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Chapter 1




Abone-breaking explosion hurled Captain Ellis “Sailor” English out of his seat. 

He flew across the bridge and smashed into the opposite wall before the Lightning Rod righted herself. 

Explosions blasted from one of the bridge stations and hurled Master Chief Julia Avila backward.

Avila slammed into the XO’s station and hit the floor, but English didn’t have time to check him. English staggered to his feet and fought against the G force to fight his way to the XO’s station.

“How bad is the damage?!” he bellowed to his son, Captain Andrew Carter English, who manned the station as the Lightning Rod’s acting XO. 

“They clipped us!” Andy yelled back. “The Lone Ranger and the Aileron are down along with three rebel destroyers! The rebel fleet is……”

Another boom cut him off and nearly hurled English off his feet again. He held onto the console and dragged himself around the station to Andy’s side.

Even then, it took English a few minutes before he could read enough of the controls to understand the state of battle outside. 

The alien ships that appeared in Earth’s atmosphere had spread out even farther than they had been when English first spotted them. They’d taken up positions all around the planet.

United Space Force destroyers from both the rebel and loyalist side lay smoking on the ground. The rest realized the danger and launched a counterassault against the invaders, but nothing in the Force could stand up to the alien’s firepower.

The aliens smacked down destroyers with each well-aimed shot. The destroyers that had just been fighting amongst themselves couldn’t coordinate with each other or even communicate with each other. They couldn’t mount an effective defense or even avoid the aliens’ assault.

The rebel destroyers that had just been about to finish off the Lightning Rod did the same thing. Four alien warships that first attacked the Lone Ranger and the Aileron hung in midair over Point Hope, Alaska. The others moved off, but those four stayed where they were.

Six rebel destroyers remained of the original twelve. They bombarded the aliens and flew around the warships in combined flight patterns trying in every way to distract and disorient the aliens.

Nothing worked. The warships stayed firmly planted in position and spat one precise blow after another at the destroyers. The aliens took down two more.

English didn’t see anything else before another explosion sent the Lightning Rod cartwheeling out of the way. He couldn’t even see what caused these explosions.

The ship turned a complete somersault and threw English, Andy, and Lieutenant Brock Eismann off their feet. The three men tumbled in all directions, hit the ceiling, and then slammed down hard on the floor.

English hauled himself to his feet. Andy and Eismann weren’t moving. English didn’t have time to check on them, either.

He dragged himself to the XO’s station and grabbed the helm. The Lightning Rod still had enough engine power to stay in the air, but barely.

He struggled to hold the ship steady. He couldn’t let the ship crash, but he couldn’t see any way to avoid the aliens’ shots. 

His only hope was to get the ship on the ground without crashing. The engines kept belching and coughing. They alternately shut down, flared to life, and stuttered in all directions.

He descended a little lower and then a stray shot from one of the alien vessels smashed into the ground right below him. 

The blast hurled chunks of soil and vegetation into the air that pummeled the Lightning Rod’s underside. 

The shockwave smacked the ship upward straight into the aliens’ path and one of the warships delivered the killing blow to the Lightning Rod’s aft section.

The ship rolled backward, toppled over her tail, and then an almighty crash threw English off his feet again.

He hit the floor with a punishing slam. He felt through his chest and stomach that the ship wasn’t moving anymore. 

She was on the ground and the engine noise had died, but he still felt endless concussions and explosions going off all over the place.

He pried himself up, but before he could even get onto his hands and knees, another explosion detonated the port side of the bridge near the captain’s ready room. He had to get out of here before the whole ship went up in flames.

He crawled over to Andy and English rolled his son over. Andy jolted back to consciousness the minute he got onto his back. “Huh!” he yelled and flailed around trying to orient himself.

“The ship crashed, son!” English yelled to him. “We gotta get off the bridge and get everyone out if we can! Can you stand up!”

Andy jerked the other way and looked around. English couldn’t waste any more time on him.

English scrambled over to Avila and then to Eismann. Avila was already dead. Eismann was out cold.

English looked around. He would have to go all the way through the ship to get to the cargo hold to get off the Lightning Rod. He didn’t even know how much of the ship was still intact.

Just then, another explosion went off near where the ready room had been. This one blasted into the bridge and a flaming ball of fire consumed that side of the bridge.

English couldn’t wait around anymore. He grabbed Eismann by the wrist, hauled the man into a sitting position, and English used all his remaining strength to hoist Eismann onto his shoulder.

“Come on, son!” English grabbed Andy’s arm and pulled him up.

English guided Andy off the bridge, but Andy could walk perfectly well. He veered from side to side a few times, but he straightened up and his vision cleared the longer he remained upright.

They got as far as the outer corridor before another boom took out the whole righthand bulkhead. The impact threw all three men into a side compartment and then the ship rolled in that direction. 

The blast crushed the compartment walls all around English, but the ship kept pitching from one side to the other so he couldn’t even stand, much less find a way out of here.

Without warning, a catastrophic blast struck the Lightning Rod from somewhere. The ship twirled into the air and came down even harder with a devastating crunch.

English floundered to sit up and realized that most of the other side of the compartment had been torn off. Ten feet of the compartment’s interior remained attached to what was left of the ship. 

The rest of the compartment yawned open to the chilling weather outside. English looked out over the empty tundra and hundreds upon hundreds of miles of nothing.

Someone touched his back. “Dad….” Andy croaked. “Are you all right?”

English pulled himself together with an effort. “I’m okay.” English looked up. “Are you?”

Andy nodded and glanced toward the back of the compartment. Fire consumed the other side of the corridor. “We gotta get out of here before the whole ship goes up.”

English nodded and forced himself to his feet. He went over to Eismann and knelt down next to the man. English didn’t expect to find Eismann alive, but he was and he had his eyes open.

He blinked through the breach at the bleak scenery outside. 

“Lieutenant….” English began.

Eismann didn’t react. English waved his hand in front of Eismann’s eyes. “Lieutenant! Look at me!”

Eismann frowned at the landscape, but he still didn’t respond. English grabbed Eismann by the jaw and forced him to turn around and look at his captain.

As soon as they made eye contact, Eismann’s expression started to clear. “Captain? Captain English?”

“Come on, Brock,” English choked. “We gotta get off the ship.”

English helped him up. Eismann did everything slowly and held his arms out at his sides like he might fall over.

The three men stepped outside and English saw more Lightning Rod crewmen stumbling around in ones and twos. A few had gathered into groups.

English helped Eismann over to a group that was gathering around Lieutenant Charlie Frasier. Dr. Eva Cassidy went through the assembled crewmen treating people’s injuries.

English did a quick head count and spotted Lieutenant Hammil from Engineering in the crowd. At least English had someone here who knew how to work on the ship—if she wasn’t already beyond repair.

He glanced at the ship and immediately regretted it. The center section between the tail and the main fuselage had been squashed and blackened by the fire and explosions. 

English would be very surprised to find out that the ship’s plasma core was still intact. If it wasn’t, he could forget about propulsion—or life support.

English handed Eismann off to Dr. Cassidy and made another assessment of who in this crowd he could possibly count on to help him salvage this disaster. He turned to Andy and then to Frasier. 

“Who do we have left?” English asked. “None of the wing pilots made it.”

“They were still in the air when it happened, Sir,” Frasier replied. “None of them went down with the ship. They’re smart kids. They would have hit the high road when the shooting started.”

“I didn’t see the aliens targeting fighter craft anyway,” Andy added. “They’re too small.”

English looked up at the sky, but the aliens weren’t here anymore. Andy must be right. The aliens no longer considered the Lightning Rod a threat.

English waved at the two men. “Let’s take a walk and assess how bad the damage is. We’re gonna need some shelter tonight and the ship is all we have. We’ll need to put out any fires and use what’s left of the ship to house these people.”

Andy and Frasier only nodded. English headed aft and circled the ship’s tail. 

The aft hull had been crumpled by gunfire, but the hatch was still closed. Enough of the tail remained that the survivors could shelter in the cargo hold if they had to—or even on the flight deck.

English cast a flinty gaze across the tundra. The Lightning Rod had gone down far away from any human habitation. A stretch of rocky beach separated the ship from the choppy, frigid Bering Sea.

A few swells in the landscape gave him enough of a view of the surroundings to see that the Lightning Rod and her few remaining crewmen were the only people for miles around.

He circled to the other side of the ship. He wasn’t expecting to find much left. This was the side of the ship where most of the explosions came from. 

Sure enough, most of the hull on that side had been blasted out and charred to a crisp. He could look straight through multiple breaches to torched bodies, components, and sections inside.

He walked around what was left of the port side, but he stopped when he saw a bunch of people in USF dress uniforms climbing through one of the breaches.

General Caleb Halstead helped Admiral Everette Chambers, Admiral Grace Schroder, Colonel Landon Roderick, Colonel Mackenzie Levitt, and Captain Nathan Thorburn crawl through a piece of torn bulkhead. 

English’s hackles rose when they dusted themselves off and straightened up in front of him. Their expressions went through a few different changes from defiance to terror when they saw the look on his face.

Halstead glanced up and his expression changed, too, but he didn’t stop helping these people get out of the ship. 

They’d all been locked up in the brig before the battle started. The damage to the ship must have torn the brig open. Now all these prisoners were free.

Halstead bent his head back to what he was doing. He pulled Admiral Christopher Simpson and Major General Charles McClure out last. McClure’s face was still swollen and purple from Andy punching McClure.

Simpson went through a matching turmoil of reactions and emotions that he was confronting English again. McClure did his best to grin, but the swelling in his face only made the grin look ghastly and disgusting.

A dangerous silence fell over the group once Halstead finished getting everyone out—everyone there was to get out. A few of these people shifted their weight and averted their eyes so they wouldn’t have to look at English. Them being his superior officers didn’t mean squat right now.

McClure actually had the nerve to chuckle in English’s face. “Well, Sailor? We’re out of the brig, so what are you going to do about it? You can’t keep us locked up.”

“Don’t listen to him, Sailor,” Colonel Levitt cut in from the back. “None of us had anything to do with kidnapping your daughter.”

“We would tell you where she is if we knew,” Halstead added. “Don’t do anything to us…I mean….You know what I mean. We’re stranded here along with you. We won’t cause you or your crew any trouble. I swear it.”

English’s eyes danced from one face to the next. His hatred for these people didn’t abate at all and he put no faith in their promises. 

He wasn’t about to cut them any deals or go easy on them, but Halstead was right. These people were as defenseless and stranded as the rest of the Lightning Rod crew.

That was the real bitch of the situation. He’d taken responsibility for his prisoners’ safety when he locked them in the brig. Now he was responsible for getting them out of this so they could go back to the USF and stand trial for treason.

His gaze flicked back to McClure. Simpson stared at the ground and refused to look at English at all.

McClure kept grinning like a crazed lunatic. He focused all his attention on English. McClure didn’t even seem to realize where he was, how he’d gotten here, or what it all meant.

“What are you going to do, Sailor?” he sneered again. “Are you gonna lock us up again? That won’t bring back your daughter.”

Andy surged forward, but English stopped him and pushed Andy behind him. English didn’t have to wonder what Andy would do to Simpson and McClure if Andy got his hands on them.

English would have liked to do the same thing, but he still had to look himself in the eye tomorrow morning.

He held McClure’s gaze while English snapped over his shoulder, “Charlie, go back to the group, round up as many security guards as you can, and go inside the ship to see if you can find any other survivors. Take Lieutenant Hammil with you and see if the plasma core is still functioning.”

Frasier said, “Yes, Sir,” and walked away. English waited for Frasier to come back with his party. They crawled through the breach the officers had just used to escape.

English waited for the noise to die down before he confronted the rebel officers—the traitors. 

English waved at the surrounding countryside. “All right. You’re free. Go on. You’re free to go. I won’t stop you.”

English propped his hands on his hips to show that he wouldn’t stop McClure from leaving if he really wanted to.

McClure glanced out at the tundra and his maniacal grin evaporated when he realized what English meant.

“Don’t throw us out, Sailor,” Colonel Levitt pleaded again. “We’ll cooperate with everything you want us to do. We’ll consider ourselves your prisoners even though we’re out of the brig…..just don’t throw us out. Don’t make us go out there. We’ll all die out there. You know we will.”

“Are you people happy now?” English spat. “Do you realize now what the hell you did to the Force?”

“What…..what do you mean?” Halstead stammered.

English opened his mouth to tear them a new one….and then he stopped. They didn’t know. They’d been in the brig when the aliens showed up.

He heaved a sigh and turned aside to regain his composure. “Aliens invaded. There’s an overwhelming alien force surrounding Earth right now and steamrolling its way through the USF as we speak. That’s who shot us down. It wasn’t rebel destroyers. We were in the middle of the battle against the rebels and the aliens came in and squashed us all. That’s how we wound up here.”

He waited for that to sink in. It took a while. Some of the officers frowned. Some opened their mouths to argue back and then changed their minds.

One by one, their eyes widened and they gaped at him in horror. “Www…..What are we gonna do?” Levitt stammered.

“There’s nothing we can do because we don’t have a ship,” English snapped. “All the other loyalist destroyers that were in the area got shot down, too. Do you get it now? While you geniuses were mounting your great and glorious rebellion to reform the USF, you left us defenseless against an alien invasion and now we have no way to stop these invaders from conquering Earth. I hope you’re satisfied. This is what I’ve been trying to tell you from the beginning, but you wouldn’t listen.”

“Well…..what do you want us to do about it now?” Halstead asked. “There’s nothing we can do about it from here.”

English looked away. He already knew that. 

He hated to give these people a pass, but he had bigger fish to fry right now. He strode away from them, but that only brought him face to face with the wrecked Lightning Rod. She’d been in the air for less than three hours. Now she was down again, possibly for good.

He finally forced himself to face the rebel traitors. He had to take a deep breath to summon the courage to say what he knew he had to say.

“This is what I’ve been telling you all along. We have to work together. We can’t have any divisions or conflicts or fighting amongst ourselves. We need to drop this whole rebellion right now and join forces to fight this new enemy. That’s the only way any of us are going to survive. This rebellion of yours is over. If you can’t put that aside and help me fight the aliens, then you really do belong out there and may God have mercy on your souls. That’s all I have to say to you.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Andy followed English back to the other side of the ship where Dr. Cassidy was treating more wounded. 

English gritted his teeth on the way back there. He couldn’t stand the sight of the rebel officers. Just being in their presence took all his patience. He didn’t trust himself to even stand on the same side of the ship with them, much less look at them.

“You were too nice to them, Dad,” Andy murmured under his breath as soon as they got out of earshot.

“What choice do I have?” English muttered back. “I would be no better than they are if I just killed them outright when they’re defenseless and stranded just like we are. Anyway, maybe now they’ll pull their heads out of their asses and actually get on board with running the Force the way it should be run.”

He turned back to what was left of the crew when Frasier showed up with a few more people. Half of them were wounded, but there were still only forty people here counting the rebel officers.

“What’s the situation with the engines?” English asked Lieutenant Hammil.

“The core is still intact. Everything else is completely shot to hell.”

“Can you get her in the air again?” English asked. “I’m not asking if she could fight anyone or even fly anywhere very fast or even clean up her hull. I’m just asking if you could get her off the ground to take us somewhere we could get some help.”

Hammil shrugged. “It would take a while and I don’t even know if I can.”

“You have nothing else to do,” Andy pointed out.

Hammil only shrugged again. “True.”

“How safe is it in there?” English asked. “Is the ship in any danger of experiencing any more explosions or any other safety hazards?”

“Not that I could tell, Sir,” Hammil replied.

English turned back to Dr. Cassidy. “You can take your wounded back to Sick Bay…or wherever you can take them. Get them out of the weather and under cover. Do what you can for them and then come back and report to me.”

She started gathering up her patients and steering them toward one of the larger breaches on this side of the ship. 

English turned to Charlie Frasier, but before English could say anything, the rebel officers came over—or rather, Halstead, Levitt, Thorburn, Roderick, Schroder, and Chambers came over.

Simpson and McClure lingered in the rear at a distance from the other. Simpson still wore the same hangdog expression like English was supposed to believe Simpson regretted his actions or some bullshit like that.

Halstead pulled himself up in front of English. “Sailor….I mean Captain…..we’d like to dedicate our service to helping you defeat the aliens….if you’ll have us. We understand if you don’t want to…..and we understand if you feel the need to keep us confined…..but we…..we realize you’re right. We all need to pull together to defeat this threat. Whatever beef we had with the Force will have to wait until we repel the invasion.”

“Whatever beef you had with the Force will not wait until we repel the invasion, General,” English fired back. “Whatever beef you had with the Force is dead and buried as far as I’m concerned. We’re all facing extermination from an alien foe thanks to whatever beef you had with the Force. Either you lay it to rest and put it completely out of your minds—and I mean forever—or you aren’t in the same Force with me. If you don’t see that this beef is the reason we’re in this peril, then you’re a bigger problem to the rest of us than the invasion itself. Now, I’m busy. If that’s the best you can do, it isn’t good enough, so go back over there and talk amongst yourselves until you see reason.”

He was just beginning to turn his back on them when Colonel Roderick stepped forward. He was a big, sturdy man of forty with all his faculties and military expertise still in hand.

“We agree with you, Sailor,” he announced in his deep, chesty voice. “That’s what we’re saying. That’s why we’re all willing to put ourselves under your command. Whatever you think is the best way to tackle this invasion, we’ll go along with you. You won’t have any reason to question our motives or our loyalty. You have our word on that.”

English turned around extra slowly and raised his eyebrows. “You…..you’re putting yourselves under my command…..all of you?”

His gaze traveled from person to person. Everyone here outranked him. Some outranked him by miles. 

They all nodded—at least, Chambers, Schroder, Roderick, Levitt, Thorburn, and Halstead did. Simpson and McClure stayed in the back and didn’t get involved in the conversation.

In that moment, English realized the true magnitude of what Roderick was saying. If these people really did put themselves under his command—under the command of someone so far below them in rank—then they must truly regret their mistake. They were serious about changing their ways and making up for it.

He didn’t want to soften toward them, but he had to. He had to let them at least try. He needed people too much to turn them away.

He puffed out his cheeks and waved toward the ship. “Fine. You can go on board. Sergeant Grimes will find quarters for you to stay in.”

“Thank you, Sailor!” Halstead quavered. “Thank you so much! We won’t let you down. I swear it!”

He only muttered, “We’ll see about that,” over his shoulder. 

Grimes stepped forward to lead the officers back on board, but English stopped him. “Put them somewhere away from the rest of the crew—somewhere they won’t be able to interact with any of our people.”

“Should I post a guard to keep an eye on them?” Grimes glared at the rebel officers. “I don’t like letting them wander freely about the ship.”

“I don’t like it, either,” English replied, “but we don’t have the manpower to guard them twenty-four-seven. If they’re serious about helping us, then we won’t need to guard them.”

Grimes glared at them. “What about those two?”

English couldn’t even look at Simpson and McClure. “I’ll deal with them. Just take the others inside and do your best to keep them away from those two. Keep them away from everybody.”

Grimes left and took the officers inside. Hardly anyone remained standing outside the ship.

English couldn’t decide if he wanted to go inside or not. Anything would be better than standing out here in this freezing wind, but he didn’t want to take his eyes off the landscape. He didn’t want to take the chance that he might not see another enemy coming up on him unawares.

He realized how ridiculous that sounded. No one could come up on him unawares out here. He would be able to see them coming from miles away. Not a single tree interrupted the barren landscape.

He wouldn’t be able to see them coming from miles away if he was inside the ship. That was the problem. He would only be able to see them coming if he stayed standing out here.

Someone had to stand guard. It shouldn’t be the captain, but he didn’t feel right about leaving or assigning the job to anyone else.

He would have kept scanning the horizon for the rest of eternity. Then he noticed Andy glaring at Simpson and McClure.

English wanted to deal with them least of all, but he had to. He couldn’t keep letting them stand there spoiling the scenery.

He forced himself to turn around, and since the sight of McClure made him sick, English chose to approach Simpson first. 

“Look at me, Chris,” English snapped. He would never give these jackasses any military courtesy again as long as he lived.

Simpson raised his eyes. The pathetic, hopeless misery in those eyes got even worse when he faced English.

“Make your move, Chris,” English told him. “Stay or go. I don’t care. Just do whatever you’re gonna do and stop dragging the rest of us down with you.”

Simpson opened his mouth and choked on the words. “You won’t let me stay.”

“Give me one reason why I should,” English snapped. “You don’t really expect me to believe you would turn over a new leaf and join forces with us to defeat these aliens, do you?”

Simpson floundered for a while before he summoned the nerve to speak again. “You wouldn’t let me! You would never believe I want to.”

“Do you want to?” English demanded. “Do you even want to put this rebellion behind us so we can all be one Force again?”

“Of course!” Simpson rasped. “Of course I do!”

English had to compress his lips and fight himself under control before he dared to speak again. “If you really expect me to believe that you want to change, then tell me where my daughter is.”

“I don’t know!” Simpson exclaimed and then shut his mouth in a hurry when he shot a terrified glance at McClure. Then Simpson bowed his head and looked the other way. “I don’t know where she is. I would tell you if I did.”

English followed that glance and found McClure grinning at him again. No way in hell would McClure ever change. He would never put the rebellion behind him.

Now English understood that the rebellion had never been about reforming the USF—not for McClure. 

Maybe it just gave him a vehicle to wreak as much mayhem as he wanted to. Maybe it was a way for him to finally let his destructive tendencies have some fun in the wartime playground.

English didn’t know why McClure participated in the rebellion. English really didn’t give a shit about that anymore.

He barely glanced at Simpson. “You can go inside, Chris.”

Simpson made himself scarce and left the field clear for English to finally confront McClure. English could feel the murderous rage pulsating off Andy behind him. English didn’t blame him.

English’s hatred for McClure turned to ice-cold clarity when English stepped over to the man. English lowered his voice to a barely audible snarl.

“You have a choice, Charles. You can start walking with my best wishes for your success or you can tell me where my daughter is. If you don’t tell me truthfully right now, you’ll never set foot on board the Lightning Rod or any other USF ship ever again. If I find out later that you lied to me, I’ll turn you over to Andy here and I’ll make sure no one ever finds out what happened to you. Do I make myself clear? Whatever the next words are that come out of your mouth, make sure they’re truthful. Otherwise, I’ll make sure you never get off this beach.”

McClure’s eyes darted behind English. English didn’t have to wonder what McClure saw back there. 

McClure forced another maniacal smirk. English really would have liked to pound the guy’s face to a bloody pulp. When the time came, English was going to savor the sight of Andy doing it.

“Oh, have it your way, Sailor,” McClure finally lilted. “She’s at the Oaxaca Repair Yard….in an underground bunker under the control tower. She’s been there ever since she left Vancouver. We tracked her movements after she escaped from Antwerp and we decided to put her on ice so we could show her to you if we ever wanted to rein you in.”

English made a snap decision not to argue with McClure any further, threaten him, or even talk to him again. Whatever else came out of McClure’s mouth would either be a taunt, a lie, or just some stupid gibberish English didn’t have time for. 

He walked back over to Andy, who stood seething with barely suppressed fury. He never took his narrowed eyes off McClure. 

English would have to keep an eye on Andy, too, which could turn out to be a nightmare considering that Andy was supposed to be English’s XO right now.

Fortunately, Grimes and Frasier both came back outside just then. “The officers are all in their quarters, Sir,” Grimes reported. “They’re all extremely grateful.”

He sneered these last words with such contempt that English almost smiled—almost. 

“Take General McClure inside, find any cabin anywhere on the ship that you can still lock from the outside, and confine him there.”

“But you said….” McClure interrupted.

English rounded on him and gave him a vicious glare. That shut McClure’s mouth right away.

“I don’t care if you have to put him in my cabin,” English finished. “Make sure he’s locked down and can’t get out.” English allowed himself to turn back to McClure. “If I see you outside your cabin even once, Charles, I’ll kill you myself. You stay confined to your cabin and stay out of my sight if you want to live.” English nodded at Grimes. “Get him out of here.”

Grimes grabbed McClure hard by the arm and marched him on board the Lightning Rod. 

English didn’t even care that Grimes was treating McClure much more roughly than any prisoner should have been treated. 

English half-hoped Grimes would rough the bastard up on their way to wherever Grimes was going to lock up McClure.

“You should have let me have him, Dad,” Andy growled as soon as they went inside.

“I really wish I could, son,” English muttered. “I’d like to take him apart one body part at a time, but we have a planet to defend here and no ship to defend it with.” English turned to Frasier. “What’s the situation inside?”

“Hammil is working on the engines. That’s about all I can tell you. Dr. Cassidy has a Sick Bay full of patients. That’s about the size of it, Sir.”

English snorted. “So we’re stuck here while an alien invasion force is marauding the planet.”

“Yes, Sir,” Frasier replied. “We don’t have any fighter craft, any pilots, or any way to get off this beach. We’re lucky we even have power.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Captain Matt Radcliffe opened his eyes and blinked up at the sky. It wasn’t a clear sky. A few clouds scuttered across it, but it was still beautiful. 

Then he felt the wind. It bit through his clothes and chilled him. He sat up…..and that’s when he realized where he was. He was still wearing his uniform. 

The memory came rushing back. He’d been on the bridge of the Infinity engaged in a massive air battle against rebel destroyers. He’d spotted the alien invaders practically materialize directly on top of him. They fired on the Infinity….and then he woke up here.

He frowned at the surroundings. He sat on a rocky beach dotted with driftwood. The freezing wind kicked up white caps out on a restless sea.

A vast wasteland of flat, barren tundra stretched away in the other direction. He didn’t see a thing out there.

He had been fighting those rebel destroyers in the skies over Point Hope, Alaska. Something must have happened when the aliens attacked his ship. He must have gotten thrown out and he landed here.

Now he was all alone and hundreds of miles from anything. 

He dragged himself to his feet, but everywhere he looked, he came to the same conclusion. 

He was alone in the middle of nowhere in an inhospitable environment with nothing but the shirt on his back.

He forced himself to think and decided to get a better view of the landscape.

Then, if he still didn’t see anywhere to take shelter, he would have to build something out of all this driftwood. He couldn’t spend even one night out in this cold wind.

He set off down the beach, but he still didn’t see anything or anyone. No trace remained of the Infinity—no wreckage, no debris, no bodies—nothing. Did she survive the attack? Was he the only one left alive of the whole crew?

He discovered after walking a hundred yards that the landscape wasn’t perfectly flat. Rises and hollows dotted the tundra.

He climbed up one of the rises to get a better look around. His heart leapt when he saw a bunch of people walking down the beach.

They were walking away from him heading north, which was the same direction he’d been walking just now. He couldn’t recognize them from this distance, so he took off at a brisk walk to catch up with them.

He was really hoping they’d be locals. They would be able to take him somewhere he could contact the USF and find his way back to some military installation.

He got a big surprise when he got near enough to recognize them. They saw him coming, turned around, and their eyes and mouths fell open when they recognized him, too.

“Commander…..” Racer exclaimed. “I mean…Captain…..”

Radcliffe had to smile at them. “I’m glad I found you.” He checked each face. 

Besides Racer, Gunnery Sergeant Sam Hughes, Airman Rich Hoskins, Ben Ritchie, Henry Janacek, August Stoval, and both Duran brothers were also here.

There were also four other people from the Lightning Rod crew. None of them had been pilots before, but Ash Walker from maintenance, Rosa Smythe from the enlisted mess kitchens, Vinnie Waterman from the flight mechanical crew, and the medic Bobby Laughlin were all here.

Racer frowned at Radcliffe. “Are you all by yourself, Sir? Where’s the Infinity?”

“I don’t know, Airman….I mean, Gunny.”

She burst into a huge grin at his mistake.

“The ship got hit and then I woke up down the beach over there,” he told her. “I must have gotten thrown out. What about you? How did you get here?” He glanced around. “Do any of you have your birds?”

“We wouldn’t be here if we did,” Walker replied. “We all got shot down.”

“Not shot down, exactly,” Ritchie explained. “The aliens did something to our engines and shut us down. Our birds are all over there, but they’re grounded. We can’t power up.”

“Really?” Radcliffe rubbed his chin. “That’s weird.” 

“We were just going over there, Sir.” Racer pointed to the north. “The Lightning Rod went down over there. We were gonna go over there and see if anyone is still alive.”

Radcliffe brightened up. “She did? Oh. Good idea. I’ll go with you.”

She smiled at him again and they all turned to head up the beach. The pilots talked on the way there.

“Did you see the way those aliens flattened the rebel destroyers?” Ritchie began. “Man, we should have had weapons like that on the loyalist force.”

“We wouldn’t have the Buckingham Palace and all the new fleet ships with us now if we did,” Sean Duran pointed out. 

“We need those ships for after the rebellion is over anyway,” Ezra added. “Once this war ends, we’re gonna need all the ships we can get.”

“I think the war is over, Gunny,” Walker cut in. “The war against the rebels is, anyway. Everyone is gonna have to knuckle down, put their differences aside, and start fighting a brand new war against the aliens now.”

“You’re dead right, Airman,” Radcliffe replied. “I just hope we still have enough ships and firepower left to defend Earth.”

“What are we gonna do if we don’t have the ships and firepower to defend Earth?” Racer asked.

“Then the aliens win and they get to decide what happens to us—which is why we aren’t going to let that happen.”

“How are we gonna stop them when we can’t even get off this beach?” Waterman pointed out. “No one knows where we are, and even if they did, they’d be too busy fighting the aliens to come and get us. It looks an awful lot to me like our war is over either way.”

“You might be right,” Radcliffe told him. “We can only keep doing what’s right in front of us.”

“Did you see where any of the other destroyers went down, Sir?” Janacek asked. “We might be able to connect up with all kinds of people out here.”

“I told you, Airman. I didn’t see a thing,” Radcliffe replied. “I was on the bridge fighting the rebels one minute. The next thing I knew, I was opening my eyes on the beach over there. I have no idea how I even got there.”

Racer turned white. “So….the Infinity is just…gone?”

“I don’t know, Gunny,” Radcliffe repeated. “She could be just fine and flying around out there somewhere.”

“Without a captain,” Laughlin finished. 

Radcliffe had to smile again, but he didn’t say anything. He’d been captain of the Infinity for only a few days and today was the very first time he’d ever flown her.

The group passed around another swell and Racer’s hand shot out. “Look! There’s the Lightning Rod!”

The group charged forward. Radcliffe picked up the pace when he spotted Captain English, his son Andy, and Charlie Frasier standing outside the smashed, blackened hull.

“Captain!!” Racer and the other pilots jumped up and down, waved their arms, and then took off running for the ship. “Captain English!!”

English turned around, and at that moment, a deafening smash sent a shockwave across the landscape. Two ships materialized over the Lightning Rod. 

They seemed to appear out of nowhere, but a slight blur around their hulls at the last possible second indicated that they’d just traveled here at impossible speed.

One was an alien warship with all those strange spikes and weapons sticking out of its outer hull. The other ship was a USF destroyer and the warship plastered the destroyer with one brutal smash after another. 

Radcliffe couldn’t see from here which destroyer it was. It didn’t matter anymore because USF destroyers didn’t stand a chance against these aliens.

USF destroyers couldn’t travel that fast, either. The alien warship must have transported the destroyer here along with itself.

They both appeared directly above the Lightning Rod, but as soon as they got into that position, the warship pounded the destroyer backward across the landscape. 

The alien warship spat some kind of strange glowing white energy weapon. It didn’t crack or fork like lightning. It flowed and streamed like plasma, but it wasn’t plasma. It looked more like liquid light pouring from all the warship’s weapons.

One ear-splitting boom after another ricocheted to the horizon and beyond as the weapon pulverized the destroyer. The energy didn’t look strong enough to do that kind of damage, but it did. 

The warship delivered one crushing strike after another. Each blast slapped the destroyer backward and the ship reeled under every blow.

The ship skidded backward and struggled to correct and stand her ground before another vicious strike knocked her even farther backward.

Radcliffe stood rooted to the spot. Every nerve commanded him to go out there and do something to protect the destroyer from this enemy.

He couldn’t do that, though. He was stuck on the ground without any weapons besides his bare hands.

Brock Eismann and a few other people came out of the Lightning Rod’s crumpled hull to watch. All eyes turned eastward as the warship drove the destroyer away from the beach.

The destroyer fired at the alien ship, but the destroyer’s plasma shots just bounced off the warship and did no damage. Nothing penetrated the warship’s tough exterior.

The destroyer stayed in the air all the way to the eastern horizon. English, Radcliffe, Andy, Racer, and the other pilots stepped forward as the battle got farther away. Radcliffe wanted to see the end even if it went the way he suspected it would go.

The warship hammered the destroyer over a few more low hills and then delivered a brutal takedown by firing straight into the ship’s nose.

The bridge exploded and then the warship unleashed an even more sadistic bombardment that tore the ship apart.

Radcliffe picked up his pace. He wanted to be there when the ship went down. He wanted to help anyone who made it out alive. 

The ship tilted to one side and he burst into a run. He had to cover the landscape as quickly as possible so he would get there in time to save anyone he could.

More explosions went off all over the ship. Radcliffe became aware of people running on both sides of him. He wasn’t alone.

He sprinted into a hollow and raced up the other side. He made it to the top just as the destroyer detonated in midair and plummeted tail downward into the ground. The whole vessel erupted in a blistering fireball. No one could survive that.

He stared at it and then realized in another moment of world-changing clarity that the destroyer had crashed right next to the Buckingham Palace. The Buckingham Palace sat crumpled and partially torched only a few miles from where the other vessel went down.

Radcliffe spotted people huddled behind the Buckingham Palace. They hid behind the wrecked fuselage for protection from the crash, from the fire, and from the aliens.

The aliens didn’t pay any attention to anyone on the ground. The warship hovered in the same place for a second and then zipped away as quickly and as suddenly as it appeared.








  
  
Chapter 4




Racer, her fellow pilots, and a bunch of people from the Lightning Rod charged over to the Buckingham Palace, but Commander Radcliffe got there first.

Racer had to remind herself that he was a captain now. He was Captain Radcliffe even if he didn’t have a ship.

He sprinted around the Buckingham Palace and everyone stopped in front of what was left of the Buckingham Palace crew.

Her new captain, Ted Church, crouched behind the hull with Sergeant Morrison, Lieutenant Rickenbach, Corporal Towne, the younger Dr. Cassidy, and Corporal Norris. They were all alone.

“Ted!” English blurted out. “Are you all right? Where’s the rest of your crew? Did they survive the battle?”

Church stood up slowly, but he barely glanced at English or the others standing around. Church’s eyes wandered out toward the horizon.

He waved the Buckingham Palace and covered his face with his hand to hide his mouth wrenching the wrong way. “The core overloaded and breached when we crashed. If anyone is still in there, they’re dead by now. We’re the only ones who made it out. I tried….” His voice choked and he broke off. 

English laid a hand on Church’s shoulder and squeezed. “All right, Ted. It’s over now. Come back to the Lightning Rod with us—all of you.”

He had to pull Church away from the ship. Church cast backward glances toward the Buckingham Palace. 

He kept trying to turn around so he could go back there, but if the core breached, it would have contaminated the whole ship with toxic plasma. The Buckingham Palace would never fly again.

The group finally got far enough away that he stopped looking. The fallen destroyer kept poofing in flames not far away, but none of the group looked at it again. The group wouldn’t be able to save anyone from that.

Racer fell in behind the four captains: Church, Radcliffe, and both captains English. English and Radcliffe talked on their way back to the Lightning Rod. Radcliffe related how he’d woken up on the beach after the battle. 

“The Lightning Rod still has power and my engineer is trying to carry out repairs,” English told him. “If it works, we might be able to limp to the nearest base or else contact someone about where we are.”

“How did you survive the alien assault?” Radcliffe asked. “They knocked down the Aileron and the Lone Ranger in one hit each.”

English cocked his head. “You remember that? You said you didn’t remember anything after the Infinity getting hit. The Aileron and the Lone Ranger went down after the Infinity went down.”

Radcliffe frowned and scratched his scalp. “Oh, yeah. You’re right. I can’t remember how I knew about that.”

“Anyway, the aliens only clipped us—at first, I mean,” English replied. “We were still airborne for a few minutes afterward. Then they hit us with everything after that to make sure we stayed down.”

Radcliffe faced front. “We could be in trouble with these people—whoever they are.”

“You can say that again,” Andy chimed in.

The conversation died when the group made it back to the Lightning Rod. Everyone split up. English ordered Sergeant Grimes to assign quarters to the Buckingham Palace personnel. Racer and her fellow pilots went to the enlisted mess. They were the only people in there.

She probably should have gone to the officer’s mess. She wasn’t enlisted anymore and hanging out with the other pilots basically constituted fraternization, but she didn’t care.

Hughes and the Duran brothers came, too, and the three of them were all gunnery sergeants now, too.

No one else mentioned it. They just sat down in their places and started lounging around the way they used to when they all belonged to the flight squadron.

“The Lightning Rod feels like a ghost ship with so few people on board,” Janacek pointed out.

“At least you have a ship to go back to,” Hoskins grumbled. “We don’t even have that anymore.”

“It looks like we’ll all be flying on the same wing again,” Racer pointed out.

“We aren’t a wing and we won’t be flying if we can’t get our birds in the air,” Laughlin corrected. “Even if we got them in the air, the enemy would just shut us down again.”

Walker grimaced and looked away. “Here I went to all the trouble of becoming a pilot and I don’t even get to fly. This is just my luck.”

“You’re still a pilot,” Racer told him. “We might not get our birds in the air again, but you’re still a pilot and a damn good one.” She cast her eye around the circle at Smythe, Waterman, and Laughlin. “You all are. One of these days, the Force is gonna need us to fly something. Then we’ll be the ones to defeat this enemy and we’ll be heroes.”

She realized in that moment that everyone in the room was looking at her, including the other three gunnery sergeants and all her old crewmates from Wing 8. They all listened to her.

She looked back down at her plate and forced herself to keep eating. She wasn’t sure she believed her own words, but she sure hoped the others did.

She didn’t want Walker, Waterman, Laughlin, and Smythe to lose hope—not when they’d come so far in such a short time. 

They really impressed her in the training arena. They’d all handled themselves well during the battle to retake Earth.

They’d flown in combat and fought the enemy on their very first day in the air. They’d endured a trial by fire and come through it with flying colors. She couldn’t ask for better than that.

Now the four of them slouched around the enlisted mess shooting the bull with their fellow pilots. The four of them belonged here if anyone did.

She was just wondering when someone would bail her out by breaking the oppressive silence when the door opened and Captain English walked in.

Racer and her fellow pilots fell over themselves trying to stand up. Laughlin accidentally kicked over his chair, tripped on it, and hit the floor.

“Take it easy, Airman,” the captain told him. “As you were, all of you. You don’t have to get up on my account.”

It was too late. The pilots were all already standing up. “Sir……” Racer stammered. “Is there something we can do for you, Sir?”

“I want to talk to you.” He glanced up and down the table at them all. “Captain Radcliffe was just telling me that your birds are grounded down the beach. He says you told him the enemy shut down your birds in mid-flight. Is that true?”

“Yes, Sir,” Hughes replied. “We were all flying together when it happened. Our engines just powered down in midair.”

“But they did it gradually,” Sean corrected. “They didn’t just die cold turkey. They powered down slowly enough for us to land safely….Sir.”

English raised his eyebrows. “Really? So none of you sustained any damage when you landed?”

“I sustained damage in the battle before that happened,” Hoskins added. “But not during the landing, no, Sir.”

“So your birds are all still perfectly intact—all except yours, Hoskins?”

“If by ‘intact’ you mean their engines don’t start, then yeah, they’re intact,” Walker clipped. “They might as well have crashed and burned for all the good they can do us.”

“Not if we can get them running again,” English countered and he turned back to Racer. She couldn’t for the life of her figure out why he was suddenly treating her as being in charge of this group. “I want you all to show Lieutenant Hammil where your birds are so he can take a look at them. If he can get them running again, you can fly back to some USF base, let the Force know where we are, and maybe arrange a liftoff for the rest of us.”

Racer stiffened. “Um….Sir…..maybe Lieutenant Hammil isn’t the best person to send on this job.”

“Why not?” English asked. “He’s the only engineer we have that’s qualified to troubleshoot your birds.”

“He just……” Racer glanced around at the people nearest her. “You see, Sir…..”

“Spit it out, Gunny. If you know some reason Lieutenant Hammil shouldn’t work on your birds, I need to hear it.”

“It isn’t that he shouldn’t work on our birds, Sir. I’m sure he would do fine with that. It’s just….he applied to be a pilot on our new wing. He was on Wing 10….”

“For about half an hour,” Walker interrupted.

English frowned at him and then at Racer. “I don’t understand. What’s the problem?”

“We got out to the arena to practice flying against armed targets,” Smythe explained. “As soon as Gunny Franz turned on the weapons system and started flying through the course, Lieutenant Hammil got cold feet and beat it back to the Lightning Rod. He said he always hated being an engineer, but as soon as the shooting started, he backed out and left.”

“Oh, I get it,” English replied. “In that case, you can go alone, Racer. All I need is for you to show him where the birds are. You don’t all have to go. In fact, none of you needs to interact with Lieutenant Hammil at all. Will that work?”

The other pilots nodded. English told them to carry on and left the mess.

Racer and her fellow pilots collapsed back into their chairs. “Phew!” Laughlin breathed. “I thought he was coming in here to bring the hammer down on one of us.”

“No way,” Ritchie countered. “Captain English is a rock.”

“He’s also damn scary when he gets mad or when someone steps out of line,” Sean pointed out. “If he did come in here to bust one of us, it wouldn’t be pretty.”

“At least we don’t have to face Hammil,” Walker added. “I don’t think I could stomach that.”

“Who would walk away from a training run?” Janacek asked. “Who would walk away from a chance to fly on the fighter wing? There must be something wrong with the guy.”

“I guess not everyone is cut out to be a pilot,” Smythe remarked. “I don’t understand it because I’ve always wanted to be a pilot, but I guess not everyone does.”

“He said he wanted to be one,” Laughlin pointed out. “He said he hated being an engineer, but that’s exactly what he went back to instead of growing a pair and doing the run. It wasn’t like the rest of us weren’t scared, too.”

“You weren’t scared,” Smythe countered. “You were right in there with us on the very first run.”

“I was still scared,” Laughlin told her. “I just didn’t want any of the rest of you to think I was a coward.”

“I was scared,” Waterman growled. “I was shitting myself.”

“But you did it anyway,” Racer told him. “You overcame it and you kicked ass. That’s something to be proud of.”

He smiled at her. “Thanks, Gunny. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”








