lone Ranger with punishing shots.

USS Nightingale rammed the Lone Ranger from behind and sent her staggering straight into the Kilbirnie’s guns. USS Boa Constrictor and USS Queen Victoria flanked the Lone Ranger on either side.

The two destroyers pounded the stricken ship with so many cannon blasts that English gave up all hope of getting near the ship. Even the Lone Ranger’s own fighters couldn’t get near her with so many rebels buzzing around.

He picked off a few random fighters, but he couldn’t make a dent in the enemy horde. This was getting hopeless. He had to try something desperate.

He slammed his throttle down and cut a wide loop away from the battle. His ruse worked and most of the enemy fighters left him alone. Seven kept after him. They raced up on his tail and peppered him with shots.

He kept up a blistering speed so their attack didn’t bother him or do any damage. He had to time this perfectly.

He swung wide around the battle and came sprinting back. He aimed his vessel straight for the Kilbirnie.

The enemy pursuit saw him moving in for a kamikaze strike. They tried to catch up, but he was already streaking at the Kilbirnie from behind. 

More fighters materialized in front of the destroyer to block his path. They showered him with plasma, but he held his course. He gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on the helm. He would get one shot at this.

He raced toward the ship’s rear hull in a death plunge. Some of the enemy fighters skidded out of his way, but most held their ground. They set up an impenetrable wall of gunfire to block him from the Kilbirnie. He wouldn’t be able to get through without destroying himself.

The pursuit crawled up behind him and added their cannon blasts to the overwhelming barrage of noise and fire. Blasts enveloped English’s vessel and the concussions almost knocked him off course. 

He covered the last few thousand yards and, without warning, he ripped his helm hard to starboard. Four of his pursuers rocketed past him and ran straight into their comrades’ guns.

English screamed sideways around the Kilbirnie’s hull. Seven enemy fighters hung on his tail and ran him up the ship’s side toward the starboard engines.

He held his breath and yanked back the throttle with all his strength. His bird screeched into reverse for a split second—just long enough for the pursuing ships to zoom past him before he punched it again with all his might.

His bird lunged forward and he opened up with every cannon blazing. He pounded the fighter right in front of him and the vessel twirled in midflight. 

The rest struggled to adjust their course to track him down, but it was too late. The one vessel in front of English burst into flame and he drove his fighter craft straight into it.

He collided with it in a devastating smash and it hit the Kilbirnie’s starboard engine panel. The fighter exploded and the whole panel detonated in a devastating impact.

The Kilbirnie reacted a second too late and fired her engines to either move out of danger or to confront the attack. The instant she engaged her port engine, she skidded hard to starboard.

English rocketed out of the way as nearly the whole enemy squadron piled on top of him. He gunned his engines fleeing for his life as the Lone Ranger rocketed through the gap heading for the asteroid field.

The Lone Ranger squadron hustled to free themselves from the battle and catch up with the destroyer, but English had bigger fish to fry. Enemy fighters from all over enveloped him and pummeled him from every direction.

The Octopus and the Boa Constrictor actually broke off their assault on the Lone Ranger to come after English instead. He lost awareness for a second of where he was.

He pulled his head together and, with no other options, he punched his throttle all the way forward. He struck two more fighter craft, broke through the cloud, and kept on running. He didn’t care anymore which direction he went as long as he kept on going.

He almost smashed his vessel into the Boa Constrictor. He strained his shoulders to the breaking point pulling out of a death plunge straight for the destroyer’s bridge. He caught sight of people inside before he hauled his bird far enough sideways to skim the ship’s port flank.

A dozen fighters came in hot on his heels and hammered him with shots. They would blast him to kingdom come if he slowed down for an instant.

The Boa Constrictor’s aft end came in sight with the vast stars yawning before him. English wouldn’t find another place to hide out there. With so many squadrons working together, the enemy ships would have plenty of spare fighters to send after him.

He looked around in panic for any way out of this mess. Jupiter stood directly above him, and when he pelted past the Boa Constrictor into the void, he caught a glimpse of Ganymede.

The moon peeked out from behind the planet’s massive atmosphere and English took the chance. He had to pull around and run perpendicular to his pursuers. He barely held out hope that he would get there before they hammered him to pieces, but he had to try it.

He no longer even noticed that he was driving his fighter to the breaking point. His hand cramped on the throttle. He couldn’t tear his fingers off if he tried.

The enemy fighters reacted instantly and unloaded on him as he passed. Too many of them flew in a long formation and they plastered his starboard wing as he streaked away.

His starboard engine exploded and the strike ripped his wing off completely. Only his own momentum kept him going.

He didn’t even think to shoot back. His left hand flew to the helm. He wrestled the ship into some kind of stability while the port engine struggled in vain to hold a straight course.

The enemy fighter wings peeled around and came hounding back in a rage. They saw him stricken and they attacked without mercy.

He throttled his bird to the port engine’s limit, but one engine couldn’t get him flying fast enough. He started to veer toward Jupiter. He would dive into the gas cloud any second now.

The enemy fighters smashed his craft with dozens of shots. He hunkered in his seat bracing himself for the end when the pursuit pounded him in the rear. The tail fins and the exhaust flue detonated and the explosion hurtled his bird straight for Ganymede.

The next shot took out his port engine and the whole port wing stripped off with a deafening shriek, but that one blast did the trick. His fighter twirled end over end and started pinwheeling toward the EM field over the Acheron Colony.








  
  
Chapter 2




“The Kilbirnie is breaking off!” Commander Matthew Radcliffe checked his controls on the Lightning Rod’s bridge. “She’s going after the Lone Ranger!”

“That doesn’t do us much good, does it?!” Captain Georgia Ogden yelled back as another cannon barrage pounded the destroyer.

“Wing 17 is abandoning the Southern Cross! Five squadrons are defending the destroyer. Wing 17 coming around to starboard……”

Another cruel smash of cannon fire bombarded the Lightning Rod from port followed by another barrage from the rear.

“They’re playing with us!” Lieutenant Julio Avila growled.

“Any word on the cannon batteries?” Ogden asked.

Radcliffe didn’t have time to answer before three enemy ships attacked in unison. The Southern Cross hit the Lightning Rod from behind while the Argonaut took the front. 

The Edmonton hammered the destroyer from starboard until all three ships smacked the Lighting Rod between them.

“What do we have for engine power?” Ogden yelled.

“What engine power?” Radcliffe checked a second time. “We might be able to do a short burst if we reroute….”

“Do it! Get us to the Europa Environmental Zone. Hurry! Julio, signal all our fighters to get down on the moon now.”

“Wing 17 is the only thing keeping us alive right now!” Radcliffe countered.

She shook her head. “Give it up. Just get us on the ground before they….”

A brutal crash rocked the Lightning Rod. Radcliffe had half a second to relay the order before a combined assault from all three destroyers cut power to the whole bridge.

Darkness swallowed Radcliffe’s sight except for the stars wheeling beyond the bridge window. They raced in a dizzy spiral and spun the Lightning Rod in circles. They revolved so fast he couldn’t see the enemy destroyers wrecking the ship.

The next instant, a bone-crushing slap ripped Radcliffe off the floor. His body somersaulted in space and he struck hard against the wall. Screams and the agonizing groans of tearing metal echoed through the bridge.

Radcliffe slammed down hard on the floor. He landed on top of two other bodies and he struggled to get on his hands and knees. He patted the bodies nearest him. “Are you okay?”

Someone sobbed across the bridge, but no one answered. The people under him didn’t move. He couldn’t even see who they were.

He scrambled off them and crawled back to his station. He didn’t expect it to do anything for him, but his addled brain couldn’t think of anything but returning to his post.

He grabbed it to pull himself up when another devastating boom shuddered through the ship. Then a colossal crash threw him off the floor again. He didn’t know where he was or what was happening. He couldn’t see anything, not even the stars going past the bridge window.

An even more crushing blow caved in the ceiling and then he smacked down even harder on the floor. A gut-turning crack splintered through his body and his face struck the floor hard enough to knock him out.

Sickening pain woke him up and he groaned. He tasted blood and his whole face felt destroyed. He tried to peel himself off the floor and another terrible wave of pain stopped him.

His whole body hurt, but that stabbing pain in his chest gnawed at him even worse than the agony of his face.

He huddled on the floor for a second while he struggled to think. He couldn’t just lie here and pray someone would save him. He might be the only officer left alive on the whole ship.

He dragged his pounding head up and blinked trying to see straight. Only one of his eyes seemed to be working. The whole left side of his face felt thick and swollen. His eye must have swollen shut.

He whimpered under another tidal wave of pain when he turned his head from right to left trying to see. Daylight streamed through the destroyed bridge window. The ship must be inside the Europa Environmental Zone. Thank God for that. At least the Lightning Rod was on the ground.

He turned his head the other way. Bodies littered the floor, some of them unrecognizable.

He definitely recognized Captain Ogden. She lay unmoving over by the door. She sprawled on her stomach with her head turned away from him. He couldn’t see if she was alive.

Her arms and legs twisted in all the wrong directions. If she was dead or incapacitated, that put Radcliffe in command of the Lightning Rod. He had to get up. 

He gulped down rising panic and tasted blood again. He might be dying himself. He had to find help even if he couldn’t do anything else for the ship or crew.

He willed himself to plant both hands against the floor. He almost passed out again when he tried to push himself up. He cried out in pain when he rolled over on his side.

He hugged his arms over his chest which helped, but only slightly. Breathing hurt. He must have broken a few ribs in the crash.

He twisted onto his knees still pressing his elbows to the sore parts of his chest. He took one long, shaky breath, clenched his teeth, and staggered to his feet.

He lurched over to Ogden and collapsed on his knees at her side. “Captain….” he croaked.

She didn’t answer. She didn’t even move when he touched her shoulder, but he sensed with that first touch that she was alive.

He pulled her onto her back and had to struggle not to panic when he saw her face. She was totally unrecognizable and part of her head looked like it had been smashed in.

He tried again. “Captain….” He squeezed her shoulders and then tried to pry back one of her eyelids. Nothing.

Radcliffe looked around the bridge one more time. Ten more bodies lay everywhere. He couldn’t waste time checking them all. He had to find someone who could help these people, especially the captain.

He took a moment to prepare himself to stand up. He might even have to cut his way off the bridge. Did he even have the strength to do that in his condition?

He forced himself up and lurched to the door. He tried to open it using the release panel on the wall, but of course it didn’t work without power.

He had to take his arms away from his ribs to wedge his fingertips into the crack. Mind-blowing pain ripped him in half when he tried to exert even the tiniest pressure on his arms.

He buckled to the floor screaming in agony and rolled onto his side again. He curled into a ball sobbing in misery. He had to do something, but he could barely move.

He panted to get himself under control. The bridge window was broken. Maybe he could smash it out, climb down to the ground, and go around to the cargo hold, but even thinking about that made him clamp his eyes shut in pitiful agony.

He lay still commanding himself to think when, without warning, the bridge door opened from the outside. People streamed all around him and an older lady with long, white hair twisted in a braid knelt down in front of Radcliffe.

She brought her face close to his and smiled. “Not having a very good day, are you, Commander?”

“Doctor…. the captain….”

“You’re the captain now, Matt. Just lie still. We have to take you down to Sick Bay.”

“What’s…. the fighter wings…. Are the enemy ships…...?”

Dr. Eva Cassidy only smiled at him. “The enemy ships are gone. They’re all going after the Lone Ranger. We’re safe here for now.”

His one good eye swiveled upward to her face. “Tell me the truth. What’s wrong with the fighter wings? Did they make it all right?”

Her smile twisted and she looked down at the medical equipment in her hands. “Wings 10 and 12 are fine. They took losses, but the survivors made it back.”

He didn’t ask the obvious question. She mentioned Wings 10 and 12. She didn’t mention Wing 17. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

She took a deep breath and faced him. “Franz, Manheim, Babbitt, and Janacek made it back. Duran, Thorpe, and Stoval were captured by the Southern Cross right before we crashed. That’s all we know.”

Radcliffe shut his eye and tried to turn away. This was a nightmare. Captain Ogden was down for the count and might not even survive. Gunnery Sergeant English was gone and probably dead. 

Ben Ritchie had gone down on the Acheron Colony and now three more pilots were prisoners on an enemy destroyer.

“We’re taking you downstairs, Commander,” Dr. Cassidy told him. “Lieutenant Eismann is the ranking officer after you. Eismann and Lieutenant Avila will take command of the Lightning Rod until I clear you for active duty.”








  
  
Chapter 3




English scrambled through his controls working fast, but he couldn’t do much with both engines and both wings gone. His fighter plunged toward Ganymede falling way too fast. 

He stabbed his finger at the emergency thrust booster for the hundredth time, but nothing happened. He rifled the power system trying anything and everything to bring the backup power online.

It spluttered and then his controls glitched out again. They came on for a few seconds, but the thruster still didn’t work.

He allowed himself a fraction of an instant to glance toward the Acheron Colony. He couldn’t eject from his bird until he got inside the EM field that contained the artificial atmosphere. If he ejected out here, the vacuum would tear him apart.

He gave up on the thruster. If he ejected inside the field, the parachute wouldn’t deploy in time to stop him from splatting on the ground, but it was better than nothing. He would be just as dead either way.

He swallowed hard and forced himself to take his hands off the controls. He moved them over to the eject grips on either side of his seat. He would have to time this down to the micron.

His bird shuddered harder falling at terminal velocity. The EM field shimmered before him and the ground baked with heat underneath it.

The ship groaned under the pressure and, before he could eject, the ship struck the field with colossal force. The cockpit cover stripped off and a massive weight struck him in the face.

He slammed back in his seat. He didn’t have time to pull the eject releases. The blow did it for him and he ripped out of the cockpit with a bone-crushing tear. 

His own momentum hurled him through the field and he plunged for the moon’s surface. His chute deployed, but as he suspected, he was already too near the ground.

He tucked into a ball, but the chute caught just enough air to jerk him out to full length again. His eyes flew open. He was plummeting toward the ground way too fast. If he landed on his feet, he was finished for certain.

He hauled his body sideways and brought his knees up into a fetal position. The next instant, he smashed into the ground with catastrophic force. His body thumped and brutal pain rocked him all over.

He huddled there while the chute drifted down on top of him, but he couldn’t move. His shoulder and side shrieked with pain and he gagged with every breath, but at least he was still alive.

A second later, what was left of his bird slammed into the ground not far from him. He ducked his head as the craft detonated in a fiery ball of destruction. So much for that. Now he was stuck on this moon with no way off it.

He shivered in pain and stayed where he was while he fought for air. The thought of getting off the ground made him sick.

The chute settled over him like a protective blanket, but after only a few minutes, it turned out to be a curse instead of a blessing. Its thin fabric acted as an insulator. It conducted the sun’s heat and trapped it underneath.

English started to bake in the oven of his own chute. He had to get out of here. His left arm was on top, and when he tried to move it, he gave up a prayer of thanks that it wasn’t broken.

He pulled the chute off, but that only brought him face to face with his predicament. He lay in the middle of a dusty, desert plane surrounded by miles of nothing. The harsh, scorching wind scoured his face with sand and drove it into his eyes.

The Acheron Colony towered before him. It looked a lot closer than it was, especially since he had to get up to walk there. He might not even be able to do that if he injured his leg or hip.

He shuddered again, gritted his teeth, and twisted onto his knees. His whole chest hurt, but at least his legs were still intact. 

He rotated onto his feet and staggered toward the colony. He was just starting to wonder if he would find Ben Ritchie at the refinery when a lone figure strode out of the superstructure in front of him.

English’s throat constricted when Ritchie grinned at him. The boy squinted through the driving wind and sand. “That was NOT what I call a textbook landing, Sir.”

English tried to laugh and ended up grimacing in pain. He could think of a thousand things he wanted to say right now, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak.

Ritchie shot a sharp glance at English’s hunched torso and pursed his lips. “Come on. Let’s get you back to the refinery.”

He clapped English on his good shoulder and they turned together toward the superstructure. English didn’t even care that this kid was walking at his side in a protective posture. English was too relieved and grateful to have Ritchie with him.

The journey took an eternity. The impact of English’s heels on the ground sent reeling waves of pain through his body. He gasped and wheezed for every breath.

He got across the plane, propped himself against an empty Tecrium silo, and shut his eyes trembling all over. Sweat drenched his face and hair. It soaked his clothes and chilled him even as fever threatened to drive him out of his mind.

“You should maybe sit down and rest, Sir. I can go back to the refinery and bring some medical equipment here….” Ritchie squinted deeper into the colony. “Although I never learned much about medical stuff. I wouldn’t really know what to bring. You’d have to tell me.”

“No.” English hauled his eyes open and shook himself awake. “If I sit down here, I’ll never get up. We have to keep going. We might be able to find some communications equipment in the refinery and send word to….”

He trailed off. Who exactly would he communicate with, assuming he found any working equipment there?

The Lightning Rod was down if not completely destroyed. The Lone Ranger was long gone if she survived the battle at all.

If any USF destroyers remained in the vicinity, they would be rebel destroyers. Their crews would be hunting for English and Ritchie, either to capture or kill them both.

He pushed himself off the silo and stumbled deeper into the colony. His vision started to blur the farther he went and he felt himself hit the ground. 

Ritchie picked him up. English felt his legs moving for what seemed like a long time and then cool darkness enveloped him.

English must have passed out because he woke up to crushing pain rocketing through his shoulder. He tried to sit up and roared in agony before collapsing.

“Sorry, Sir,” Ritchie muttered. “I was just trying to see what I should do about your arm….”

English dragged his eyes open. He was lying on a table in an infirmary. He and Ritchie must be in the refinery. The walls had a rusted look.

Ritchie had been messing around with a few first aid kits, but he hadn’t gone as far as using any of the equipment.

He went to a nearby worktable and picked something up. “What exactly am I supposed to do with this?”

“Put that down before you hurt somebody.” English stuck out his hand. “Here. Help me up.”

He almost fainted again when Ritchie pulled him into a sitting position. English hung his head and panted for a while before he managed to open his eyes again. Sweat dripped from his hair. This couldn’t go on.

He took one more tortured breath and opened his eyes. “Go over to that cabinet and tell me what’s in it.”

Ritchie pulled the cabinet door open. “There’s a bunch of glass bottles.”

“Read the labels to me.”

“Flourium haldial, Tetrine beflanaise, Scieitium drionyx….” Ritchie pronounced each syllable way too slowly.

“Bring the Flourium haldial over here.”

Ritchie put it in English’s hand.

“Give me that subcutaneous….”

“This?” Ritchie held up another device from the kit.

“No, that one there.”

Ritchie passed it to English, but he couldn’t work it with only one hand. He handed it back to Ritchie. “Hold it steady while I push this in.”

The procedure of sticking the Flourium ampule into the injector took way too long, too. It more resembled a comic show than a medical procedure, but they got it done in the end.

English held the injector to his own neck and fired it. He groaned in relief. “Thank Christ for that!”

“Is that some kind of drug, Sir?”

“It’s painkillers. Now for the fun part.”

Ritchie perked up. “Good! I’ve been waiting for that.”

English started to laugh again and had to stop himself when his ribs pinched. “Don’t make me laugh. You’re killing me.”

Ritchie peered down into the kit. “What do I do now?”

English looked up at the ceiling. “The refinery still has power. That’s good.” He pointed across the infirmary. “Open that door over there.” Ritchie opened the door to reveal a giant machine inside a closet. “Pull it out and wheel it over here.”

Ritchie obeyed him and English pointed to the switch near the floor where Ritchie could turn it on. Intact power cables connected the device to the wall and it powered up instantly.

“Now go back to the drug box and bring over the Tetrine beflanaise and the Scieitium drionyx.”

Ritchie set them down next to the injector. He smiled innocently up at English.

English steadied himself on the edge of the exam table and leveled the boy with a deep, penetrating stare. “Listen to me, Ben. This is going to be your first lesson in medical care.”

Ritchie cracked one of his cheeky grins. “I thought you just gave me one.”

English didn’t return his smile. “This is serious, Ben. You need to take over.”

Ritchie blanched and his grin evaporated. “Sir?”

“You just saw me prime the injector and use it on myself. Now you have to use it on me.”

“Why do I have to do that?”

“Because it’s the only way to fix these broken bones and I’m no good to you or anyone else the way I am. You prime the injector with Tetrine beflanaise and inject it into my neck. It will knock me out, so I won’t be able to help you.”

Ritchie gulped. “I don’t think I can do that, Sir.”

“You have to. You have to do it for the Lightning Rod and the whole Force. Now listen very carefully. Pick up that wand over there.”

English pointed to a wand attached to the machine Ritchie just turned on. A coiled wire attached it to the machine housing.

“Take the cover off,” English instructed.

Ritchie pulled out the wand. It had a rounded end that looked like a carrot. His eyes popped when he drew the cover off to reveal a long needle with a sharp, slanted tip.

Ritchie’s voice cracked with strain. “What do I have to do with this?”

“After I’m out, you stab that tip into my arm…. here.” English pointed to the spot where he felt certain he had shattered his shoulder. “Then you do the same thing here and here.” He pointed to his ribs. 

Ritchie blinked at the needle and then looked up at English in stark, blank terror. All at once, he threw down the wand and stalked away. “I can’t do this, Sir! I’m sorry. I just can’t.”

English didn’t answer right away. He didn’t want to go through this procedure himself. He’d never had any broken bone treated by anyone other than a licensed medical professional.

Everyone who ever dealt with his injuries always knocked him out first. He never felt a thing.

What if Ritchie messed up on one of English’s ribs? Ritchie might puncture English’s lung and English would be worse off than he was now.

Ritchie halted across the infirmary looking at something on the doctor’s desk. English took a firm grip on himself. “We could be here for a long time, Ben. There might not be any destroyers left in the area at all, and if there are, they might be enemy destroyers. We could be here for….” English didn’t finish.

Ritchie didn’t turn around. His shoulders hunched. He looked smaller and much, much younger standing there with his head hanging down.

He looked impossibly young—almost like a child—because he was one. He wasn’t even eighteen. Now he got thrust into a life-threatening situation with someone who couldn’t help him.

English took another shaky breath. “If you don’t do this, we could both die here. I can’t let that happen to you. I’m your commanding officer and it’s my job to make sure we both get out of here alive and well.”

“I can’t, Sir!” Ritchie called over his shoulder. “Don’t ask me to do that.”

“You didn’t think you could make the cut as a USF fighter pilot, either. No one on Wing 17 thought you could win the training run, but you did it twice in a row. You’re stronger than you think. You pulled yourself out of the gutter and you became a USF pilot anyone would be proud to know. You don’t know what an honor it is to be your CO, Ben. Both of our lives are in your hands. You can do this. Hell, you might even decide you like it and leave Wing 17 to go to medical school.”

Ritchie’s head snapped around and his ice-blue eyes met English’s. Ritchie’s lips split in an even bigger grin. “I couldn’t do that, Sir. Who would give the other pilots a hard time if I wasn’t around?”

English beamed back at him. “I’m sure we could find some other loser to take your place once you moved on to bigger and better things.”

Ritchie turned around and came back over. He picked up the wand, checked himself again when he looked at the needle, and then met English’s gaze one more time. “Do you really think I could go to medical school?”

“Why not? You can do whatever you set your mind to.” English waved toward the kit. “Now listen to me. Once you knock me out, you’ll insert the needle at the three fracture sites. Do you understand that much?”

Ritchie nodded. He was starting to look at the equipment much more practically while he geared himself up to carry out the procedure. 

“That alert light will flash red as soon as you insert the needle. It will turn green once the fracture is fused. Understand? Don’t pull the needle out until the alert light flashes green.”

“Okay. How do I wake you up when I finish?”

“Take the ampule of Tetrine beflanaise out of the injector and replace it with the Scieitium drionyx. Inject it into my neck and I’ll wake up.”

Ritchie met English’s gaze again and now he was back to his usual chipper self. “Okay, Sir. I’m ready.”

English swiveled over and stretched out on his back. He locked eyes on Ritchie one last time. “You can do this, Ben. I have total faith in you.”

Ritchie exploded into a huge grin and blushed. “Thanks, Gunny.”

English turned his eyes up to the ceiling. “Go ahead and do it.”

Ritchie set to work with fast, sure movements. Everything he did convinced English more and more that Ritchie really could do it. He sure had come a long way since English first met him.

Ritchie pulled out the ampule of Flourium haldial and jammed in the Tetrine beflanaise. He met English’s gaze once and bent over English’s neck. “Here we go.”

He injected it into English’s neck. A split second later, English’s eyes snapped open to find Ritchie bending over him. “Are you okay, Gunny? Did it work?”

English sat up and moved his arm around. He felt fine. “You did great. You did it perfectly. Everything’s great.”

Ritchie burst into uncontrollable nervous laughter and passed his hand across his forehead. “Phew! That was the most scared I’ve ever been in my life.”

English allowed himself to laugh, too. “Congratulations, Doctor Ritchie. You’re a superstar.”

He squeezed the back of Ritchie’s neck and gave him a playful shake before English hopped off the table. He rotated his arm in circles. 

Ritchie observed him. “Did that really fix it? Really?”

“It’s still a little sore, but that will go away pretty soon.” English frowned at the boy. “Are you telling me you’ve never had any broken bones—ever?”

“Oh, I’ve had ‘em. I just never had them repaired.”

English frowned even more. “What do you mean? You wouldn’t be here now if you never had them repaired.”

Ritchie shook his head. “A taxi ran over me once in my old neighborhood in Chiang Mai. It broke my leg in three places.”

“How old were you?”

Ritchie shrugged. “Maybe six or seven. I can’t really remember.”

“So what happened?”

“My mother took me to the local clinic, but there were too many people there. We waited for two days, but I never got to see the doctor so she took me home.”

“What did she do?”

“She tied up my leg and put me to bed. She told me to stay there until it got better.” Ritchie looked away.

“Then what happened?”

Ritchie shrugged again. He wouldn’t meet English’s eye. “Nothing happened.”

English opened his mouth to speak and stopped himself. He wasn’t sure if he should ask or not.

All at once, Ritchie threw up his hands. “Anyway, that’s what I did. I stayed there until it got better and then I could walk around all right.”

“So that was it?”

Ritchie shuffled his feet some more. “Yep.”

English started to turn away until Ritchie clapped his hand on English’s arm. “You won’t tell the others, will you, Gunny?”

“Tell them what? They already know you grew up in Chiang Mai.”

“I mean about…. you know….”

“No, I don’t know. What would I tell them? You haven’t told me anything except that you broke your leg.”

Now it was Ritchie’s turn to open his mouth and stop himself. He shut it again, hardened his resolve, and then cast his eyes to the floor. “Promise you won’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t tell anyone anything you don’t want me to. If you really don’t want me to know, you don’t have to tell me yourself. I respect you just as much no matter what it is.”

Ritchie gulped. “No one knows.”

“No one has to know,” English insisted, “not even me.”

Ritchie’s startling blue eyes floated up to meet English’s. “I want you to know. You’re the only person I’ve ever told.”

“Okay. I’m listening. What do you want me to know?”

“She died.”

English frowned again. “Who?”

“My mother. She died while I was in bed with a broken leg. She put me in bed and told me not to leave until I could walk on my own. She took care of me for two weeks and then…. they came.”

“Who?”

Ritchie glanced over his shoulder and lowered his voice to a whisper. “The Triads. I don’t know how they found her. They came in the middle of the night and stabbed her in her sleep. I saw the whole thing from my bed. I couldn’t get up to help her and I was just a little kid and there must have been at least fifteen of them. I was just lying there petrified watching the whole thing. They didn’t even look at me and then they left.”

English stared at the boy. English couldn’t move or even blink. Holy flying shit! No one knew about this. 

Ritchie’s service record said he was an orphan. No wonder he put that on his recruitment paperwork. He probably made up his mind to carry this secret to his grave.

English knew enough about Ritchie’s background to know the boy raised himself on the streets alone. This must be how it happened….and no one knew. English was the first and only person Ritchie ever told.

Ritchie straightened up, but he still didn’t manage to bring his voice to full volume. He spoke in a breathless rush to get it all out before he lost his nerve.

“I woke up the next morning and I couldn’t get out of bed to get food. My mother had left a jug of water by my bed. I let myself take one swallow of it each morning and evening, but I couldn’t get up to get food. I figured I’d just make the water last until my leg healed up and then I’d leave the house.”

English swallowed hard. “So is that what you did until it healed? You stayed there alone with your mother’s dead body?”

“About ten days later, my neighbor smelled the smell and came to see my mother to find out what it was. The whole thing blew up and they called the Police, but the Police never investigated, of course. Stuff like that happened all the time in our neighborhood. One more dead person didn’t mean anything.”

“What did they do with you?”

“Nothing. They took the body away and left me there in the house. The neighbor brought me food every couple of days and made sure I had enough water. Then I stayed there until I could walk on my own.”

English furrowed his brow. “Are you telling me you’ve never even had your leg X-rayed since then?”

“Nope.” Ritchie’s expression started to clear. Then he laughed. “I’ve never had an X-ray in my life.”

“What about the physical fitness test they made you take when you first joined the Force? How did you pass it?”

“I just…. did. It wasn’t that hard.”

English swiveled around Ritchie and moved him over to the exam table. “Sit down, son.”

“What for?”

“Get on the table. I want to check something.”

Ritchie hopped onto the table and shot a grim look at the fusion capacitor. “Don’t even think about sticking that thing in me.”

“Put your leg on the table—whichever one got broken.”

English got a handheld X-ray scanner from a cabinet across the infirmary, brought it back, and pressed it to Ritchie’s leg.

The three fracture sites had all fused completely. They weren’t the neatest and extra bone had calcified around two of the sites in nasty bulges to support the boy’s leg. Besides that, everything looked solid enough.

“What’s the prognosis, Doc?” Ritchie teased.

English had to laugh. “You’re gonna live, son.”

Ritchie joined in the joke. “Good. I was worried.”

“You can jump down. We don’t have to do anything to it now. If you passed the physical fitness test, you’re strong enough for active duty. When we get back to the Lightning Rod, I’m going to have Dr. Cassidy take a look at you. She might want to clean these up a little.”

“What’s wrong with them?”

“They just didn’t heal the way they should.” English cast an affectionate gaze into Ritchie’s eyes. He was starting to admire this kid more and more with every passing minute. “You’re a trooper, Ben. You’re a survivor. You have great potential and I can’t tell you how glad I am that I’m stuck here with you and not some….” He trailed off and laughed. “I probably shouldn’t finish that sentence.”

Ritchie blushed again. “You’re making me feel bad, Sir.”

English clapped him on the back. “Let’s get out of here and see what kind of equipment we can find in this place….and let’s see about finding some food. I’m hungry.”

“Now you’re speaking my language!” Ritchie hurried after him and they left the infirmary together.








  
  
Chapter 4




Natalie “Racer” Franz climbed down from her damaged fighter craft and kicked its landing gear in frustration. “Damn thing!” 

She stalked away. She couldn’t help seeing the sad, pathetic remains of the Lightning Rod squadron parked nearby on the Europa Environmental Zone.

Nearly every single fighter craft showed plasma damage and many were missing parts, engines, fins, and even sections of their wings. She also saw at first glance that Gunny English’s fighter wasn’t here.

Racer didn’t see any of her fellow pilots. She could think of only one place they might be.

She stormed over to the Lightning Rod, which looked a thousand times worse than the fighters that made it back from the battle. Mechanics and engineers were already working all over the ship, but not nearly enough of them. She also didn’t see any officers.

She stomped through the cargo hold and took the stairs to the flight deck. She found Ada Manheim, Harlow Babbitt, and Henry Janacek standing around with their heads together. “What the hell is going on?” Racer demanded. “Where the hell is Gunny English….and where are the others? Don’t tell me they got hit.”

“Racer!” Manheim rushed her and threw her tiny arms around Racer. “Thank God you’re back! We were so worried! We thought you were dead!”

“Well, I’m not and the rest of them better not be, either.” Racer shoved Manheim off more roughly than she should have. “I asked you a question. Where’s Gunny?”

“We don’t know,” Janacek replied. “He didn’t come back.”

“I can see that he didn’t come back, fat head! I’m not blind. Tell me where he is.”

“We don’t know where he is,” Babbitt repeated. “No one knows anything.”

“Bullshit!” Racer snapped. “Someone must know something.”

“What are we supposed to do?” Janacek asked. “We can’t go up to the bridge and start demanding answers.”

“You saw what it was like out there,” Babbitt added. “The bridge staff probably doesn’t even know what happened to Gunny…. or the others.”

“Well, we can’t just stand around wondering,” Racer told them. “We have to do something. Gunny could be in danger.”

Manheim and Babbitt exchanged glances and Manheim looked away.

“Gunny could be dead,” Babbitt murmured. “I don’t want to go find out if that’s what I’m going to find out.”

“You’re a chickenshit, Babbitt,” Racer fired back, but she didn’t want to find out that Gunny English was dead, either. Her mouth said the words, but she didn’t really mean them. “If he’s dead, I want to know right now. If he’s in danger, we have to do something.”

“What can we do?” Manheim squeaked. “All our birds are damaged. Even if they weren’t, we couldn’t do anything without permission from the bridge.”

“You three can stand around wiping your noses. I’m going to find out where Gunny is. He would never leave any of us behind and we sure as hell aren’t going to do it to him.” Racer whirled away. 

Manheim hurried after her and the two boys joined them. “What are you going to do, Racer?” Janacek asked. “You could get bumped out of the service if you try punching above your weight.”

“I’ll punch ‘em, all right,” she snarled.

She stalked down the flight deck seething with anxiety. She didn’t know any other way to handle it except to get mad at something. 

Nothing better have happened to Gunny English. He couldn’t be dead. She didn’t know what she would do if anything happened to him. 

She didn’t realize until now how much she’d come to depend on him. He had become something to her that she couldn’t even define. 

He had become something like a star she could only admire from a distance, and yet he had always been here right in front of her. The Lightning Rod didn’t seem real without him on the flight deck.

He made her a better person. He saw something in her that no one else had ever seen, not even her own parents. 

He made her believe she might be able to be that simply because he believed it. She didn’t have to wonder if he believed it. He wouldn’t say it if he didn’t.

“What are you going to do, Racer?” Manheim asked. “Don’t do anything stupid, okay? Don’t get into trouble.”

“I’m not going to do anything stupid, pinhead,” Racer snapped over her shoulder. “I’m going to do what you three should have done a long time ago. I’m going to talk to Gunny Frasier.”

The other three fell in with Racer on her way over to Wing 10, but they made sure to stay behind her. They were more than happy for her to take the wrath that Gunnery Sergeant Charlie Frasier would surely rain down on her head for daring to stick her neck out.

Racer didn’t care anymore. Frasier was up to his armpits in one of his pilot’s birds, but he saw the four friends coming a mile away.

His eyes flashed when Racer pulled up in front of him. “Gunny,” she clipped.

“Airman,” he replied in his rumbly voice. “What can I do for you folks?”

Racer did her best to square her shoulders, but Gunny Frasier always intimidated her. He wasn’t as big as English, but Frasier had a way of looking straight through anyone of lower rank. He could make a person feel small just by looking at them.

“We want to know where Gunny English is,” she told him.

“If he’s dead, at least tell us now,” Manheim squeaked behind Racer’s shoulder. “We don’t want to wonder anymore.”

Frasier’s sharp eyes flicked from one face to the other and he compressed his lips. “So no one has said anything to you about what happened out there?”

Racer didn’t know what to say, but Babbitt spoke up before she had a chance. “No one had a chance to say anything to us. We just pulled up and found Gunny gone, not to mention Thorpe, Duran, and Stoval.”

“Thorpe, Duran, and Stoval didn’t die in that goddamn battle,” Racer barked over her shoulder. “No one can convince me of that. No way in hell.”

Frasier cocked one eyebrow at the four of them and then sniffed. He pulled his grease-stained arms out of the fuselage above his head, strode over to his tool chest, and tossed his spanner into it.

“We don’t know if English is alive or dead,” he told them. “He went down on Ganymede. That’s all we know.”

“Ritchie is on Ganymede,” Janacek offered. “They could be together down there.”

“You don’t know that, asshat,” Babbitt countered. “They could both have crashed or gotten blown up long before they made it to the surface.”

“There has to be a way to find out,” Manheim went on. “Can’t we use the ship’s scanners to see if they’re alive down there?”

“Will you wake up and smell the plasma?” Frasier interrupted. “The ship is totally without power. Do you think we’d be in this shit mess if we had enough power to scan for enemy destroyers waiting to wipe us out the minute we leave this moon? Snap out of it.”

All four of them faced him and Racer gulped. She had no idea the situation was as bad as that.

“Commander Radcliffe is in Sick Bay with about fourteen fractures to his face and chest and Captain Ogden is in intensive care,” Frasier went on. “We got much, much bigger problems than Gunny English being gone. Trust me.”

A terrible silence fell over the four friends. Racer couldn’t stop staring at Frasier. She should leave. She should walk away right now, but she couldn’t move.

“Sorry, Gunny,” Manheim moaned in a tiny voice. “We didn’t realize. We didn’t mean to bother you with this. We just…. well, we don’t exactly have a CO now, do we? Who are we supposed to answer to? We don’t even know if our birds are on the schedule for repair and only mine and Janacek’s are even space-worthy. What if we get a call-up?”

“You can come under my wing until we know one way or the other,” Frasier growled under his breath. He seemed to be overly fascinated with the tools in his tool chest and barely looked up.

All at once, he stood back, faced them, and heaved a mighty sigh. “Look. I’m as worried about English as you are. If you’re that concerned, you can come with me and we’ll talk to Lieutenant Eismann about it. He’s the ranking officer on board until Commander Radcliffe gets cleared for active duty. Will that satisfy you?”

Janacek gasped. “You would do that? Thanks, Gunny.”

Frasier stopped what he was doing and stepped over to them. He halted right in front of Racer. He glanced at the other three and then turned his attention directly to her. “You kids aren’t the only people on board who care about English….and as far as I’m concerned, you have as much right as anyone to know what happened to him and your crewmates.”

“Thanks, Gunny,” Babbitt replied. “We really appreciate it.”

“I’m just warning you right now. There’s a very good chance no one knows what happened to any of them. We might not know until power gets restored or we might not find out at all—ever. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir,” Janacek replied and Babbitt nodded.

Frasier leveled Racer with his most piercing stare yet. “You also need to be prepared to find out that they’re all dead. This is war and good people die in war. That’s the sad fact.”

“Yes, Sir,” Manheim squeaked and the two boys murmured, “Yes, Sir,” too.

Frasier bristled his eyebrows at Racer, but he didn’t seem to mind that she didn’t answer. His words hurt. She didn’t want to accept any of them. Her brain kept telling her that none of them would be dead. They had to be alive somewhere.

Frasier jutted his chin over Racer’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go.”

He set off for Lieutenant Brock Eismann’s desk at the back of the flight deck. He usually had his hands full commanding the Lightning Rod’s fighter squadron. Now he was in command of the whole damn ship. 

The Wing 17 pilots couldn’t even get near his desk with all the other people standing around waiting to talk to him.

Eismann turned from one person to the next answering questions, giving orders, fielding problems from every department, and taking reports on the damage, wounded, and supplies.

“Yeah, I know perfectly well the power is out, Monty,” he was saying to one of the engineers. “That’s why I told you to leave the hull repairs alone and concentrate on the power system. If I find out your team is working on the hull again, I’m gonna haul you up for disciplinary action. Now get out of my face.”

Eismann turned to someone from the commissary who showed him an inventory of the food supplies. Eismann sent them back to work with a nod and thanks.

Frasier and the four pilots stood off to one side and waited for the tide to turn, but it didn’t. More people came from all over. 

Eismann went through them as fast as he possibly could, but anyone could see that taking command of the Lightning Rod demanded all his time and attention.

Finally, Frasier stepped out of line. He muttered, “Wait here,” to Racer and waded into the crowd.

He worked around the packed crewmen, approached Eismann’s desk, and whispered in the lieutenant’s ear. Eismann nodded and said something back before going on with his work.

Frasier came back and steered the pilots away. “He says Commander Radcliffe just got cleared for active duty. He’s still in Sick Bay, but he’s taking command as of now. Eismann is just finishing up with this bunch. He says we can go up and talk to Radcliffe if we want to know the latest. Come on.”

The pilots followed him into the stairwell. Racer didn’t say anything on the way up to Sick Bay. She was regretting this hotheaded move more and more by the second. She should have thought it through better.

Gunny Frasier was doing something far outside the normal by taking this matter up for her and her fellow pilots. He could have just told them to pull their heads in, shut up, and get back to work. Most gunnery sergeants would have done that.

He didn’t, though. He took them to Lieutenant Eismann. Everyone knew Gunny Frasier thought the world of Gunny English. Who didn’t? Frasier must really be worried about English, too, if he went as far as this.

Now Lieutenant Eismann did the same thing. Why was everyone being so nice about this? 

She hated to admit it to herself, but she couldn’t think of any other explanation. What if Gunny English really was dead? Maybe Frasier and Eismann were passing these pilots up the chain of command because they didn’t want to tell the pilots the truth.

No. They wouldn’t. Frasier wouldn’t. He would have told Racer and the others point blank if he knew for certain that English was dead. Frasier was too straight up to keep something like that from them.

That hardly made Racer feel better, especially when their party walked into Sick Bay.

The place was packed to the walls with wounded. They covered every exam table and all the floor space between the tables. 

Moans, groans, and sobs filled the whole place. There was barely enough room for the medical team to file between all the patients. 








