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      After a tough battle against the Raggers over planet Glesia, the spoils of war dangle in front of the bloodied allied fleet – in sight, but just out of reach.

      The wreck of a Sekar battleship and the intel contained within a subsurface alien facility could affect the outcome of a war which has so far claimed billions of lives. However, while the Raggers are defeated, they are not destroyed, and they are unwilling to give up the prize.

      What starts as a hard fight to claim invaluable alien tech turns into something with far higher stakes. The crashed battleship is called Nullifier and its control entity promises many things. Captains Jake Griffin and Tanner Conway will soon find that this mysterious craft has a mission of its own. A mission that requires a replacement for its dead crew.

      From the ice storms of Glesia to a planet in the throes of cataclysmic violence, the Nullifier takes Griffin and Conway on a journey where they will learn the history of a long-dead alien race and find that ancient threats still exist.

      Overcoming this new challenge will bring rewards unimagined and a chance to hold back the Sekar tide for a little longer. Beating the odds has never seemed harder or more important for humanity’s survival…

      Nullifier is a fast-paced military sci-fi shooter filled with spaceships, guns, tech and warfare. It follows on from book 5 in the Fire and Rust Series: Refuge 9.
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      The troop transport Iron Cell fell through the ice storm like it was in freefall. Only the boom of its laboring propulsion and the controlled rotation of its hull gave away the fact that it was under pilot control. Above and to either side, warships from the Unity League and Fangrin navies accompanied the Iron Cell. These warships remained as close as they dared, sheltering the transport with their plates of thick alloy armor.

      Finding no respite from the howling winds, the transport set down on the hard-frozen ground with an impact that almost buckled its landing legs and tested the life support units to the limit.

      Within a second of touchdown, three alloy ramps fell outwards from their positions forward and on both flanks. The ramps smashed against the ground, splintering rock and ice.

      Hardly a moment passed and then soldiers spilled from the interior – hundreds of them, human and Fangrin alike, their combat suits protecting them from the subzero temperatures of the planet Glesia. The storm wasn’t kind and it pelted the troops with tiny shards of rock-hard ice, which cascaded against their suits with the sound of hailstones against a glass roof.

      Minutes went by during which the soldiers fought their way across the surface. The ground underfoot was a broken mix of rough stone and grit-riven ice, which added to the hardship. Each man and woman carried a full loadout, but guns and explosives were no use against the unchained wrath of nature.

      Their destination wasn’t far from the transport. A Sekar battleship lay in a crater of its own making, its nearest flank less than three hundred meters from the Iron Cell. The warship loomed above everything. At four thousand meters from nose to tail, much of it was hidden by the darkness and the storms. Even the upper reaches of it were glimpsed only faintly when chance brought a thinning of the ice. The image enhancers in a combat suit could work in near zero-light conditions, but they had no ability to penetrate the worst which Glesia offered.

      The vast battleship was an enigma and one which this deployment aimed to solve. Under guidance from their senior officers, the soldiers hunted for a way inside.

      Five klicks from the Iron Cell, a similar story took place involving a second, smaller transport. This transport didn’t have a name and, though it carried fewer troops, it was afforded the same protection from what remained of Attack Fleet 1 as it came in to land.

      The soldiers onboard – four hundred in total – exited the spaceship and moved to secure the ruins of a stone-block building which was the single known entry point for the Ravok Refuge 9 subsurface facility.

      Up in space, a Ragger fleet watched with motives unclear. This was a tense time for everyone.
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      Captain Jake Griffin held the heavy cruiser Broadsword steady. He knew the storms outside were battering the hull, but their fury wasn’t enough to budge a few million tons of military grade alloy. Here, in the dull blue-white light and the crisp, metallic-scented air of the warship’s bridge, he felt and heard nothing of the conditions outside.

      None of this meant he or his crew were unaffected. The ice and darkness conspired to limit visibility significantly and Griffin was nervous.

      “Anything new on the battle network?” he asked.

      “Negative, sir,” said Lieutenant Harry Kenyon, the Broadsword’s primary comms officer. “Everyone’s watching and waiting.”

      “Sensors?”

      “Another negative, sir,” said Lieutenant Cassie Dominguez. “The closest known Ragger ship is at one million klicks.”

      “That’s the problem right there,” said Griffin, his eyes darting over the data streaming across the many screens of his command console. “We have known enemy ships and we have unknown ones as well.”

      “We’re here to prevent the Raggers attempting any monkey business, sir,” said Dominguez.

      Griffin’s shoulders, arms and hands ached from his too-hard grip on the control bars. This had been a long shift and he’d been forced into taking a stim shot to keep himself alert. The drugs were wearing off and he didn’t want to inject again if he could avoid it. He felt cold despite the protection of his flight suit and his mouth was dry.

      “How are the negotiations proceeding?” asked Griffin.

      “I’m not party to the conversation, sir,” said Kenyon.

      “However…?”

      “I’ve been pressing the comms team on the Revingol. Apparently, Hass-Tei-112 has been only too-willing to talk with Admiral Yeringar.”

      “Any specifics?”

      “No, sir. Only that it’s happening.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good or a bad sign,” said Griffin. “I’ve had enough of Hass-Tei-112 and I’ve had enough of the Raggers.”

      “We have ninety ships on full alert, sir,” said Lieutenant Brandy Shelton. “We’re watching the Raggers closely.”

      “Have any more of the enemy ships dropped out of sensor sight?”

      “Only the two we already know about.”

      Griffin swore. After the allied and Ragger fleets were expelled from the Refuge 9 tharniol sphere, the conflict had been short and brutal. Now, the two sides were at a standoff. Attack Fleet 1 had a numerical advantage as well as de facto control over the crashed Sekar warship and the entry point to the Refuge 9 facility. Meanwhile, the Raggers had stealth-equipped warships and they didn’t seem inclined to leave the vicinity of Glesia while the spoils of war were still seemingly up for grabs.

      It left a short, perhaps illusionary, window of opportunity for the allied fleet to extract useful intel from Refuge 9 and maybe – just maybe – make off with some Sekar hardware.

      In Griffin’s mind, the Raggers couldn’t afford to let either happen. The so-called truce had fallen apart like a cheap suit and Admiral Yeringar was likely doing whatever he could to patch things up. Griffin had issued a hastily composed interim mission report, which contained plenty of opinions about the trustworthiness of Hass-Tei-112. Hopefully, Admiral Yeringar was paying heed to the warnings it contained.

      “The closest suspected Ragger planet is two days at high lightspeed from here,” said Kenyon, repeating what Griffin already knew. “An FTL comm travels faster than a warship. Assuming Hass-Tei-112 requested backup already, we might be looking at thirty-six hours before the Raggers arrive with too many warships for us to handle.”

      “That’s if they weren’t already in flight,” said Griffin.

      He’d talked through the scenarios with his crew. The most superficially sensible course of action was to hit Refuge 9 with a dozen nuclear warheads and to destroy the wrecked Sekar battleship by detonating several tharniol drives in the vicinity. The latter would require the sacrifice of a few light cruisers, making it a costly exercise.

      The fact that dialogue was ongoing suggested that Admiral Yeringar hoped to get something from the situation - either because he was a statesman or a born gambler.

      “If he’s a gambler, he’s playing a high-stakes game with a snake,” said Griffin. “I only hope Admiral Yeringar learns quickly what he’s dealing with.”

      “We know him, sir,” said Dominguez. “I reckon this is in good hands.”

      So did Griffin. That didn’t mean a positive outcome was assured - even the best gamblers could screw things up. Or maybe Yeringar wasn’t a gambler at all, in which case Griffin expected an order to come for the deployment of nukes into Refuge 9.

      “If all sixty of those Ragger ships activated their stealth modules and came at us, we’d be in the crap,” said Shelton.

      “They have to fly into this storm,” said Griffin. “That means both of us are fighting blind and I reckon we’re better at it than they are. If visibility was good, they’d already be among us.”

      “This really is a stalemate,” said Lieutenant Effie Jackson. “Strange how both sides want the same thing from Glesia.”

      “The Raggers are too arrogant to share,” said Griffin. “Maybe not all of them, but Hass-Tei-112 is the one we’re dealing with and he doesn’t want to budge.”

      Griffin had fought the Raggers before, but not enough that he could make a good guess at how their high command would react to circumstance. Given time, he would have questioned Captain Isental on the Gradior about it. Perhaps the most senior Raggers acted however they wanted, like semi-governed warlords seeking to prove themselves greater than their peers. At a time like this it would have been useful to understand their motives. The Fangrin and Raggers had been fighting for years and Griffin expected Admiral Yeringar had a much better handle on the enemy.

      He stifled a sigh. “Are we any closer to finding out what material the Sekar built that ship out of?”

      “No, sir,” said Dominguez. “Our sensors and the Fangrin sensors are turning up a whole lot of nulls. I’ve compared our data to what the Gradior is gathering and I’m still none the wiser.”

      “We shouldn’t be reading nulls,” said Shelton. “Because our sensor tech recognizes every known substance. Those we can’t recognize should turn up a best guess based on the weight and composition. Nulls aren’t cool.”

      “A few of Colonel Thornton’s men are carrying sample scrapers,” said Dominguez. “They might get us something to work on.”

      Griffin stared at the sensor feed of tiny figures laboring through atrocious conditions. The first of the troops were almost at the battleship. Somehow, he didn’t think the handhelds would unearth anything new or interesting. The Sekar were different and their existence had thrown the scientific community into complete disarray. It didn’t help that nobody had any tissue samples to study.

      “Any news from the Revingol?” Griffin said, aware he’d asked the same thing only a couple of minutes ago.

      “Still nothing, sir.”

      “Damn, I don’t like this.”

      “I think the important question is this,” Kroll began. “At what moment in our ground operations will the Raggers be forced to act, assuming they have no intent to negotiate?”

      “However deep Refuge 9 goes, the Raggers probably have a weapon which can reach that far,” said Griffin. “When it comes to the Sekar ship, we don’t know how much intel they have. If the Raggers believe it’s invulnerable, then they’ll attack the moment it seems like our troops are getting inside.”

      “But they won’t know when that happens,” said Shelton. “Because they can’t see through this storm when they’re a million klicks out in space.”

      “Unless they have a warship already nearby,” said Griffin. “Could the Raggers be close enough to see what we’re up to and escape notice?”

      “Probably,” said Dominguez. “We’ve got spaceships overhead and others sweeping the area. That doesn’t mean a Ragger ship couldn’t have slipped through.”

      “Lieutenant Kenyon, please make the Revingol aware of our discussion.”

      “Yes, sir. Should I recommend our ships devote more of their efforts to low-altitude scans?”

      “Let Admiral Yeringar make that decision.”

      Within two minutes of Kenyon closing the comms channel, five additional spaceships were diverted to low altitude scanning in the vicinity of the battleship and the Refuge 9 entry point. It should have been reassuring, but it was not. This was a bad situation and Griffin couldn’t see any way that it would turn out well for the remnants of Attack Fleet 1.

      “The Ternius and its escort just entered lightspeed,” said Kenyon.

      Griffin blew out. “Taking the death pulse schematics along with the men and women who rescued them back to base.”

      “I guess Captain Conway and his squad deserve a break,” said Jackson.

      “You guess?” asked Shelton with mock incredulity.

      “Okay, so they definitely deserve a break.”

      “Whatever comes from those schematics, it won’t be realized for a long time,” said Kroll.

      “Way to kill the mood, Lieutenant,” said Shelton.

      “I’m just saying. At least they’re safe.”

      “Which is more than we are,” said Lieutenant Murray.

      “Uh – it turns out Captain Conway wasn’t on the Ternius, sir,” said Kenyon. “Seems like he didn’t want to go, what with the mission being ongoing.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “The shuttle that took him to the Ternius is on route to Glesia again, sir.”

      “I hope he remembered to pick up some more tharniol rounds,” said Griffin. He shook his head. “The man doesn’t give up.”

      “How much sense of duty is too much?” asked Dominguez.

      “I can’t answer that,” said Griffin. In fact, it was an easy question for him, since he didn’t have a wife and child waiting back home. Griffin mostly just had the ULAF. If he died, he knew he’d be missed more for his talent flying spaceships than because he was a good father or husband. They’d play Taps at his funeral, but nobody would really know him. The thought struck him hard.

      “Where’s that shuttle going?” he asked.

      “Aiming for the battleship - aft section, sir. They’re nearly in the clouds – touchdown in about five minutes.”

      “The first of our troops just got to the enemy hull, sir,” said Murray. “The sample scrapers have turned up blank.”

      “Surprise,” said Dominguez.

      “There’s got to be something inside,” said Griffin.

      “They’re going to require more than a backpack laser cutter for that ship,” said Kroll. “Is the Iron Cell carrying a gravity-engined cutter?”

      “Only one.” Griffin turned his eyes once more to the dark shape of the battleship. “Even the gravity cutter is going to have a hard time. It was designed to open up Fangrin walls and hulls – not something like that Sekar wreck.”

      “Sir, the Faxandil has reported a sensor ghost approximately sixty klicks due east of here,” said Kenyon.

      “Have they re-scanned?”

      “Yes, sir. A re-scan of the area turned up nothing.”

      “Opinions?” Griffin asked his sensor team.

      “I never liked the term ghost, sir,” said Dominguez. “In current circumstances, everything should be treated as a threat until it’s proven otherwise.”

      “I agree,” said Shelton.

      “We’re the next closest warship,” said Kenyon. “We’ve been ordered to assist the Faxandil.”

      “Acknowledge and confirm.” Griffin cast his eyes over the instrumentation. “I don’t like this.”

      Nobody liked it. The Raggers were watching and it was certain they’d start pissing around at some point. Griffin could only hope that moment wasn’t now. His fingers were still curled around the controls. With a sudden feeling of impending disaster, he rotated the Broadsword and accelerated towards the reported coordinates of the sensor ghost.

      Then came the comms update that everyone had been dreading.

      “Every one of the Ragger ships have turned on their stealth, sir. Orders are to stay low and prepare for an engagement,” said Kenyon, nervous excitement in his voice.

      “What about the ghost?”

      “We’re to keep looking, sir.”

      With his jaw clenched, Griffin readied himself for a fight. The resumption of hostilities wasn’t yet confirmed, but he couldn’t imagine it would end any other way.
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      The Fangrin shuttle bumped and shook its way through the storm. It was a small vessel, designed to hold twenty-eight dogs and a crew of two. Inside, it wasn’t much different to a thousand others, with scratched bare metal walls, grated floor and narrow rows of bucket seats with torn padding and stains. The air was cloying with the usual odors of oil, grease and weaponry, alongside the musky smell of Fangrin.

      Captain Tanner Conway reflected that his life seemed to be made from such disjointed vignettes as this. From deployment to combat, to tension-edged downtime on a transport. Each had its own unique features which only came to the fore when he was in the midst of the experience. The moment one vignette ended and another began, the previous slipped into the recesses of his mind, like his brain feared overloading on the intensity. Oddly enough, as sharply etched as these moments were, the most enduring were those of his too-brief times on New Pacific with his family. He was glad it was so.

      “We ain’t never getting that beer the captain promised us,” grumbled Private Elvis Kemp. The complaining was all for show – Kemp liked to put on an appearance, but as long as he had a full loadout, he’d deal with everything the universe threw his way.

      “If you’re hoping I’ll update my will to say free beers for the squad in the event of my tragic death, you’re sadly mistaken, Private.”

      “Damn, sir.”

      The conditions outside worsened and the shuttle’s walls groaned like they would split apart at any moment. Conway’s harness was made for a Fangrin in a combat suit and it didn’t adjust enough to grip him tightly. Consequently, he was required to hold onto the sides of his seat while keeping his Gilner upright between his knees. It was tiring and he wondered if this was a step too far for his squad after everything they’d been through in Refuge 9. This was a choice he’d put to them and not one person had said they wanted to stay behind on the Ternius. The Fangrin medics had given everyone a shot of something invigorating and that was that.

      “Haven’t you dogs invented viewscreens yet?” asked Kemp, turning his attention elsewhere. “I’m used to watching the outside world when I’m flying to my likely death. It puts my mind at ease.”

      “Every Fangrin home was fitted with a 120-inch screen in each room before you humans even learned that knocking two pieces of flint together produced fire,” said Lieutenant Rembra. “Now, the smallest of our viewscreens would not fit within this passenger bay.”

      “Well what about a running commentary from the pilot?” asked Kemp. “My dad always used to tell me that aliens were surly sons-of-bitches, too full of their own self-importance to tip their hats and say how-do-you-do.”

      “Fangrin soldiers do not require comforting words during a routine deployment.”

      The shuttle rocked and its engines climbed to a scream before falling to a level which was far more elevated than anything routine.

      “It wasn’t this bad on the way up,” said Private Lola Torres.

      “It was not,” Rembra conceded. “Conditions on planets like this are rarely unchanging.”

      “Any updates from the big man on the ground?” asked Private Chuck Warner.

      “Nothing you don’t already know,” said Conway. “We’ve secured the topside building for Refuge 9 and the first squads have gone through the teleporter. Colonel Thornton is busy looking for a way to get inside the battleship.”

      “They should move that gravity-drive cutter out,” said Corporal Misty Brice. “Nothing else is going to open up a ship that big.”

      “It’s on its way,” said Conway.

      “What do the Raggers make of all this?” asked Corporal Kim Barron. “Are they going to sit back and watch?”

      “Not a chance in hell,” growled Conway. “That’s why I wanted to come back. Those bastards have probably convinced themselves the Sekar battleship was their kill and that they deserve the spoils.”

      “They’re a bunch of stinking vultures,” said Kemp.

      “You do not know the worst of it,” said Gundro.

      “I saw the meat locker and the feeding trough,” said Kemp. “You’re telling me that’s not the worst of it?”

      “You have been given a glimpse and nothing else. I do not mean this to belittle your experiences, human. In time, you may learn.”

      Kemp didn’t answer and Gundro didn’t expand on his past encounters with the Raggers.

      “From all this shaking, I guess we’re deep in the storm,” said Barron.

      “It won’t be long,” said Conway. He decided to make use of the little remaining time. “Lieutenant Rembra, back in Refuge 9 you said you’d tell me some more about how the Raggers organize themselves.”

      “I did say that. There is much to tell.”

      “The basics for now.”

      “Hass-Tei-112 is a First Echelon. We Fangrin estimate there to be more than five hundred Raggers of the same rank. The fleet above Glesia likely belongs entirely to Hass-Tei-112. As well as those spaceships, he will command an army of corpse eaters, spawned from his own genetic codes.”

      “Spawned?”

      “They are force-grown in tubes. A new, full-sized Ragger can be grown within a year. We Fangrin have discovered vast factories containing nothing but spawn tubes. Millions upon millions of the filth, tumbling out of their birth fluid, their brains already stamped with knowledge and instructions. It is a terrible thing.”

      “Doesn’t sound like they have much to look forward to,” said Torres. “No balls and an appetite for raw meat.”

      “We saw a dead Ragger named Hass-Tei-112-98342-001,” said Conway, pulling the number from his memory.

      “Yes – he was the primary from spawn group 98342.”

      “And each spawn group has up to a thousand members?” guessed Conway.

      “Some, not all. A spawn group has as many members as it requires. Some groups contain ten thousand Raggers. We know of one which numbered a hundred thousand.”

      “Which means that Hass-Tei-112 could have spawned hundreds of millions of other Raggers?”

      “That is correct. Other First Echelons have spawned significantly more. Hass-Tei-112 is not remarkable.”

      “How do we beat a species that can produce a fighting-ready soldier from zero in less than a year?” asked Corporal Freeman.

      “That is the hardest question of all,” said Rembra. “We have attacked their manufacturing capabilities. Without spaceships and weapons, they cannot fight.”

      “Damn,” said Conway. “I thought we were beginning to hurt them after Reol and Qali-5.”

      “I doubt the Raggers can shrug off the loss,” said Rembra. “However, it is unlikely to be a fatal blow.”

      “So who’s the real enemy here?” demanded Kemp. “The Raggers or the Sekar?”

      “I would say it is the Raggers, human. The Sekar may ultimately prove to be the greater threat, but we cannot ignore either of these species. From what I have learned, if we prevent the Raggers from experimenting with teleportation, the Sekar will be contained.”

      “All it needs is one failed teleporter on another Ravok facility,” said Sergeant Lockhart. “Someplace where a rift stays open long enough for the Sekar to gain a permanent foothold. Once that happens, maybe there won’t be enough tharniol to shoot them dead.”

      “Welcome to the universe, Sergeant,” said Torres. “It’s great place to live when you’re ignorant of the facts.”

      “And I thought Private Kemp was the only philosopher we had in the squad.”

      “It will not be enough to face each challenge as it presents itself,” said Rembra. “We must hunt for new challenges and we must overcome them. That is how we will crush our foes!”

      “Hell, Lieutenant, it sounds like you’ve been giving it some thought,” said Kemp. “Maybe when it’s all over, the two of us should get together and do some lecturing on the folly of war.”

      “I thought you planned to become Fleet Admiral Kemp?” said Rembra, switching from anger to humor in an instant.

      “In hindsight that would be a bad outcome for humanity,” said Kemp. “Maybe my unique talents would be better utilized teaching others how to avoid the mistakes of the past.”

      “Kemp, you astound me,” said Private Calvin Berg. “I feel like I should say something else, but the words aren’t coming.”

      “It’s fine, Cal. Greater men than you have been left dumbstruck when confronted by the extent of my wisdom.”

      “This is like the most bizarre conversation ever,” said Barron. “Part of me wants to see where it ends up and another part wonders if I’m asleep and dreaming.”

      “Pinch yourself,” said Torres. “I tried it and I didn’t wake up. Maybe you’ll have better luck.”

      “Nope. Not waking up.”

      The exchange lacked any edge and was it comforting to Conway. He closed his eyes for a moment and knew he’d miss the camaraderie when everything was decided, however the cards fell. The thought made him realize how much he was already thinking about his life outside the ULAF. It was a sudden shift, yet one he was content with.

      Not that he was getting out anytime soon. The best hope was for the allied forces to beat the shit out of the Raggers and the Sekar and then everyone could get back to everyday stuff like training exercises and routine patrols. A time when a soldier might wake up in the morning on a populated world, with the sun shining and good things planned for the day ahead. The kind of life that everyone deserved.

      A violent spate of buffeting jarred Conway from his reverie. He opened his eyes and nothing had changed. With a crackle, the bay speakers came to life.

      “The Ragger fleet has activated stealth,” said the Fangrin pilot, a dog called Aklinza or something that sounded like it. “Our fleet is readying for hostilities.”

      “Ah balls,” said Freeman sourly. “Is it too late to change our minds and head for the Ternius?”

      “It’s at lightspeed, Corporal.”

      “If I die on this shuttle, I hope they construct a thousand death pulse generators and use them to make the Raggers extinct.”

      “That’s exactly what they’ll do,” said Conway. “And we can be damn proud we made it possible.”

      “I’d rather be proud and living than proud and dead.”

      “That makes two of us,” Conway replied. It was time to find out what was coming. “Corporal Freeman, check in with Colonel Thornton’s support team.”

      “On it, sir.”

      The response didn’t take long.

      “It doesn’t sound like Colonel Thornton was expecting us, sir,” said Freeman. “In fact, the first question he asked was what the hell we’re doing.”

      “And?”

      “I told him you were a glutton for punishment, sir.”

      “That’s about right. What are the orders?”

      “Same as everybody else’s – find a way inside the battleship.”

      The shuttle hit a pocket of clearer air and for a moment everything was serene. Then, without warning, the vessel rocked and the deep bass thunder of a warship engine rolled through the bay. The sound faded quickly, and the pilot brought the shuttle under control within a few seconds.

      “Travelling fast,” said Freeman. “One of ours?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “We aren’t dead. Maybe we’re too small to bother with.”

      A second warship raced by and once more the shuttle was thrown about like a toy. The urgency made Conway believe the fighting had either started or it was imminent. Once the missiles began flying, a tiny vessel like this one was the second-worst place for a soldier to be. Unfortunately, the very worst place was on the ground and that was exactly where Conway and his squad would end up soon.

      The bridge speakers fizzed again. “Prepare for landing,” said the pilot.

      A period of violent deceleration followed as the shuttle’s engines fought to bring the vessel to a velocity suitable for landing. Touchdown came and Conway thought that impact was a more appropriate term for it. The shuttle hit the ground hard, the landing legs groaned and something under the floor screeched.

      “Move!” yelled Conway.

      He unsnapped his harness and stood with his rifle in his right hand. Glesia’s surface was rough and the bay floor was canted sharply to one side. Conway took his first step carefully to make sure of the grip and then he strode along the narrow central aisle towards the exit. The pilot didn’t want to wait around and he remote-activated the side ramp. Its fast-open hinges thudded and the ramp was hurled open like it had been kicked by a dozen angry Fangrin.

      Outside was darkness, wind and ice.

      “Welcome home, fellers,” said Freeman. “Welcome home.”

      Conway saw it and he despised everything about this world. Aside from his wife’s laugh and his daughter’s smile, duty was the hardest thing for him to resist. He sprinted down the ramp, leading his squad once again into the stinging embrace of a merciless universe.
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      The grey shape of the Fangrin heavy cruiser Faxandil appeared on the sensors, disappeared and then returned once more. The sensor focus shifted and shifted again.

      “Dammit, I can’t get a steady image,” said Dominguez. “The conditions are changing faster than I can adjust.”

      “If we can’t even see our own warships, how are we expected to locate a Ragger vessel with active stealth?” asked Kroll.

      “We’ll do it,” said Shelton grimly. “I’m not about to let a storm get the better of me.”

      “Whoever’s working the sensors on the Faxandil, they did a good job to get even a hint of something,” said Dominguez.

      “This isn’t a ghost we’re hunting,” said Griffin. “The Raggers have got something down here with us.”

      “And I’m sure it’ll soon be joined by the rest of their fleet,” added Shelton.

      “Anything we encounter is assumed to be hostile, sir,” said Kenyon. “Those are the orders.”

      “Shoot first, ask questions later,” Griffin nodded.

      The two warships travelled steadily through the storm at an altitude of three thousand meters. The broken terrain underneath rose and turned into a range of low, rocky hills cased in ice. Griffin kept his eyes on the sensor feeds. If a Ragger ship was out there, Dominguez and Shelton would find it. Unfortunately, if the enemy started shooting first, it stood a good chance of landing a few shots. The Broadsword was already damaged from its recent encounter with Prime011 and Griffin didn’t want it to soak any more railgun slugs or missile strikes.

      “We’re five klicks beyond the initial sighting,” said Dominguez. “Maybe we should bank left and come around for another look. If the enemy ship decided to climb a few thousand meters, we’re not likely to find it either way.”

      “If the Ragger captain holds fire, do we have any chance at all of detecting his ship?” asked Griffin, following the suggestion to bank left.

      “We’re scanning for disturbances in the storm, sir. When ice and wind hit a spaceship hull, the effects are visible if you’re looking hard enough.”

      “If he flies fast, we’ll see him?”

      “Maybe even he’s standing still. We’ll need to be close.”

      It wasn’t the level of control Griffin wanted and he couldn’t think of a way to improve matters. “Any news on the battle network?” he asked.

      “No, sir,” said Kenyon. “Every ship in AF1 has descended to an altitude of ten klicks or lower, spread across approximately one quarter of Glesia’s surface. We’re waiting to see what the Raggers try next.”

      “Think they’ll come into the storm?” asked Kroll.

      “If they want that battleship badly enough.”

      For a short time, nothing much happened. Griffin flew the Broadsword along its new heading for fifteen klicks and then banked again.

      “Everything about this goes against the rulebook,” he said, his anger spilling over. “We should be flying erratically at speed to minimize the enemy’s railgun opportunities.”

      “I don’t recall ever seeing a copy of this rulebook everyone talks about, sir,” said Kroll.

      “I think I saw a copy in a toilet once,” said Kenyon. “A few of its pages had been ripped out.”

      “Yeah, I getcha,” said Griffin, his irritation subsiding.

      Another few minutes passed without a sighting and he tried to relax. Griffin was allowing the Raggers to dictate his mood and that was a sure-fire way to make a mistake. He breathed in slowly and deeply. It helped a little.

      “Could be they moved off,” said Dominguez. “They could watch our ground deployment from anywhere within a few klicks of either the battleship or the Refuge 9 entry point.”

      “Draw me a circle on the tactical of the likely Ragger sensor range and we’ll move our search that way,” said Griffin. “Pass on the recommendation to the Faxandil.”

      Two red circles appeared on the tactical, one centered on the Iron Cell and the other on Refuge 9’s topside structure. Several AF1 warships were already within the area and Griffin looked for gaps where an enemy captain might hide.

      “Dammit,” he muttered. “What do they want?”

      “Hass-Tei-112 wants to get away from Glesia with something in his pocket, sir,” said Shelton.

      “He’s already seen that the battleship is immune to his weapons,” said Griffin.

      “Missiles, railguns and those nukes we fired,” said Jackson. “Incendiaries have not yet been tested.”

      “They aren’t likely to do any more damage than a missile.”

      “That doesn’t make a certainty, sir.”

      “Any bombardment of Refuge 9 stands an excellent chance of sealing it off,” said Griffin.

      “If Hass-Tei-112 is in it for the long haul, he might not care too much about that,” offered Dominguez. “He can dig his way inside later.”

      “True, but he’s held fire up until now.”

      Griffin snarled, his anger returning. The Raggers were going to act when it suited them. They weren’t going to leave Glesia and they weren’t going to let the allied fleet pull useful intel out of Refuge 9 or the battleship and escape with it. One way or another, they would attack.

      “Let’s find that enemy ship and blow the crap out of it,” he said.

      At that moment, Dominguez shouted in alarm. “Sir! A sighting!”

      “Where? Show me!”

      A Ragger warship, hidden by its stealth tech raced by, within a thousand meters of the Broadsword’s starboard flank. The enemy craft was travelling so fast its overheated front section glowed visibly and formed a red streak across the sensor feed. The rest of the ship was invisible except for the thick band of disturbed ice which followed in its wake.

      Griffin saw at once which direction it was heading – directly for the Sekar battleship forty klicks east. He had no doubt what it planned and he knew it was far too late to prevent it happening.

      “Fire!” he yelled.

      Jackson was primed and ready. The Broadsword’s forward missile tubes opened and twenty-four Ultor-VI plasma missiles burst into the cold skies of Glesia with a combined boom of igniting propulsions. The missiles shrieked after the Ragger ship, leaving Griffin watching with a feeling of dread, while Kenyon frantically tried to alert the troops on the ground.
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        * * *

      

      The Fangrin pilot had landed the shuttle within three hundred meters of the wrecked Sekar battleship. It took Conway’s eyes a few moments to make sense of everything. He was accustomed to being dwarfed by the vast constructions of technology, but the Sekar ship was something else entirely. Its hull went on and on, seemingly forever. When it crashed down, it made a crater in the solid rock that was much wider and deeper than Conway expected. The battleship nestled within this scar of its own making, its crew dead but still offering a challenge to the people who sought its secrets.

      “Come on!” shouted Conway, waving his free arm to get everyone away from the shuttle. His soldiers didn’t require the encouragement and they hurried clear.

      The Fangrin transport took off at once. With a grumble of stressed propulsion, it rose vertically into the sky with its boarding ramp still hanging open. Conway didn’t watch it leave – he was too busy getting his bearings. It was tough since Colonel Thornton had ordered zero lights in case it gave away their positions to the Raggers.

      Privately, Conway didn’t think it mattered too much. If or when the enemy chose to act, it wouldn’t be with a delicate, precision strike, carefully aimed to wipe out individual squads. Whatever the Raggers sent this way was far more likely to blanket the area with fire and incinerate everything within five klicks of the battleship. It would be just like Satra, only without the bright lights of the TV studio.

      The local comms network was busy and Conway’s suit picked up dozens of channels. He requested access to the main officer’s channel and waited for acceptance. It didn’t happen immediately, suggesting that whoever oversaw access was busy elsewhere.

      While he waited, Conway briefly analyzed the nearest comms signals and estimated that the next closest squads were a few hundred meters towards the battleship’s forward section. Other squads were aft and moving further away.

      “Where to, sir?” asked Sergeant Lockhart.

      “One way or another, we’ll have to enter this crater,” said Conway. “And on the bright side, it’ll provide some cover.”

      The deployment was right on the crater’s edge and it didn’t take more than a few dozen steps before Conway could see down the slope. He braced himself against the wind and studied the ground ahead. The elongated crater wasn’t smooth and he saw cracks and jagged edges, all made uncertain by the shades of green from his suit helmet image enhancer. Luckily it wasn’t too steep and with no sign of ice clinging to the surface.

      As he stood on the rim, the battleship towering above him, Conway felt like a medieval soldier facing a black-walled castle hiding an unrevealed threat. The crater seemed to him like it was a moat, empty, yet still an obvious reminder to anyone foolish enough to cross it that only death lay on the far side.

      With reluctance, Conway slung his Gilner in order to have both hands free. The rifle wouldn’t be shooting many Raggers or Sekar if he fell and broke his neck. With careful sideways steps, Conway began his descent and his squad followed. A few paces down the slope he was granted access to the main officer channel for the deployment. He listened in and heard a few terse reports from some of the officers he remembered meeting on the Iron Cell.

      “Nobody’s found anything which looks like a way in yet,” he told the others. “They’re bringing the gravity-engined laser cutter from the Iron Cell.”

      “They expect it to cut through the same material that a plasma missile doesn’t even scratch?” asked Corporal Brice.

      “What else can we do other than try?”

      “I guess.”

      The squad climbed towards the bottom. To Conway’s immense irritation, the wind didn’t lessen. In fact, he thought some of the gusts were stronger than before, as if they were channeled and magnified by the crater. The ice came too, and it struck the rocks hard enough to ricochet. The wind was too strong for the ice to settle, but the skittering shards added an unwelcome dimension to their progress.

      On two separate occasions the soldiers were obliged to jump across meter-wide fissures. Conway didn’t bother trying to estimate the depth of either. In the darkness, they reminded him uncomfortably of the Sekar rifts and he wanted to move away as quickly as possible.

      As Conway progressed, his eyes understood more details of what lay ahead. The battleship’s hull wasn’t completely flat to the bottom of the crater. The unevenness of the crushed ground meant that it sometimes touched the Sekar ship’s flank, while at others it formed an opening beneath. Conway cursed under his breath – he didn’t relish the idea of crawling into a narrowing space between the ground and the hull, especially if the battleship hadn’t fully settled.

      “This section of the hull has already been explored,” said Freeman, reporting his findings from one of the comms channels. “We shouldn’t expect to find anything.”

      “How closely did the first pass squads look?” asked Conway.

      “I don’t know, sir. Are you asking if they crawled along that gap where the crater goes under the plating?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m asking.”

      “I’ll find out.” Freeman went quiet for about fifteen seconds. “The squads who came this way did a fast visual and nothing more. We’ve got others coming from the forward sections. They’re doing a thorough check of anything the first sweep missed.”

      “What are we going to do, sir?” asked Warner.

      “Don’t you like the idea of getting on your hands and knees underneath a billion tons of potentially unstable Sekar warship?”

      “Not much.”

      “Me either. I’ll think on it.”

      Conway finished his descent, though he wasn’t at the lowest part of the crater. The ground continued sloping below the spaceship, leaving a clear gap which narrowed steadily. He looked upwards and noted that the slight curve of the battleship’s armor meant he was underneath its flank. In order to touch the spaceship, he would need to continue for another fifteen or twenty meters where he judged it came low enough to the ground.

      “No lights, huh?” asked Corporal Barron nearby, her visor pointed upwards.

      “No lights,” Conway confirmed.

      “There’s no way we’re going to find a hatch opening without better visibility.”

      “And we aren’t going to find it by complaining either,” said Conway.

      “No, sir,” said Barron. “That we aren’t. Forward ways or aft ways?”

      “The forward troops are coming our direction, sir,” said Freeman. “We can either meet up with them or push on.”

      “Let’s head aft,” said Conway after a moment’s hesitation. “If we spot anything, we’ll wait for support.”

      He led them away. It was slow going, since any variation on the Sekar battleship’s hull would be easy to miss and the rough ground made the footing treacherous. Private Kemp had no fear about going deep under the hull and he scrambled along eagerly like a child exploring a cave.

      Conway didn’t like the feeling of weight above him, but he went with Kemp. A short distance away, Lieutenant Rembra organized a line with the intention of sweeping towards the rear section of the spaceship.

      “Watch this, sir,” said Kemp. He reached up and punched the hull. “It feels strange.”

      “It hasn’t killed you anyway,” said Conway dryly. He stretched out a hand and stuck his palm on the black surface. It was smooth and, he thought, slightly yielding.

      “Punch it, sir.”

      Conway obliged by thumping his knuckles into the battleship. “Like a dead Sekar,” he said.

      “That’s what I thought too.”

      It seemed odd and Conway reported it to a Fangrin captain called Zival, who formed part of Colonel Thornton’s team.

      “We are noting the observations and behavior of the material, human,” said Captain Zival.

      “Anything useful from the other squads?”

      “Not so far. Neither the Fangrin nor the ULAF handheld scanners understand the battleship’s composition. We have taken hull scrapings but they decay within seconds.”

      “And no sign of a way in?” asked Conway, not expecting a change since the last time Freeman asked.

      “The enemy ship is sealed. We have six automated sensor drones over the upper sections. For a spaceship this size, we require several times as many to make the task acceptably efficient.”

      Conway closed the channel. Scarcely had his earpiece gone quiet, when the AF1 battle network pushed out a comms-wide alert warning of an incoming Ragger spaceship.

      “This way!” shouted Conway. “Get under the spaceship!”

      His squad heard the warning too and they acted instantly. Fearing the worst, they sprinted deeper into the overhang. Conway and Kemp waited for them, where the Sekar battleship came so low to the ground that they were forced into a crouch.

      That was the moment the explosives went off. Whatever the Raggers dropped, it carried a monumental payload which, for one brief instant, dispersed the night and lit up the Sekar ship in orange flames. Conway felt the air being sucked from everywhere around him, producing a savage, unnatural replica of the planet’s fury. He dropped prone and prayed that he would live to feel the storm’s touch once more.
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