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      Death Skies. Worlds will end.

      

      Humanity’s conflict with the Raggers shows no sign of ending. The aliens have no respect for the boundaries of war and they will attack any target, civilian or military.

      Luckily, the Unity League is in possession of stolen intel which points to the location of three of the enemy’s critical manufacturing planets. A huge fleet carrying thousands of nuclear bombs is sent to lay waste to everything.

      Captain Jake Griffin is with the fleet and in charge of a new heavy cruiser called Hurricane. Any hope that the Raggers would leave their primary facilities unguarded are soon dispelled and he finds himself in the middle of a brutal engagement in the skies of a world in flames.

      To add to the difficulties, a completely unexpected discovery makes things much more complicated. A distress call from the surface requires a deployment of troops.

      It’s Lieutenant Tanner Conway who is given the job. His mission leads to a top-secret research lab where the Raggers have been working on something new and unpleasant. Conway and his squad will be tested to the limit as they try to complete their mission and escape before the worst outcome imaginable becomes a reality.

      The universe holds many surprises and sometimes it’s best to remain ignorant…

      Death Skies is a fast-paced military sci-fi shooter filled with spaceships, guns, tech and warfare. It follows on from book 3 in the Fire and Rust Series: Havoc Squad.
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        Sign up to my mailing list here to be the first to find out about new releases.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PLANET CENTRIUM

          

        

      

    

    
      Centrium was a dust world. An undersized rock, a little too close to its sun and with sixty percent of its surface covered in parched desert. The other forty percent contained a single ocean bounded by land which was just about habitable with the assistance of technology.

      The Unity League’s primary interest in Centrium had once been the rust ore, discovered by accident way out in the hottest part of an already hot planet. The mines were no longer operational after the Fangrin detonated nuclear warheads in each of the main shafts, fusing the ore into something different and reducing the rust output to zero.

      Without the mines, people began drifting away to new planets within the Unity League. Still, the population didn’t decline much from its peak of half a billion. Many called Centrium their home and they stayed in the sweltering heat of an unwanted world.

      On this day, the Raggers showed up - a fleet of 150, hidden from the ground batteries by their stealth tech until the last minute. The aliens didn’t make demands and they didn’t make contact. Instead, they broke into smaller groups over the populated areas of the planet. A few of the ground-air batteries locked and fired, while the sixty defending ULAF spaceships hunted fruitlessly. Meanwhile, the two military bases sent FTL comms requesting backup.

      It was too late.

      Wherever the Raggers discovered towns, cities or even villages, they dropped their bombs. A combination of incendiaries and nuclear missiles laid waste to everything. The aliens didn’t stop until that forty percent was turned into a burned, irradiated testament to the cruelties of war.

      A few million survived, many of them injured or suffering the effects of radiation sickness. It was a lesson, even more so than Satra, that the Unity League didn’t ask for and didn’t want. A change in attitude came immediately – a determination to meet the Raggers head-on and do whatever it took to defeat them.

      Whatever it took.
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      The Fangrin space station was an impressive piece of engineering, comprising a circular outer ring linked by many spokes to a cylindrical hub. It orbited an ice giant, six planets out from a dying sun, and only a short lightspeed journey from two of the Fangrin’s populated worlds. The aliens had given the station a name that didn’t translate directly into a recognizable human word and which couldn’t be pronounced without painfully contorting the throat in order to produce a series of incomprehensible growling sounds.

      Fleet Admiral Randell Douglas Stone’s shuttle hadn’t long ago docked and he was still coming to terms with the knowledge that the Fangrin had constructed something which made the Unity space station look like the rudimental work of amateurs. It was one thing to hear about the endless depths of resources at the Fangrin’s disposal, it was another thing entirely to emerge from lightspeed and witness the technological marvel which was your former enemy’s primary deep space facility.

      He strode through the well-lit interior, with his team of staff officers hurrying after. They carried tablet computers and talked amongst themselves in hushed tones, as if whispering would be sufficient to stop the Fangrin overhearing their words. Stone didn’t think the aliens were listening in. If he didn’t trust them, he wouldn’t have agreed come here. At some point, allies had to rely on each other and Stone was past the point of watching over his shoulder every time he heard the growling speech of a Fangrin close by.

      “The meeting will start in fifteen minutes, Admiral,” said Governor Wrekstin, walking alongside. The Fangrin was old without being stooped and his thickset frame reminded Stone how physically powerful the aliens were compared to the vast majority of humans. Grey hair covered Wrekstin’s muzzle and his words, translated by the language module pinned to the shoulder of his dusky-grey clothing, sounded even gruffer than Stone had come to expect.

      “I hear you have finished your review of the data we recovered from the facility on Reol, Governor,” said Stone.

      The Fangrin smiled, baring sharp teeth that were brilliant white in color. It was a look of menace, though not one aimed at the human delegation. “Yes, our review is complete. We have a number of proposals which you will be interested to hear.”

      “We have proposals of our own.” Stone also smiled. “I am sure we can decide upon a plan which the Raggers will find especially unpleasant.”

      “We have longed for this moment, Admiral,” said Wrekstin. “So many of my people lost. I do not mean this as a challenge, but you humans have not seen the worst of what the Raggers will bring. You have lost one planet, where we have lost many. War is war and death is a reality, but the Raggers do not accept boundaries and there will be no rapprochement.”

      “We are committed to this alliance for mutual benefit. Centrium will be avenged and when the Raggers are defeated, our two races must iron out a lasting peace.”

      Wrekstin turned his head and Stone looked into the Fangrin’s yellow eyes. The alien nodded his head once. “We remember our friends.”

      After that, Wrekstin said little, content to wait for the coming meeting before discussing strategy and tactics. Stone wasn’t familiar with the layout of the space station and he allowed the Fangrin to guide him.

      Scans from the carrier ULS Indomitable which brought Stone here, had given the alien structure a peak diameter of three thousand meters and a height of more than two thousand. The shuttle had docked in the outer ring and Stone knew the meeting was taking place in the central section. Therefore, he expected the walk to last for several minutes.

      “This spoke leads to the main command and control areas of [Translation Unclear],” said Wrekstin. “Our meeting will take place six levels higher.”

      The main passage along the connecting spoke was wide enough for several to walk side-by-side. Stone glanced into side rooms and saw the kind of activity he’d expect to see on a military facility on Earth. The Fangrin had jammed in their tech everywhere, and each console, computer or interface panel was attended by one or more of the aliens. They appeared unhurried and in control. Once or twice, an alien would pause to study the humans, but Stone saw only curiosity in their stares rather than hostility. It was reassuring.

      Ten minutes later, Wrekstin stopped at unmarked double doors. The Fangrin activated a blue-glowing panel in the wall adjacent and, a moment later, the doors opened to reveal a lift car. Stone entered and waited for the sensation of movement. That sensation didn’t come, though an interior status panel indicated the lift was going up. It was another minor example of the aliens’ technological superiority and Stone did his best to pretend it wasn’t important.

      Outside the lift, Wrekstin led Stone and his team across a circular open space filled with consoles. The Fangrin personnel were dressed in a variety of different colors and a few wore silver insignias on their chests or shoulders. Stone tried to guess at the function of the room and concluded it housed planning or intelligence officers.

      Armed guards flanked each of the numerous doors and these wore full combat suits, including helmets. They carried assault rifles – of a type which were inferior to the Unity League’s Gilners – and sidearms were holstered at their waists. Stone hadn’t been directly involved in a surface engagement for many years and the sight of the hulking Fangrin soldiers in their combat gear brought the memories back.

      “Here,” said Wrekstin, a short distance beyond the planning room. The Fangrin pressed thick, black-furred fingertips against the panel and waited for the security scan to complete.

      The door opened and Governor Wrekstin entered without saying anything. Stone followed and the rest of his team did likewise.

      Stone’s first impressions of the meeting room were favorable. The alloy walls were lined with a multitude of screens, which showed lists of strategic resources or star charts. Others displayed sensor feeds from the space station itself or from places which Stone wasn’t familiar with.

      The center of the room was dominated by what appeared to be a huge metal table, but was in fact a horizontal screen, around which planning could take place. Two much smaller tables held refreshments including water, juices and plates of items which Stone was sure were edible, even if he didn’t know what the hell they were.

      Senior officers from the Fangrin high command waited in the room and they studied the new arrivals. Governor Wrekstin made introductions. The Fangrin didn’t go for handshakes and were content to nod in acknowledgement when their names were spoken. Several high-ranking members of the aliens’ ruling council were present, including Governors Nivenar and Stonlax, as well as Admiral Daxian Lontor.

      Stone tried hard to keep civilian and military matters separate in the Unity League – the recent trip to Reol being a notable failure in his policy – and he was glad that he didn’t have to contend with members of the League Council while he hammered out strategy with the Fangrin. The aliens did things differently, Stone knew, though their governors were all required to have ten years’ military experience before they could take on the position.

      The Fangrin weren’t fond of small talk and they got started immediately. Stone joined them at the central viewing table and an image formed, showing thousands of different stars, each labeled and with overlays to indicate names, distances and other pertinent details. While Stone talked, his team listened and made notes.

      “If the Raggers knew what your soldiers extracted from the comms center on Reol, they would [Translation Unclear] themselves,” said Admiral Lontor. He was the broadest and strongest-looking Fangrin Stone had ever seen, with muscles that strained against his uniform. In one hand, he clutched a six-foot metal pole about half an inch in diameter.

      “We have identified several primary targets,” said Stone. “Although we have not yet scouted them in case it jeopardizes our chance of enacting a successful attack.”

      “Our target selection differed from yours in several places,” said Lontor. “The data was not complete, leading us to make suppositions about the nature of the Ragger assets.”

      The Fangrin tapped the end of the pole on one area of the table display. Instantly, the chart zoomed in to the area selected and Stone identified three solar systems which his own intel teams had been very interested in. Two planets were highlighted in red and another in orange.

      “We believe these worlds are home to the manufacturing facilities for the Ragger fleet,” continued Lontor. “The stolen data suggests that raw materials are brought in from elsewhere and made into components for spaceships.”

      “This tallies with our understanding,” said Stone. “The Raggers claim lots of territory as their own, but these places enable them to build new space fleets quicker than we can hope to shoot them down.”

      “Placing every chicken into one container. Isn’t that what you humans call it?” said Lontor. The language modules weren’t perfect when it came to dealing with idioms. “The Raggers have made themselves vulnerable by concentrating so much in these few places, however deep they might hide them within their territory.”

      “If we destroy the facilities on these factory planets, we will significantly limit the enemy’s ability to challenge us,” said Governor Stonlax, another Fangrin who was elderly in appearance.

      Lontor used his stick again to select another area of the star chart. Numerous planets were colored in blue and Stone knew exactly what these represented. – places the Raggers were thought to inhabit.

      “We will give the Raggers no leeway,” said Lontor. “We will destroy their manufacturing capabilities and, if necessary, will show no mercy to their population centers.”

      This was the part which Stone was still uncomfortable with. Centrium was gone, but the notion of killing billions – perhaps hundreds of billions – of Raggers was still difficult to accept. He couldn’t permit the aliens to rob him of his humanity. The moment he found this easy would be the moment his enemy had won.

      None of this meant that Stone would back down from the decision should it ever arise. He didn’t want to be in a position where he’d have to make the call, even though he couldn’t imagine a future where it wasn’t forced upon him.

      The talking continued for long hours. After a while, the Fangrin called a break and Stone helped himself to a mug of peculiarly-flavored juice, along with several items from one of the plates. The resumption of the meeting brought agreement on numerous matters, whilst others would likely have to wait until the following day. Stone wasn’t due to leave until everything was finalized.

      With the meeting drawing to a close, the alarms went off. The lighting changed from blue-white to red and a siren made a high-pitched sound right on the edge of hearing. It was the kind of unwelcome, jarring intrusion that would have made less experienced officers run for the exits.

      “What is happening?” asked Stone calmly.

      None of the Fangrin answered him straight away. Admiral Lontor spoke loud and fast into a wall-mounted comms station, while Governor Nivenar strode outside to converse directly with the space station’s personnel. Stonlax and Wrekstin got busy on the wall screens, checking status reports and requesting updates from elsewhere.

      “This is what is happening,” said Lontor. He pointed at a display, which showed a sensor feed from one of the spaceships stationed in the vicinity. The feed showed burning pieces of wreckage scattering in every direction and Stone caught a fleeting glimpse of a grey shape travelling impossibly fast.

      “Get me Admiral Dolan,” Stone snapped at his officers. “Quickly!” With that said, he turned once more to Lontor. “Raggers. How did they find this place?”

      “That is not a question for now.” Lontor tapped another screen and selected an option from a menu. A sensor feed from a different source appeared. “The enemy have arrived in force. We will activate the external shield, though it will do us little good.”

      Stone was aware that the space station was equipped with an energy shield, similar to the ones the Fangrin used to protect their mines. The Unity League had developed a special type of bomb to deal with these shields and it appeared as if the Raggers had their own methods.

      “How many spaceships do you have here, Admiral Lontor?”

      “Thirty.”

      “The Indomitable has an escort of ten and a hold full of Vipers.”

      “It will not be enough.”

      The Fangrin seemed sure even though the engagement had only begun. Stone didn’t ask him to clarify and approached his own team. Most of them had seen action, but they looked dazed at this turnaround.

      “Who is in contact with the Indomitable?”

      Lieutenant Kristen Mathis’s communicator was pressed to the side of her face and she spoke low, rapid words to the officer on the other end.

      “Admiral Dolan has ordered a full deployment of Vipers, sir. The Raggers are using their stealth tech, so our carrier group is having a hard time counting numbers or locking on to any of the bastards.”

      “Maybe we should evacuate, sir,” said Lieutenant Curtis Young.

      Lontor was discussing the matter with Governor Wrekstin in angry, rumbling tones and he looked up at the words.

      “It is too late to evacuate,” he said.

      “How are you so sure?”

      “We estimate the Raggers are here with more than one hundred of their warships.”

      “How long until reinforcements arrive?”

      “Twenty of our spaceships will be here within one hour and an additional three hundred an hour after that.”

      Stone added up the numbers. In two hours, the Fangrin would have this area of space flooded with enough of their fleet to wipe out the Raggers or send them running. His eyes caught sight of another fireball on the sensor feeds, the edges blurred by the shimmering of the energy shield which now protected the space station.

      “We don’t have two hours,” he observed.

      “No. What will come, will come.”

      Admiral Stone’s days on the frontline were long behind him. Sometimes he yearned to be back amongst the soldiers, with his rifle and squad. Those times were never coming back and, with the wisdom of years, Stone had learned that watching a battle could be far harder than actually taking part.

      Centrium was gone and now it seemed like the Raggers were about to take away his chance to see them suffer. He prepared himself for the inevitable.
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      The Calisto base on Rundine was the second largest military facility in the Unity League. Several million ULAF personnel lived and worked here, and some of them never left. Calisto encompassed more than just a station for troops and a landing field for spaceships. Three separate shipyards and a rust processing facility fell within the bounds of the facility, as well as factories producing munitions, tanks, transports and everything else required to keep the ULAF troops supplied with weapons of war.

      Large parts of the base were deep underground, in order to protect the most vital functions in the event of a surprise attack formerly expected to originate from the Fangrin, but now more likely to come from the Raggers.

      Captain Jake Griffin walked through the steel-lined subterranean passages of the main command and control area. The shit had hit the fan from several directions and the entire Unity League was on full alert. The shipyards and factories were working extended shifts, leave had been cancelled and there was an air of seething fury, rather than one of panic.

      Griffin’s destination was Planning Room 1. In spite of this being the area used by high command for its most important conventions, nobody had bothered to signpost its location and he was obliged to ask for directions. The air underground was cold and he was glad that his flight suit kept him insulated.

      Eventually he found the place at the end of a corridor leading off another corridor. A squad of armed guards outside the double-doors scrupulously checked his credentials and then allowed him to pass. The doors opened and he stepped through.

      The room was more suited to conferences than anything cozy like a meeting. Tiered rows of seats looked down upon a small stage. The wall behind this stage was covered in an immense screen, which was currently blank. If anything, it was colder in here than it was in the corridors outside and the HVAC ducts thrummed in the background. The lights were also too bright and they highlighted every imperfection in the metal sheets covering the walls and ceiling.

      Most of the seats were already occupied and Griffin estimated the room contained two hundred or more personnel – all of them senior officers. A few people talked quietly, while the majority waited silently for the briefing to begin. Griffin found himself a seat on the edge of one row, next to a middle-aged warship captain whose name he didn’t remember. She smiled thinly at him and he smiled thinly back.

      At precisely the scheduled start time, several figures rose from the front row and climbed onto the stage. Griffin recognized two, while the others were unfamiliar faces. He guessed they were staff officers.

      “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,” said Admiral Arie Kolb, her voice carrying easily to the back rows. “I don’t have to tell you what you’re doing here at this early hour and I intend to keep this brief. The Unity League and the ULAF have been struck two devastating blows in rapid succession. Centrium is lost and Fleet Admiral Stone has been killed by the Raggers.”

      Everyone knew, but the words produced a hubbub anyway. The second officer on stage – Admiral Erwin Rosser, a slender man with a reputation for meticulous and incisive planning, cleared his throat loudly.

      “We aren’t going to sit on our backsides and let the enemy get away with this. You have seen how many warships we have parked on the surface above us, with many more watching from orbit. We intend to use those warships in a punitive, devastating strike upon three of the Ragger manufacturing planets. If we take out the enemy’s construction capabilities while our own remain intact, we can defeat them.”

      The screen at the back of the stage lit up on cue. On it, two columns, one headed ULAF and the other with the word Fangrin. Below the headings, Griffin read out the names of the warships committed to the coming mission by the two sides. The ULAF had a much smaller navy and had mustered ninety-five warships including three carrier groups. The Fangrin had committed more than three hundred of their spaceships. It was humbling to see the differing capabilities.

      Someone seated on one of the middle rows raised his hand.

      “Questions at the end, Captain Bowman,” said Kolb.

      The hand went down and Admiral Rosser continued.

      “To ensure the enemy have no time to react, we will divide our forces evenly into three separate attack groups. We will synchronize to ensure that each force engages at the same time.”

      Kolb took over. “Make no mistake, ladies and gentleman. This is to be a full-scale attack using every weapon at our disposal. Each one of our spaceships will be carrying multiple nuclear missiles and those capable will deploy incendiaries. This is not a time for timidity. We will strike these Ragger planets until nothing remains of their facilities.”

      “That is the outline,” said Rosser. “We have locations of planets, but that’s the extent of our intel. Therefore, we don’t know what to expect once we arrive. The enemy may outnumber us, or we may catch them so far off-guard that we have free rein to blow the living crap out of them.” Rosser smiled grimly.

      “You are all here in this room because you can pilot a spaceship,” said Kolb. “On this mission, we are asking for more than your skills and your determination. It might be that the missiles you deploy kill millions of the enemy. We don’t know much about the Raggers, but these could be noncombatants, caught up in a war they didn’t want.”

      “Screw them!” came a voice from somewhere to Griffin’s left. “Look what they did to Centrium!”

      Another voice shouted in support and then another. Moments later, the room was filled with anger. Griffin felt it too, but he didn’t allow it to spill over. He sat and waited for the noise to recede.

      Kolb and Rosser waited too. When the volume lessened, Kolb gave a loud call for silence so that she could resume.

      “Don’t let the anger cloud your actions,” she said. “Focus on the mission and ignore the distractions. If we all do that, we may succeed.”

      “We will depart no more than four hours from now,” said Rosser. “Every one of you has mission documentation which will unlock the moment you sign into the command consoles on your assigned warship. Do not expect surprises. From lift off, we will rendezvous with the Fangrin and then journey through lightspeed to our destinations.”

      “Questions?” asked Kolb.

      Griffin raised his hand. Kolb recognized him and smiled.

      “Yes, Captain Griffin?”

      “We have FTL troop transports on the landing field. What is their role in this, ma’am?”

      “They may not be required, Captain. It is my hope that we can accomplish our goals without a single one of our troops setting foot on the ground. However, we may find ourselves presented with targets of opportunity that require a physical presence on the surface. I would not like a chance be missed because we did not adequately prepare.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Details on the transports, as well as every other spaceship on this mission, will be included in your documentation. Please read it thoroughly – you will have sufficient time on the outward journey.”

      A few others had questions which Rosser and Kolb answered. It was clear they wanted to get things moving and the meeting wound up quickly. Griffin was near to the entrance and he was one of the first out of the room. The exits were well signposted and he hurried towards one which would lead him quickest to his spaceship.

      He stood quietly with three other officers in the airlift and waited for it to bring him to the surface. The contents of the meeting hadn’t come as a great shock. Not everyone in the ULAF knew about the data cube from Reol and even fewer knew that the intel teams had cracked the Ragger encryption. Even so, people knew that something big was coming. This was the kind of rumor that spread like wildfire until conjecture became cast-iron truth.

      When the lift ride ended, Griffin made his way out through the topside area of the command and control building. The corridors were crammed with personnel, all going somewhere fast. Officers barked out orders, while some personnel spoke loudly into their communicators, ignorant to the flow of human traffic around them. The HVAC droned in the background as if it was having a hard time keeping the temperature down and the air was filled with the scents of hot coffee and cold sweat.

      Outside, the air was so thick and heavy it was uncomfortable to breathe. The command and control facility was surrounded by small but well-maintained lawns. Griffin paused for a moment to savor the sights of real plants, a splash of green amongst the countless stone, metal and brick buildings around him. Any illusion of being in the countryside was ruined by the sounds of vehicles which filled the road a short distance away. Overhead, the limited view Griffin had of the grey-blue sky between the looming buildings was crowded with shuttles. The resonance of their engines beat upon the ground and reflected off the walls.

      A parking lot in front of the building was half full of cars reserved for senior officers. Griffin opened the door of one – an unpainted, angular mishmash of panels with a gravity engine – and climbed into the front seat.

      “Wait up!”

      The same three officers from the lift got in without waiting for an invitation. When the doors were closed, Griffin asked for the names of their warships. He provided these destinations to the navigation computer and the engine fired up with a grumble. The car lifted a couple of feet from the ground, turned and accelerated towards its destination.

      “Crazy stuff, huh?” asked one of the officers. He was ranked captain and he fidgeted in the other front seat with nervous agitation.

      “Yeah, crazy,” said another. “Alien assholes.”

      “We’re going to put an end to these Ragger bastards,” said the first officer. “And what with the dogs being onside, maybe we’ll get a chance to do normal stuff again when this mission is over.”

      Griffin wasn’t in the mood to join in. He’d have plenty of time to talk things over with his crew once he was onboard the ULS Hurricane. For the moment, he sat on the padded bench, staring out of the front windshield and trying to suppress his own anxiety to get on with it.

      The main highways through the Calisto base were busier than ever. Griffin spotted dozens of tanks, some new, some old and some being the latest heavily-armed Warrior class. The air traffic didn’t thin and when he looked hard enough, Griffin was sure he could make out the long, sleek shapes of three full-sized warships at a higher altitude.

      Twenty minutes after it pulled away from the parking lot, the gravity car emerged from between two huge warehouses which contained stacks of armor plates. One of the landing strips lay ahead and the number of vehicles reduced, though dozens of high-load crawlers were in motion to the left. The car accelerated to fifty kilometers per hour, its self-drive system predicting and anticipating the movement of the other vehicles.

      There wasn’t much room on the landing field. Forty-two of the ULAF’s fleet of warships, each parked only a stone’s throw from its neighbors, waited for their officers to board. On another day, in a different time, it would have been an awe-inspiring sight. Here and now, these forty-two spaceships were little more than a single facet in a war and mission that contained many facets like it.

      Griffin’s spaceship had been one of the last to land at Calisto, following his recall from a patrol somewhere distant and the Hurricane was parked at the far end of the landing field. Consequently, he was required to wait for each of the three officers to exit the vehicle before him. Eventually, the car pulled up in front of the Hurricane’s forward boarding ramp. A polite warning chimed, letting Griffin know it was time to get the hell out of the car so that it could return to the parking bay.

      He obliged and stepped onto the reinforced concrete of the field. The heat instantly vanquished the chill on his skin from the air-conditioned interior of the car. With the sound of the vehicle’s engine receding behind him, Griffin approached the ramp. The ULAF didn’t leave its Lansom heavy cruisers open for tourists, and a squad of twenty soldiers stood guard. Their armed transport was idle nearby, its green-painted exterior completely dwarfed by the enormity of the spaceship.

      The Hurricane was a big step up from the Star Burner and a whole staircase up from a Viper. Fleet Admiral Stone had been impressed by what happened on Reol and had personally selected this, the newest Lansom out of the yard, for Griffin.

      The Hurricane was almost five hundred meters from nose to tail, which made it a little bigger than the earlier models. It was also better armed and with thicker, more angular plating, designed to deflect or repel a railgun impact. Something in the shape of it put Griffin in mind of scarcely-restrained fury, like this creation of humanity thirsted for the death of its enemies. The thought of it made him shiver – not just with pride, but with fear at the potential.

      The lead officer of the guard squad was expecting Griffin and came to meet him.

      “They finished refueling the tharniol drive ten minutes ago, sir. The ground crews report everything’s ready to go,” the man said, much of his face hidden by the helmet of his combat suit.

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. What are your orders?”

      “We’ve been told to clear the area as soon as the ramp closes up, sir.”

      “You’ve heard?” said Griffin, continuing directly towards the ramp.

      “Only that every one of these ships is going someplace the Raggers don’t want them to be, sir.”

      “That’s right, Lieutenant. We’re going show them what happens when you kill half a billion of our people.”

      “Good luck, sir. Me and everyone else, we’re rooting for you.”

      Griffin started up the retractable steps which sprang from the surface of the ramp. Here, beneath the hull, the engine note - more felt than heard - seemed to engulf him. Two of the many landing legs, one on each side of the ramp, were almost close enough to touch. Each was thicker than the trunk of any tree and made from the strongest alloys in the Unity League.

      The airlock was lit in red. Griffin passed through, pausing only briefly to sign in to the personnel computer on the wall so that his crew would know he’d arrived. A whining motor kicked in and the boarding ramp retracted.

      Once through the airlock, Griffin made his way to the bridge. A Lansom was bigger than most other warships, but that didn’t make it spacious inside. The extra room was taken up by propulsion, armor and bigger magazines for the weapons. A heavy cruiser also had an underside bay that could hold all sorts of hardware designed to inflict widespread death upon the Unity League’s enemies.

      All the extra kit required a bigger maintenance crew and those personnel were busy everywhere. Griffin identified the lead technician – Lieutenant Jimmy Atwell – and spoke briefly with him.

      “How’s everything, Lieutenant?”

      “Looking good, Captain. We’ve picked up a couple of ambers on one of the rear comms arrays and another on the fourth tharniol detonator. I’ve got teams checking them out now, but it’s nothing we can’t handle.”

      “I’ve seen detonators blow out before, Lieutenant.”

      “This one won’t, sir. You have my word on it.”

      “Thank you.”

      Griffin squeezed past and continued. The maintenance crews were all enlisted and they had a shitty job which most of them performed with exceptional skill and bravery. Although the Hurricane was due its first full maintenance strip-down in the near future, it was reassuring to hear an experienced man like Atwell say that everything was in order.

      The bridge was accessed through a blast door at the top of a short flight of steps. Griffin activated the access panel and stepped into the blue-lit space beyond.
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      As well as its extensive maintenance teams, a Lansom heavy required a larger bridge crew. Griffin had his regulars back and he greeted Lieutenants Dominguez, Kenyon and Kroll warmly. The new members had proven satisfactory so far and were all time-served officers. Lieutenant Dan Faulkner was backup comms, while Lieutenant Effie Jackson looked after all the weapons apart from the nukes. The final crewmember was Lieutenant Brandy Shelton, who was backup sensor officer. They stood to salute and Griffin nodded acknowledgement as he walked to his station.

      The captain’s seat was clad in real leather which felt like it had been hand-kneaded into suppleness. It barely squeaked when he sank into it and the smell reminded him of his grandfather’s old chair which he used to sit in as a boy. He breathed in deeply.

      His flight helmet lay to one side on the floor and Griffin put it on, using his gloved fingers to fasten the clips. The suit computer booted up and the HUD filled with data.

      “What the hell is going on, sir?” asked Dominguez.

      “You’ve already guessed it’s something big.” Griffin tapped several buttons on the command console, going through the first of his pre-flight checks. He didn’t torment the crew for long. “We’re going for what we believe are the Raggers’ primary manufacturing facilities.”

      “That is big,” said Kenyon, his voice alive with excitement. “What’re we going with?”

      “Almost a hundred of ours – these ones on Calisto – and more than three hundred Fangrin. We’ll split into attack groups and we’re going to incinerate or irradiate every damn factory or shipyard on every one of those planets.”

      He let that sink in. It was one thing to shoot down an enemy spaceship, another thing entirely to saturate a planet with high-yield nuclear warheads.

      “This is the real deal, isn’t it, sir?” asked Lieutenant Shelton.

      “It’s always been the real deal. Ever since the Raggers showed up at New Pacific. They’ve given us no choice.”

      As soon as he spoke the words, Griffin asked himself if they were true. He didn’t beat himself up over the answer – the Raggers had launched an unproved attack on the Unity League and then they had betrayed their word about giving safe passage to the recent ill-fated peace mission. The aliens weren’t anything like humanity and nobody had come up with a viable way to deal with them that didn’t involve mass destruction. The Raggers were so different that they managed to put the Fangrin in perspective. Now, every time Griffin saw or spoke to one of the dogs, his brain was making unconscious, positive links between them and humans.

      “All the documentation is locked down, sir,” said Kroll. “Any chance we can take a sneak peek at it?”

      “There’ll be time when we’re in flight.” Griffin finished another series of checks. The Hurricane was ready to go. “Lieutenant Dominguez, confirm we aren’t sitting on top of twenty of the ULAF’s finest.”

      “No sir, our guard unit is on their way back to headquarters.”

      “In that case, get us a slot. Lieutenant Kenyon, please confirm we’re on the local battle network.”

      “We’re comms linked to everyone on Calisto, sir,” said Kenyon. “I guess we’ll have an open receptor to the Fangrin once we hit the rendezvous.”

      Dominguez came into the channel as soon as Kenyon was done speaking. “There’s a slot open for us now, sir. Twenty seconds to confirm or we lose it.”

      “Take it.”

      “The next lift-off slot is ours.”

      “Here we go.”

      The controls of the heavy cruiser were solid bars of cool alloy that jutted out from the front of the wraparound command console. Griffin brought the engines out of idle and they responded with a smooth humming sound. He drew back the sticks. They were tailored to each commanding officer in order to provide the perfect level of resistance and just the right amount of responsiveness. Griffin felt a lurch as the landing gear came off the ground and then the spaceship was airborne.

      Gently at first and then with increasing speed, Griffin piloted the Hurricane vertically away from the landing field. With each passing second, the view became more breathtaking.

      At first, the underside feeds were of the landing strip and its forty-one parked spaceships. Then, the view expanded until Griffin could see the buildings around it and one end of the northern shipyard. The construction crews were working on two new Lansoms and one was close to completion. Higher still and the second landing strip came into view with forty more spaceships and several gaps in the line to show where some had already departed.

      Griffin turned his head and saw a second shipyard, with work underway on yet more additions to the ULAF fleet. Crawlers and gravity cranes swarmed like ants on their way between warehouses and the construction trenches.

      The last thing Griffin noticed before the Hurricane entered the low-lying clouds was the three diamond class carriers parked on the third landing strip. The last of the Vipers was vanishing into the launch bay of Admiral Kolb’s ship, the ULS Trojan. Then the grey mist obscured the view and the ground was lost far below.

      “Want me to filter out the nimbostratus, sir?” asked Dominguez.

      “Don’t bother. I’ve seen enough.”

      The Hurricane reached what they called a safe altitude and the airfield mainframe told Griffin no other vessels were in proximity. He smiled to himself and increased thrust rapidly and steadily. The Hurricane surged away from the surface of Rundine, its hull so well-constructed that only the faintest sounds of flexing alloy reached Griffin’s ears.

      The propulsion was less restrained. It produced a howling unlike anything in nature and the velocity gauge raced upwards. Griffin was pressed into his seat and the muscles in his arms and shoulders fought against the tremendous accelerative forces.

      “Getting warm,” said Dominguez. “Atmospheric friction.”

      “We’ll cool down in space,” said Griffin, trying to keep the exultation from his voice.

      Almost everything about the Hurricane was new and its propulsion was a step change from the old. Expensive and difficult to manufacture but damn it made the Hurricane as fast as its name suggested.

      “Ground control asks if we’re in a hurry, sir.”

      “Tell them we’ve got a score to settle.”

      With its topside plating burning a dull red, the spaceship left the thin, ice-cold air of Rundine’s outer atmosphere. The upper and flank sensor feeds turned from the darkest of blues to absolute black and more of the planet was revealed on the underside arrays. Rundine had often been likened to Earth and in that one moment, the sight of it made Griffin’s heart swell with emotion. The vibrant greens, blues and yellows somehow represented everything he lived for and everything he’d die for.

      “No time for sentiment,” he said to himself off-comms. “Got a job to focus on.”

      At ten thousand klicks from Rundine, Griffin removed the electronic locks from the mission files, so his crew could take a look.

      “Lieutenant Kroll, the coordinates of our rendezvous are in there. Find them and send us on our way.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Kroll was quick and the tharniol detonators thundered less than two minutes after Griffin gave the order. The force of the controlled explosions was enough to make the spaceship shudder and he remembered Lieutenant Atwell’s words about the fourth detonator.

      “Any alerts?” he asked.

      “No, sir. There’s an amber on number four, but we only used one and two for the startup.”

      The Hurricane was new, but the tharniol drive wasn’t any better than that found on other Lansoms. The noise level built and Griffin could feel the vibration in everything he touched. One-by-one, the other spaceships from Calisto emerged from orbit and activated their own lightspeed drives. Griffin tapped his helmet twice for luck and hoped that the mission would get off to a good start without any detonator blow-outs.

      He didn’t get a chance to watch for long. The Hurricane’s tharniol drive reached a crescendo and held.

      “Any second!” yelled Kroll over the din.

      The transition happened. The instrumentation went screwy and the crew felt like shit. Once everything had settled, Griffin requested updates while he completed his own routine checks. The crew were experienced and didn’t require micromanagement. Everything was as expected, with no known or anticipated hardware failures.

      It didn’t matter how many lightspeed runs Griffin experienced, the same sense of relief came every time he learned a transition was a successful one.

      “That’s a good jump,” he confirmed.

      “Five hours to rendezvous,” said Kroll. “We got a head start over the others, so we’ll be scratching our asses while they catch up.”

      The turbulence started not long after. The Hurricane was big enough to ride it, but the shaking and bumping was unwelcome. On a smaller craft like a Viper, bad turbulence could knock you off your feet. On a Lansom, the ups and downs were a little smoother. Griffin had always figured it was like the difference between an ocean liner and a rowing boat on a rough sea.

      With no choice, the crew put up with the bumps. They discussed the mission outline and Griffin answered what he could. When everything was boiled down, neither the Unity League nor the Fangrin had the faintest idea what they’d find at their destination.

      “In, nuke, out. Easiest mission ever,” said Shelton. She was pretty enough that she’d probably always got her own way when she was growing up. Some of that carried over to the ULAF, but not enough that it was a problem and Griffin found her likeable enough.

      “Except that we might turn up and find a thousand Ragger spaceships,” said Kenyon.

      “Or the decrypted data might be a digit wrong and we find ourselves in the middle of a star, or fifty billion klicks from an unoccupied gas giant,” added Dominguez.

      “Or we show up, bomb some Ragger be-hinds and then fly off home to receive a medal and a fifty percent increase in our rate,” said Shelton.

      “You gotta love the optimism of youth,” laughed Kroll. “Not that I can remember too much about that myself.”

      “Hey, Lieutenant, I earned the right to be here,” said Shelton, only half-feigning indignance.

      “Come on folks, settle down,” said Griffin. “We’re in Attack Fleet 2, led by Admiral Kolb. I guess we should count ourselves lucky the Fangrin are understanding enough that they let us lead one out of three.”

      “Who’re the Fangrin group leaders?” asked Lieutenant Faulkner.

      “We’re in good company,” said Griffin. “I know both of these. Attack Fleet 1 is led by Admiral Enixlan Yeringar and Admiral Zevin Akaxz is in charge of Attack Fleet 3. Both of them are mean, tough and competent.”

      “How’d you know them, sir?” asked Shelton.

      “A story for later, Lieutenant. I feel better knowing they’re with us.”

      The five-hour journey felt like it was over in the blinking of an eye. Lieutenant Kroll called out time ten minutes in advance and the crew fastened their harnesses. After that came the transition, the nausea and the sense of being separate from the world around. Griffin told himself he was accustomed to it and knew he was lying.

      The sensor feeds turned grey with static to indicate re-entry into local space. Griffin wasn’t expecting trouble, but he began evasive maneuvers as he waited for his crew to update him. Several utilization needles hit one hundred percent and the acceleration felt like a kick in the spine.

      “No hardware faults on propulsion or life support,” said Kroll.

      “Sensors updating. Come on, come on,” said Dominguez.

      “Comms still dead. Shouldn’t take long…”

      Griffin held the controls tightly. The moments after arrival were when a spaceship was an easy target.
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