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      PENJANI

      
        
        Ace Mechanic and Hunter’s Friend

      

      

      
      My Marrog S52 fighter was a one of a kind, even if only because most other S52s had fallen out of service. They weren’t old enough to be as powerful as ancient craft, but they weren’t new enough to have any recent advances. Which meant most of them were just awkward relics of our darkest times, barely fit to fly.

      But I could still see the potential in mine.

      With a pair of forward-mounted Illan Ianthe rotator cannons I’d bargained for on the side and a single short-range laser I’d reconstructed in my spare time, to say nothing of the attachment brackets for a half dozen missile pods just waiting to be equipped, I knew my Marrog S52 would be well armed, even by the Militia’s standards. And Quatra had some of the best equipped fighters in the gate ring—a point I was keenly aware of as I had helped upgrade most of them.

      The only problem with my Marrog was that it still wasn’t ready to fly. Everything I saw was potential. And that potential wouldn’t be worth a whole lot unless I could get it ready to fight before the Celestial reached Selma IV.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Penjani! Watch out!” called Helmi, my lead wingmate, over the comms as the Fayatt Corporation fighter I’d been lining up behind began a swift pivot on its axis to acquire a targeting lock.

      “I’ve got it!” I called, pulling the triggers for my twin Ianthe cannons. I held my breath for a moment, eagerly expecting the blistering dual fire from the nose of my S52. But instead of their sublime rumble, I only hear a jerking squeal.

      And then my entire targeting system went dead.

      “Oh, come on you piece of—!” I cried, kicking the lower cockpit with my booted foot. The intervention did nothing to advance my goal of bringing the targeting system back online, but it did trigger a cascade that threw off the front port thruster balance, hurling my little Marrog into a sharp spiral.

      “I’m sorry! You know I didn’t mean it!” I pulled on the controls, struggling to counter the erratic spin. Then I pitched my craft forward and hit the main engines, narrowly avoiding the first burst of laser fire from my target, even as Helmi opened fire in return.

      The Fayatt fighter ahead of me erupted into a cloud of debris, spraying my cockpit with shrapnel.

      “Come on, Penjani,” Helmi growled. “I thought you said you had those guns working.”

      “I thought I had,” I countered, turning my attention to the last of the fighters Wing Two was mopping up. It appeared we’d finished with most of them and hadn’t yet lost a pilot.

      It was almost too easy.

      “Another wave, coming in!” our squadron leader, Barret, called. “Reform your flights!”

      “What? More of them?” Helmi muttered to our flight as I spun my fighter around to fall in beside his and caught a glimpse of the distant Fayatt battleships spewing more fighters.

      “But that doesn’t make sense,” I murmured. “I thought we’d already finished their fighters. Those are only fifth-rate battleships. They shouldn’t have more than a couple of squadrons.”

      Even as I spoke, though, squadrons continued to stream from the battleships.

      “Oh, we have a lot more than that,” Helmi answered. “Tuck in and let’s go!”

      “Helmi, your flight takes point!” Barret called, directing us to the head of the squadron even as the other squadrons in Wing Two formed up to either side. I hit the engines hard, launching forward behind Helmi, though I was still struggling with the erratic port thruster.

      And then the oncoming fighters opened fire.

      “Come on, we can do this,” I muttered to my Marrog S52, stroking it gently in the hopes of coaxing out a little more control. “I know you’re not ready, but I’m going to fix that. Just work with me here.”

      “Evasive action!” Helmi called and the four fighters in our flight scattered in a starburst spiral.

      Well, the other three did, at least.

      My forward port thruster seized just as I was leaning on it to initiate my spiral, and an instant later my canopy glowed bright as oncoming laser fire lit up my cockpit.

      “Congratulations, Penjani, you’re dead,” Barret said over the private comms.

      It didn’t help that I was the first one out of the simulation. In a rare moment of volatility, I slammed one fist on the console in front of me, venting the frustration I’d been feeling during the whole training.

      Of course, that just made the upper console cluster fall off, landing heavily in my lap.

      Biting back a bitter laugh, I expressed my vexation with a sigh instead and then turned to the task of putting my battered fighter back together again.
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        * * *

      

      I had been so nervous a couple of rotas before when Quatra had called me to her office aboard the Celestial. We were on course for Selma IV, where we’d be facing off against Fayatt Corporation to reach the Selma IV Gate so we could broadcast Hunter’s message. Everyone aboard expected a fight, and I’d been working frantically in my spare time to prep my salvaged Marrog so I could be a part of the action. But I was sure Quatra would tell me I couldn’t fly.

      And I knew she was probably right. I was one of the few people aboard the Celestial who’d been working on that ancient starship since Quatra began refitting it. I’d even been a part of the original salvage crew she’d dispatched to bring it back.

      That was when I first met Hunter and Katherine.

      I don’t think he even remembered me almost a rev later when I helped mount weapons on his Civilization shuttle. But I certainly remembered him. And the time I had spent working with him to upgrade the Dagger was the biggest reason I wanted to fly for the Selma III Independent Militia—because I believed in Hunter and the stories he’d brought back about Civilization. We just had to get past Fayatt Corporation so we could broadcast those stories to the rest of the ring.

      Except now Quatra was going to tell me I couldn’t fly because I was too valuable as an engineer.

      The doors to Quatra’s office opened and she glanced up at me from behind her desk. She smiled in greeting and gestured for me to sit across from her. I strode forward, already steeling myself for a fight.

      “I gather you spoke with Hunter recently,” Quatra said in that characteristic way she has of circling around a subject before she strikes.

      I nodded. “I showed him my fighter. I was sorry to hear he’d turned down the position of wing commander.”

      The soft smile on Quatra’s lips curled further to one side. “I must assume then that however you expressed your remorse, it was rather persuasive.” Before I could frown in confusion, she explained, “He came to me last night and announced he’d accept the command—on one condition.”

      I blinked, surprised Hunter had changed his mind after our conversation on the flight deck the rota before. But then I sighed, realizing what his condition had to be. “I can’t fly, can I?”

      Quatra cocked her head to the side in a moment of surprise, then her smile broadened. “Actually, quite the opposite. He insisted I assign you to his wing. So, I think it’s time to ensure that salvaged Marrog fighter of yours is ready to fly.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m not sure how, but in the face of that unexpected news, I managed to maintain as much decorum as should be expected for a meeting with my boss—at least until the door closed behind me.

      I almost ran down to section forty-three to tell Arlen, my closest friend aboard the Celestial. He was in the middle of his shift, and I shouldn’t have bothered him, but I was just too excited. Besides, anyone who’d been in the ship’s maintenance and engineering crew for longer than a couple subrevs knew I’d been working on my Marrog in the hopes of joining the Celestial’s defense wings.

      “Arlen!” I shouted as I raced into the main section hub. “I’m in!”

      A loud thump and a few muffled curses told me where he was working. A moment later his grime-smudged face appeared, his hair just as tousled as usual. But he was grinning.

      “You’re kidding,” he shot back.

      I shook my head, unable to contain my beaming smile. “I just heard it from Quatra herself. I’m in Hunter’s wing! I mean, assuming I can get my S52 ready, of course.”

      “Then what are you doing here?” Arlen cried, his grin almost as large as my own. “You have more important things to be working on!” He glanced back into the narrow access way he’d half crawled out of. “Tell you what—I’ve got another couple chrons of work left here, but I’ll meet you in the fighter bay as soon as I’m done!”

      I dipped my head so I could peer at the power relays he’d been working on. “Just don’t forget to disconnect the auxiliary buffer before you try to polarize those circuits,” I added.

      He gave me an unimpressed stare. “Gee, I’m so glad you were here to remind me,” he droned, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “I’ve only done five hundred of the things so far. Whatever would I do without you to watch over me?”

      I flashed him another grin. “You know you’d still be fixing farm equipment if I hadn’t recommended you for this job!”

      “Ha!” he scoffed. “I always figured I earned this position despite your recommendation.” Then he shot me a quick wink. “Now stop wasting time. You have a fighter to finish!” He started to scramble back into the access way. “I’ll join you in a couple chrons!”

      Well, it was closer to four chrons by the time he made it down to fighter bay seven, but I didn’t hassle him too much for it. He was taking his precious spare time to help me after all.

      As soon as he arrived, I shifted from working on the forward targeting array and moved to the more complicated main power distributors, which I knew would go faster with two of us troubleshooting it.

      “And you’re really going to be flying with Hunter?” he asked while we were each neck deep in the underbelly of the S52, adjusting the feed rate between the two distributors.

      “Yeah—hold on, not quite so tight. Back it off a little. There. I mean, I’ll be in his wing. I haven’t gotten the squadron assignments yet.”

      “But you’ll be flying with the Hunter. The whole reason we’re out here! That’s almost enough to make me jealous.”

      I shrugged, then winced as I banged my collarbone against one of the starboard lateral struts in the process. “I guess. He’s just a guy though. I told you I met him when we first went out to collect the Celestial.”

      “Yeah, but he wasn’t the Hunter then.”

      I laughed. “Well, you weren’t even part of Quatra’s crew until she began hiring teams to put the Celestial back together.”

      “Hey!” he snapped, fighting back a laugh. “That still gives me seniority over half the people on this ship! Oh! Watch the bolt. Anyway, when do you need to be ready to fly?”

      “I don’t know. I assume we’ll have some training runs coming up soon, but hopefully I’ll be able to get by with just the electronics functioning for the first few.”

      “Uh huh. You’d better hope so,” Arlen added. “Because I think it’s going to take you more than a few more rotas to get the mechanicals on this thing ready.”

      “Yeah, I know. But at least I have you to help, right?”

      Arlen scoffed again. “Only so long as I don’t have to do any flying, simulated or otherwise.”
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        * * *

      

      When Hunter called for a second training simulation the rota after our first, I was eager to do better than I had before. I even did a last subchron check of my fighter’s power systems to ensure they’d be up to the task.

      “Wing Two, we’re tasked with countering any Fayatt fighters coming after the Celestial,” Hunter announced, starting the simulation. “Your squadrons have their orders.”

      “Squadron Three, we’re on standby,” Barret said. “As soon as one of the other squadrons needs support, that’s where we’ll head.”

      I frowned, thinking it seemed like a strange assignment for an entire squadron, but I didn’t question the orders. I just fell in behind Helmi and the rest of our flight as we watched the first small wave of fighters advance from the opposing Fayatt ships. There was only a single small battleship this time, supported by a couple of cruisers and some destroyers. By the looks of them, the Celestial’s new guns would be more than a match for the entire fleet.

      We watched as the few opposing fighters were quickly swarmed by the other squadrons from Wing Two, while Wing One advanced on the Fayatt destroyers and the Celestial began bombarding the lone battleship. Small glittering flashes lit up the sky, creating a sharp contrast to Selma IV’s night side to our flank and the distant glow of the Selma IV Gate itself. But for a moment, it almost looked like it would be a dull simulation for Squadron Three.

      Of course, that didn’t last for long.

      “They’ve got orbital defenses!” came a warning across the comms from the Celestial, even as a brilliant blast shot past us and collided with the Celestial’s hull.

      “I thought those things were shut down!” cried Domas, another pilot in my flight.

      “I guess not,” Helmi answered even as squadron leader Barret issued us new orders.

      “Squadron Three, we need to shut down those orbital batteries! Flights One and Two, take the closest platform. Flights Three and Four, you have the next platform!”

      With new orders in place, we accelerated away from the Celestial and the frantic action in the distance, streaking toward the orbital batteries.

      “Watch out!” Helmi called. “They have more fighters here!”

      “On it,” I answered, following his elaborate spin as we dove in toward the little cluster of fighters guarding the orbital platform.

      “It’s firing!” Domas called, and we all rushed to calculate its firing arc to ensure we weren’t within it. Then we fell upon the fighters, spinning and twirling. I grinned as my twin Ianthes responded as they should, tearing through the first target I gave them.

      “Time to hit that platform!” Helmi called. “Domas and Van Rogh, watch the fighters. Penjani, on me!”

      I spiraled around his fighter, continuing to spin so I could pulse my Ianthes at the enemy fighters behind us until we were almost within range of the platform, then I spun around to get a solid targeting lock.

      And just as my starboard thrusters stabilized my S52’s spin, I heard a loud crash from behind me and the cockpit began to fill with smoke. Coughing, I whipped my neck around to the power compartment behind me and the source of the noise became immediately apparent.

      I’d just blown a power regulator for the main engines, leaving my craft with nothing but its thrusters for propulsion.

      Stifling a groan, I turned back around, sure I could at least complete the attack run with my thrusters.

      “Watch out!” Helmi called. “The platform is firing again!”

      I didn’t need to calculate a firing arc this time—I was staring straight down the barrel of the massive particle cannon. And without my fighter’s main engines, I had no hope of altering my course in time.

      “Not again,” I muttered just before my cockpit flashed and all my systems switched to standby as I was knocked from the simulation.
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        * * *

      

      After the fight I was feeling more than a little demoralized. And I wasn’t the only one. The orbital batteries had continued to tear through Wing Two, eventually destroying the Celestial before we could shut them down.

      But at least I was looking forward to Hunter’s debriefing, because I was sure he’d manage to inspire us once again. Instead, immediately after the simulation ended, we broke into squadrons for the debriefing. Fortunately, I knew squadron leader Barret. She’d been with Quatra’s outfit for even longer than I had, flying support and protection for plenty of Quatra’s most valuable shipments. And from what I’d heard, she got her start flying with a corporate fleet long before that. She was strict and she was hardened, but she knew what she was doing.

      And she wasn’t happy.

      I’m not sure how long I expected our second debriefing to last, but it was late that evening before we finally let out, far later than I’d even imagined. And however upset I was at my own performance, I knew some of it was because my S52 wasn’t finished, which meant during the entire debriefing I was running checklists in my head of the components I needed to have ready before the next simulation.

      By the time I finally made it back to fighter bay seven, I was exhausted. But there wasn’t time to sleep. I still had work to do. About the only bright star that evening was Arlen, who was already waiting for me when I arrived.

      He flashed me a warm smile, but I could see it in his eyes. He’d already heard how the training had gone.

      “I’m surprised you’re still awake,” I teased, not even slowing stride as I grabbed a bag of tools and slid myself under the Marrog’s frame.

      “Ha! So says the girl who hasn’t slept in how long now?” he tossed back, dropping to the deck and sliding in beside me.

      “Egh. I’ll sleep when I’m—Hey! Have you been messing with my ship?”

      “Yeah. I got bored waiting for you, so I went ahead and reinstalled the lower power relays. I thought you’d be back here ages ago. Got held up in your debriefing, I assume?”

      “Yeah. And thanks.” I started to work on the secondary power systems, which could be recalibrated now that Arlen had installed the lower relays.

      “Oh, come on. It couldn’t have really been that bad,” Arlen added when I didn’t elaborate.

      I’d have shot him a glare if I hadn’t been supporting a decoupled power connection with my forehead. “I was the first one out again.”

      “Well, yeah. But someone had to be. Besides! You had some nice bits of flying before that.”

      I almost dropped the entire power connection as I spun on him. “You were watching?” I shouted.

      He offered a little shrug, refusing to meet my eyes as he busied himself on the other side of the ship. “I mean, a few of us were while we worked. Technically it was only supposed to be those on the fighter repair staff who would need to do tune-ups on the fighters in the future, but we wanted to cheer you on. You know, in spirit.”

      I groaned. Something about the idea of having made a fool of myself in front of not just Arlen but more of the engineering crew as well didn’t make me feel any better about the whole affair. So, I quickly finished the secondary system recalibration and moved to inspecting the connection feeds on the engine regulator that had failed on me during the last simulation.

      I groaned as I realized how bad it was. “This power regulator is completely blown.”

      “Yeah, we noticed that. Might be an upstream problem with the battery terminals though.”

      “Could be. But I’d better start by just trading the regulator out.”

      “Here! I’ll get you one.” Arlen shimmied out from under the fighter and then returned a moment later with the piece I needed. I accepted it without a word and then turned to exchanging it for the damaged one.

      “So…” Arlen started cheerfully, probably trying to spread the condition. “At least you got to fly with the legendary Hunter, right?”

      I groaned. “No. He was just watching.”

      “Well, I mean, that’s fine. Isn’t it? So, what’s really bothering you?”

      I sighed. Arlen knew me well, which meant he had an annoying ability to read me. “I don’t know,” I replied, stalling the inevitable. “I just…” I shrugged and let the sentence die, focusing on the work overhead.

      “Uh huh. I’ll check the cockpit.” He vanished and I heard him scrambling up into the cockpit above me. “Oh! I see power up here!”

      Finally, something was going my way. I pulled myself out from under the Marrog and stood, hopping up to lean over his shoulder and confirm everything was working as it should be.

      Arlen shifted out of my way with a knowing grin. “So? Why did it upset you?”

      I groaned. “Because of the way some of the other pilots talked about Hunter in the debriefing. It was like I was the only one there who’d seen him fly. They just thought he’d come in and demanded Quatra let him take over. I guess a bunch of the experienced pilots are upset Barret didn’t get command of the entire wing. They kept saying she’s a more experienced pilot and knows the region better than he does.”

      Arlen eyed me for a moment, his brows knitting together in confusion. “But you know that’s not true.”

      “Yeah, but it didn’t matter what I tried to say, they just didn’t listen to me. To them I’m just a dumb mechanic who wants to fly. And then I was the first one to get killed in our first training exercise.” I sighed. “And the second.” I sighed again. “I don’t know. I’m sure I can do better. I’m just not sure how.”

      Arlen gave me an encouraging smile, then a rough punch on the shoulder. “I’d start by scrapping this rusty thing!” he said, knocking on the edge of my S52’s cockpit. But when I gave him a stern glare, he threw both hands up, warding away the attack. “You know I’m only kidding! We just need to get it fixed up so you can show everyone what you two can do!”

      I nodded, comforted by his silly joke. But at the same time, I had another idea of what to do.
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        * * *

      

      I found Hunter in a small office set off the flight deck of fighter bay three, sitting hunched over a pair of displays. To one side sat a third display replaying the last training from multiple viewpoints. But the two displays in front of Hunter were filled with layers of Wing Two management files.

      I’d never considered that being a wing commander would come with so much paperwork.

      Judging from the expression on Hunter’s face, he hadn’t either.

      He glanced up when I lingered in the doorway, then turned to face me. “What do you need?”

      I paused, suddenly unsure whether I should be interrupting him. But since I’d already done so, I figured I should just plow on ahead. “I want to be a better pilot.”

      “That’s why we’re running training scenarios,” he replied, turning back to the paperwork.

      “They’re not helping me,” I countered, stepping into the small space. “I’ve been the first one to die in both of the trainings so far. But I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.”

      Hunter glanced at me then turned back to his displays. “Sounds like you need more practice.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I just stood there staring at him. He didn’t look happy. He didn’t even look like himself. His shoulders were rounded forward as though he were trying to carry the entire weight of the wing, and a less than half-eaten meal off to one side suggested he hadn’t been taking care of himself.

      He finally realized I was still standing there, and he turned back to me with an aggravated scowl.

      “Can I ask you an honest question?” I interrupted before he could say anything.

      He just grunted.

      “Why aren’t you flying with us? I thought you said you wanted to lead from the front.”

      His aggravated scowl turned into a snarl. “Because I already know how to fly.”

      “Of course, I know that. But I just mean that…” I wanted to tell him about the other pilots, about the grumbling I’d been hearing in the debriefings. But I didn’t know how. So instead, I ended with a lame, “I just want to know how you do it.”

      Hunter’s snarl softened and he turned away. “I have good hardware,” he replied, tapping a synthetic finger against the side of his head. “So, if you have any hope of passing your final qualification run, you’d better get that fighter of yours in shape.”
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        * * *

      

      “Penjani, keep your wing steady!”

      I pulled on the controls, trying to compensate for the venting engine coolant that was acting like a thruster and threatening to throw me into a spiral if I let it. Instead, my S52 continued to wobble a bit, though at least I managed to decrease the magnitude of each oscillation.

      “You heard our orders, Squadron Three!” Barret called over the channel. “Take them by flights!” She continued issuing orders for each of the flights in Squadron Three, splitting us apart to drive in toward the oncoming fighters. Within moments we were back into the fray, tumbling and twirling in a frenetic flow of action. I struggled to keep up with Helmi as he pulled elaborate loops and then picked off one of the two Fayatt fighters that had fallen in behind me.

      “You’ve got to watch your back!” he snapped.

      “I know, I know,” I replied, feeling my aggravation mount because so much of my attention was being spent on just flying straight due to the leaking coolant.

      But at least I was still flying. And that was something.

      When another pair of Fayatt fighters came in for targeting locks, I pushed hard to the port, then jerked away, letting the leaking exhaust spiral me into an intricate tumble like the ones I’d seen Hunter do in the Dagger.

      Of course, the intense inertial forces from the move made me regret it immediately, but only a michron later, a pair of unidirectional missiles sailed past my prior position. And then I was scrambling at the controls to reorient myself, pulling a targeting lock on the closest of the two oncoming fighters. As soon as I heard my locking tone, I launched a pair of missiles myself, and was rewarded an instant later with a brilliant detonation as one of my missiles struck. The resulting explosion not only destroyed the fighter I’d hit, but threw the other off course, spiraling out of the fight from a mangled thruster.

      Imagine that. Two fighters down and it was just the first time I’d fired my missiles.

      Granted, my exultation was short-lived.

      “You’d better save those missiles!” Helmi snapped. “And you’re better off launching one at a time—we have a long fight ahead of us.”

      Rather than snap back the first response that came to mind, I just nodded, knowing he couldn’t see the gesture. He was right, of course. We did have a long fight, and if it dragged out too long, I might well wish I still had a spare missile. But that wasn’t really the point. I was frustrated because he wasn’t giving me any congratulations at all.

      The truth is, I was just happy to have made it so far without having lost my fighter. Again. So, if it meant I used unnecessary force to confirm a kill in the simulation, I wasn’t upset by that.

      At least, until the simulated fight really did run long.

      Around the two chron mark, we were still holding our own, clearing the small waves of fighters that the simulated enemy fleet kept throwing at us without too many losses. But at three chrons into the fight, things took a turn for the worse.

      “Squadron Three, new orders,” Barret called. “We have to protect the torpedo ships in Wing One! Break out by flight!” As Barret continued reeling through the flights in Squadron Three, I pulled my attention away for a moment to take in the overall positioning of our fleet. Wing Two had slowly advanced ahead of the Celestial and Wing One, and I now realized how much of a pounding Wing One’s torpedo ships had taken. There weren’t many of them left, nor were there many of the heavy fighters that Wing One had been using to protect the torpedo ships.

      I swept my Marrog around, falling into a position off Helmi’s wing, and the flight raced back to our new positions, ready to shift to an interception role. But we still weren’t in position when we finally had our surprise of the simulation.

      “Whoa! Where’d those torpedoes come from!” Helmi cried.

      There were dozens, maybe even hundreds of them, and they’d all appeared just ahead of the enemy fleet, from torpedo ships we couldn’t even see. Worse still, every last torpedo was on a direct course for the Celestial.

      “All flights intercept!” Barret cried, scrambling to flag torpedoes for each flight, even as other squadron leaders did the same for their own flights. “Launch every missile you have left!”

      Helmi didn’t say a word as I launched the single missile I still had, but I noticed that he launched three.

      The remaining heavy fighters in Wing One opened fire as well, and they carried more missiles than did most of the fighters in Wing Two. But even as the front wave of torpedoes began to detonate from the counter missiles, it became clear it wouldn’t be enough.

      There were too many torpedoes.

      Wing One launched another volley, destroying another forward tip of the torpedo wave, but then another full wave of torpedoes appeared behind them.

      “Where are they coming from?” Domas cried.

      “All fighters, engage with direct fire!” Barret ordered. “We can’t let those torpedoes reach the Celestial!”

      I spun my fighter around, angling for a direct run on the closest torpedoes Barret had flagged for my flight. They were moving quickly, so it wouldn’t take long to reach them.

      And by the same logic, it would be hard to catch them once they passed us.

      I began firing my twin Ianthes as soon as they showed full power. I didn’t even bother waiting for the targeting lock because the cannons would need another moment, what with the various incompatibilities I’d had to work through to get them mounted at all. Sure enough, it was a solid three michron delay before my fighter began to shudder from the twins sustained fire, and then ahead of me an explosion marked my hits.

      One torpedo down.

      Two more joined it a moment later, thanks to the others in my flight. And stretching to either side of the battlefield more detonations marked the same from the other flights in Wing Two, all scrambling in a desperate rush to stop the oncoming torpedoes.

      And then I spun my fighter around, hitting the thrusters and main engine hard to decelerate before the remaining torpedoes went rushing past. But it was too late. I didn’t have the power to decelerate fast enough. They were going to sweep right past.

      And then the leaking engine coolant finally blew its valve assembly.

      My little Marrog fighter hurtled off course before I could catch it, just in time to collide with the first of the torpedoes rushing past us.

      The lights in my cockpit flashed, powering down to marked me as destroyed. But I didn’t have long to curse my ship. Within another few subchrons the remaining torpedoes swept into the simulated Celestial, colliding with its already weakened hull. The ship was lost with all hands.

      We had failed again.

      I suppose my only consolation was that I received credit for stopping three torpedoes in the simulation, while everyone else in my flight only had two.
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        * * *

      

      The next simulation wasn’t much better.

      “Come on!” Helmi cried. “We almost have them this time!”

      We were facing a small fleet of Fayatt ships positioned between us and the Selma IV Gate. And there had only been one wave of fighters this time. At least, that’s what we’d thought.

      “Squadron Three, watch out! There are more ships arriving behind us!”

      I craned my head around after Barret’s warning and spotted a pair of battlecarriers, each carrying as many fighters as the Celestial or more. But they weren’t Fayatt ships.

      They were Maunhouser.

      “Maybe they’ve come to back us up,” Helmi suggested.

      But I knew better. “We have to stop those ships before they launch their fighters!”

      “What? Why?” Domas answered.

      “Because they’re Maunhouser! Do you really think Hunter would give us Maunhouser allies in a training like this?”

      Almost as though to mark my words, the closest of the battlecarriers opened fire on the rear of the Celestial.

      “Squadron Three, we’re the closest fighters. We need to buy time for Wing One to reposition.”

      “We’re on it!” Helmi answered, relaying orders to the rest of the flight.

      Of course, as soon as we wheeled, the carriers launched fighters. A lot of them. I began targeting as many as I could with my twin Ianthes while pulsing the short-range laser. We kept on against overwhelming odds, and my fight became more difficult when the short-range laser stopped working on me. But I wasn’t the first one out.

      And that kept me going.

      At least until my primary battery power stabilizer failed, and the secondary system didn’t handover correctly. Within instants my entire fighter was flying dead. And within moments I was out.

      The next training simulation, we finally managed to cripple the Fayatt fleet, giving the Celestial enough time to reach the Selma IV Gate. And as soon as it was within broadcasting range, the gate opened for an Oversight battleship, one of their ancient flagships. The fight didn’t last long after that. And when the primary relay for my maneuvering thrusters came loose, I didn’t last long either.

      After that we had what looked like it should be an easy training, facing off against a single carrier in orbit of Selma IV without any lunar cannons or orbital batteries. We crippled the fighters, checked for hidden weapons, ensured the gate wasn’t spewing new warships, and then finally thought we might actually beat the simulation.

      That was when gigantic creatures attacked us from the moon. A whole swarm of the things came flying into space on massive wings, chasing after fighters and assault craft alike with wicked teeth and outstretched talons. They tore through us as though we had no armor—which, in the case of my Marrog’s rear quarter, was exactly what I had after my maneuvering knocked it loose. One of the beasts caught my S52 in its mouth, tearing at the ship with its claws before swallowing my cockpit whole.

      Even worse than the debilitating defeats was the snickering in the debriefings afterward as some of the other pilots began speculating about the next “insane surprise.” Helmi even went as far as to suggest Hunter was trying to get us all killed intentionally because he couldn’t handle the pressure of commanding a wing. And while during the first few debriefings, squadron leader Barret had severely scolded anyone making suggestions even half as terrible as Helmi’s, now she remained silent, her face impassive.

      And in her silence was implicit agreement.

      Looking back on it later, I realized part of the problem was how the pilots had been divided between the two wings. Most of the inexperienced pilots had been drafted into Greene’s Wing One. I’m sure Quatra thought this would help Hunter by stocking his Wing Two with pilots who already had more experience and training. But what it really meant was that Greene’s wing was filled with pilots who had joined the Independent Militia after they’d heard about Hunter from Quatra in CUMA, while Wing Two had more of Quatra’s original escort fighters—former freelancers and mercenaries who were just there for the money and might not have even believed the stories Hunter brought back about Civilization.

      But at the time I just knew that

      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Join My Email List!
      


      		
        The 28th Gate
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Book III – Early Maunhouser War
        
          		
            Episode 7
          


          		
            Episode 8
          


          		
            Episode 9
          


        


      


      		
        Book IV – Late Maunhouser War
        
          		
            Episode 10
          


          		
            Episode 11
          


          		
            Episode 12
          


        


      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        Also By Christopher C. Dimond
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Complete Series Dedication
      


      		
        Bonus Scene
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-28th-gate-v8.jpg






