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      Havoc Squad. Shooting alien scumbags on their home turf.

      

      Flying in the face of common sense, the Unity League has decided to send a peace mission into Ragger space. A single shuttle named Colorado carries the hopes of billions.

      Lieutenant Tanner Conway finds himself amongst the delegation. He isn’t happy, having fought the Raggers before - he knows you can’t make peace when the enemy sees you as cattle to be slaughtered and eaten.

      Fortunately, the ULAF high command is led by experienced officers who aren’t stupid enough to trust the Raggers either. The result: a mission for Captain Jake Griffin. He’s tasked with following the Colorado in a heavily-armed assault craft to watch for signs of treachery.

      When betrayal comes, Griffin delivers retribution in the form of a nuclear warhead, which wipes out much of a primary Ragger facility and almost wrecks his spaceship. He ends up trapped in a place far beneath the ground.

      Elsewhere, Conway and his squad are left in the ruins with no hope of rescue. Somehow, they must fight their way to safety. The odds are overwhelmingly stacked against them. The Ragger base isn’t completely destroyed and the aliens have spaceships as well as thousands of ground troops. Conway’s goal lies right where the enemy are strongest.

      The coming few days will be a test that neither Griffin or Conway wanted. Both are amongst the few with the skills to succeed. Success or failure may be undecided, but the death of many Raggers is guaranteed.

      Havoc Squad is a fast-paced military sci-fi shooter filled with guns, tech and warfare. It follows on from book 2 in the Fire and Rust Series: Alien Firestorm.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The Unity space station was a monumental structure of interconnected modules way out in deep space, yet still close enough to several populated worlds for FTL communications to be viable. It was home to several thousand ULAF personnel, including many high-ranking officers and specialized teams vital for the war effort against the Raggers.

      Fleet Admiral Randell Douglas Stone sat in his office deep inside one of the central modules. He’d done his best to disguise the industrial appearance of the room and make it look homely, but there was only so much you could do with alloy walls, tiled floors and several million dollars’ worth of communication equipment. A couple of pictures on the walls and a pot plant weren’t enough to fool anyone.

      It was a place he felt was becoming more like a prison with each passing day and, for a man whose early years had been spent fighting against the Fangrin, the sense of helpless confinement was hard to bear.

      “Admiral Stone, your next scheduled meeting is due to start, sir,” said the emotionless, synthesized voice of his electronic personal assistant.

      “The League Council?”

      “Yes, Admiral. You have remembered.”

      “Put it up on the screen.”

      “Certainly.”

      The largest screen in the room, directly opposite his seat, came to life. The image of three men appeared, flickered, went fuzzy and then stabilized. He knew all three faces well, though he wished it was otherwise, and the moment he saw their expressions he was gripped by the absolute certainty that they were about to reveal something which was either monumentally stupid or earth-shatteringly reckless.

      He didn’t have to wait long to find out that it was both.

      “We have made contact with the Raggers,” said Councilor Jeremiah Becker, a man whose smug, condescending manner made him easy to despise.

      Stone kept his face and his voice neutral. “How? We don’t have a line of communication.”

      The transmission between Unity and Earth had a long way to travel and the delay was perceptible. The viewscreen image shimmered and drifted in and out of focus.

      Becker’s response came through. “We sent a wide-band message in the right direction and our enemy answered.” The man’s artificially-blue eyes glittered in triumph and he showed a glint of over-whitened teeth.

      Stone’s control vanished and he experienced a surge of fury that they’d gone over his head. “The only equipment capable of sending a wide-band comm is under military control. Why was I not informed?”

      “This is out of your hands, Fleet Admiral,” said Dwight Huff, another scheming dinosaur, who made no effort to hide his lack of concern at Stone’s anger. “The Raggers have shown how easily they can kill millions of our citizens. Therefore, it falls to the members of the League Council to find a way to achieve the right outcome for our people.”

      “You’re hoping for a truce?” Stone wasn’t sure if he should be impressed at the ambition or appalled at the naivete.

      “Not a truce,” said the third and final member of the League Council present in the meeting. Nate Clevenger was tall, broad, and in his middle years, with an open face that exuded sincerity. “Our aims are for a permanent peace with the Raggers.”

      “The enemy dropped incendiaries on Satra without reason or warning, Councilor. They have killed billions of Fangrin and wiped out entire worlds. The Raggers use the bodies of our fallen for meat! What makes you think they will accept peace? What can we possibly offer them?” Stone’s voice climbed and he struggled to keep it even. “How did they respond?”

      “Until we meet the Raggers, we won’t know what we can offer them, or what they want,” said Becker.

      “You’ve arranged a meeting?”

      “What else?” said Clevenger. “The details of peace are never settled when the two parties are lightyears apart. This must be achieved face-to-face.”

      “How many of my warships do you intend to ask for, Councilors?” said Stone with narrowed eyes. “I will not commit a significant portion of my fleet to a rendezvous with an alien species who have proven themselves murderous and untrustworthy.”

      “You believe this is already doomed to failure, Admiral,” said Clevenger, with a note of disapproval. “I expected wholehearted support.”

      “Nothing would give me greater pleasure than reliable peace with every alien bastard in the universe, Councilors. Just don’t expect me to be optimistic.” Stone fixed his gaze on the viewscreen. “The past behavior of the Raggers makes me certain I can predict what they’ll do in the future.”

      “Do you even know if the Fangrin sued for peace, Admiral?” asked Clevenger. “Certainly they showed little effort when it came to finding a settlement with the Unity League.”

      “I don’t know how much effort the Fangrin expended,” Stone replied truthfully.

      “Therefore, we can’t guess at how successful a concerted diplomatic push will be,” said Huff.

      “Wars start, wars end,” said Clevenger. “It has always been this way. Without dialogue, how can we know? The alternative is the extinction of humanity.”

      “I am not for a moment suggesting that we shouldn’t speak with the Raggers, Councilor. I am simply confident in the outcome.” Stone drummed his fingers on the top of his desk. “And do the Fangrin know what you intend?”

      “No, they do not, Admiral,” said Huff. “And nor will they - not unless circumstances dictate it unavoidable.”

      “Their tharniol is currently powering our lightspeed drives, Councilors. The Fangrin have promised shipments of rust ore so that we can help them fight our joint enemy. What happens to our alliance if they learn that we are dealing with the Raggers?”

      “We owe the dogs nothing,” wheezed Huff. “If it wasn’t for their aggression, the Unity League would be in a much stronger position than now. We wouldn’t require their rust, since our own mines on Centrium would be more than adequate to meet our demands.”

      Huff was right in a way. The war against the Fangrin had been a constant drain on humanity. On the other hand, it had also hardened the military into an effective and highly-experienced force. Without war, Stone knew the League Council would never have authorized such high levels of funding for the ULAF. Even the depleted fleet was vastly more extensive than it would have been if the Fangrin had never shown up. Stone knew his own logic was equally shaky, but he would prefer to be facing the Raggers with his current forces than with a much smaller peacetime fleet that didn’t know how to fight.

      “The question still stands. How many ships am I required to prepare and how many personnel are they to carry?” asked Stone.

      Of all the answers Stone was expecting, he got something completely different.

      “Only one, Admiral. An FTL personnel transport is what we require,” said Huff. “You may think us stupid, but I assure you we are not. We have no intention of sending an entire carrier group into what may well be a trap. If the Raggers prove treacherous, it won’t matter what size escort we bring.”

      The surprises kept on coming.

      “We are also putting our money where our mouths are,” added Becker. “I will be leading this mission, alongside Councilors Huff and Clevenger.”

      “Of course, we will require military representation, Admiral,” said Clevenger.

      For a moment, Stone thought he’d been blindsided and the Unity Council was about to insist he go along for the ride. He wasn’t a coward, but it would be an act of stupendous idiocy to send the head of the ULAF for exploratory talks with a treacherous alien species.

      “Someone of your personal recommendation, Admiral. Perhaps a high-ranking intelligence officer,” said Huff.

      “I will look into it,” Stone replied. “How long until this meeting takes place?”

      “Ten days.”

      “And when will you depart?”

      “In seven days, Admiral. The Raggers have chosen a meeting place that is only three days lightspeed travel from Earth.”

      “Very well. Send me whatever documentation you have on the mission and I will make the arrangements.”

      “One last thing, Admiral,” said Huff. “I am sure you appreciate the sensitivity of this mission. Word of it must not get out. Is that understood?”

      Stone wasn’t a man to let his mouth run and he didn’t like the implication that he was. “This will be treated with the same confidentiality as any of the ULAF’s high priority missions, Councilor,” he said coldly. “I don’t need reminding.”

      The meeting ended and when the viewscreen went dark, Stone spent a couple of minutes staring at nothing. He didn’t like any of the three League councilors, but he was grudgingly forced to admit they had some balls if they were going to fly out to meet the Raggers, especially when they could have easily chosen someone else to go in their place. Huff’s closing words continued to bother him, though he couldn’t put his finger on exactly why.

      You didn’t get to Stone’s position if you couldn’t adapt to changing circumstances, or you wasted time getting angry at the unavoidable crap. He poked his forefinger at one of the buttons on his desktop communicator and got on with the preparations.
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      The FTL video link quality was even worse than usual. Bursts of static sprinkled across the screen like dense grey snow, making the feed sometimes so bad that it seemed like the connection was ready to drop out completely.

      On the feed was a room. This room contained a table, a blue-upholstered couch and a coffee table. A painting on the wall depicted a mundane nighttime cityscape. The face of a small girl appeared, with blonde hair tied up, a cute nose and a missing front tooth. Alice Conway leaned across and adjusted the camera lens so that the girl was centered in the viewscreen.

      “Hey, Daddy,” said Emily Conway.

      Lieutenant Tanner Conway thought his daughter looked sad and it broke his heart to see it. He did his best to look cheerful. “Hey, Pumpkin, how are you doing?”

      “Not so good, Daddy. We miss you and I don’t have any friends now that mommy and I moved out of Durham.”

      “I miss you too.” He leaned closer to the lens. “A few more weeks and then you can go home.”

      “Promise?”

      Conway sighed inwardly. “Once the Unity League has dealt with the bad guys, everything will go back to how it was.” He changed the subject quickly. “Your Mom and I have been talking.”

      “About the puppy? Does this mean I can have one?”

      “Just as soon as you and your mom are allowed home.” He tried to smile.

      “It’s going to be a chocolate Labrador and I’m going to call it Pudding.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out.”

      “It’s going to be the best dog ever!”

      The screen went blank before Conway could speak to his wife again. He swore. FTL comms carried a high tharniol price and Conway was only given a two-minute allowance per week. Once you factored in the travel time, there wasn’t much opportunity to say more than a few words. He stared at the display a moment longer and wished he was back home rather than on the godforsaken world where he currently found himself stationed.

      Conway turned at the buzzing sound which indicated the inner airlock door was open. A moment later, he heard the door clunk shut and footsteps approached through the interconnecting rooms. It was the next soldier’s opportunity to have two minutes reminder of what normality was.

      A man appeared in the doorway, dressed in combat armor except for the helmet which he carried in one hand.

      “Hey, Lieutenant.” He was a corporal who Conway half-recognized, with hair cropped so short it was difficult to make out the color. His eyes held the spark of decency. A good man.

      Conway’s seat scraped on the unfinished steel floor as he got to his feet. “Looks like it’s your turn now, Corporal.”

      “Two minutes during which I can forget I’m here, sir. I’ve got a kid now and this is the high point of my week.”

      Nothing in the man’s face suggested he was anything other than sincere. Conway gave him a nod, picked up his own helmet from the floor next to the chair and squeezed past.

      “Make them count,” he said, remembering how his own rehearsed words had been instantly forgotten the moment the link formed.

      The cabin held two other rooms like this one, linked by a short corridor leading to the airlock. Conway retrieved his Gilner assault rifle from the rack of identical weapons. This one had his initials etched on it, so he knew it was his. TGC and with a full magazine. The same as it always was.

      Conway fastened his helmet in place and went through the airlock. Stark, blinding sunlight poured through the opening when the electronically-operated outer door slid open. He descended three steps and onto rough, grey stone. The temperature gauge on the display inside his helmet told him it was 150 degrees Fahrenheit, with no breathable atmosphere.

      “Welcome to Roltar,” he said bitterly.

      He paused at the bottom of the steps and looked around. The ULAF had set up a base here – it was another one of the military’s temporary installations, comprising boxlike cabins laid out in a grid, and a variety of larger, rectangular structures assembled by teams of engineers. As of this moment, it was home to 3120 Unity League personnel.

      Conway turned left towards one of the mess halls. It was daytime, but the sky was utterly dark and the sun appeared like an oversized white-yellow disk. Its unfiltered light beat upon the surface, creating shadows and contrasts that resembled nothing on any populated world.

      Directly ahead, a thousand meters away, Conway saw the high sides of the lifter which had brought most of the kit here. It was one of the larger models, able to carry several million tons into lightspeed and drop its cargo off safely wherever it was needed. Conway remembered the two-day journey to get here – it was bumpy and uncomfortable, with much more turbulence than usual.

      The specks of people and vehicles moved in and out of the lifter’s open main load bay. It looked much busier than usual and he wondered if Colonel Tucker had ordered an inventory check. Then, he caught the sound of the spaceship’s engines, carried on the persistent breeze which blew across the rocky plain on this part of Roltar. Usually, they kept the engines offline to preserve fuel and the lifter wasn’t due to leave before the exercises finished in a couple of weeks.

      He didn’t have answers and put it from his mind. The route to the mess hall was an easy left-right-left through the single-story cabins. Conway didn’t pass many other personnel on the way. Most of the troops were a couple of hundred klicks east, taking part in wargames in the rocky terrain over that way. He knew the area well, having only returned a few hours ago.

      Conway didn’t reach the mess hall. The earpiece in his helmet hummed for a split second and a name appeared on his HUD to let him know who it was had opened a channel.

      “Lieutenant Conway,” came the greeting.

      It was Captain Guise. The tone of the man’s voice made Conway instantly sure that something was up. “Yes, sir. What is it?”

      Guise didn’t piss around. “It’s your lucky day, Lieutenant. Someone up high has requested you by name and there’s a transport due in any time now.”

      Conway stopped in his tracks. “Do you have any more details, sir?”

      “Nothing that’ll answer your questions. You’re to pick nine soldiers. Do it fast and make your way to the landing strip.”

      The channel went dead. Conway was surprised, but not so much that he was going to stand gawping. He accessed the comms network and scanned the names. It didn’t take long to pick nine and he sent a group message, ordering the soldiers to the landing area.

      Fifteen minutes later, they gathered near the huge lifter. The resonance from its engines set Conway’s teeth on edge and he did his best to ignore the aching it produced in his body. His squad were dressed in their ULG combat suits and carried Gilner assault rifles. Conway cast his eyes over them. Somehow you could always tell the new recruits from the veterans just by their stance. There was bravado and then there was confidence born from facing death time and again. It was impossible to fake the real thing.

      “Where’s Kemp?” asked Private Lola Torres. “Scratching his ass someplace?”

      “Nah, picking up ammo from stores,” said Private Chuck Warner. “He said he burned through it all shooting at rocks on a mountainside.”

      “He’d better be quick,” rumbled Sergeant Lockhart.

      A high-torque transport vehicle with three tanks on its load bed passed in front of them, a little too close for comfort. The noise from its engines made it difficult to hear the comms and its immense tires kicked out pieces of stone. Conway felt one of the fragments ping away from his thigh.

      Private Barron was a few paces nearer than everyone else and she got showered. “Hey!” she shouted into the vehicle’s comms channel. The driver’s face appeared at the side cabin window, five meters above and he raised a hand in apology.

      “Sorry folks.”

      “Yeah, next time watch where you’re going,” muttered Barron, checking her suit and rifle for damage.

      The vehicle changed course and headed towards one of the storage buildings on the far side of the base. Conway didn’t pay it any more attention and kept his head tipped in order to watch for the incoming transport.

      “There’s no sign of our ride,” said Torres.

      Conway didn’t say anything, though he was secretly glad the transport was running late. He didn’t want to leave Kemp behind and he doubted the transport pilot would be happy to hang about.

      “What’s this all about, sir?” asked Corporal Rick Freeman. He’d taken a beating a few weeks ago on a Ragger lifter and had only been signed off for active duty ten days back.

      “Damned if I know,” said Conway, the tone of his voice indicating he didn’t like being in the dark.

      “It’s gotta be something important, though?” Freeman pressed. “I mean, like they’ve got three thousand troops on this base, so why ask for us?”

      “Because we’re the best,” said Torres. She raised her Gilner to eye level and mimicked shooting at the retreating end of the high-torque hauler.

      “Raggers,” said Freeman. “It’ll be something to do with the Raggers.”

      “No shit?” Lockhart replied sourly.

      Kemp arrived, carrying an oversized pack over one shoulder and with his assault rifle slung over the other.

      “Nicely timed,” said Torres. “Here comes the transport.”

      Conway spotted it a second later. A grey-silver shape appeared on the dark canvas of Roltar’s heavens. It was travelling much faster than sound and it seemed for a moment that its pilot had misjudged. At the last moment, it slowed sharply, in apparent defiance of its own weight. The sound of its engines came as a series of overlapping, dull thumps which were audible over the drone of the lifter parked five hundred meters away.

      The transport landed with a crunch on an open area a short distance from the squad and its pilot kept the engines running. The vessel measured sixty meters from nose to tail and it appeared well-maintained, in stark contrast to most troops transports which looked as if they got beaten with sledgehammers as part of the manufacturing process.

      “Looks new,” said Freeman. “New and fast.”

      “Yeah,” said Conway. After his short time on the Ragger mothership, he’d begun to take a greater interest in spaceships. “This one isn’t intended for troops.”

      “And a tharniol drive,” said Freeman. “I love lightspeed travel.”

      The pilot came onto the comms channel.

      “I’m Lieutenant Kenny Tate. Lieutenant Conway, bring your men onboard.”

      The ten of them jogged over the ground. A steep boarding ramp behind the shuttle’s nose gave access to the compact airlock. The squad crowded in and watched for the red light on the inner door changing to green.

      With the soldiers still waiting for the airlock to cycle, the shuttle took off with its engines howling and its alloy walls groaning with the strain. The vessel’s life support cushioned the squad from the force of the acceleration, but Conway could sense it easily enough. He gritted his teeth.

      The inner airlock door slid aside to reveal a passage. Before Conway had taken three steps into the shuttle’s interior, the comms came to life.

      “Welcome aboard, ladies and gentlemen. Please make yourselves at home,” said Lieutenant Tate. “This journey is expected to last twenty hours and I’ll be warming up the tharniol drive as soon as we’re at ten thousand klicks from Roltar.”

      Tate didn’t have anything else to add and had no answers to any questions. Conway led his soldiers to the main passenger bay. It was far more luxurious than he was accustomed to and fitted with thirty fully-reclining leather chairs. A thick carpet ran underfoot and the food station on the wall looked like the kind of model he’d read about in the brochures for hotels he could never afford to stay in.

      “Whoa, first class!” said Kemp. “Who have you been making friends with, Lieutenant?”

      Conway shook his head slowly. “Nobody I’m aware of.” He unfastened his helmet and took it off. “You heard Lieutenant Tate – make yourselves at home.”

      Kemp didn’t need an invitation and he pushed buttons on the food station.

      “Maybe you should wait until after we hit lightspeed,” suggested Barron. “Else you’ll be wearing your dinner.”

      “Screw that,” said Kemp. “This thing spits out real cheeseburgers and I’m going to eat four.”

      Conway wasn’t hungry and he wasn’t thirsty. He chose one of the seats and found it was as comfortable as it looked, with enough room to accommodate his combat suit. The bay was fitted with viewscreens, all of which were blank, while an extendible arm at the side of his chair held a personal screen for the occupant’s use. It was also blank and Conway wasn’t in the mood for TV. His squad were in high spirits, which made him sure they hadn’t thought too much about what was coming. He had a feeling it was for the best.

      Fifteen minutes later, the shuttle entered lightspeed. The seats were good, but they weren’t good enough to shield Conway from the nausea. Kemp had an iron stomach and his four cheeseburgers stayed inside, though he complained that he’d eaten one too many.

      The spaceship flew on towards its unknown destination.
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      Captain Jake Griffin was alone in the officers’ downtime room, watching the large screen TV hanging from one of the walls. For the last few weeks, the news channels had shown hardly anything other than the ongoing efforts to make New Pacific, Involar and Runston more secure against Ragger attacks. Griffin watched one of the channels for a few moments. The reporter was interviewing an elderly couple from the town of Durham and asking the kind of banal questions that Griffin didn’t have the patience to listen to.

      He switched channels to ZOWTV News, where a reporter was trying to extract details from a surly ULAF colonel about the capabilities of the new ground-air defense systems the military was in the process of installing on Runston. The officer wasn’t giving much away, in spite of the reporter’s best efforts. Griffin had been told that the new missiles were a long way from proven. The Spinebreaker air defenses could target a railgun emission as well as engine signatures, neither of which would be useful if the Raggers dropped incendiaries or nukes.

      “Are you still watching that?”

      The voice startled Griffin and he looked up to see Lieutenant Cassie Dominguez strolling towards him, wearing a grey flight uniform minus the helmet.

      “You should stop sneaking up on people, Lieutenant.”

      She grinned at him. “Never going to happen. Anything new?”

      Griffin rolled his shoulders to get the tension out of them. “Nope.”

      “I don’t mean on the TV, sir.”

      “You’re asking me if I’ve heard anything hush-hush.”

      Another grin. “Yes, sir.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      Dominguez came closer and sat in the adjacent seat. The leather creaked as she reclined. “It’s been too quiet.”

      “We only docked yesterday.”

      “And we still don’t know why they want us on the Unity station.”

      “I haven’t spent too long thinking about it.”

      “Liar!”

      Griffin laughed. “Maybe I’ve been thinking about it a little.”

      “And?”

      “I have no idea why we’re here.”

      “Could be someone in high command wants to personally hand you the keys to your new spaceship.”

      Griffin looked over his shoulder to make sure the room was still empty. “I checked the flight logs.”

      Dominguez leaned closer. “I knew you couldn’t sit around waiting! What did you find?”

      “The UL Goliath is due to stop here in four hours.”

      “They’re assigning us to another carrier group?”

      “It’s just the Goliath. No escort. It’s only staying for twenty minutes and then it’s going to Runston.”

      “They’re not giving you command of a diamond class carrier. Not that you couldn’t do it, but you know…experience.”

      “It’s more likely that its arrival is nothing to do with us being on Unity. There are lots of senior officers on this space station.”

      Dominguez raised an eyebrow. “There’s got to be a good reason for them to divert a carrier here and a twenty-minute stop off isn’t enough to do anything.”

      “Could be we’ll never know.”

      “But you’re going to try and find out.”

      “Maybe. Just out of interest, you understand.”

      The communicator in Griffin’s pocket bleeped loudly and he could feel the vibration through the thick material of his flight suit. He pulled out the device and opened it up. A high priority message had appeared at the top of his mail list and the beeping didn’t stop until he acknowledged it.

      “I’ve got to go,” he said.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ve been ordered to Fleet Admiral Stone’s office.” Griffin was surprised and made no effort to hide it.

      “What are you waiting for?”

      The interior of Unity station wasn’t logically set out. Rather, the individual modules were logical in themselves, but when they were all fitted together, the effect was to produce a maze of interconnected corridors which didn’t always end up where you expected. Griffin was blessed with an unerring sense of direction and he hurried through the cold passages, trying to ignore the nonstop activity going on everywhere he looked.

      No matter how well they built things, the engineers hadn’t yet figured out how to conceal the fact that an object in space was anywhere other than in space. Unity was filled with maintenance teams and ULAF personnel, all of them constantly busy. Racks of cables ran up walls and along trays. Locked metal boxes hid interface ports, switches, circuit breakers and all kinds of other equipment which made it obvious that stuff could go wrong at any time. In addition, the station was so old that it was easy to see when you stepped from an older module and into a newer one simply by observing the changes in the technology.

      Fleet Admiral Stone’s office was located in one of the newest modules, where everything was kept neat and tidy behind flush panels or tucked away beneath floor hatches. Griffin passed a group of three technicians gathered around one such hatch. They carried diagnostic kit and one of them shouted commands to other members of the team working somewhere below the floor. Not one of them paid Griffin any heed and he walked by, trusting they were on top of things.

      Admiral Stone’s office was protected from intrusion by a squad of four armed soldiers in full combat gear and an additional hard-faced staff officer who sat at a desk and made no pretense of welcome when Griffin arrived.

      “Captain Griffin, enter your codes into the terminal,” intoned the officer, indicating a keypad on the desk.

      Griffin did as he was asked by entering a series of digits. After that, he pressed his thumb onto a flat square and waited for the scanner to read his print and to run a biometric test. A light went green.

      “You’re clear to enter.”

      “Thanks,” muttered Griffin.

      He half expected one of the soldiers to pat him down for weapons, but they let him pass without a word. The door to Stone’s office slid open and Griffin walked along a short corridor to a second door. The first closed and the second opened.

      The office was a little more spartan than Griffin had anticipated. Walls, floor, ceiling, desk. The usual stuff, along with a couple of half-hearted embellishments to make it seem more homely. Fleet Admiral Stone’s appearance was no surprise, since Griffin had seen the ULAF’s most senior officer give presentations elsewhere, though he hadn’t met him face-to-face.

      “Captain Griffin, have a seat,” said Stone.

      The man’s name was reflected in his appearance – craggy features, grey hair, broad shoulders.

      “Thank you, sir,” Griffin said, lowering himself into one of the two chairs opposite.

      “I bet you’re wondering what you’re doing here on Unity station, Captain?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Stone grunted and slid across a cardboard folder. “Take a look at what’s in there.”

      The only words on the outer part of the folder were Griffin’s name and rank. Inside, a single sheet of paper.

      “Read it,” prompted Stone.

      Griffin skimmed over the contents. “Statistical analysis, sir. I’m not sure I understand.”

      “We’ve been trialing a new system, Captain. I have a team of highly-paid men and women producing a similar file on every ULAF officer of lieutenant rank and above. They feed data into a computer and that computer spits out a performance metric. Tell me what it says on the bottom line of yours.”

      “Nine-point-three-four, sir,” Griffin replied, without needing to look at the sheet again.

      “Nine-point-three-four,” repeated Stone, nodding. “That puts you in the top two percent of our combat officers, Captain. The top one percent if you exclude flight lieutenants and ground lieutenants.”

      “I’m happy my competence has been recognized by a computer, sir.”

      Stone’s face cracked into a smile and he gave a short laugh. “Don’t dismiss it so readily, Captain. I’ve put in a lot of work and the Unity League has invested an eye-watering amount of taxpayer’s money to get this system up and running.”

      “What’s it for, sir?”

      “To allow us to choose the right man or woman for the job. Every part of every single mission is broken down, given a priority and then personnel are assigned based on their performance metric. With oversight, of course.”

      Griffin felt his head swimming. “So the officers with lower scores are put in charge of lower priority aspects of a mission and the high-scorers deal with the critical parts?”

      “That’s it in a nutshell.” Stone placed his hands flat on the desk and drummed his fingers. “This system means we no longer automatically give the greatest responsibility to officers who are merely the longest-served. Now, we can tailor each mission down to the last man – or woman - to maximize the chance of success.”

      “I think the reasoning is sound, sir.”

      “I can see you’re not convinced, Captain Griffin, and I’m not going to waste my time or yours trying to make you see it differently. All you need to know is that your score of nine-point-three-four is what’s brought you into my office.”

      Griffin had a good idea what this performance metric meant for his immediate future. He was going to be given crap job after crap job until he either died or his score fell low enough that he was put in charge of something easier. He mentally grimaced at the memories of his psyche reports, the more favorable ones of which labelled him as obstinate, all the way to the ones which outright called him a stubborn bastard. Griffin wasn’t a man who liked to fail and he had a sneaking suspicion this computerized metric system knew that and inflated his score accordingly.

      “You’re wondering what we’re about to shovel your way,” stated Admiral Stone.

      Honesty was always the best policy. “Yes, sir.”

      “A mission, Captain.”

      “I’m all ears, sir.”

      Stone took a deep breath. “The League Council has made contact with the Raggers. They’ve arranged a meeting at which they intend to try and make peace with our enemies.”

      “I’m all in favor of peace, sir.”

      “But you’ve seen first-hand that it isn’t going to happen.”

      “The Raggers won’t make peace on any sort of terms that are acceptable to us.”

      “I agree with you. However, certain members of the League Council feel they are obliged to do something. If you don’t ask, you don’t get.”

      “We know what the Raggers want, sir. They asked for the surrender of New Pacific, which is the same as they demand every time they find the location of a Fangrin planet.”

      “And the Fangrin have lost billions in the war,” said Stone.

      “Sometimes the peace is worse than the fighting, sir. I don’t want my family or friends ending up on a plate.”

      “Like I said, I agree with you,” Stone replied. “That doesn’t change the fact that these members of the League Council are going to meet the Raggers.”

      “Sir, on two occasions you have implied that the Council are not unanimous in this.”

      Stone raised an eyebrow. “I thought it was more than implication. Yes, Captain, you are right. The Council is not unanimous. In fact, this peace mission was not approved by a vote and nor was it ever put to a vote.”

      “Then why is it going ahead?” Griffin could scarcely believe what he was hearing.

      “I have been asked to facilitate it.” The expression on Stone’s face made it clear he wouldn’t be drawn on the details.

      He opened a drawer on his desk and pulled out another folder, this one much thicker than the first. With a casual flick, he sent it across the table. Two words were emblazoned on the front in big, red letters. Top Secret. Griffin picked it up.

      Stone’s expression didn’t change. “Those are your mission documents, Captain, and you aren’t going to like what’s inside.”

      A quick scan of the first few lines of the briefing document confirmed that Stone’s words were an understatement. Griffin could see that he really wasn’t going to like this one. He dropped the folder back on the desk.

      “I can’t do this, sir. It’s not what I signed up for.”

      “It isn’t optional, Captain Griffin. Gather your crew and get ready. The worst case might never come to pass. I’m sure you’ll do what you can to ensure that it doesn’t.”

      “I don’t see how I can influence it, sir.”

      “I’m sure you’ll do everything possible.”

      Griffin hesitated. “Is this worthwhile?”

      “We’re in the opening stages of a war we can’t possibly win. I’m sure we’ll try anything.”

      “I’m sure we will, sir.”

      Stone had one final warning. “I won’t remind you that everything we’ve spoken about in this room is highly classified.”

      “I understand that.”

      Griffin left the room, ignoring the stares of the guards and the staff officer in the antechamber outside Stone’s office. He used his pocket communicator to call in his crew and tried to pretend it was just another day in the ULAF.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      The carrier Goliath departed eighteen minutes after its arrival. During those eighteen minutes, its rear bay doors opened briefly and then closed again. After that, the spaceship charged up its tharniol drive and vanished into lightspeed.

      Ten minutes after the carrier departed, the Unity station’s main bay was evacuated. The outer doors were opened remotely for two minutes and then they were closed. No spaceship entered or exited, and the ground staff were informed this was an exercise. Shortly afterwards, the bay doors opened once more, closed, and then the lockdown was lifted. The work crews returned and readied themselves for the scheduled arrival of a supply ship which was bringing replacement power modules from Earth.

      Hidden by its stealth tech, a small warship sped away.

      “I never thought I’d see the Fixer again,” said Griffin. He inhaled the metallic odors, which reminded him how much he’d missed being on a Viper. Even the familiarity wasn’t enough to lighten his foul mood.

      “The new Fixer,” corrected Dominguez. “New and improved.”

      “I can’t believe they pulled it off,” said Lieutenant Harry Kenyon. “Working stealth tech on one of our ships. Something the Fangrin haven’t managed get working in five years of fighting the Raggers.”

      “It’s to do with the optics, apparently,” said Griffin. “We’re ahead of the Fangrin and we’ve been able to scale up the units we extracted from the Ragger spacesuits.” He double-checked the power gauges in front of him. They were all above eighty percent and the Fixer’s engines were taking the strain. They made a sound closer to that of a lifter shuttle than a highly-tuned warship. “Let’s hope nothing breaks. We’re advised not to use the stealth for extended periods.”

      “Maybe we should switch it off, huh?” asked Dominguez.

      “We’ve been instructed to wait until we’re a quarter of a million klicks from Unity. High command doesn’t want anyone knowing. Not yet.”

      “I’ve taken a look in the files,” said Kenyon. “At least I’ve tried to look in the files. Everything’s blank when it comes to the Fixer.”

      “You aren’t in the need to know group,” said Dominguez. “Same way I’m not.”

      “How many more of these do we have in the fleet, sir?” said Kenyon.

      “None. This is a prototype and it’s been rushed into production for a specific mission. I’ve been told that we’ve reached the limits of how we can scale up the Ragger suit technology. The Fixer is about as big as they can go and none of this is tested for combat use.”

      “Which is why they’re sending us into combat,” said Dominguez.

      “This comes from the very top,” Griffin warned.

      “What exactly are we planning to do, sir?”

      “We’re going to follow one of our spaceships and watch what it does.”

      “That’s it?” asked Kenyon. “Hell, I wish all of our missions were as easy as this one.”

      “Tell me that again when we finish.”

      “Not so easy, then?”

      “I wouldn’t bank on it.”

      “That’s us at a quarter of a million klicks, sir,” said Dominguez.

      Griffin used the controls to bring the spaceship’s speed way down until it was travelling at little more than a crawl. He turned his head and the HUD inside his flight helmet updated with information from the external sensors.

      “Stars and darkness,” he said under his breath. Then, louder, “Readying the lightspeed drive.”

      “Two days out,” said Dominguez, checking the coordinates. “Nearly half a tank.”

      Vipers weren’t built for extended time at lightspeed. Two days one way and two the other wouldn’t leave much spare in the bolt-on tharniol module.

      “There’ll be no opportunity for sight-seeing, Lieutenant.”

      “Where are we going again?” asked Kenyon, fishing for details.

      “Nowhere in particular.”

      “Just great.”

      The lightspeed drive was attached to the back of the spaceship, but that didn’t make it inaudible. The noise increased in volume and the Fixer shook with it. Griffin clenched his teeth and told himself it was the instrumentation display that was blurred, rather than his eyesight. He felt a thud in the back and his body was pressed into the padding of his seat. Dislocation came and passed; the nausea lingered.

      “That’s a successful launch,” he said.

      Griffin’s vision sharpened and he checked the status displays. The Fixer was at lightspeed and with no obvious faults in the hardware. Turbulence made it bumpy and he waited to see if the ride would smooth out. It didn’t.

      “Are you going to tell us what’s going on, sir?” asked Dominguez. “Maybe we can do our jobs better if we know what the stakes are.”
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