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      Humanity has made peace with the Fangrin aliens and now it turns out the dogs were never the real threat. The Raggers have come and they’re the dregs of the universe, as the Unity League is about to find out.

      An unprovoked Ragger incendiary attack on the human city of Satra kills millions. Not everyone dies. Lieutenant Tanner Conway and a few of his squad survive the flames, as does Captain Jake Griffin, his spaceship Star Burner brought down by enemy fire.

      The survivors want payback, but it’s hard to beat an alien attack fleet when you’re stuck in the middle of a burning city. The Ragger spaceships are still in orbit and threaten the rest of the planet with the same fate. Someone has to stop them.

      The Star Burner has a massive nuke in its hold. Conway and Griffin think they can put the bomb to good use, but the spaceship won’t fly and the enemy have their own interest in the wreckage. A plan to bring the bomb to the aliens has unintended consequences and far-reaching effects.

      The fight will take Conway and Griffin from the ruined city to a spaceship with capabilities beyond reckoning. They will face unimaginable horrors and a foe that has no regard for life.

      Every contest has a prize and this one is no different. Victory against the Ragger fleet will save billions from death and set back the enemy’s ambitions in this part of the Unity League’s territory. It’s going to take skill, guts and a lot of dead aliens before it happens.

      Alien Firestorm is a fast-paced military sci-fi shooter filled with guns, tech and warfare. It follows on from book 1 in the Fire and Rust Series: Iron Dogs.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “This is it folks,” said Jake Griffin, captain of the Hunter class light cruiser Star Burner. “New Destiny.”

      “Bringing it up on the viewscreen,” said Lieutenant Cassie Dominguez.

      Griffin shook off the lingering aftereffects of the recent emergence from lightspeed and fixed his eyes on the sensor feed. His instrumentation told him the planet New Destiny was a quarter of a million klicks away, but the image was sharp enough.

      “Looks beautiful.”

      “Same as it always was, Lieutenant Kenyon. Your first visit?”

      “Yes, sir. A tourist paradise.”

      “It’s a bit more than that.”

      It was understandable why New Destiny was still thought of as a holiday destination. From here in space, its azure blues and lush greens made it appear like the closest thing to Earth in the entire Unity League.

      “Two weeks of shore leave.” Dominguez couldn’t keep the excitement from her voice. “First in over a year.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got a hot date lined up.”

      “Right. Like I get on all the FTL dating sites when we’re out on patrol.”

      Griffin rubbed his hands together. “Shore leave,” he repeated. “They call it the peace dividend.”

      “Except we’re not really at peace, are we?” Kenyon wasn’t normally one to break the mood, yet here he was giving it his best shot.

      “We aren’t shooting at the Fangrin and that’s what counts,” Griffin replied, trying to keep it light. “The Raggers aren’t here, so I’m going to have some fun.”

      “I didn’t know senior officers were permitted to have fun, sir,” said Dominguez. “I thought there was a regulation making it a court-martial offense.”

      “I’ll take the punishment.”

      Griffin fed power into the propulsion system and the cruiser accelerated strongly. Its sublight fuel levels were low and the tharniol drive’s reserves were nearly depleted. On top of that, the Star Burner was only patched up after the railgun strike it suffered a couple of months ago in a fight with Ragger spaceships. All the status lights were green, yet the controls didn’t feel exactly right. The spaceship required a complete overhaul and that’s exactly what it was going to receive here on New Destiny.

      “Want me to let someone know we’re here?” asked Kenyon.

      “I was enjoying the peace,” said Griffin. “Check in with Durham, please.”

      The Durham military base was the only ULAF facility on the planet with the capability to refit a spaceship like the Star Burner. Some of the more industrialized planets in the Unity League – such as Earth - had a dozen such shipyards. The Durham yard was well-run and the Star Burner didn’t have enough tharniol to reach one of the bigger yards.

      “Uh, Durham’s on alert, sir.”

      That wasn’t expected.

      “What kind of alert?”

      “The maximum kind of alert,” said Kenyon, suddenly all business. “I’m trying to find out what the hell is going on. This is definitely not an exercise.”

      “Commencing surface scans,” said Dominguez. “We’re too far away for me to get you a fast result.”

      “I need answers,” said Griffin.

      His mind spun with the possibilities. The Unity League had signed a declaration of peace with the Fangrin exactly seven weeks ago. The details were still to be ironed out, but there had been no reported confrontation between the two sides since the accord.

      Which left only one possibility.

      “Raggers? It can’t be,” he said. “How did they manage to locate New Destiny?”

      Griffin was speculating, but when you were in the dark about a maximum alert, guesswork was all you had.

      Kenyon pieced together an outline from the comms. “The base lost contact with its two Hunter classes thirty minutes ago, sir. They were in orbit and then they stopped reporting in.”

      “Do we have sightings of enemy warships?” Griffin felt the frustration rising. “Dammit, do we have anything?”

      “Negative to both, sir. The base sent an FTL distress signal twenty-nine minutes ago. It’s got a long way to go to reach anyone.”

      “Lieutenant Dominguez, check for wreckage. Lieutenant Kenyon, see if you can speak to anyone on those cruisers.”

      “I already tried, sir,” said Kenyon. “We’re linked into the planetary comms satellites and neither the UL Craster nor the UL Vincent are offering a receptor.”

      “Shit,” said Griffin. The planet was a long way off, but he didn’t want to fly in blind. If this was the Raggers, the aliens would blow the Star Burner to pieces in moments. “Get me something.” He struck the front of his console with his gloved fist. “How the hell did they know where to come?”

      “If this is the Raggers, they could have pulled the coordinates from the Fangrin comms data they took off Zevrol,” said the warship’s engine officer, Lieutenant Kroll. He’d been quiet up until now and his first words weren’t exactly welcome. “New Destiny is one of the four Unity League worlds the Fangrin know about.”

      “There’s nothing here!” said Dominguez. “Oceans, forests, cities! A place to take two weeks of shore leave with a cocktail in one hand and a book in the other.”

      “Maybe the Raggers don’t know there’s nothing here. Maybe they saw a target and came for a look.”

      “If they know about New Destiny, they know about three more of our planets,” said Griffin. “Send out an FTL comm. Recommend every planet goes on full alert.”

      “If the Raggers unscrambled that comms data, the Fangrin are going to have their hands full in the near future,” said Lieutenant Carina Jeffrey. “Same way we are.”

      “That depends how it was encrypted within the Fangrin data arrays,” said Kroll. “We don’t know for sure. The Raggers might have only extracted a fraction of the information so far.”

      “It’s not going to get any better, is it?”

      The planet, which had recently appeared so inviting, now seemed diminished - a place which threatened death rather than a place which promised happiness.

      “Lieutenant Dominguez? Have you located a target?”

      “I can’t see shit, sir. You know how hard the Ragger ships are to find. If they’re sitting in place above the planet’s surface without firing their weapons, I might never find them.”

      The words were painful but true. “Have the enemy made contact with anyone?”

      “Negative, sir,” said Kenyon. “And we’re only assuming it’s Raggers.”

      “It seems safe to assume the worst.”

      Kenyon swore with surprise. “The base is receiving a stream of data through the comms network. They don’t recognize the source.”

      “What’s the data? Can they track it?”

      “Waiting on a response, sir.”

      The response didn’t come immediately. The Star Burner was within a hundred thousand klicks of the planet’s surface and Griffin didn’t want to commit himself to an engagement without more facts. This situation filled him with a sense of dread. He maintained speed and the planet came ever closer. The patterns of clouds above the oceans were vivid and he convinced himself he could see them drifting slowly towards land.

      “It’s language data, sir. Some kind of simplified version that we’re running through the computers now. It’s confirmed as coming from the Raggers.”

      “They want to talk,” said Kroll.

      “Do we want to listen?”

      The choice wasn’t theirs to make. The computers on the Durham base were already loaded with Ragger language modules provided by the Fangrin when the peace treaty was signed.

      “The enemy demand our surrender, sir.”

      “That’s not something Colonel Doyle has the authority to offer. Not even close.”

      “No, sir.”

      “Do we have a channel to respond to the aggressors?”

      “Yes, sir. The Ragger signal is coming in to a receptor on one of the comms satellites.”

      “Have we traced it yet?”

      “That’s going to take time.”

      The next message from the aliens was terrifying.

      “The Raggers have offered a demonstration.”

      “Of what?” asked Jeffrey.

      “We don’t want to know, Lieutenant.” Griffin struggled against his fury. “Lieutenant Dominguez, time is running out.”

      It wasn’t Dominguez who located the Raggers.

      “Sir, the Durham base is relaying a number of reports from the city of Satra. People living there have observed objects in the sky above the city.” Kenyon paused while he listened to the next update. “Like a shimmering or a distortion in the air.”

      “That’s the Raggers,” said Griffin. “Satra’s less than a hundred klicks from the Durham base,” he said. “Lieutenant Dominguez, focus your efforts on the city.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Any news on this demonstration?” It wasn’t going to be something positive.

      “The Raggers have not communicated further, sir.”

      Griffin had one ear on the Durham base comms and things were getting understandably frantic. Nobody really knew what the hell was going on or what was coming.

      The time came.

      “Sir, I’m detecting a surge from the outskirts of the city. It’s not a recognized power source. This is definitely coming from a spaceship flying at a low altitude.”

      “I need a weapons lock.”

      “I’ll try and push it onto the tactical, sir.”

      Griffin didn’t see what weapon the Raggers deployed, but he saw the effects. A series of orange dots appeared in a hexagonal arrangement midway between the city center and the outskirts. The dots expanded with such ferocious speed that Griffin was convinced they wouldn’t stop growing until the entire planet was burning. Everything caught within the overlapping detonations – people and buildings - was turned to ash or rubble.

      A numbness took hold of Griffin and he heard Jeffrey weeping behind him. All the while, the Star Burner flew on towards the planet and the ruin of Satra. The Ragger incendiaries didn’t expand much further than the outskirts. They ran out of fuel and burned down slowly, leaving a scene of devastation that far exceeded anything in the war against the Fangrin. Pockets of flame were visible on the sensors and a darkness rose from the ground. It was the smoke of a dead city. Griffin cursed the Raggers and hated them with every fiber of his being.
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      “Do I really need all this crap on my face?” asked Lieutenant Tanner Conway. He was sitting in a comfortable chair in front of an oversized mirror, staring at his face and unsure whether he should feel embarrassed.

      The makeup artist smiled thinly. She’d heard it all before and she continued dusting his face with a brush covered in a cream-colored powder.

      “This stops the studio lights reflecting off your skin, Lieutenant Conway,” she said. “Without it, the audience won’t be listening to what you’re telling them about your exploits in the war. They’ll be too busy squinting at the brightness of your forehead.” She smiled again and this time it reached her eyes. Conway decided he’d cut her some slack.

      In the adjacent seat, Private Elvis Kemp was loving the attention and talked non-stop to his own makeup artist. Conway tried to check out the others surreptitiously. Private Barron looked like she was born to it, while Corporal Freeman didn’t seem to care one way or another. Sergeant Lockhart, at the far end of the row had the thousand-klick stare he usually got when he wasn’t feeling comfortable.

      “And now for some liner to accentuate your eyes, Lieutenant.”

      Conway winced inside and let her get on with it. When it was done, he rose from his seat. He was already dressed in full combat armor at the insistence of the studio. They wanted everyone to see the professional, mean-as-hell soldier, rather than the man underneath the suit. That and the fact his new face was prone to smudging if he got dressed after it was made up.

      With the job done, the five of them filed from the room. The interior of the TV studio was clean, modern, and impersonal – all white walls and industrial carpet, with too many people in a hurry and too many perfect smiles. It was also like a rabbit warren and Conway paused in the corridor to get his bearings.

      “Hey Lieutenant, you look great,” said Barron, offering him a wink.

      “Like a man comfortable with himself,” said Kemp. He turned his face and pointed below his chin. “I had a spot here. Can you see it?”

      “All gone,” said Freeman. “Like it never existed.”

      “What time is the interview?” asked Conway, keen to get it over.

      “Exactly one hour from now, sir.”

      “I promised my wife I’d give her a call once she picked Emily up from school. Maybe I should get my suit helmet and tap into the local telecoms network.”

      “The rest of our kit is still locked in the back of the transport, sir,” Lockhart reminded him.

      “In that case, I’ll use the phone.”

      Conway fumbled out his personal communicator from a pocket on the side of his combat suit. The device wasn’t meant to be used with gloves, but it was too much hassle to undress just to make a call.

      “Meet you in the waiting area, sir,” said Barron.

      “The VIP waiting area,” added Kemp. He looked like he couldn’t get over it. The local boy made big. Conway was a little more ambivalent, but orders were orders. Colonel Doyle wanted a bunch of real hero-types in front of the cameras, not a team from the back office.

      It was hard to find somewhere private and, in the end, Conway had to venture onto the pavement outside. The UL3TV studio was on one of the main avenues that ran through the center of Satra. It was a warm, sunny day and it was busy with people and vehicles. He even spotted a few gravity cars which hovered a couple of feet above the surface. Satra was a wealthy place.

      Conway breathed in deeply. He swore he’d never stop enjoying the little things and the scent of clean air mixed with the odors of the city was one of those things. The air from a suit rebreather always had this stale quality that made you feel like there was something wrong with it.

      While the civilian population had grown tired of the Fangrin war, the military had never stopped being popular. A few of the people passing by smiled at him and others greeted him. He nodded acknowledgement, opened up his communicator and leaned against the wall, with his head tipped back in order to see blue skies overhead.

      He checked the time first. His wife and daughter had wanted to see him at the studio, but school came first. Alice should be home by now and he pictured her long blonde hair and her eyes which only stopped glowing when he told her he was going away again.

      Alice picked up quickly, like she’d been waiting for him, and her face appeared on the tiny screen.

      “Hey, beefcake. Wow, look at you all made up.”

      Conway laughed. “Hey, baby. How was the school pickup?”

      “Same as it always is. Mrs Purvis says Emily aced her spellings.”

      “That girl has got her mommy’s brains and looks.”

      “She’s got something to tell you.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      The camera spun crazily and the face of his daughter appeared, with a front tooth missing that had only been wobbly that morning. He pretended not to notice.

      “Hey, Daddy,” said Emily Conway.

      “Hey, Pumpkin, how are you doing?”

      She gave him a big, beaming smile. “Great, Daddy. Will you be home for dinner?”

      “I’ll do everything I can, Pumpkin. If I’m going to be late, you can stay up.” He leaned closer to the lens and made out like he was puzzled. “What happened to your tooth?”

      Emily’s face brightened. “It fell out! I sneezed in class and it landed on the floor.”

      “Keep it somewhere safe. Your mom tells me you did real well in school today.”

      This time, the smile was sheepish and self-conscious. “Mrs Purvis likes me. Can I have a puppy for my birthday, Daddy?”

      “I don’t know about that, Pumpkin. Maybe I should speak to your mom about it.” It was a good time to finish. “I’ll see you later tonight. Be good for your mom.”

      “Will do. I promise.”

      Conway ended the call and went back through the sliding doors of the studio. One of the receptionists let him pass the security gates with barely a glance. The building was huge and it took Conway a few minutes to locate the VIP waiting area. It was a large room, with no expense spared on the decoration. Framed awards hung on the walls, along with posters of old TV and movie stars. The carpet was thick and luxurious, while every chair or couch was clad in soft leather. Kemp was drinking something green from a peculiarly-shaped glass and Sergeant Lockhart was eating peanuts.

      “Time to get our gear,” said Conway.

      He led them from the VIP room towards the underground parking lot. It was brightly lit and patrolled by several security officers. Conway wasn’t surprised, given the quantity of expensive vehicles. The transport took up three spaces. Its angular body was made to accommodate eight fully-suited troops and also to withstand small arms fire. Conway walked straight up to the trunk and pressed his security key onto the metal release panel. The lid clunked and lifted a few inches.

      Inside were five combat suit helmets, each with a name painted above the visor. On top of that, Gilner assault rifles, grenade belts and a stubby shoulder launcher. Conway reached for the launcher and noticed how heavy it was.

      “Sergeant Lockhart, is this fully loaded?”

      Lockhart blinked. “Yes, sir. Six in the magazine.”

      “Colonel Doyle only gave clearance for the Gilners to come off base loaded, on account of the TV guys wanting to see a close-up of the magazines.”

      “I thought it was all to be loaded, sir.”

      “Does that mean these are live grenades as well?”

      Lockhart got the faraway stare again. “Yes, sir.”

      Conway had no idea how Lockhart had managed to get them away from stores. He pointed at a rucksack and raised an eyebrow.

      “Spare ammo, sir.”

      “Old habits die hard, eh?”

      “That’s it, sir. Old habits.”

      Conway sighed. “Well, the studio did say they wanted to see us armed to the teeth. Let’s tool up.”

      Sixty seconds later, Conway slammed the lid of the trunk. Like Lockhart said, old habits died hard and for some reason he felt much better knowing his gear wasn’t just for show. With a Gilner in one hand and his suit helmet in the other, he led the squad towards the VIP waiting room again. A check of the time told him that it wasn’t long until they were due in front of the cameras and his mouth felt dry. He’d fought a hundred battles with the Fangrin and here he was with butterflies.

      The five of them sat and pretended to be calm, while a man in a sharp suit from the studio described the routine. Conway nodded and didn’t speak much.

      “Well folks, two minutes,” said the man. “Time to put those helmets on and get ready to snarl for the cameras.”

      Conway lifted his helmet.

      “Watch out for your make-up, sir,” said Barron, smiling innocently.

      With a shake of his head, Conway dropped the helmet into place and fastened the seals. A green light appeared on his HUD to inform him everything was connected and air-tight. The rebreather kicked in and Conway wished he was back on Graxol-4.

      The five of them headed down a flight of steps towards the first floor. Employees from the studio directed them the right way. Conway found himself backstage, staring at the bright lights of the studio floor.

      “Leave helmets on until Ms Gaines introduces you by name,” he repeated on the comms.

      “Then lift it off and give everyone your biggest smile,” said Barron. She gave Conway a nudge with her elbow. “You’re going to kill it, sir.”

      Freeman picked up something unexpected from the suit comms.

      “Got a base-wide alarm, sir,” he said. “We’ve missed it because we’ve been offline.”

      “An exercise?”

      “Checking.”

      Conway watched the host, Darcy Gaines, rise with the grace of a ballet dancer. He heard her talk about the bravery of the ULAF troops. Next thing he knew, he was being gently pushed towards the stage. Conway stepped out, unable to get over how stark the lighting was. Darcy waited, smiling and perfect, like a sculpture come to life.

      The applause began and Conway turned towards the studio audience, raising his hand in greeting. His feet carried him towards the semi-circular leather couch. His eyes darted to the ammunition readout on his Gilner. Full.

      “Hello,” gushed Darcy, her voice husky in a way that was too real to be a result of practice. She stepped forward and gave Conway a light, impersonal hug, before moving on to Sergeant Lockhart who was next in line. Still the applause went on and the smiles on the faces were genuine. Conway felt his head swim and he told himself that his wife and little girl were going to watch this when it was broadcast tomorrow night. Emily didn’t want to see her daddy looking green. He took a deep breath and felt himself calming.

      Darcy extricated herself with difficulty from Private Kemp’s enthusiastic clutches. She took her place next to Conway.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I promised you something big tonight, didn’t I? Let me welcome the brave men and women of the Unity League Armed Forces. If it wasn’t for our soldiers fighting out there for what we believe in, we would never have made peace.” She turned and looked upwards through Conway’s visor. Darcy gave him the faintest of nods. The cue. “Let me introduce you to Lieutenant Tanner Conway, the man who has so many medals for bravery, they had to invent a new one just for him.”

      “It’s not an exercise, sir,” said Freeman in Conway’s earpiece. “Oh shit. We need to abort. We need to get out of here.”

      The applause climbed in volume and Conway’s hands froze, mid-way to the fasteners on his helmet. He turned, not sure what to do. Stay or get out. The timing was crazy. Then, he heard the sound. It was a distant shriek which cut through the applause and was picked up by his helmet microphone.

      The primal part of his brain told him that something terrible was coming and it was. The blast wave struck the UL3TV building and the next thing Conway knew, the floor wasn’t where it was meant to be and chunks of masonry were flying everywhere. He was thrown violently against a wall, but managed to cling on to his Gilner. The blast wave continued to shake the building and Conway looked frantically for somewhere that might provide shelter.

      “The car park,” he said.

      One, maybe two of the walls fell inwards and the ceiling collapsed. Rubble fell like a hard rain, and pieces of it smashed against Conway’s head and shoulders. He lifted an arm to protect himself. Acting on instinct, his eyes hunted for a path to safety. He looked around for Darcy Gaines and couldn’t see her in a studio that was suddenly filled with thick dust and grit. Everything was chaos and he didn’t know what the hell was happening or why.

      His internal speaker bleeped and a HUD notification advised him of a catastrophic drop in oxygen levels. A wind of blistering heat howled through the building, producing a sound that Conway never wanted to hear again. The air temperature went from air-conditioned coolness to nine hundred Fahrenheit in the blink of an eye. The wind struck him, enveloping his suit and continuing into the studio audience. Many tried to scream, but the searing heat burned their lungs, sucking out the air and killing them without remorse.

      Conway knew there was nothing he could do. Somehow his squad was with him, desperately searching for a way to escape. Through one of the collapsed walls, Conway saw a hole leading all the way to the outside. He watched flames, hungrily searching for life. His suit smoked and the polymers charred.

      The floor went out from beneath Conway and he reached out with one hand, while the other refused to let go of his assault rifle. He found himself sliding down a slab of broken concrete, its rebar severed by the force of the blast wave. A figure slid with him and the two of them crashed into the floor. Conway had the wind knocked out of him and he struggled upright. The heat within his suit kept on climbing and he felt it scorch his skin.

      The temperature fell as quickly as it rose. It dropped to seven hundred, five hundred and then three hundred. The building wasn’t stable. It creaked and groaned like it would come down at any time.

      “Anyone alive?” asked Private Kemp.

      They were all alive. Somehow, the five of them made it. Conway guessed that the studio was on the extreme edge of whatever made that blast. It meant the real killer was the heat and the combat suits were enough to stop it wiping out his squad.

      “We’ve got to get the hell away from here,” he said.

      Just when he was beginning to think that peace with the Fangrin might mean the shit was behind him, Conway once more found himself neck deep and he didn’t like it. As he climbed across broken pieces of the studio building looking for an exit, he tried to link in with the planet’s comms network to find out if his family were still alive. Secondary to that, to find out what was going on and why.

      The comms satellite was offline and his suit couldn’t locate any other receptors. Conway was so angry he could hardly talk. Ten minutes after their interview was due to start, he and his squad emerged from the studio building to a world that looked completely different.
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      “Find those bastards,” snarled Griffin. Fury consumed him and he was ready to do anything.

      “I’m trying, sir.”

      The Star Burner was so close to New Destiny that it wouldn’t be long until the Raggers spotted them. The element of surprise was there, but not for much longer.

      The Raggers made an error, either through stupidity or arrogance, Griffin didn’t care which.

      “Got them!” said Dominguez. “They’re sitting in the smoke and it’s created an outline around their hull.”

      The enemy ship was indistinct, no matter how much work Dominguez put in to clean up the image. It was enough to allow the weapons to be fired on manual.

      “Targeting the two front railguns,” said Griffin. “Travel time, less than three seconds.”

      His hands trembled as he completed the fine-tuning. He centered the crosshairs on the vague shape in the middle of the thick smoke.

      “Firing.”

      The railgun coils whined and thumped, sending a vibration through the control sticks. Three seconds later, they punched into the Ragger spaceship. The enemy craft shimmered and became visible. Griffin didn’t recognize the type – it was larger than the Star Burner and with no visible weaponry. It looked like it was built to carry heavy loads - a dedicated bomber, he guessed.

      The Raggers were hurt. The bomber’s upper section had two massive indentations in its matt grey plating, deep enough that Griffin was sure the railgun slugs had penetrated right the way through. Before he could lock on the Ultor-V plasma missiles, the bomber got its stealth online and accelerated hard away, leaving a trail through the smoke.

      “Fast,” said Dominguez.

      “Follow it!”

      The railguns hadn’t recharged and Griffin could only clench his teeth in frustration. The Star Burner would soon enter the planet’s upper atmosphere and he was forced to back off on the controls. If the cruiser went in too fast, it would burn up and Griffin wanted revenge before that happened.

      “They’re boosting hard,” said Dominguez. “And climbing.”

      “Don’t lose them.”

      “They’ll be out of the smoke any second and then they’ll be gone, sir.”

      The railgun charge gauge hit 100% and Griffin fired again. His aim was good and both shots hit home. For the Raggers, the result was devastating. The bomber’s stealth shut down and the warship appeared on the sensor feed, looking like it had crashed twice into a mountainside.

      “It’s going down.”

      “Let’s finish them off. Ultor-Vs locked.”

      The lights and everything else on the bridge went out.

      “Shutdown weapon,” said Kroll.

      Griffin swore in the darkness and fumbled for the panel at his feet. Kenyon switched on his flight helmet torch and Griffin did likewise. He slid the panel aside and found the row of twelve blue switches. The sense of weightlessness told him the Star Burner was in free-fall. He hooked his fingers underneath the first three switches and clicked them upwards. Moments later, he’d done all twelve.

      “That’s the safeties back in the right place.”

      The lights came on first. They had the least to do. The Star Burner’s mainframe came online in sections and Griffin couldn’t understand why several of the auxiliary systems went green before the main propulsion or the life support.

      “Want me to pull out the overload protection?” asked Dominguez.

      “You can’t. It’s buried about three meters below the bridge floor.”

      “Strange for a bomber to be equipped with something as deadly as that shutdown weapon,” said Kroll.

      “Ah shit,” said Griffin in realization. “And strange for a bomber to be on a mission with no escort.”

      A projectile struck the Star Burner’s hull. Griffin couldn’t tell where the impact was, since the reverberations came from everywhere. The noise was deafening and followed up by a second strike. He had no way of knowing how badly damaged the spaceship was, since the damage control systems weren’t online yet.

      The comms came up first and Kenyon sent out a distress signal. “It linked to the closest military receptor, sir. Looked like a suit.”

      A missile impacted with the cruiser. This time it was easier to pinpoint the direction – the enemy spaceship was above them, so this definitely wasn’t a last throw of the dice from the damaged bomber. Other missiles strikes came, each explosion producing a thunderous crash which faded rapidly into the distance as the Star Burner plummeted towards the earth.

      “We’re going to hit,” said Jeffrey.

      “Looks like.” Griffin didn’t release his grip on the controls, hoping to get something from them. One of the engine modules came online, offering a fraction of its available power. The temperature display indicated it was burning. Griffin pulled on the sticks and the spaceship hardly responded.

      The sensors came up next. First static and then a spinning low-res feed. Below and coming up fast, the sight of a city flattened by incendiaries. The Star Burner began responding weakly to the controls, too little and too late. The life support came up at the same time as another two missiles struck the armor plating. Bright white filled Griffin’s HUD and he squinted. The single engine module was at thirty percent – not nearly enough for flight, but maybe enough for a hard landing.

      The Star Burner smashed into what remained of a burned-out skyscraper. The main structure had survived the Ragger incendiaries but it couldn’t survive this. When the spaceship impacted, the building’s walls exploded outwards in a storm of charred rubble and glass. The cruiser was too heavy to divert from its course and it hit another building a few hundred meters further on. Griffin couldn’t spare the time to blink in case it was enough to turn possible life into certain death.

      The Star Burner collided with a block of smaller buildings. The drag was enough to slow it down and the spaceship turned, flipped and flipped again. The sensors were a confusion of debris, darkness, light and plasma flame. An object flew overhead and Griffin dimly recognized it as the portside wing.

      Eventually, the cruiser came to a halt, partly on its side. The alarm wailed and someone groaned. Griffin was alive, but he was sure not everyone had been so lucky.
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        * * *

      

      Conway and his squad stood a little way from the studio building and watched in silence as the Ragger bomber went down. With his zoom on full, Conway thought he could see the enemy spaceship’s hull buckle underneath the railgun hits. He could definitely hear the impacts, even from three or four thousand meters away. Each strike sent a hollow echo sweeping through the ruins of Satra, though nobody could bring themselves to cheer.

      “The comms are down,” said Freeman through the speaker in his helmet. “Even the suit network.”

      “Jammed?”

      Freeman didn’t want to commit. “That’s one possibility. The other is that everything is temporarily screwed because a whole city got taken out.”

      Conway growled. When the comms went down, everything usually went to crap. “Keep an eye on it and let me know if anything changes.”

      “What now, sir?” asked Kemp, his excitement at being on TV completely forgotten. Somehow, he’d held onto the shoulder launcher and he slung it in order to have both hands on his rifle.

      Before Conway could reply, he caught sight of a second warship. It was burning with plasma and coming in fast. He could see its pilot trying to correct the spin and to reduce the angle of descent. Conway was a novice when it came to flying and even he could see the spaceship wasn’t going to recover.

      “One of ours,” he said.

      “You sure?”

      “No.”

      A high-priority message came onto his comms, sent from a source with enough clearance to ignore the privacy settings on the squad open network.

      “Mayday, we’re going down. Request immediate assistance.”

      Another two missiles hit the spaceship moments before it went through the top floors of a badly-leaning building. The craft left a trail of plasma in its wake and then disappeared from sight. The rumble of explosions reached the squad and then came the deeper, heavier impact of the spaceship itself hitting the ground. The noise seemed to last for a long time and then it receded until Conway could no longer hear it.

      “Holy crap,” said Barron.

      Conway couldn’t have put it better himself. With the distraction of the two spaceships over, he looked – really looked – at the devastation around him. He thought the missile attack on the Graxol-4 mine was bad. This was a dozen times worse, not just because of the scale, but because he lived so close to Satra and he knew it was home to four million people.

      If there were any survivors in this area of the city, they were the luckiest people in the Unity League. Conway knew he was lucky as well – he was amongst the only five people in the entire city wearing a combat suit designed to withstand almost any environmental conditions.

      This street – the one upon which he’d recently made his phone call to his wife and daughter – was unrecognizable. The concrete was smeared with char and every one of the hundreds of vehicles he could see was turned to a blackened shell. Some of them still burned, though he could see the fires diminishing. The smoke blew thick and carried with it the stench of burned metal, plastics and flesh.

      If the vehicles were nearly burned out, the buildings were not. Many of them blazed fiercely and looked like they’d go on for weeks. Others had been reduced to mounds of rubble and even the most intact was only good for demolition.

      “Not a single damn window that hasn’t blown out,” said Freeman. “Strange what you notice.”

      “More smoke downtown,” said Lockhart. “Wind’s blowing this way.”

      “That’s where those spaceships went down,” said Conway. “Did you recognize the voice?”

      “Lieutenant Kenyon, sir.”

      “That means it was the Star Burner.” Conway tapped Freeman on the shoulder. “How come they got a signal out when our comms are dead?”

      “A spaceship and a combat suit comms unit aren’t remotely equal, sir.” Freeman went quiet, thinking of how to explain it better. “The Star Burner’s probably got the same capabilities as one of comms satellites. Your suit’s like a wind-up radio in comparison.”

      “Yeah, I get the message.” Conway turned in the direction of the crashed spaceship, wishing he could see through walls.

      “No way they lived through that,” said Lockhart.

      “They lived.”

      “Why so certain?”

      “Captain Griffin once told me I had a charmed life. I don’t know if that’s true, but if it is, maybe I can recognize someone who’s the same as me. Captain Griffin isn’t dead and we’re the only ones able to reach the Star Burner.”

      Lockhart wiped his visor with the back of his hand. “Your family, sir,” he said quietly. “We could pretend we never saw the spaceship and we could get the hell away from here.”

      It was what Conway wanted more than anything. He shook his head. “My family is either alive or they’re dead. Whatever we do now won’t change that. We can help the crew on the Star Burner, if any of them made it.”

      “And Lieutenant Dominguez is hot!” said Kemp. “It’d be a real shame if she got burned up.”

      Barron punched him in the arm, not too gently. “It’s not a time to be thinking with your balls, Kemp.”

      “Just saying.”

      Conway should have been angry with Kemp’s pissing about. In fact, the distraction was welcome.

      “We’re going for the Star Burner,” he said. “Kemp, put your cock back in your pocket. A nice officer like Lieutenant Dominguez won’t want to party with a nobody like you.”

      “She hasn’t seen my moves yet, sir.” Kemp made a few clumsy thrusting motions with his hips and Conway couldn’t decide if the soldier was pretending to dance or showing off for the bedroom.

      “That’s some real style, Kemp,” laughed Barron. “Maybe keep it to yourself for now.”

      The mood didn’t stay light for longer than a few seconds. Conway squinted into the distance, trying to work out the quickest way to reach the Star Burner. He knew this area of the city, but he had no idea how much of it was still standing and it was impossible to be sure if any of the ways were open or blocked off by rubble or fire. One thing was sure – Lockhart had been right about the smoke which was thickening by the moment.

      With a grimace to hide his uncertainty, Conway strode off at a pace that wasn’t far from a run.
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