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Chapter 1




The USF destroyer Buckingham Palace  launched from the Ares Colony Green Zone on Mars. The destroyer rocketed straight into the ranks of oncoming rebel ships attacking from Earth. 

Plasma exploded all over the battlefield, but that was nothing compared to the damage the rebels inflicted on the Green Zone below.

“Get around behind them, Patterson!” Captain Ellis “Sailor” English ordered. “Draw them away from the colony!”

“Jetstream and Queen Victoria closing to barricade us in, Sir!” Lieutenant Harmon Patterson called over his shoulder. “They’re trying to block us in where we can’t get away!”

“Good,” English growled under his breath.

Patterson actually turned around to stare at him. “Sir?”

“All cannon batteries—target the Queen Victoria and fire! Full spread” English called behind him to Commander Ted Church. “Collision course for the Queen Victoria, Ted! Full speed! All hands—brace for impact!”

No one answered him and English took a deep seat in his chair. He narrowed his eyes at the rebel ships trying to pin the loyalists down on the Ares Colony. 

English dug his feet into the floor and prepared himself to ram his way through the rebel line, but he had no plans to back down. These bastards wrecked the USS Lightning Rod, killed her captain and a whole lot of other good people, and put dozens more in Sick Bay.

These were the cocksuckers who put all of Earth and the outer solar system in danger by mounting a civil war that had torn Earth apart. These assholes destroyed everything English held dear, killed his oldest son, and scattered his family to the four winds.

They deserved the worst he could dish out and he planned to give them that. So they thought they could box him in and hold him down while they pounded this ship to scrap, too? No way.

The Buckingham Palace’s cannon batteries belched plasma at the Queen Victoria. The Buckingham Palace shuddered and boomed as more shots peppered her hull from dozens of rebel destroyers. The Jetstream swiveled to target the Buckingham Palace, but Ted Church did his job too well.

He punched the throttle to the wall and hurtled for the Queen Victoria. The Buckingham Palace collided with the rebel ship with colossal force and smashed in the nose. The bridge section started to buckle and the Queen Victoria deflected off to crash into the Jetstream instead.

“Punch our way through, Ted!” English roared. “Come about and give them a taste of our plasma up the ass!”

Master Chief Norman Proctor burst out laughing from the secondary station behind Church, but none of them had time to celebrate. Church ripped the helm hard to starboard and sent Patterson flying out of his chair.

He scrambled upright and went back to reading his controls. “Squadron away! Wings 8 and 12 launching from the Lightning Rod. They never got a chance to bring their birds over, Sir!”

“It’s all good,” English replied. “Tell them to enjoy themselves.”

“Sir?” Patterson asked, and this time, English was the one who laughed. 

“Let’s be diplomatic and say they’re a little unconventional in their methods.”

Another barrage from the Jetstream cut him off. The destroyer rotated backward to follow the Buckingham Palace’s flight. She turned her back on the Ares Colony exactly the way English hoped.

The Queen Victoria was having trouble stabilizing, but her cannon batteries still gave the Buckingham Palace hell. “Who else do we have on the field?” 

“Nightingale and Fiji targeting Lone Ranger and Riordan,” Proctor replied. “Earl of Wessex and Boer are under attack from Golden Hind and Robbie Burns but drawing away.”

English read the battle in a flash. “Divert Wing 8 and Wing 6 to target Shadrack.”

“That will leave us exposed, Sir,” Patterson countered.

“I’m aware of what it will do, Lieutenant,” English replied. “Rotate 90° to starboard, Ted.”

“Yes, Sir,” Church replied and he hauled the helm in that direction with all his might.

Patterson and Proctor both shot questioning glances at Church for cooperating so well with English’s order, but Church was too busy carrying it out to notice their reaction. 

The Buckingham Palace pivoted hard to the end of the insurgent battle line and Church opened up the cannons with a vengeance. He didn’t wait for English to give the order.

English’s spirits soared. He and Church had entered that seamless flow between captain and XO. 

English didn’t have to explain every detail of his plans and thoughts because Church already understood. They had become joined into one unit that operated the ship by second nature.

The Buckingham Palace’s cannon batteries plastered the Queen Victoria. She had limped out of line to nurse the wounds the Buckingham Palace inflicted on her in the collision. The Jetstream attacked the Buckingham Palace to divert her from finishing off the Queen Victoria.

Now Church unloaded on the stricken ship and she couldn’t recover in time. She tried to return fire and the Buckingham Palace’s assault struck her port engine panel. 

The engines exploded and sent the destroyer reeling into the Jetstream. The blast gave the Queen Victoria just enough spin that her starboard panel struck her sister ship and that exploded, too.

The second explosion impaled through the Jetstream’s hull and the ship detonated in a shockwave that translated down the enemy line. The rebels stuttered together in a domino chain that broke their stranglehold on the Ares Colony.

Four more destroyers launched into the mayhem from the Green Zone. The Lone Ranger, the Greyhound, and the Flint pounced on the rebels and burst through the blockade.

The Octopus and the Robbie Burns rounded on the Buckingham Palace. They didn’t see more loyalist destroyers launching from Mars. The rebels put on speed and charged the Buckingham Palace with a vengeance.

“Hold the line!” English ordered. 

“Do you want to call the squadron back?” Patterson asked.

English almost answered before both rebel ships unloaded on the Buckingham Palace. The barrage jolted the ship back a step and then she held against their combined assault.

Church fired at will. The batteries spat plasma at both destroyers holding them at bay, but at that moment, a terrible shuddering gasp went through the ship.

“What the hell was that?” English asked.

“Cannon power is failing, Sir!” Proctor called. “The whole damn plasma core—it’s shutting down! We’re defenseless!”

English stared in blank horror at the battle playing out before his eyes. The loyalist destroyers hounded the rebel attackers farther away from the colony. No one noticed the Buckingham Palace losing power before her two enemies.

The Octopus and the Robbie Burns sure saw, though. The Robbie Burns pulled the same maneuver on the Buckingham Palace that English just pulled on the Queen Victoria.

The Robbie Burns put on speed, fired all batteries, and smashed the Buckingham Palace out of position. The blow struck the forward flank and sent the Buckingham Palace reeling even farther away from the line.

“Wing 8 coming in fast, Sir!” Patterson reported. “Our birds are targeting the Octopus!”

English’s heart soared again. His pilots were coming to the rescue, but it could never be enough.

“Octopus squadron engaging with Wing 8!” Proctor called. “Wing 8 can’t get near the Octopus…..Holy shit! Wing 6 is flanking Wing 8! Wing 6 is attacking! Oh, my God—Wing 6 is attacking Wing 8! It’s wing against wing!

“What?!” English started to rise from his chair. “Pull them back! Break it off!”

“Orders are going out from our own squadron command! Simms is ordering Wing 6 to attack Wing 8!”

“That’s impossible!” Patterson countered. “He wouldn’t!”

“Check for yourself.”

Church attacked his controls and his lips pinched. “He’s right. The order is going out from squadron command.”

English tore his eyes away from the battle and turned around to face his XO. “Do we have anything, Ted—anything at all?”

Church straightened up and let his hands fall away from the controls. “We got nothing. We’re dead in the water.”

“Power shutting down to life support!” Patterson reported. “Lieutenant Simms is ordering the flight deck to evacuate….but they have nowhere to evacuate to. All our birds are outside.”

“Do we have enough engine power to get back to the colony in time?” English asked.

Church shook his head. “Nope.”

“How much life support do we have left? How long before we run out of air?”

“Five minutes at our current rate of consumption.”

English turned back to the battle. The Queen Victoria had drifted out of line. English could see everything that was going on in every horrible detail.

The Lone Ranger and the Riordan stormed through the rebel line smashing everything in their path. The Sea Lion and the Boer stood guard over the Ares Colony defending the grounded ships from attack. None of the loyalists noticed the Buckingham Palace in trouble.

“Contact Captain Detrick and tell him….”

“Communications are down,” Proctor replied. “It’s too late, Captain.”

English didn’t reply. What an awful way to go after all his efforts to save Earth and end the civil war. He only regretted that the Buckingham Palace crew had to go down with him.

He was just about to turn back to Church when a crack of plasma struck across the Buckingham Palace’s bow. He spun around to see the Lone Ranger and the Nightside sprinting straight for him.

They veered in front of him and the Nightside rotated backward to aim her batteries outward toward the battle. The Lone Ranger backed her cargo hold up to the Buckingham Palace’s cargo hold.

English shot out of his chair. “Abandon ship! Order the whole crew down to the cargo hold on the double!”

The four bridge officers bolted for the exit. English called orders to his men on their way down the stairs since the elevators weren’t working. “Split up! Proctor—you take Deck 2. Patterson—Deck 3. We’ll go deck by deck and clear everyone off the ship.”

Proctor and Patterson split off and Church left for Deck 4. English charged onto Deck 5 and started going room by room to relay the order. In a few minutes, the whole crew streamed down to the cargo hold and on board the Lone Ranger.

English and his bridge staff reassembled there and met Lieutenant Ryan Simms, the Buckingham Palace fighter squadron commander coming back to the ship. “The whole crew is present and accounted for, Sir.”

“Thank you, Ryan,” English replied. “Coordinate with Captain Detrick to get our people back down to the colony.”

“Where are you going, Sir?” Proctor asked. “The life support system is already completely kaput.”

“I realize that, Norm, but a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.” English nodded to Church and turned away. 

The two of them walked back into the Buckingham Palace’s cargo hold and English slammed the blast doors closed. A deep, ominous silence blocked out the sounds of battle in the distance. Church and English were all alone on a ghost ship.








  
  
Chapter 2




English already felt himself getting light-headed by the time he and Church made their way back to the stairs. English set off at a run up to Deck 8. They didn’t have much time. 

Church sprinted away taking three stairs at a time with his long legs and split off for Deck 15. He was on his way to the plasma core. 

English veered off to the life support section and blundered into the huge banks of gas filtration silos. 

The compressors had ground to a standstill and the usual condensation from recycling and filtering the destroyer’s air supply no longer clouded the silos’ glass tubes.

English blinked his eyes, but he found it harder and harder to focus. He crossed to the controls and supported himself on his arms. His knees trembled. He wouldn’t be able to hold himself up much longer.

Had Church already passed out down in engineering? Would he and English die here before they got a chance to reestablish power to the ship?

English strained to concentrate on the controls. He tried not to breathe so much, but his vision had already gone so blurry that he wasn’t even sure if he was looking at the right controls. 

He slammed down onto his knees before he even realized he was losing his balance. 

He struggled one last time to pull himself up by the control console, but at that moment, the whole life support section switched back on. Power lit up the controls and he stabbed the trigger to switch on the silos.

He hit the floor and shuddered. Pins and needles raced from his fingers and toes up his arms and legs. His whole face felt numb and his vision went black.

He came to a second later and gasped in a breath of sweet, fresh air. The silos were pumping again and mist fogged the glass tubes.

He floundered to his feet and widened his eyes to blink at the controls. Life support was back to normal.

He staggered out of the department and got back to normal himself by the time he reached the stairs. 

He ran down to engineering and found Church lying half-sprawled, half-propped against the wall near the plasma core controls.

Church’s chin rested on his chest and his arms hung limp at his side, but at least he was still breathing. English squatted down and gripped his XO’s shoulder. “Ted! Can you hear me?”

Church shivered. “I’m….I’m okay. Just give me a minute.”

English squeezed his shoulder harder. “You did it. You saved the ship.”

Church snorted and threw back his head. He rested his bald, black skull against the wall behind him, but he still didn’t open his eyes. 

Beads of sweat covered his scalp and forehead. “Remind me never to do this again.”

“Don’t ever do this again, Ted. That’s a direct order.”

Church laughed and English relaxed. Church was okay.

English stood up and turned to the plasma core. The core itself was completely intact. None of the enemy cannon shots had breached the section.

Plasma glowed and swirled inside the core exactly the way it should, now that Church had reinitialized the reaction mixture. Everything seemed to be in perfect working order.

English went over to the control station and ran through a bunch of diagnostic checks. The whole engineering department checked out.

Church stood up next to him, wiped his forehead across his shoulder, and looked down at the controls. “Anything?”

“Nothing. It’s all working fine.”

Church bumped his knuckles against English’s shoulder. “Let’s check out the rear relays and then the extraction tubes.”

English nodded and the two men split up again. English climbed up the access ladder on the right side of the core while Church took the left. English wormed his way behind the core and crawled along the catwalk.

He flattened his stomach on the hard metal grate and gazed down at the extraction tubes glowing in the dim light. 

Purple-blue plasma swirled through them, and once it got to the middle of the tubes, it separated. Purple flowed one direction and blue flowed the other. Everything was intact exactly the way it should be.

He pushed on, climbed down a different ladder, lowered himself into a dim crawlspace behind the core, and straightened up.

Dozens of circuits covered the back of the core body. He switched on the light above the relay and saw at a glance that it was fine, too.

“Anything?” Church called from the other side. 

“Nope. You?”

“Nope. Nothing.”

English crawled back to the controls and Church arrived at the same moment. They exchanged a knowing glance and both looked away.

Nothing was wrong with the plasma core, but English already knew that. Church wouldn’t have been able to switch the power back on so easily if the core had suffered any damage or had malfunctioned in any way.

So why did the core shut down in the middle of the battle? Why did it malfunction at the worst possible time—the time when shutting it down would inflict the worst possible damage on the Buckingham Palace?

There was only one logical explanation: sabotage. 

Someone shut down the plasma core in the middle of the battle and only a handful of people on board had the clearance to do that.

Church and English both approached the controls. “Whoever tripped the core shutdown must have had a rank of lieutenant or higher,” Church began. “That leaves Simms, Patterson, Proctor, Kilmer, and Spence…oh, and Morrison.”

English shot his young XO a sidelong grin. “Don’t forget you and me.”

Church made a face. “I think we can rule each other out.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to investigate me?” English teased. “I might be working for the rebels.”

“You aren’t going to keep rubbing my nose in that for the rest of eternity, are you?”

“Sorry. Anyway, we can rule out Proctor and Patterson, too. The trip didn’t come from the bridge or we both would have seen it.”

“You’re right. So we’re down to Simms, Kilmer, and Spence…oh, and Morrison.” Church caught English looking at him and his cheeks flushed. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I know you trust Morrison and you don’t want to believe he could do anything like this. I say we rule him out, too.”

“No, no,” Church insisted. “We need to look at every possibility. He could have….”

“Are you telling me the man who kicked my son Andy in the ribs for being a rebel captain—the man who helped launch a mutiny to bring the Buckingham Palace to the loyalist side—somehow broke in here and used his authority to threaten the whole Buckingham Palace crew by shutting down life support in the middle of a battle? Yeah, I don’t think so.”

Church chuckled. “Good point.”

“No one was more against me than Morrison. He didn’t do this.”

Church flushed again. “Thanks.”

“Forget it. I know good people when I see them…so let’s concentrate on Simms, Kilmer, and Spence.” English went to work on the controls. “The trip didn’t come from here, either, so that rules out…..Hold up. This says Lieutenant Kilmer wasn’t in engineering when the trip went out.”

“What? That isn’t right!” Church moved over to peer down at what English was looking at. “That’s all wrong. He should have been locked in when the attack happened. Did he trip the shutdown?”

“Not so fast. The ship had just been re-crewed after the investigation. He could have been anywhere on board when the alert went out. Let’s double-check before we jump to any conclusions.”

They both went to work on different stations for a while until Church slumped. “Damn it. The signal bounced off three other loyalist destroyers before it came back here to trip the shutdown. It could have come from anywhere.”

“That isn’t possible. If that’s the case, you’re saying it could have come from a completely different destroyer.”

Church stepped back. “Take a look for yourself.”

English went over to Church’s station and followed the trail of calculations until English came to exactly the same conclusion. “Son of a bitch!”

“Whoever did this is a slippery bastard,” Church agreed.

English sighed and stepped away. “Let’s get her back to the Green Zone. We need to debrief with the other captains—assuming the battle’s over by now.”

The two men returned to the bridge. Church went to his usual station, but English went to Lieutenant Patterson’s station instead of his own. 

He ran through a few more readings. “Here it is. Kilmer was on the flight deck running diagnostics on Simms’s computers. That explains why he wasn’t in engineering.”

“He could still have sent the trip from there,” Church pointed out, “or Simms could have done it. He sent the order for Wing 6 to attack Wing 8. If that doesn’t sound like sabotage, I don’t know what does.”

English didn’t answer. He hated thinking ill of one of his own crewmen, but these two acts of sabotage couldn’t go unchallenged. 

The Buckingham Palace had a traitor on board—a rebel working within the loyalist ranks. No one would be able to sleep at night until English found out who the saboteur was.

English checked the state of battle outside. The loyalists had driven the rebels back to Earth. The Lone Ranger, the Riordan, and the Sea Lion stood guard while the other destroyers returned to the Green Zone.

Church fired up the engines and started to steer the Buckingham Palace to join them when the Lone Ranger hailed English. 

Captain Fletcher Detrick scowled at English. “Is something wrong, Sailor? Your plasma core shut down in the middle of the battle.”

“It didn’t shut down. Someone tripped it on purpose. We were just confirming that and narrowing down the list of possible suspects before the rest of the crew comes back on board.”

Detrick frowned even more deeply. “That’s a very serious accusation. I knew we shouldn’t send the ship back into action so fast.”

“You aren’t blaming the whole crew for this, Fletcher. We’ve been over this before, and if you really have to drag it all up again, we can do it on the ground. Church and I are taking the ship back to the Green Zone. We can discuss it there if we absolutely have to.”

Detrick started to reply, but English had heard enough. He waved to Church and Church turned the ship back toward Mars before English cut the line.

“I should have known it was too good to last,” Church muttered.

“No one is taking you people off this ship,” English countered. “You have my word on that.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Natalie “Racer” Franz shoved between her fellow pilots and tried to fight her way to Lieutenant Ryan Simms. “Hey, you bastard! You better turn around and face us if you don’t want a knife between your ribs one of these nights!” 

Simms turned around very slowly and pierced her with dangerous blue eyes. “You better watch your mouth, Airman. You’re way out of line.”

“I can get a whole lot more out of line than that, you son of a bitch!” she spat. “You turned our own squadron against us! You turned your own wing against us and attacked us when we were in the middle of a battle! I hope you like the sound of your own death approaching ‘cuz there ain’t no forgiveness for that shit!”

He opened his mouth to answer, but more pilots were already gathering from all over the Lone Ranger’s flight deck. Racer’s fellow pilots from the Lightning Rod’s Wing 8 gathered around her all trying to yell at Simms, too. 

“You got some nerve showing your face back here after the shit you pulled out there,” Ben Ritchie snarled. “You better be on the first transport back to Earth so you can join the rebels where you belong. You sure as hell don’t belong out here with us.”

“What the hell did you think you were doing?” Harlow Babbitt yelled over the noise. “Did you temporarily fall asleep at your desk while the rest of us went out there and risked our asses to fight the rebels? You don’t deserve to wear that uniform.”

Maverick Rickenbach, Wing 8’s newly promoted gunnery sergeant, tried to force his way between Simms and the irate pilots, but the pilots from Wing 6 were already gathering around to yell back at Wing 8.

“You piece of shit Lightning Rod pilots go back where you came from,” one young man bellowed. “You got no business bringing your filth into our squadron. You aren’t welcome here.”

A tall, brown-haired girl swaggered up to Racer and got in her face. “Back your ass off and put your finger back up your nose, bitch! Don’t you dare talk your smack to our lieutenant.”

“He threatened all our lives!” Ezra Duran fired back. “He could have gotten you idiots killed the same as us. It’s thanks to him that we had to fire on you. Any of you could have gotten killed.”

“He sabotaged the Buckingham Palace,” Luke Sloane interjected. “What the hell do you think the whole Buckingham Palace crew is doing here? The core shut down in the middle of the battle. You can’t stand there and tell me that was an accident.”

The Wing 6 pilots didn’t listen. They kept shoving and elbowing to get closer to the Wing 8 pilots. No one backed down until the two wings stood nose to nose.

Racer seethed with murderous rage. She would take down every pilot on the deck to get her claws into Simms. He just stood there calming staring all of Wing 8 down. He didn’t even try to justify himself.

Racer glared at him and he kept his eyes locked on her alone. The son of a bitch. She didn’t just imagine the order going out from Buckingham Palace Squadron Command for Wing 6 to wheel about and come at Wing 8.

That heart-stopping moment remained indelibly stamped into Racer’s being. How could she ever trust anyone on the Buckingham Palace crew ever again—especially Simms. 

How could she know he wouldn’t do the same thing if she had to go into battle again—when she had to go into battle again? 

The loyalist Force was at war against the rebels. She would go into battle again. It was only a matter of time.

Rickenbach wedged himself between her and the tall young man who had first defended Wing 6. Rickenbach turned his back on Wing 6 and bellowed down into Racer’s face. “Back off, Racer! Back away now if you don’t want to sit out the rest of the war in the brig.”

“Get the hell away from me, man!” She tried to push him out of the way so she could square up to the other pilots.

“Look at me, Airman!” he roared so threateningly that her eyes snapped to his face.

Rickenbach had always been so calm, cool, and collected. He was everything a pilot ought to be. He was even more self-possessed than Sean Duran even though everyone admired Duran’s skill as a pilot.

Now Rickenbach glared down at Racer in such deadly fury that she actually recoiled from him. His furious eyes gave her a sudden pang of fear. He might do anything. Making her sit out the war in the brig was the least he was capable of.

“Turn around and go outside now,” Rickenbach snarled through locked teeth. “That is a direct order, Airman.” He shot a dangerous glance at the pilots on either side and behind her. “All of you go outside—now—or you can take off your uniforms right now. What about it, Ezra? Do you want to resign your commission or get sent back to Earth with a dishonorable discharge on your record? That’s where you’re all going if you don’t back off NOW!!”

Racer glanced over at Simms and the other Wing 6 pilots. None of them scared her as much as Rickenbach. 

He started out today as a grunt pilot just like Racer. Now he really looked like this wing’s new gunnery sergeant. He looked every bit as scary as Charlie Frasier or even Captain English when he got mad.

She took a step back and pointed at the Wing 6 pilots. “This isn’t over.”

“Yes, it is,” Rickenbach fired back.

He planted himself between Simms and the Lightning Rod pilots. No one could get through Rickenbach. Racer saw that. It was hopeless to try and the consequences would be too terrible to risk.

She started to turn away and heard her fellow pilots grumbling behind her as they withdrew, but Rickenbach didn’t move. She would just have to find another way to pay Simms and Wing 6 back for this.

She actually turned her back on them when the brown-haired girl called out, “You better run, jackasses! Go run your asses back to the Lightning Rod where you belong! You don’t belong on this squadron!”

Racer spun around so fast that she never gave herself a second to think twice. She rocketed across the flight deck, bellowing, “You foul bitch! I’ll kill you…..”

She charged the girl and ran into a solid wall of muscle as Rickenbach sidestepped in front of her. He hit her so hard that she almost didn’t believe at first that he actually did it.

He straight-armed her right in the chest with both hands. She collided with his palms and he sent her staggering backward. She toppled into her fellow pilots who caught her and stopped her from sprawling all over the floor.

Rickenbach took a threatening step toward his own wing. “Which one of you slack-ass pieces of shit wants to tangle with me?” His flashing eyes flicked back and forth across the pilots standing before him. “Which one of you wants to find out just how badly I can whoop your asses before I throw you off this crew for good?”

The other pilots stood Racer on her feet, but they didn’t let her near Rickenbach. It was probably just as well because she was so out of her mind with rage that she probably would have attacked him, too. Then she really would have been finished as a pilot.

Her fellow pilots pushed her behind them. Sean Duran, Scott Shay, and August Stoval pivoted in front of her. They kept facing Wing 6, but they formed an impenetrable barricade so Racer couldn’t get near Rickenbach again.

Racer didn’t recognize Rickenbach standing there glaring at everyone. He looked twice his normal size and absolutely monstrous. She never would have dreamed he could change so quickly from such a level-headed, intelligent, considering guy.

She turned away feeling sick. He threatened to bump her from the crew if she didn’t stand down and she didn’t. She deserved to get bumped after what she just did, but she couldn’t bring herself to regret it.

Simms sent Wing 6 to attack Wing 8 during the battle. Wasn’t fighting the rebels bad enough? Simms didn’t have to turn loyalist pilots against each other like this. That deserved a blade between his ribs if anything did.

She prepared herself to walk away, which was what she should have done to begin with.

Just then, Emory Thorpe stepped out of line. He didn’t advance. He just took a position where everyone on the other side could see him. “What are you gonna do about this, Gunny? You can’t just let them get away with this. It isn’t right.”

“Doing something about this isn’t my job, Airman,” Rickenbach growled. “Keeping you pieces of space trash in line is my job. Captain English and Commander Church will figure this out—not us. Now turn around and get back to work. Don’t let me hear another word about this from any of you. Is that clear?”

The ice-cold iron in his voice drove the last nail into the coffin. Racer felt the tension drain from the assembled pilots behind her, but right then, a deep, booming voice resounded across the flight deck. “What the hell is going on here?”

Everyone jumped and spun around to see Captain English and Commander Church striding onto the deck. Neither of them looked any happier than the rest of the squadron, but English’s eyes instantly picked out the confrontation going on between Wing 6 and Wing 8.

English strode over to Rickenbach. Wing 8 instinctively withdrew to give English room. 

“What’s going on here, Gunny?” English demanded.

“Just a little difference of opinion about what happened during the battle, Sir,” Rickenbach muttered with plenty of dark looks across the gap at Wing 8. “A few people aren’t happy about how Squadron Command conducted the fighter wing movements.”

English surveyed Wing 8 and his unfailing eye landed on Racer. Now she really felt sick. Rickenbach was too diplomatic to tell English straight out what Racer just did. 

Rickenbach didn’t have to tell English anything. Rickenbach had the authority now to bump any of his pilots. As soon as English found out the reason, he would wholeheartedly approve of Rickenbach’s decision. Neither of them gave a shit about losing one more pilot during the war. A pilot wasn’t worth a damn if she couldn’t follow orders.

English turned back to Simms. “Go back to the Buckingham Palace, Ryan. I want to see you in my ready room in half an hour. You’re relieved of duty until then.”

“I never sent any order for Wing 6 to attack Wing 8, Sir,” Simms began.

“Liar!” Racer blurted out. “It came from Squadron Command—your own desk!”

Wing 6 erupted in protests until English held up his hand for silence. He turned back to her very slowly. “Do you have something you want to say to me, Airman—and before you answer that, I would remind you that I was on the bridge of the Buckingham Palace during the entire battle. I saw every order going out from Squadron Command to both Wing 6 and Wing 8. Now do you honestly want to step out of line and start telling me how to command my own ship?”

She forced herself to look away and mumble, “No, Sir,” but it was the hardest thing she ever had to say. She wanted to explain everything to him, but he already knew everything.

English pulled himself up very straight and tall. He raised his voice over the whole assembled squadron. “We have a saboteur on board the Buckingham Palace—or I should say that we have a saboteur somewhere in the loyalist ranks. This rebel plant tripped our core during the battle and left the ship exposed to enemy attack. The trip shut down life support and could have killed everyone on board.”

“Who would do that, Captain?” Shay asked. “Who would sabotage us now when we’ve been in this war for weeks?”

“The trip came through Lieutenant Simms’s computers at Squadron Command, but the saboteur relayed it off three loyalist destroyers before it came back to the Buckingham Palace. I think we can all assume that whoever did this also sent a dummy order to divert Wing 6 to attack Wing 8 and the saboteur could only get away with that by sending it through Squadron Command. Wing 6 would have seen something wrong if it came from anywhere else. I think we can all agree that Lieutenant Simms would have to be irretrievably stupid to send the trip and the order from his own station. Don’t you agree?”

He passed his sharp eyes over everyone present, but he let them linger extra long on Wing 8. Racer kicked herself for letting her temper run away with her. She should have thought of all of this before she flushed her career down the toilet.

It was too late now. She wanted to crawl into a hole and disappear, but she couldn’t do that now with Captain English standing right in front of her. She had to wait for him to dismiss her—for good.

He finally turned back the other way. “Go back to the Buckingham Palace, Ryan, and take yourself off duty for half an hour.”

“Yes, Sir.” Simms had to wedge himself through dozens of pilots to get off the flight deck. 

When he made it through, he strode away without looking back. That left Rickenbach and the two wings. Racer still didn’t know enough about Wing 6 or any of the Buckingham Palace squadron to recognize which of them was Wing 6’s gunnery sergeant.

“Wing 6, you all take yourselves back to the Buckingham Palace and return to your posts,” English ordered. “Wing 8, take your birds back to the Lightning Rod until further notice.”

A few people muttered, “Yes, Sir,” behind Racer’s back, but she couldn’t speak. She wanted to vanish.

She turned away and accompanied the rest of her wing outside. They had all landed their fighter craft on the grass near the Lone Ranger. It was the only place left to park them.

She glanced back just before she left the flight deck. English stood there watching Wing 8 out of sight and then he turned to face Rickenbach. Racer didn’t envy Rickenbach that conversation.








  
  
Chapter 4




English sighed and passed his hand across his eyes before he faced Rickenbach. “Welcome to the joys of command, Maverick.” 

Rickenbach softened only slightly. He growled through gritted teeth, “Yes, Sir,” but he kept glaring after Wing 8 and English didn’t blame him. 

The tension on the flight deck had been off the charts when English and Church walked in. It must have been much worse a few seconds before. English could clearly see pilots on both sides clenching their fists and bracing themselves for a fight.

English hadn’t seen Racer this wound up since he first came on board the Lightning Rod, but he didn’t exactly blame her considering what Wing 8 had just been through. That was bound to get under anyone’s skin.

“You okay, son?” English asked when Rickenbach didn’t say anything else. 

“Yes, Sir,” Rickenbach clipped. “I’ll handle it.”

English nodded even though Rickenbach wasn’t looking at him. “You let me know if you need my help with anything.”

“I will, Sir.”

“You’re dismissed, then, Gunny.”

Rickenbach saluted him and said, “Thank you, Sir,” before walking off at a stiff march. He left the flight deck immediately and English thought he had a pretty good idea where Rickenbach was going.

English could think of a lot of things to say to Rickenbach right now. Bumping one of his best pilots off the squadron and maybe out of the whole service would be a shitty way to start Rickenbach’s first day as a gunnery sergeant.

English fought the temptation to step in and save Racer from her fate, but he wouldn’t be doing her or Rickenbach any favors if he did that. 

English just had to let Rickenbach handle this in his own way. English trusted Rickenbach to make the right decision, whatever it was.

Church brought English back to the present. “We should have expected this.”

“Could you stop being so reasonable, Ted?” English complained. “How the hell are we supposed to fight a war with our own pilots at each other’s throats?”

“Maybe that’s what the saboteur wants. In fact, I’m certain that’s what he wants.”

“Well, he’s succeeding. Now we just have to find the bastard and….”

The hiss of the elevator doors opening made English stiffen. He was looking forward to this even less than everything else that had happened since this morning’s tribunal implicating the whole Buckingham Palace crew for treason.

English felt Church tense when Captain Detrick stepped out onto the flight deck. He looked back and forth with exaggerated care. 

“Where are all your people, Sailor?” Detrick asked. “They didn’t just scamper without even thanking me for saving them from the Buckingham Palace.”

“They scampered because I told them to scamper. The saboteur sent a dummy order to a Buckingham Palace wing to attack a Lightning Rod wing. Tensions are running high so I separated them until we get to the bottom of this.”

Detrick frowned even more. “That’s not good. Who sent the order?”

“If we knew that, we wouldn’t have to separate our wings,” Church interjected without even trying to keep the hostility out of his voice. “We would have the saboteur in custody right now.”

Detrick glanced at Church and then turned back to English as if English had been the one to answer. “I knew it was a bad idea to put this crew back in the air so quickly. We’ll have to ground the whole crew until we collar the saboteur and then reconvene the tribunal to go through the whole crew man by man.”

“No, you won’t,” English countered. “As far as Church and I can tell, the saboteur isn’t even on the Buckingham Palace.”

“Really?” Detrick let his eyes linger a little too long on Church. “Did you ever think maybe that Church is the saboteur?”

English groaned. “Oh, for the love of God, Fletcher, will you use your head for once? He was on the bridge with me the whole time and he’s done nothing but help the loyalist cause since this whole thing started. The order to Wing 6 came through Buckingham Palace Squadron Command….”

“Then your Squadron Commander should be in the brig right now…..”

“Will you listen to me for two seconds?” English snapped. “The order was relayed to three other destroyers before it came through Squadron Command. Simms wouldn’t be stupid enough to send the order to his own computers….”

“Unless that’s exactly what he wanted you to think,” Detrick finished. “You’re too soft on this crew, Sailor. You can’t go protecting them over every little thing….”

“You know what?” English fired back a lot louder than he meant to. “I’m not going to discuss this now or ever again. Church and I are investigating the saboteur and there is no one on the tribunal or anywhere else in the loyalist force that is better qualified to do that than we are. Now I have too much work to do to mess around explaining this to you any further, so you have a choice. You can let Church and me continue with this investigation or you can accept my resignation.”

Detrick opened his mouth to argue and stopped himself when he realized what English just said. “You don’t have to do this, Sailor.”

“No, I don’t and I wouldn’t have to do it at all if you let me do my job. You were the one who wanted me to take command of this force and that’s what I’m doing. If you want me with you, these are my conditions. None of the Buckingham Palace crew will suffer any consequences from this incident until Church and I see iron-clad proof of guilt. If you don’t have that, don’t talk to me about it at all—or anything else that happens on board the Buckingham Palace. Thank you for coming to rescue my people, Fletcher. I really appreciate it.”

He turned on his heel and walked off the flight deck with Church right behind him. English made it all the way outside. He had to get back to the Buckingham Palace and deal with this, but he stopped when he spotted Rickenbach approaching Racer.

She stood alone on the other side of the field. She had her back to the loyalist ships and she gazed out at the sun going down behind the Green Zone. Rickenbach advanced from behind her and stopped at her side, but she still didn’t turn around.

“That was really something else,” Church murmured in English’s ear. “You have got some balls on you, man. I’ll give you that much.”

“To hell with him,” English snarled. “To hell with all of them. As if your crew hasn’t been through enough bringing the ship over to the loyalist side! Who the hell do they think they are—questioning your loyalty now? I’d like to smack somebody…..”

“Don’t do that,” Church murmured. “Just prove them wrong.”

English shot Church a hard look. “I meant what I said. No one is taking you people off that ship.”

Church flushed. “I appreciate you standing up for us—for me. Now I really feel like an ass for doubting you.”

“Don’t. You had every right to doubt me and you doubting me just proves that you belong out here. Now come on. We have some skulls to crack.”

Church chuckled, but English would have liked to do just about anything other than go back to the Buckingham Palace and meet Simms, Morrison, and the other lieutenants. 

Church accompanied English while he dragged his feet up to the ready room. He had exactly fifteen minutes to get ready for his meeting with Simms and then English had to meet with Morrison about the security guards. The fun just never stopped.

He sat down at his desk and took a deep breath before he turned to his computer. He spent ten minutes retracing the trip that shut down the plasma core. He double-checked every connection with Church watching over his shoulder.

English sighed again when he finished. “Well, the trip definitely bounced off three destroyers before it came back here. Every relay is encrypted, so there’s no way to tell where it originally came from.”

“Then it could have come from the Buckingham Palace,” Church pointed out. “Detrick is right. It could have come from Simms.”

“I’m not prepared to use ‘could have’ as proof. It could have come from any computer in the whole loyalist force, or for that matter, it could have come from one of the rebel destroyers.”

Church slumped and propped his hands on the desk. “Great! Just flippin’ great.”

“You’re telling me. The other possibility is that it came from a computer terminal on the ground, bounced off the destroyers, and came back here, in which case it will be near impossible to track down the saboteur. It would even be impossible to stop them by grounding individual members of the crew. The saboteur can just send these trips from somewhere else.”

Church held up his hand. “Hold on a second, man. You’re talking about a very sophisticated form of encryption—one that’s capable of bypassing the whole USF security protocol. How many people in the Force could do that? The saboteur has to be out here on the Green Zone with us…..or on a rebel destroyer. That narrows down the pool of suspects, doesn’t it?”

“Well, who on your crew could have done it? I’m gonna go out on a limb and rule out the whole squadron.”

“And Simms,” Church replied. “He’s a pilot. He’s no computer whizz. It took us four weeks to train him just to use the Squadron Commander’s system. No way could he have done this.”

“What about Kilmer?” English asked. “He’s an engineer.”

Church shrugged. “I would be surprised if he knows as much as this. He understands the ship’s systems, but I don’t think he understands them well enough to reprogram them or to encrypt a message well enough to circumvent the whole security protocol.”

“That leaves Spence,” English finished.

“And Morrison.”

English laughed. “Whoever this saboteur is, I don’t envy them when Morrison gets hold of them.” 

He pulled up Simms’s service record and saw immediately that Church was right. Simms had gone through Flight School and failed his first five tests because he couldn’t figure out how to use the computers that recorded his test answers. 

The captain in charge of the school made extensive notes in Simms’s file. Simms had been given remedial computer training, but the captain said the training seemed to go straight through him. 

Simms could fly any spacecraft that had ever been invented, but he took ages to learn the most basic procedure if there was a computer involved.

English was really starting to regret taking command of the Buckingham Palace by the time his doorbell rang. He switched off his computer terminal and ignored Church’s knowing smile when English leaned back in his chair. “Come in!”

The door opened and Simms pulled himself up at attention across English’s desk. “Reporting as ordered, Sir.”

“At ease, Lieutenant. I want you to know right up front that I don’t suspect you of this sabotage.”

Simms glanced at Church. “Is there some reason you don’t suspect me, Sir?”

“Let me put it this way. I don’t suspect you, but I can’t say the same for the other loyalist captains. I need you to cooperate with this investigation so we find the real saboteur.”

“How can I cooperate if I don’t know anything?”

“Unfortunately, Lieutenant, you were standing right next to the computer in question when the dummy order relayed to Wing 6.” English held up his hand when Simms opened his mouth to argue. “I just told you that I don’t suspect you, Lieutenant. This is exactly what I’m talking about. I need you to tell me everything you know about what was going on at your desk when the dummy order went out.” English waited, but Simms only looked confused. “What was Lieutenant Kilmer doing while you were coordinating the battle?”

“Umm…..” Simms looked to Church for help, and when Church didn’t give it, Simms opened and closed his mouth a few more times. “Well…Sir…..he was….you know….working on my computers.”

“Was he working on the same computers that you were using to communicate with the squadron?”

“No, no, no! No, Sir!” Simms exclaimed. “Kilmer couldn’t have done this! You don’t know him. He’s solid, Sir. He’s as loyal as they come.”

“I’m not asking if he’s loyal, Lieutenant. I’m asking what he was doing. Was he working on the same computers that you were using to communicate with the squadron?”

“Um…..I guess so. I mean, yes, Sir. I mean, I think he was. I don’t really know what he was doing. I don’t understand half of what he does. I don’t even know why he came down to diagnose the machines in the first place….except that we were off duty for so long and he said he needed to run diagnostics on them before we went back into action.”

“Was he on the same screen that you were on? Were you two fighting for screen time on the same machine or was he working on a different one?”

“No, Sir. We weren’t fighting for screen time.”

“Was he down there on the deck for the whole battle? Did he ever leave your desk until the evacuation?”

“Um….as far as I know, Sir.”

“Excuse me for interrupting, Sir,” Church cut in, “but Simms couldn’t have known what Kilmer was doing after the order came down to abandon ship. Simms was coordinating the whole crew to assemble on the flight deck. He left his desk and too many people were blocking his view. He couldn’t have seen Kilmer either way.”

“Yes!” Simms pointed at Church and pulled himself back to attention. “I mean, yes, Sir. Exactly. I didn’t see what Kilmer was doing after the order came down. I mean, I didn’t see what Kilmer was doing before the order came down. I was too busy dealing with the squadron, and then after the wings attacked each other….”








